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Send items for the calendar to davebunnell@
comcast.net at least 4 weeks before desired month of 
publication (e.g., by April 1 for the May issue). 

USA
June 13-17, 2022— NSS Convention in Rapid 
City, South Dakota. Visit www.nss2022.caves. 
org for more information.
July 16-23, 2022—NCRC Cave Rescue 
Operations and Management Seminar, Covington, 
VA. Extensive fieldwork and classroom instruction 
in all phases of cave rescue. Register at https://
ncrc.regfox.com/ncrc-2022-national-seminar
June (week to be determined) 2023— NSS 
Convention in West Virginia, rescheduled from 
2020.

INTERNATIONAL
July 24-31, 2022—18th Internat ional 
Congress of Speleology in Savoie, France,  
http://uis2021.speleos.fr/

Brazilian Caves in Danger - 
Call for Help

In recent years the world has been 
perplexed by the increasing threats to the 
social, economic, and environmental balance 
of Brazil. The world watches in disbelief 
as denuding of the Amazon Rain Forest 
continues, along with threats to indigenous 
communities, dismantling of the national 
education system, diminishing investments 
in science, and the ongoing devastating 
consequences of the Covid-19 Pandemic. 
Suddenly, a new threat emerges. Now 
Brazil’s caves are targeted!On January 12 
of this year, the President of Brazil launched 
Federal Decree No 10.935, targeting Brazil’s 
caves. If not stopped, the Presidential Decree 
will destroy the intent of the robust cave 
protection protocols that were established 
under Brazil’s Constitution of 1988. The 
people, speleologists, and legislators of the 
world have limited time to speak out against 
the decree (the timeframe for comment 
expires in early April). Brazil’s caves are in 
great need of global help. 

Please click here to add your support 
in Brazil’s race to overcome the new decree 
and keep their caves protected (https://bit. 
ly/3HG842w)   

The Brazilian Speleological Society (BSE) 
also requests respectful letters and support 
from around the world, and they are asking 
for NSS Internal Organizations, Institutional 
members, and individual members to send 
letters via email. BSE has provided a sample 
letter, and they’ve made it easy for you to 
add your own words. Go to https://caves. 
org/conservation/supportSBE.shtml for the 
letter template and quick email instructions. 
The caves, cavers, and speleological heritage 
of Brazil thank you for your efforts to support 
SBE and the defeat of Presidential Decree 
No 10.935

Rachel Saker on rappel from the Looking Glass Window between Mushroom Forest Pit 
and the Topless Dome, in Tumbling Rock Cave, Alabama. Photo by Ethan Reuter.
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Tumbling Rock Cave - an SCCi 
Property

Jackson County, Alabama

Tumbling Rock has been ground-zero 
for numerous pivotal moments in vertical 
problem-solving since its early exploration 
more than 60 years ago. A full article on the 
epic history of exploratory cave climbs in the 
Topless Dome complex, starting in the early 
1960s and continuing through modern day, 
will be featured in a future NSS News. The 
following is a preview describing some of that 
history, as well as the recent exploration:

The cave is famous for its beginner-
friendly horizontal terrain, and it has played 
host to countless first-timer cavers eagerly 
fumbling across the breakdown-laden 
passages. Thousands of visitors have stood 
at the iconic Christmas Tree formation, but 
what many do not realize is that the ceiling 
of The Great Hall of Mysteries rises to over 
100 feet high at the Hall’s center. Distracted 
by the comradery inspired by a triumphant 
arrival at the Christmas Tree, and often 
outfitted with the basic headlamps of a fledg-
ling caver, even fewer visitors notice that a 
neighboring dome looms inconspicuously 
above the Great Hall —its landing nearly 70 
vertical feet above them. To look up at this 
dome from the trade route through the main 
cave, the observer will first notice a massive 

Welcome Back to the Topless Dome
Rachel Saker

bedrock arête that meets the opposite wall 
and creates a portal into the dome. This 
striking, but very distant, feature tormented 
the caving forefathers enough that it was 
christened The Forbidden Door.  

To those who think of Tumbling Rock as 
a horizontal cave, it may appear as though 
the cave hides a rare wonder above the main 
borehole: the famous Topless Dome. But in 
reality, it’s the extensive borehole passage, 
not the vertical playground, that is somewhat 

unusual for Jackson County. At a majestic 
396-feet high, the Topless Dome is one of 
the tallest in the United States– if only access 
to the top were possible! 

Rachel Saker removes the concrete screws 
used for an exploratory aid climb that 
traversed the ceiling of Great Hall of Mysteries, 
more than 120-ft above the cave floor. Photo 
by Michael Ketzner.

The Great Hall of Mysteries, as seen from the Forbidden Door. Photo by Ethan Retuer.

Facing page:
The first modern photo taken from the top 
of the Topless Dome. The walls of the dome 
constrict to a humble 30-ft diameter at the top 
level of the dome. Around the 300-ft elevation, 
the walls suddenly broaden to over 50-ft in 
diameter. Photo by Ethan Reuter
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Of course, it’s easy to christen a dome 
“topless” by the dim warmth of carbide, but 
that leaves the intrepid wondering “what is 
up there?” In 1978, two pioneers of verti-
cal exploration, Don Davison Jr. and Cheryl 
Jones, completed the monumental feat of 
climbing to the summit of Topless dome. 
Their project was the tallest exploratory cave 
climb yet attempted in the United States. 
In the early 1980s, a northeastern group 
attempted to repeat the staggering climb 
but had to bail halfway through the push. 
The second successful summit of the dome 
came years later by unidentified persons in 
a covert operation. Despite multiple climbs, 
access to the top (or even the higher ledges) 
only existed for brief moments before the 
ropes came down for one reason or another. 

When my project kicked off in February 
of 2020, re-establishing the summit of the 
Topless Dome was not the goal – to the 
contrary, I explicitly stated in my project 
summary that we would not be working in 
Topless at all. It had already been climbed 
and everyone knew that there were “no 
leads at the top.” Ironically, the exploration 
permit had to be amended mid-project when 
we intersected Topless by accident while 
pushing a neighboring dome complex! We 
arrived through a virgin dome/pit complex 
and found ourselves at a previously-unknown 
window sitting more than 150 feet above 
the plunge pool of the King’s Shower. It 
was, without question, one of the most awe-
inspiring moments of my caving experience; 
I later named it the Disillusion Window. 

Excerpt from trip report, written by 
Rachel Saker 03/28/2020

Mark [Wingard] and Michael 
[Ketzner] set anchors for a 20-ish foot 
nuisance drop to follow the continua-
tion of the canyon [(soon to be named 
“Pandemic Connection”)], while I 
poked around toward the head of the 
corridor. The water that I heard prior 
was coming down from a ~100-foot-
high ceiling (...omg, more domes!). 
The guys went down the short drop, 
careful to avoid a precarious rock 
the size of a cinder block that was 
cemented across the gap. I made my 
way towards the new dome, but Mark 
called to me...

Rachel, you’re going to want to 
come down here and see this...

Uh, weeeell… but– but domes? 
The ceiling overhead boasted a few 
big leads and I was reluctant to break 
my gaze. Hesitantly, I scuttled back 
down to the step-over, rappelled 
down the 20-foot drop, and followed 
the corridor onward a hundred-ish 

(horizontal) feet. There was a spicy 
traverse skirting a drop-off that didn’t 
look bad from my vantage point – 
Mark assured me that I absolutely 
wanted to keep my back pressed into 
the wall as I skirted it. Once across 
it, I turned back to see a 60-foot pit 
mid-passage. Yiiikes… we’re going 
to rig that with a safety line, right? 
Mark didn’t answer. 

Ahead of me, he stood silent at a 
large window and gazed into an inky 

void that glittered with the rain of a 
spiraling waterfall; the floor was not 
visible through the mist below, and 
neither was the ceiling above. 

We were staring directly into the 
Topless Dome.

Perhaps the dogmatic claim, heralded 
by the masses, “there are no leads at the top 
of the Topless Dome” was technically true, 
but in March of 2020 my project group and 
I unintentionally proved that there are, in 
fact, leads in the dome. Over the course of 

Champion belayer and future Big Name Caver, Michael Ketzner, on the newly-established, 
102-foot-tall ascent of Coffee Date Dome. Photo by Ethan Reuter.



the next two years, hundreds of feet were aid 
climbed to investigate dozens of leads in the 
Pandemic Connection and the Great Hall of 
Mysteries. In May 2021, I stood alongside 
several of my favorite project partners at the 
top of Topless – a humble summit that is only 
distinguishable from its nearly mirror-image 
twin dome, Mushroom Forest, by its bursting 
waterfall and by a floor that lurks far beyond 
the glow of my headlamp. 

Early in the project, Cheryl Jones 
had graciously sent me copies of her and 
Davison’s cave logs and trip reports from the 
1970s. I was captivated–it turned the project 
into a fascinating rappel into the epic history 
of vertical exploration. The story of Topless 
Dome is not mine alone, but a saga in which 
I am simply the most recent chapter. The 
exploration is not done…

All  explorat ion,  bo l t ing ,  and 
fixed rigging conducted with permis-
sion from the SCCi under Special Use 
Permit. Recreational vertical visitation 
is currently pending release, but it will 
be available through the SCCi website 
at SaveYourCaves.org . Upon launch, it 
will grant access to the lower half of the 
Toplesss Dome complex. Recreational 
access to the upper portion of the dome is 
currently restricted due to on-going vertical 
exploration, but it is anticipated that the 
permit will launch early 2023. 

Standing on the massive natural bridge of the Forbidden Door, first accessed by Rachel Saker 
and Mark Wingard en route to the ceiling of Coffee Date Dome. Photo by Ethan Reuter.

Rachel Saker finishes rigging the static lines after a successful aid climb of the lost Mushroom 
Forest dome/pit. Photo by Ethan Reuter.

Renowned pit bouncers, Ian and Ethan Reuter, pose in the borehole trunk passage of Tumbling 
Rock. Photo by Nikon’s automatic timer feature (aka “self portrait”).

Rachel Saker, dressed in her usual “cave 
camouflage” outfits of black-on-black, frogs 
the Coffee Date Dome with a full project cave 
pack of bolting and aid climbing gear in-towed 
below. Photo by Ethan Reuter.
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When most think of caves in Central 
Kentucky Mammoth Cave likely comes to 
mind first, but other subterranean worlds 
abound in its vicinity. A recent edition of 
the NSS News featured the long term work 
in James Cave and this story concerns a 
cave in another, nearby, knob. Taking place 
in the late 1980s and early 90s during a 
lapse in activity in Roppel Cave, an off-
park section of Mammoth Cave, a group of 
displaced Roppel cavers found that there 
was much more to an old pit cave than was 
previously known. Now, after many years 
and a much delayed map publication, the 
original group of explorers has to admit 
that they will likely never return to the 
cave. This article tells the story of that 
exploration in the hope that future cavers 
will find their way back.

“Can you swing me over to that 
canyon?” Dave Black hung below us, a light 
dangling on a string in the blackness. We 
were deep in a section that we had recently 
discovered in Brushy Knob Pit Cave in 
Barren County, Kentucky and it was 1988. 
While rappelling, Dave had passed a high 
lead. He tried to pendulum over but it was 
too far so he called up to Bob Sergesketter 
and me and asked if we could rerig the rope 
closer to the lead. We could find no good 
rig point but there was a small projection at 
the point where the canyon at the top of the 
pit opened out into the main shaft, which 

might just allow us to redirect the rope to get 
Dave to where he needed to be. It was also 
apparent that the projection might allow the 
rope to slip off causing Dave to drop in an 
arc until stopped by the wall. Examining the 
situation, Bob thought that he could wedge 
himself into the chimney and use his boot to 
hold the rope in position. This was explained 
to Dave and surprisingly, he agreed. Dave 
then continued to the bottom where Richard 
Market and Steve Weinzapfel waited. After 
explaining the plan to them he waited for us 
to redirect the rope. After Bob had forced 
himself into the awkward position and I 
had added more padding at the rig point in 
case of a slip, we gave Dave the go-ahead 
to climb. Bob had a better view than I did 
as I had retreated to avoid showering Dave 
with loose rocks. Bob described the scene. 
“He’s about there.” “Now he’s trying to 
swing over—but can’t quite make it.” From 
below I heard Dave call down to Richard 
and Steve, asking them to pendulum him 
over to the lead. Looking below, through the 
canyon, I could see Dave’s light as he began 
to swing. “I’ve got it, don’t pull!” Dave had 
gotten to the lead and had a tenuous grip 
on something. Bob resumed his description, 
“He’s pulling himself into the canyon.” “He’s 
almost in, I can just see his legs now...”  
From below there was a loud shout from 
Dave “Ooooooh!!!! Rooooccckkkk!!!” I saw 
Dave’s light shoot backwards past the open-
ing below me and saw Bob tense and brace 

to hold the rope in place. From below there 
was a deep Whoosh! followed by a whistle 
and a very loud Crash that reverberated for 
a moment then decayed to nothing. A few 
smaller rattles told of smaller rocks falling, 
ricocheting. Bob and I began to yell “Are 
you OK, is everybody OK...?!!” The only 
answer was silence. 

All of this began with another cave— 
Roppel—also in Kentucky. Richard Market 
and I both worked for the same company at 
the time and would sometimes take breaks 
together where the topic was, of course, 
caves. One morning Richard came to the 
table with a long face and lost no time bring-
ing me the bad news. “Roppel is closed!” 
It was 1987 and for a couple of years now 
we had been part of the Central Kentucky 
Karst Coalition’s Roppel Project. Prior to 
“hitting the big time” in this off-park portion 
of Mammoth Cave, our caving careers 
had mostly consisted of caving in already 
well-explored caves in Indiana, Western 
Kentucky, and TAG. While enjoyable and 
good experience, none of this had proved as 
satisfying as being a part of a big project team 
exploring and mapping a large, going cave.

But now that dream had been killed 
off by an insurance company and a fearful 
landowner. While no serious incidents had 
taken place, the owner had, supposedly at 
the suggestion of their insurance underwriter, 
decided that the safest and easiest thing for 
them to do was to close the cave. Dave 
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Steve Weinzapfel crossing the Market Ledge

Brushy Knob Interlude
Richard Vernier
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Weller had contacted Richard about the 
situation and asked for Richard’s key. We 
were now caveless.

After a meeting of the Evansville Metro 
Grotto in 1987 several of us got together to 
discuss options. Bob Sergesketter remem-
bered a cave he had visited with Grotto 
members Gary Angermeir, Steve Weinzapfel, 
and Steve’s brother Gary. It was a vertical 
cave in the Mammoth Cave area featured 
in many Speleofests and his recollection 
was that there were some question marks 
in the incomplete-looking map. It was on 
the other side of I-65 from Mammoth but it 
might be deep enough to find a way under 
or to connect into the vast sinkhole plain 
to the south. If nothing else, it looked like 
a fun interlude while we waited to get back 
into Roppel.

November 27, 1987 We packed up 
and drove down. Along on the trip were 
Steve Weinzapfel, Richard Market, me, and 
Bob Sergesketter. The cave was, naturally 
enough, located on Brushy Knob, an isolated 
hill of limestone between Cave City and Park 
City. The way up was via an old logging 
road. We were able to make it up the heav-
ily rutted track in Richard’s 4wd Jeep and 
my 4wd GMC. Somewhere near the top 
the lane became impassible due to downed 
trees and mud so we stopped, kitted up, and 
began a search for the entrance. We fanned 
out and eventually came to the not too obvi-
ous entrance, where we set about getting 
ourselves and our gear into the unpleasant 
entrance. The slope in was very steep, low, 
loose, and wet. By the time we and the bags 
of rope were in, we were already cold, wet, 
and muddy. A crawl led us to a small room 
and to a drop of about 45 feet in a drizzly 
waterfall. We donned trash bags as dispos-
able raincoats and rigged a 150-foot rope to 
a large boulder. With care you could avoid 
the worst of the water and at the bottom we 
were on a balcony with another 35 feet or 
so to go. Richard noted that this would be a 

good spot to place a bolt, but he lacked his 
gear so we had to make due with a reason-
ably secure rock and used the same rope to 
continue down.

Once we were at the bottom the passage 
continued as a canyon but in a short ways 
we encountered a sheer wall of about 20 
feet. Fortunately, Richard and Steve were 
good at free climbing and were able to use a 
crack to get up and rig a 50-foot rope. The 
Speleofest guidebook description called for 
rigging a 105-foot drop just past this, but we 
couldn’t see a good place to rig. The boulder 
near the top seemed loose and unreliable so 
we pressed on down the passage. This ended 
at the top of a large pit and along the left 
side Richard found a solid horn of rock that 
we could rig to and have a mostly free drop. 
Richard descended and called back up that he 
was on another balcony and that we should 
come on down before he redirected the rope 
over to the next drop. Part way down the 
rope was uncomfortably against the wall but 
we were soon together on the balcony. The 
next drop had a sharp pressure point that we 
padded and knew would give us trouble on 
the way out. Once we were on the bottom 
the description pointed us down a long 
crawlway where we had been told few had 
been and that there might be a good lead. 
Partway along the crawl we came to a tight 
spot and after squeezing through Bob turned 
around and noticed that we had just come 
through between a couple of rocks that had 
a close resemblance to large turtles, one even 
had two “front legs” and a “head”. From this 
time on the passage became known as the 
Turtle Crawl. It probably isn’t accurate to call 
the passage a crawl as much of it sloped one 
way or the other and sometimes you found 
yourself going along awkwardly above a 
canyon of unknown depth.

After a seemingly interminable amount 
of this we came to a low room and found 
the way on blocked with gypsum-coated 
rocks. In an alcove to the left Bob noticed 

a flashlight and surprisingly the batteries 
were only slightly corroded. While we were 
looking at this Richard had been exploring 
and called out that there was a pit on the 
right side. After tossing a rock in he guessed 
that it was 40 to 50 feet deep. Other than 
a 30-foot handline we were out of rope and 
thus, for now, out of cave. Richard found 
a survey marker above the pit so someone 
might have been down it. Richard, always 
the optimist, also thought he could detect a 
small amount of air coming from cracks in 
the gypsum-coated rocks. We would have to 
come back to drop Flashlight Pit and maybe 
try our hand at the rock obstruction.

December 12, 1987 saw our return. 
The entrance was as miserable as before but 
we made quick time getting to the bottom 
of the second drop. Richard Market was first 
up at the free-climb and once there he had 
a look at the rock we had rigged to the last 
time. “You know, this thing seems a little 
loose.” After some discussion and explora-
tion Richard found a more solid anchor 
point and came back to examine the boulder. 
“It’s a lot looser than I thought, somebody 
could get hurt in the future and we ought 
to do something about it!” So, in the name 
of safety, we gave Richard the go-ahead to 
see if he could push the rock over the side. 
We would stand back a bit in case it took a 
wrong bounce.

 “I’m just going to give it a little shove 
and we’ll see what happens.” Richard yelled 
down from above. Almost immediately all 
hell broke loose! The rock had immediately 
slid over the edge. Richard later said that he 
couldn’t imagine why it hadn’t come down 
on us when we rigged to it the last time; it 
took very little shoving to send it down. As it 
went over the lip it took a bounce that sent 
it into a wall and most of that wall instantly 
collapsed! Only Bob had had the good sense 
to retreat around the corner. Steve and I were 
both standing at the far side of the room—
which wasn’t nearly far enough. Somehow 
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Dave Weller at the entrance to Brushy Knob Pit Cave Dave Black in the Turtle Crawl
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I had plastered myself against a wall, slightly 
under a ledge, and Steve had made a leap 
into a narrow side passage just as the rock 
hit the wall.  I have a vague memory of loud 
crashing noises and rocks whistling and 
ricocheting that seemed to go on and on. 
For a few minutes after, more bits of the cave 
would noisily detach themselves and send 
us back to cover. When we judged it was all 
over, the climb up was considerably shorter.

This time through the Turtle Crawl we 
were encumbered with a rope and verti-
cal gear, none of which contributed to the 
meager enjoyment of the trip back to the 
Flashlight Pit. After rigging the pit we did 
the easy 45-foot drop and explored the 
bottom. Someone had been there before us 
as there was a survey mark at the entrance 
to a narrow canyon. The canyon appeared to 
be the only way on so we inserted ourselves 
and squeezed our way along for 150 feet 
or so before being stopped by a flowstone 
mass. There was a gap on one side but it 
was much too narrow for us. It may have 
been our imagination but there seemed to be 
a little bit of air moving! We would have to 
return and see if some of the wall would yield.

February 6 to 7, 1988 We were 
back at Brushy and this time we had brought 
along Dave Weller to help us get past the 
too-tight constriction and follow the air. 
Along on the trip were Dave Black, Richard 
Market, Bob Sergesketter, Richard Vernier, 
Steve Weinzapfel, and Dave Weller. Dave 
had recently been through surgery; but 
when Richard Market called and described 
the situation and what was needed, Dave 
decided that his pain wasn’t that bad after 
all. If there’s one thing Dave loves more than 
virgin cave, it’s the use of what we might 
describe as high energy rock fragmentation 
compound. He was all on board.

We reached the Turtle Crawl without 
incident and made our tedious way to 
Flashlight Pit. While negotiating the Turtles, 
Dave Black discovered that one wasn’t actu-
ally attached and could be moved to greatly 
ease our passage.

After all had dropped the pit, Richard 
took Dave Weller back to the plug to get his 
opinion. Dave quickly proposed a means 
to reduce a small portion of one wall to 
rubble. We then relayed metal ammo boxes 
back to Dave and Richard and laid a pair of 
wires back towards the bottom of the pit. 
Soon Dave and Richard rejoined us and we 
all took refuge around the corner from the 
passage while Dave connected the wires to 
a small box with a little crank. After asking 
if everyone was accounted for and ready 
Dave shouted, “Fire in the hole!” and gave 
the crank a twist. There was a sudden Thud! 
that was more felt than heard and Dave’s 
face broke into a grin, “Sounded like a good 
one.” For the sake of safety we broke for 
lunch at this point. We would let any loose 
rocks settle and allow the light breeze to 
sweep away most of the fumes.

With lunch over Dave commented 
that his leg was hurting and that he would 
remain behind while the rest of us had a look. 
Richard Market and Dave Black reached the 
site first and discovered that it still wasn’t 
quite possible to pass through; however, 
the rock was now fractured and there was 
just enough room to make use of a rock 
hammer so we took turns chipping bits of 
rock away. Finally, Dave Black was just able 
to squeeze through and Richard followed 
close behind. The rest of us squeezed in as 
well but past the constriction it didn’t look 
much better. Ahead I could hear that they 
had encountered another blockage and were 
beginning to hammer on it. I was stuck in a 
very uncomfortable spot and called in that I 
was going back to keep Dave W. company. 
Back in the pit with Dave, it wasn’t too 
long before Bob and Steve reappeared. 
Bob related that Richard and Dave B. had 
managed to get through the next restriction 
but had run into another and that they would 
work on it a little longer and then come back.

We waited and waited some more. 
Dave W. was now feeling a bit unwell and 
was wanting out. Steve headed back in to 
let Richard and Dave B. know that Bob and 

I were going to start escorting Dave W. out 
before things got any worse for him. Dave 
started up but had trouble with his one leg 
while climbing. It was going to be a long and 
painful trip out for him.

Dave had reached the top and Bob was 
preparing to ascend when Steve reappeared. 
“They claim they’ve found big borehole but 
there were two more drops and they only 
have one rope!” “They want us to come 
on in!” Bob and I expressed skepticism, we 
had been suckered before and besides we 
really needed to get Dave out while he was 
still functional. Steve slithered back in to tell 
them the situation. By the time Bob was up 
and I was rigged in everyone had arrived 
back. Richard and Dave B. were clearly 
beside themselves with excitement. They had 
dropped through a very tight crack into a big 
borehole using a rope that was really meant 
to be a handline and had had to pendulum 
over to the passage as the drop continued 
past. From there they ran down the passage 
whooping until they came to a balcony where 
the borehole ended in blackness! They were 
genuinely excited and disappointed to have 
to leave it but consoled themselves by real-
izing that we were  out of rope and the drop 
was a dangerous one with a loose dirt slope 
steepening to an uncertain edge over a drop 
of uncertain depth. It was not possible to 
safely get close enough to see if there was 
a way to free climb it. Their excitement by 
now had rubbed off onto Steve and me but 
we realized there was nothing to be gained 
by going back in.

More than one person, including me, 
had experienced nausea by the time they 
made it to the entrance drops. I attribute this 
to dehydration, back then few of us carried 
enough water for long trips. Thus Dave was 
feeling pretty bad by the time we reached 
the exit climbs.  All of us made it up the 
20-foot nuisance climb to the balcony and 
Dave rested while Richard, Dave Black, and 
I climbed the 79-foot drop. Bob remained 
with Dave, ready to assist as needed.

The three of us waited at the top until 
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Steve Weinzapfel at a very tight drop into Fool’s Dome Gary Angermeir rappelling in the tight part of the 102 foot entrance drop
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Dave felt ready to go. While waiting we 
discussed the options if Dave experienced 
problems. We had the rope we had used 
to rig Flashlight Pit with us and Dave Black 
suggested that we could, if necessary, lower 
it to Dave and rig a haul system to either 
assist or directly lift him. From below we 
heard “On rope!” and saw the rope tension. 
From here I’ll let Bob Sergesketter take 
over: “Dave seemed to recover suddenly 
and rigged onto the rope. He then asked 
me if I could put some tension on the rope 
to make it easier for his ascenders to feed. I 
was a little reluctant because Dave still looked 
kind of green around the gills but I agreed 
and kneeled down at his feet to take a hold 
on the end of the rope. Dave hauled himself 
up about 10 feet, looked down at me, and 
said “Don’t worry, I’ll let you know if I’m 
going to puke...” but before he finished what 
he was saying, that’s exactly what he did! I 
heard him gagging and was able to fall over 
backwards before most of it landed.”

The rest of us at the top were unaware 
of what was happening but after a bit 
Bob yelled up and filled us in. Meanwhile, 
Dave was dangling and feeling worse. We 
described our haul assist plan as well as 
we could given the acoustics of the pit and 
suggested that Dave down-climb and rest 
while we made preparations. Dave Black had 
done this before and took over the rigging. 
For speed, he decided to just rig an ascender 
to prevent the haul rope from slipping back 
and we would try having the three of us pull 
on the rope while Dave climbed. If this wasn’t 
enough then we would build a “Z-rig”.

Dave again rigged in below and Bob 
again applied tension, though from a little 
off to the side this time. It took a bit for us 
to get a rhythm going but soon we and Dave 
were in sync and by the time he was about 
halfway up it became apparent that he was 
feeling better and doing most of the work. 
When Dave at last emerged over the edge 
there were cheers and Dave gave a sheep-
ish smile. He informed us that he now felt 
much better, apparently a good vomit was 
all he needed!

I volunteered to stay behind until Bob 
made it up and then we would derig while 
the rest headed out. When we finally made it 
out we learned that Dave had had no more 
issues. We also learned that Richard Market 
was exploring a crawl he had found near the 
top of the entrance slope and we were soon 
surprised when he popped out of a small 
hole to the left of the known entrance! We 
listened as he described finding a room full of 
loose rock and with a pit at the bottom and 
it was from this room that he had found a 
tight crawl leading up to where he could see 
light and pry his way out to where we were 
waiting. He speculated that the pit might 
drop into the entrance pits at a point past 

the aggravating waterfall. Now we had two 
reasons to return, the huge void past the new 
borehole and a possible dry, easier entrance.

February 20 to 21, 1988 Our 
first opportunity to return was two long 
weeks after the discovery. Along on the 
trip were Dave Black, Richard Market, Bob 
Sergesketter, me, and Steve Weinzapfel. This 
would be the beginning of the survey and one 
of our most productive trips.

We made it our priority to investigate 
the possible new entrance Richard Market 
had found and quickly located a blowing 
hole that could be enlarged. A short crawl 
was soon exposed and led us to the top of a 
small room. Some gymnastics were required 
to climb over and around an overhanging 
rock and we were left looking into a small 

hole in the unstable breakdown that covered 
the floor.

For the next hour or so we alternately 
stacked some rocks and encouraged others to 
take the noisy plunge. One large rock over-
hung the drop but seemed solidly attached 
and was deemed suitable as a rig anchor. 
Steve, being skinny and strong, lowered 
himself in and began kicking more rocks 
free. We kept the rope at the top to prevent 
it being damaged until Steve was satisfied 
that most of the more dangerous rocks were 
stabilized. Only then did we lower the end of 
the rope and wait for Steve to complete his 
descent. “This is it! Off Rope!” told us that 
we had a new entrance.

We eagerly rigged in, each discovering 
in turn some new loose rock ready to drop 
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Richard Market dropping into Anniversary Hall from the Borehole

Bob Sergesketter in a lead
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on those below and needing to be wrestled 
up and handed out to whomever remained. 
By the time we were done there were dozens 
of rocks, mostly held in place by smaller flat 
rocks wedged underneath, each a deadly 
booby-trap. There would need to be another 
trip made to safety the top of the drop. But 
not now, even with the extra work prepar-
ing the drop we were moving quickly and, 
even better, we were all perfectly dry! No 
time was wasted in negotiating the remain-
ing drops and we were soon at the former 
barrier in the canyon past Flashlight Pit. 
It was tight but turned out to be about the 
easiest part of the passage beyond. It was an 
irregular, torturous, tight canyon that came 
to be referred to as Weller Canyon thanks 
to Dave’s efforts—though Dave was never 
to return to visit his namesake.

At this point I should explain that “bore-
hole fever” had taken over and we had by 
silent agreement decided to survey on the 
way out. This is never the best procedure and 
added complications for the cartographer but 
that’s what happened. Eventually, we arrived 
at a spot where the canyon widened below 
us and Richard and Dave rigged the drop. I 
can’t say that we were in anything that could 
have been called a room, it wasn’t even a 
wide spot. Actually, the narrow passage was 
tapering to nothing at that point. Everything 
you did had to be thought out or you would 
find a leg or arm awkwardly trapped behind 
an ear. Richard offered much needed advice 
for getting on rope while squeezing through 
sort of on your head and at the same time 
not trapping clothing or body parts in your 
rappel device. As my left leg finally came free 
from whatever had a grip on it, I discovered 
that my helmet was wedged in a narrower 
part. Luckily I still had a hold on a projection 
and avoided being hung! It was going to be 
an interesting climb back out.

Now it was my turn to be amazed, after 
descending a short ways I was hanging in a 
classic borehole passage roughly 15 feet wide 
by 6 feet high with a flat floor and leading off 
into darkness. The rope continued another 
10 feet or so to the bottom of the pit but 
someone pulled me over into the passage.

Richard was down quickly and soon 
we were all at the edge of the unknown. As 
already described, the floor sloped downward 
and disappeared over an edge. On the last 
trip Richard and Dave had estimated that it 
was probably less than a 20-foot drop and to 
save space and weight had brought along a 
couple of fairly short nine millimeter ropes. 
We still weren’t carrying bolting gear and 
were relying on luck and natural anchors. 
Unfortunately, there was nothing here and 
it was a long ways back to the nearest large 
piece of breakdown. Instead, there was just 
a rather small rock; I wouldn’t call it a boul-
der. Still, we weren’t giving up and hauled 

the largest rock we could manage down to 
reinforce the one at the edge. I forget who 
it was who offered to try it out while the rest 
of us added weight and hung on as well as 
we could but it turned out that the drop was 
really only 10 feet and the last half sloped a 
bit and landed on soft dirt. A fall might not 
be fatal but could be inconvenient.

We examined our rocks and decided that 
the bottom one must be attached in some 
way so we all made our peace with the situa-
tion and gingerly descended. Straight ahead 
there was a passage at least 50 feet wide and 
25 feet tall but nobody ran screaming down 
it until we were all there; then, all-together, 
that’s just what we did! This must not have 
pleased the cave gods because in far too 
short a time we were brought to a stop at 
the base of a huge, nearly vertical, wall of 
breakdown. After much poking into cracks 
and under blocks of breakdown we gave up 
and headed back in the other direction.

Dave took the opportunity to set up his 
camera and take a few photos. Bear in mind 
that this was still the era of film and Dave 
was using a Nikonos underwater camera. 
We waited as patiently as possible for Dave 
to set up the shots. While we were waiting, 
Richard Market suggested that the room be 
named Anniversary Hall as he and Dave had 
first seen it on our last trip, which happened 
to be over Richard’s wedding anniversary. I 
should note that Richard’s wife Doris is a 
very understanding person.

Scrambling up some breakdown, we 
followed the wide passage past a few possible 
leads until it sloped up to the ceiling at the 
southwestern end. More disappointment but 
there were still a couple of obvious leads. The 
first lead went nowhere but the second was a 
canyon and, after a slight squeeze, continued 
on. Bob, Steve, and Richard chimneyed up 
as there seemed to be a slight breeze from 
above while Dave and I stayed down.

Dave and I quickly came to a small 
room with a couple of passages leading out 
and rather than get too split up returned to 
where we had left the rest of the party. Back 
in the canyon we could still hear yelling as 
the other three tried to find a passable way 
through. Eventually they headed back to see 
what we had found and Dave and I had to 
duck under inadequate ledges to avoid the 
rain of small rocks.

Once we were back together they 
reported the obvious, that it was tight, 
exposed, and the ledges were covered with 
loose material—but it did continue to go and 
there did seem to be air. For now, however, 
the lower leads appeared more attractive and 
we set off to where Dave and I had stopped. 
Richard led and quickly came to an obstacle, 
another drop. It didn’t appear to be very 
deep and we could see rocks and water at the 
bottom. Richard, a good and rather fearless 

climber, carefully examined the drop. We 
were out of rope but this was a good lead in 
a large passage going downstream so it was 
hard to let it go. After a while Dave, the most 
experienced surveyor in the group, reminded 
us that we had scooped a lot of cave and 
now needed to pay for it. He estimated that 
it would take ten to twelve hours to survey 
back to the bottom of Flashlight Pit so we 
agreed that it was time to turn the trip; we 
had two good going leads and would certainly 
be back.

Station A1 was set on a projection over 
the drop and we began the long process 
of surveying our way back to known cave. 
Dave organized us into a survey team with 
him keeping book. Unfortunately, we didn’t 
have enough instruments to divide into two 
teams. A spur survey labeled B was begun 
into the dome complex that led into the 
promising canyon but we stopped after six 
stations and returned to the A survey heading 
out. By the time we were back to the bottom 
of Flashlight Pit we had set 88 stations and 
surveyed 1292.8 feet of passage, much of 
it very tight.

Once again Bob and I ended up at the 
tail end of the party and were stuck with 
derigging. By the time we were sitting outside 
with a pile of ropes, it was the middle of the 
afternoon on the next day; it had been an 
approximately 29-hour trip.

April 1 (April Fool’s Day), 1988 
Richard Market, Dave Black, and Bob 
Sergesketter returned to the cave to take off 
where the B survey stopped. They entered 
the cave at 11:30 a.m. and made their way 
through known cave, carefully looking for 
new leads as they went. Finally, after nearly 
eight hours, they arrived at the B survey and 
began work on a new C survey.

The canyon consisted of fairly long 
straight featureless passage segments so 
the survey proceeded quickly despite the 
uncomfortable nature of the tight canyon 
with loose, nearly non-existent ledges, until 
after about 100 feet it became necessary to 
climb up into a tube at the top of another 
intersecting canyon. From here the passage 
went both ways and we decided to head in 
an easterly direction, roughly back towards 
the entrance in the hope that there might 
be an easier way back. Again the passage 
was fairly straight and unobstructed so the 
survey continued at a fast pace. Flowstone 
and other small decorations made the route 
more interesting as they proceeded in a 
mostly east to northeast direction.

Finally, after about 20 stations, the 
passage opened into a large dome complex! 
The three could barely contain their excite-
ment as they left the survey to scoop big 
virgin passage, but again Brushy Knob was 
not about to reveal its secrets so easily and 
they quickly came to an end at the bottom 
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of a vertical shaft. A possible opening could 
be seen far above at the top but it appeared 
unclimbable without bolts. Since it was still 
April 1, the main dome was named Fool’s 
Dome. The top lead was noted and the team 
began the long, slow way out.

April 30, 1988 Richard Market and 
Dave Black undertook a marathon survey 
to cover a new passage discovered on an 
earlier trip when Dave Black and I moved 
some rocks at the top of Flashlight Pit and 
found that the crawlway continued to the 
southwest until it terminated at a 50 to 
60-foot pit. At the time we speculated that 
we might be over the Fool’s Dome area 
based on Dave’s remembrance of the lead 
at the top of the dome. During the nearly 
20-hour trip, Richard and Dave were able to 
set 84 stations leading from the new pit all 
the way back out through the Turtle Crawl 
to the bottom of the entrance pit area. A 
later line plot done by Dave showed that a 
side lead they had surveyed actually was over 
Fool’s Dome and that the terminal pit was 
over something else. The cave continued!

May 21, 1988 Delays stopped us from 
returning to take up where Richard’s and 

Dave’s survey left off until nearly a month 
had passed. The Turtle Crawl and its new 
extension were quickly becoming tiresome 
but we sped through, anxious to drop the 
new pit. Arriving at the start of the last survey 
(again, Richard and Dave had surveyed on 
the way out) we established a new survey, 
the F, near the top of what we assumed to 
be Fool’s Dome. The drop at that point was 
very tight and awkward so we proceeded to 
put in 20 stations to the easily accessed drop 
at the end of the passage. Since there was no 
good rig point Dave had come equipped with 
the means to set a bolt. Once the bolt was in 
and each of us had given it the once over, a 
rope was rigged and appeared to reach the 
floor after about 50 feet. Richard and then 
Steve dropped in; Bob and I decided to give 
Dave the chance to prove his bolt before we 
joined them.

Now we rejoin the scene at the begin-
ning of the story—Dave has descended, 
noticed a promising lead partway down and 
waited at the bottom for Bob and I to rerig 
to a sketchy ledge with the rope held in place 
by the pressure of Bob’s boot. Dave has 
climbed back up to the lead and dislodged a 

really big rock which plummeted into the pit. 
“Are you OK, is everybody OK...?!!” The 
only answer was silence.

Bob and I exchanged glances, “What 
are we going to tell their wives?” running 
through both of our heads. Still silence. 
Dave continued to swing back and forth 
below with each swing threatening to pull 
the rope out from under Bob’s boot. Dave 
began to regain control and repeated our 
yells...and this time got a response! Richard 
and Steve were OK but the rope had been 
cut through near the floor. Steve had some-
how climbed a good 10 feet up a bare wall 
before crashing back down while Richard, 
who had been standing about where the 
rock landed, somehow transported himself 
instantaneously up another blank wall. He 
later recounted looking up and seeing Dave 
shoot out of a hole followed by a very large 
rock and realizing that he was about to be 
the coyote in a Roadrunner cartoon!

The severed rope came close enough 
to the floor to allow Dave to get off and by 
rerigging to the bolt we regained enough 
rope to have a little extra on the floor. 
Naturally, we closely examined the rope 
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RIchard Vernier watches Bob Sergesketter drop into Anniversary Hall Richard Vernier climbing one of the entrance drops
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before descending. At the bottom there was 
a smell I associate with freshly broken lime-
stone and fresh rock fragments were strewn 
everywhere. Richard described being pelted 
by shrapnel. We were amazed to see that 
the large rock had practically disintegrated 
upon impact!

After everyone settled down we had a 
look around. Steve had already established 
that the dome terminated to the west. We 
were still thinking that we had come down 
into an extension of Fool’s Dome but it 
appeared increasingly likely that we were 
actually someplace new! The only way on 
seemed to be a dubious climb up fluted walls 
to a possible passage. Richard volunteered 
to have a go at it. Getting started seemed to 
be the biggest problem as the walls flared 
out at about chest height, but eventually he 
was able to do it and quickly ascended to the 
top. After being gone for what seemed like 
forever he returned to tell us that there was 
another series of domes beyond!

Richard was carrying a length of 
dynamic rope in his pack—which he had 
left at the bottom. Steve took the pack with 
him and made easy work of the climb. I 
have to admit, I’m not the best climber and 
waited until Richard lowered the rope and 
prepared a belay—and a good thing too as I 
managed to slip about halfway up the 20-foot 
ascent. Finally all of us were together and 
after shooting a couple of stations we quickly 
began exploring the new dome. There was 
a climb-up to a window that opened into 
another dome. Climbing up to the window 
we found ourselves looking into a dome-pit 
with a narrow, sloping ledge on the right 
side. Looking across the pit from our ledge 
we could see the promise of more cave! Dave 
decided he might be able to creep around the 

ledge to gain the other side so Richard rigged 
another belay. The ledge stopped short so 
we decided the way on would have to wait 
for a future trip. A waterfall drizzling into the 
room inspired its name, the Waterfall Dome, 
and it would lead us to a new main route in 
the cave on a later trip; but for now we had 
to finish surveying what we had found and 
drag ourselves back out.

July 9, 1988 Dave Black had other 
commitments, as did I; so Richard Market, 
Steve Weinzapfel, and Bob Sergesketter set 
off on their own to explore and survey the 
other direction from the C survey that had 
led Richard, Bob, and Dave to Fool’s Dome 
on April 1.

Again it took hours of exhausting effort, 
much of it spent in Turtle Crawl and Weller 
Canyon, to reach the beginning of the new 
survey (G). Bob and Richard had been a short 
ways down this passage on the February 20 
to 21 trip and knew that it continued in a 
northwesterly direction and might lead past 
the big breakdown termination in the huge 
borehole section of Anniversary Hall. With 
this incentive they agreed among themselves 
to continue a now established tradition of 
scooping until they either hit an obstruction 
or, in Bob’s words, “We find something 
neat!” before surveying back out. Per Bob’s 
survey notes they stopped at the time “..due 
to one dim light and the fact that we had been 
gone a long time and the rest didn’t know 
where we were.”

Bob kept book for the survey and I’ll use 
his words here, as recorded in the cave on his 
sketches,“The passage from C is dry with a 
coarse sand floor. It is a high canyon but only 
the bottom couple of feet are wide enough 
to allow passage. Thus it is mostly hands and 
knees crawl(ing) punctuated every few feet 

by a breakdown pile. The piles were closer 
together as we got closer to the room and 
several had to be modified to allow passage. 
There was noticeable air movement towards 
the room.” The passage abruptly terminated 
at a sharp dropoff into the room mentioned 
in his notes. Again, Bob’s in-cave descrip-
tion, “The room is slightly wetter than the 
passage leading to it which is bone dry. The 
ceiling is wet and dripping very slightly. A 
30-foot hole to a small breakdown room 
with two too-tight canyons lead out.” Bob’s 
beautifully detailed sketches and annotations 
are a cartographer’s joy! Proceeding on 
required negotiating a 20-foot climbable pit. 
On the other side, a large flowstone mass 
blocked the way and a narrow canyon lead 
gradually pinched out. With the fun over they 
began surveying their way back, with the first 
station placed in the dead-end canyon. The 
trip lasted 23 hours and added 629 feet of 
passage in 45 stations.

Later, after plotting the data onto his 
working map, Dave observed that the G 
passage passed over the top of Anniversary 
Hall in two places with as little as 20 feet of 
separation and the terminal room was situ-
ated not far off the northwest end of the big 
trunk passage. Perhaps some future explorer 
will find a connection to Anniversary Hall 
and the mystery will be resolved. The name 
The Northwest was given by me when I was 
drawing the final map.

September 24, 1988  Richard 
Market, Dave Black, and Holly Cook arrived 
at the cave to investigate its known lower 
extremity and to introduce Holly to the new 
discoveries. Holly had been an EMG member 
for a while when she lived in the Evansville 
area and was a long time Roppel caver. She, 
in fact, had talked Dave Black into doing a 
couple of programs for the Grotto, one on 
Huautla in Mexico and another on Roppel 
in Kentucky and that had been the begin-
ning of our long involvement in Roppel and 
indirectly in our exploration of Brushy Knob.

They negotiated the usual obstructions 
and relatively quickly arrived at the top of the 
The Last Drop where they rigged a 60-foot 
rope to a large piece of breakdown near 
the edge. The drop proved to be about 24 
feet deep with a somewhat unpleasant edge 
to look forward to on the way back. At the 
bottom was a stream a few inches deep and 
this led to a short climb over an obstacle 
before rejoining the stream as it passed over 
some flowstone and ended at a dome about 
30 feet in height.

Richard and Dave climbed to an upper 
lead and set a bolt to facilitate entering a lead 
at the top but found the lead to be dirt filled. 
From the top Richard could see a passage 
taking off on the far side but determined that 
it would take more bolts to traverse over to it 
than it would to climb directly to it from the 
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bottom. In the end they decided to remove 
the bolts and start again on a future trip. 
The small stream at the bottom was found to 
exit under a flowstone wall through a 4-inch 
space. To this day, no one has returned to 
bolt up to the passage Richard saw. In the 
end, only about 120 feet of length was added 
to the cave but the survey did establish its 
lowest depth below the entrance, 305 feet. 
I labeled it The Deep End on the map.

Sometime in this period Dave Weller 
contacted Richard Market with a proposition, 
he had been in discussion with a landowner 
in the Roppel area and had received permis-
sion to investigate a possible new entrance 
to Roppel. 

Some years before, a crew of Roppel 
cavers under the direction of Jim Borden had 
explored and surveyed into the far northeast-
ern extent of the cave and had arrived at a 
section which they named Khan (presum-
ably someone involved was a Star Trek 
fan).  Sensing that the breakdown-clogged 
terminus was near the surface, a return trip 
had been made, this time carrying Frank 
Reid’s cave radio and antenna system. At a 
prearranged time Frank and Dave began a 
search pattern on the surface and eventually 
located the spot over the transmitter and 
were able to estimate that it lay around 30 
feet below them. Somewhat disappointed 
that there was no obvious  way to dig in, 
the location was identified on the surface in 
relation to landmarks and Dave filed it away 
for future action.

For all of 1989 we were busy with Khan. 
The project evolved into sort of a hard rock 
mining endeavor complete with a mine head-
frame, a lot of shoring, and a great deal of 
chemical rock reducer. When the shaft was 
complete and breakthrough accomplished, 
a more permanent, and safer, structure was 
required. More time was then spent doing a 
precise survey which I used to create a solid 
model on an early 3D modeling system. 
Drawings were produced which our expert 
metal worker Steve Weinzapfel used to care-
fully cut a large metal culvert into sections 
with the bottom angled to produce a gradual 
curve to reach the room.

Anyway, the entrance was completed 
and it became the only way into Roppel 
for several years. Unfortunately Khan failed 
to produce a big breakthrough and interest 
waned.

January 13 to 14, 1990 With activ-
ity in Roppel again slowing to a trickle we 
returned to Brushy Knob. Back in May of 
1988 we had arrived in a series of domes 
in the area of Fool’s Dome. These had 
become Bolt Drop Dome and Waterfall 
Dome and we had peered into what looked 
like another dome beyond but had run out 
of time, energy, and rope with no obvious 
horizontal way on. The Bolt Drop route via 

the D survey had become the primary route 
in, shaving at least an hour off the transit, 
and we were thankful for the relative ease of 
passage. On the discovery exploration and 
subsequent trips Dave Black and I had made 
it a mission to ease the way by rearranging 
rocks, and now you could crawl through 
largely unimpeded.

Now back in Brushy Knob, Richard 
Market, Bob Sergesketter, Steve Weinzapfel, 
and myself made quick work of the entrance 
drops and the Turtle Crawl—still tiresome 
after our prolonged break. Soon we were 
back at the limit of our May, 1988 explora-
tion and contemplating the way on. This 
time we were prepared to drop over the edge 
into the next domepit but Richard decided to 
explore alternatives first.

We watched as Richard climbed to the 
top of a large rock in an alcove on the right, 
balanced carefully on one foot and somehow 
inserted himself into a tiny hole that was 
almost at his shoulder height. Seeing six 
foot tall Richard struggle to accomplish this 
I gulped and sort of hoped that it didn’t go.

Odd sounds emanated from the hole as 
we stood by: grunts, gasps, barely discern-
ible words, and a prolonged tearing. Then, 
a light emerged on the wall across the pit 
as Richard popped out of a passage hidden 
from our view. We could see that he was 
on the edge of a sheer drop and from our 
perspective it looked really bad but he yelled 
over that he could go on and for us to wait 
where we were. I had no problem with that. 
As we watched, he seemed to make his way 
across the sheer wall and disappear around 
a corner. In another moment he reappeared 
higher on the wall, not too far below a 
promising passage entering near the top 
of the dome pit. He studied the route up to 
the passage then turned and disappeared 
into something to his right. After a bit he 
was back and working his way closer to us. 
“Come on over, it looks like I can go on!” 
he yelled. I suppose I had mixed feelings 
about that.

One by one we each tried to match 
Richard’s moves to climb into the tight 
passage above the rock. Steve had little 
trouble; he is almost as tall as Richard but 
lighter and also a good climber. We could 
see his legs then boots thrashing as he was 
swallowed up. Sounds similar to those made 
by Richard accompanied his progress.

I asked Bob if I could go next so he could 
spot me during the awkward transition from 
standing on the highest point of the big rock 
to squeezing into the crawl. Bob was around 
six feet, 135 pounds and a better climber 
than me. My balance isn’t the best and I’m 
three inches shorter so I anticipated trouble. 
I managed to make it but I think somewhere 
in there Bob grabbed me around the legs and 
stuffed me in.

Now I found out what the noise was 
all abou: the tight crawl was all popcorn 
covered rock, sides, ceiling, and floor! My 
kneepads quickly slipped out of place and my 
worn coveralls had a few holes and these all 
caught on the popcorn every time I shoved 
forward. Partway through it opened just a 
little and I tried to get up on my knees and 
quickly jammed a kneecap into a large, sharp 
popcorn ball. I’m sure everybody could hear 
my howls. Richard and Steve understood, 
Bob was about to find out.

The only good thing you can say about 
this little bypass is that it is fairly short. At 
the end I sat and waited for Bob. I could tell 
when he was inside by the ripping sound: 
Bob always tried to get the most out of his 
coveralls and repeatedly patched holes with 
Canvas Grip from Bob and Bob. Muffled 
grunts followed, then a loud “Aaaah!!..S..t!!” 
Things were quiet for a moment or two and 
I could hear someone taking deep breaths, 
presumably Bob trying not to pass out. When 
Bob crawled out he looked back in and said, 
“Man that’s one Grim Crawl of Corn!” a 
name that immediately stuck.

Now I contemplated crossing over to 
where Richard was waiting. From where I 
was I could see that there was a narrow ledge 
most of the way. Richard pointed out some 
good handholds and I soon joined him. The 
crossing wasn’t nearly as bad as it looked 
from the other side, or maybe it was just such 
a relief to be out of  the Grim Crawl of Corn.

Steve was scouting down a canyon but 
Richard had his eye on the route up to the 
obvious passage above. He had brought 
his bolts and aid climbing gear. This being 
1990 there were no readily available lithium 
ion battery-powered hammer drills so he 
had contrived to modify one of the regular 
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rechargeable drills available at the time to 
allow the connection of an external battery 
pack. I had provided the battery packs, 
a couple of 12V lead-acid gel batteries. 
Richard’s drill was meant for 7.2V so the 
12V packs gave it a bit of extra oomph but 
did cause the drill to run hot when he ran it 
for more than about three minutes.

On the subject of the lead-acid batter-
ies, the key word there is lead. Since I had 
come up with the batteries, that somehow 
entitled me to first crack at carrying them. 
I did usually manage to talk Bob or Steve 
into carrying one anyway. The acid part 
also meant that they needed to be carefully 
packaged if they were to be carried in the 
same pack with one’s vertical gear. Though 
they were “sealed”, nobody wanted to find 
out how well.

On the subject of packs, all of us had 
found ourselves regularly progressing to 
larger and larger packs. For myself, I had 
a Mitchell system with three Jumars and a 
chest box, various carabiners, etc. to carry 
along. We had long before taken to wear-
ing our minimalist seat harnesses under our 
coveralls so that we could progress through 
the numerous crawls and climbs and quickly 
be ready to get on rope by just unzipping 
the front. This bulk naturally added to the 
unpleasantness of places like the Grim 
Crawl of Corn. When you added in the 
normal materials for caving: spare batteries, 
or carbide, first aid supplies, food, water, a 
helmet liner, maybe an extra thermal top, 
survey instruments, and even sometimes 
a 35mm camera and flashes, the packs 
became ballistic nylon albatrosses around 
our necks.

For some reason Richard Market liked 
to have me as his belayer, probably because 
we once practiced rock climbing together. 
The slight hesitancy I had about belaying 
Richard was that he was built more like a 
football player and I was built more like a 
cyclist with weights of 175 pounds and 145 
pounds respectively. As a consequence 
I favored incorporating a large rock into 

the belay to avoid my being yanked off the 
ledge and passing a plunging Richard on 
my way up.

With everything rigged, Richard began 
the tedious process of placing bolts and 
shifting etriers while I kept up with his calls 
for tension and slack. Since it wasn’t far up 
to the passage above, things were going 
pretty quickly. I was wishing I had brought 
a camera as the scene was dramatic with 
Richard on the wall above the ledge where 
I was perched and the pit yawning below. 
Before long Richard called down for slack, as 
he had found some handholds and footholds 
and was going to climb out of the etriers and 
try to free climb the rest of the way. I braced 
for the fall as he would be climbing well above 
his bolts, but Richard is a good climber and 
made it in a couple of moves. He called down 
that he was in a going passage!

By now Steve had come back and told 
us that the canyon continued to a pit. Richard 
followed his passage and reported that he 
had come to a canyon in the floor that might 
be the canyon Steve had followed. With that, 
we started into the canyon and quickly estab-
lished a sound connection. Unfortunately it 
was too tight for any of us but we didn’t give 
up and continued a ways until Steve thought 
he could just make it. It was really tight but 
Steve somehow got through. With Steve and 
Richard above and Bob and me below we 
continued a little further and found a spot 
where some rocks could be rearranged and 
Bob and I could fairly easily climb up. With all 
of us in the passage we explored far enough 
to determine that it was a going lead, though 
crawly and tight. Steve’s discovery of another 
big pit at the end of the canyon below led 
us to back out and go for what might be 
something large and walking.

Retrieving our vertical gear and the 
last length of rope we set out down the 
canyon, walking in places and chimneying in 
others until we came to the end in what was 
obviously a big pit. We quickly determined 
that we were coming in relatively near the 
bottom, which was lucky because we had 

less than 100 feet of rope remaining. We 
surveyed our way in, following proper 
procedure for once. Despite its narrowness 
the canyon lent itself to relatively long shots 
and the survey went quickly.

With the pit rigged, first Richard then 
Steve rappelled in. Comments about mud 
could be overheard below. Mud is unusual 
in Brushy, dusty and dry is the main condi-
tion. Bob and I came down next and it was 
easy, mostly free, and only about 37 feet. 
The bottom was indeed soupy, more like an 
Indiana cave. Above us was a dome of fairly 
considerable height which our pre-LED era 
lights failed to fully illuminate. There did 
seem to be something coming in at the top. 
Richard looked it over and decided it would 
be a long, tough bolt climb to get up there. 
This would prove unnecessary as we would 
find the top on a later trip.

After concluding that there were no 
obvious leads out of the pit we began the 
return. Somehow I ended up at the end of 
the line waiting for the rope and this meant 
the rope was generously coated with slimy 
mud by the time it was my turn. It took 
only about a body length for my Jumars to 
clog and refuse to grip. I soon regretted not 
having a toothbrush along to clean the cam 
surfaces and had to make do with fingers and 
spit. All the while my comrades subjected 
me to complaints about my slowness and 
the uncomfortable nature of the canyon. I 
expected this, the EMG prides itself on being 
the No Slack Grotto.

On our way back out we made note of 
the fact that the passage continued westward 
from the Balcony Dome. Following it a little 
ways we came to a small stream dropping 
into a pit and speculated that this was the 
source of the waterfall in Waterfall Dome. 
We were then stopped by another drop that 
we couldn’t get around, though Richard tried. 
He could see that the passage appeared to 
continue on the other side and there was 
what could be called a ledge on the right 
side. It was much too narrow but might lend 
itself to a future dig. By now we had been 
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in about 15 hours and were tired, wet, and 
muddy and still had to get out and derig the 
various drops so we made our exit, leaving 
the pit for another day.

February 24 to 25, 1990 Dave 
Black, Richard Market, and Steve Weinzapfel 
met at Brushy to begin a routine resurvey 
of the entrance section. Long a staple of 
early Kentucky Speleofests, it would turn 
into a marathon trip with new discoveries, 
including a major new route into the back 
part of the cave.

Somewhere along the line the mission 
evolved into heading in to check some leads 
in the entrance complex and then surveying 
back out. To get to the leads they rigged the 
79-foot drop to land on the ledge and once 
there they headed up slope instead of down 
the short drop to the Turtle Crawl.

Looking at the 1974 map from a 
Speleofest guidebook they were headed 
into an area marked with dashed lines and 
question marks and labeled as “Formation 
Area”. In the past we, and apparently most 
everyone else, had proceeded down to the 
bottom and ignored all this. From the tracks 
it was apparent that others had been there 
before but no one seemed to have pushed the 
climb up the breakdown. Almost immediately 
they climbed into an area with high domes 
and a maze of small passages and flowstone. 
Someone had been partway in but did not 
appear to have gone far. Surveying as they 
went for a change, the three found them-
selves in a complicated series of passages, 
small rooms, climbs, breakdown, and even 
a little stream. At one point a passage termi-
nated in a jumble of sandstone breakdown, 
suggesting they might be near a hillside or 
a collapsed sinkhole. Unfortunately, each of 
the leads terminated in domes, breakdown, 
or fill. Richard did a short bolt climb to a lead 
but it too seemed to end. We then decided 
that it was time to get back to the original 
mission, resurveying of the entrance.

On the way back to the entrance area 
Richard noticed a small hole on the wall 
across a fissure in the floor. The fissure 
dropped about 30 feet to the bottom level 
of the 102-foot drop and was too wide to 
cross at any point but at one end there was 
a wall and a large slab of rock and with what 
might be a ledge under some fill and rock. A 
safety line was rigged over the top of the slab 
and work commenced on trying to create a 
way across. The process was exposed but 
eventually yielded a “ledge” just wider than 
the average boot. My recollection from a 
later trip was that it wasn’t too bad while you 
were on the ledge tied into the pendulum-
like safety but became a bit hairy when you 
reached the far wall as you had to unclip and 
rely on a couple of fairly good handholds to 
climb into the crawl with your legs hanging 
out over the drop.

Feeling guilty about delaying the resur-
vey again, they began surveying as they 
went. The passage proved to be mostly 
crawling and quite a bit of it sandy with 
occasional spots where the floor drops away 
and you either have to climb down and back 
up or try to straddle, generally an uncomfort-
able passage. The survey continued for about 
15 stations until a couple of 20 to 30-foot 
pits were encountered. A few more stations 
were added and they came to a crawl with 
less than a foot of space. A joint decision 
was made to explore ahead a little and then 
return to the resurvey.

The low crawl proved to be short and 
soon they were in a small room that ended 
in a pit that appeared to be deeper than 50 
feet. There was no way to tell if they had 
made their way into the Fool’s Dome area 
or a new part of the cave. Due to a lack of 
rope that determination would have to wait 
for another day.

Returning to the bottom of the third 
entrance drop they placed a station near the 
entrance to the Turtle Crawl and began to 
survey their way out. When they eventually 
reached the new entrance they had been in 
the cave for over 20 hours and decided to 
leave the survey of the connection to the 
old entrance for another day. Later, while 
compiling the survey data, Dave Black noted 
that the cave had passed one mile in length.

March 31, 1990 A full compliment of 
surveyors: Dave Black, Richard Market, Bob 
Sergesketter, myself, and Steve Weinzapfel, 
arrived at Brushy Knob eagerly anticipating 
what might lie at the bottom of the pit past 
the end of the survey from the last trip. We 
wasted no time in the entrance pits and 
arrived at what Richard had described to me 
as a “pendulum traverse”. There I watched 
as Steve clipped into the dangling line rigged 
on the last trip, carefully flattened himself 
against the wall, and scooted along a narrow 
ledge to the other side of a pit. While the 
pit wasn’t deep by Brushy standards, it was 
deep enough.

I waited until next to last but that turned 
out to be a mistake as each person tracked 
a tiny bit of mud onto the ledge. Anyway 
Richard pointed out some handholds on 
the other side that made the whole thing 
reasonably safe, at least for that sort of thing.

We fol lowed the mostly low and 
awkward passage to the end of the survey 
at T17 at the edge of a 30-foot pit. This pit 
and some other leads in the area were never 
fully pushed; we always intended to wrap 
things up at some later date but somehow 
that didn’t happen. Today, we placed six 
more stations to where the passage ended 
in a 63-foot pit. Using a natural rig point 
we dropped the pit and soon experienced 
the mixed emotions brought on by finding 
that we had been there before. This was the 

Balcony Dome where Richard had done the 
short bolt climb into the passage leading to 
the Muddy Drop. We were disappointed 
that the lead didn’t take us to new cave 
immediately but elated that it significantly 
shortened the trip back to the Fool’s Dome 
area, a section of the cave that seemed to 
offer many promises.

With our hopes for a new section 
of cave dashed, we decided to follow a 
lead heading to the southeast that we had 
surveyed a short ways in on a previous trip. 
Passing the last station, N8, we weren’t quite 
in the mood to survey and the passage didn’t 
look all that promising so we convinced 
ourselves we should reconnoiter for a ways 
before committing to a survey. A short climb 
in a small room immediately put us into a 
one-foot-high, very muddy crawl. Luckily it  
only went about 25 feet before it opened 
awkwardly into a ledgy canyon. Being slick 
with mud was not an asset in a canyon with 
a floor ranging somewhere between 30 and 
50 feet below us.

Next we arrived at a 30-foot pit. It was 
free-climbable but blind. More ledgy canyon 
and we came to the edge of a drop into a 
fairly large room. Though the drop was only 
about 20 feet, a 50-foot rope was needed 
to rig to a natural anchor back a ways in 
the passage. Opposite to our ledge was an 
upward sloping, flowstone-encrusted floor. 
At the bottom was a drain about 2 feet high 
and 1 foot wide that would only permit us to 
enter partway, possibly a future lead.

At the top of the slope, Steve was able 
to climb another 20 feet into a small passage. 
He was gone for what seemed like ages and 
came back to report that he had found two 
more domes and about 50 feet of passage. 
Dave made note of the lead in his book and 
we started to survey out, leaving the lead 
for the future.

May 5, 1990 Richard Market, Bob 
Sergesketter, and Steve Weinzapfel made a 
trip to Brushy for the sole purpose of survey-
ing the old entrance and how it connected 
to the new. This task had been skipped on 
several previous trips as nobody relished the 
idea of surveying in the usually dripping and 
awkward slope in. In the process of survey-
ing, some additional passage that completed 
a loop between the two entrances was 
discovered but nothing else of great interest 
was added.

May 19, 1990 Richard Market, Bob 
Sergesketter, and Steve Weinzapfel returned 
to Brushy to explore and survey in an area 
accessed from the Balcony Dome area 
that we had looked into on a previous trip. 
To reach the new passage they installed a 
safety line between the top of the Balcony 
Drop to where a floorless canyon entered a 
nice, going passage. Bob’s survey notes say 
“Safety line installed from T-23 to V-9 to 
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make it a little less scary crossing pit.”
Turning left, they found the passage 

quickly became walking and averaged 10 feet 
wide and 7 feet high—excitement began to 
build. All too quickly they found themselves 
staring into a deep pit. Lowering a tape 
showed it to be around a 90-foot drop. Later, 
the survey plot would show that they were 
probably looking down into the big dome we 
had entered on January 13 via the Muddy 
Drop. Three leads could be seen on the other 
side. Bob thought that one of them might 
be reached by a very exposed climb but the 
others would have to be bolted to. Since a 
bolt climb wasn’t part of the plan for the day 
they began to survey back.

Continuing past the floorless canyon 
from the Balcony Drop they came to a 
room about 14 feet wide and 6 feet high. 
Breakdown littered the floor and black holes 
opened in places. A small stream emerged 
from a wide, but only 5-inch-high passage 
and dropped into one of the holes. This had 
to be the source of the waterfall in Waterfall 
Dome. The drop was taped and found to 
be 111 feet, the deepest drop found in the 
cave so far.

Just past the waterfall they came to a 
halt at a 30-foot pit. They could see that the 
passage continued on the other side and feel 
air blowing in their faces. The pit was rigged 
and dropped but proved to be blind and with 
no easy way up on the other side. As they 
were about to give up Richard examined a 
sloping ledge on the right side of the pit and 
wondered if it could be dug. Since it was still 
early, the Pendulum Traverse route having 
taken hours off the transit to the Balcony 
Drop area, he decided to dig. Using only a 
rock hammer and a great deal of effort, he 
was able to shove enough of the fill off of the 
ledge and into the pit to make it just possible 
to crawl across.  

More bolts were set and another safety 
line installed and the three headed on, this 
time surveying as they went. The passage 
continued, mostly as a crawl, sometimes 
over and through breakdown, for a couple of 
hundred feet until a canyon dropped through 
the floor. Bob’s survey notes mention seeing 
a bat just before the the canyon. Shortly after 
that they entered a room about 20 feet high 
with a shallow pit on one side and a steep, 
flowstone-covered slope on the other. Bob’s 
notes mention “Black salamander seen at 
V35.” Very few bats and almost no salaman-
ders have been noted in the cave outside of 
the entrance area.

With no way out of the room they 
turned back to inspect the canyon. There was 
airflow and it had to come from somewhere. 
Climbing down the narrow canyon and head-
ing north they quickly came to a slope that 
dropped over the side of another deep pit. 
Again they found themselves with insufficient 

rope remaining to deal with a pit. They did 
have enough to safely get down the slope and 
drop a tape to measure 71 feet, 3 inches. 
It isn’t clear if the tape actually reached the 
bottom as later exploration suggested it was 
closer to 90 feet deep. With that they made 
their way back out after just under 19 produc-
tive hours of caving.

The Lost Survey
Sometime later in 1990 Richard Market, 

Bob Sergesketter, and Steve Weinzapfel 
returned to the V survey with enough rope to 
do the last pit. The V survey data suggested 
that they might be near the southwestern 
extent of the known cave so there was some 
excitement at the prospect of extending the 
cave into new territory.

The drop took them into an unknown 
canyon heading due west. Excitement built 
as they possibly were on to a breakout past 
the terminations in Anniversary Hall. But it 
was not to be, they turned a corner and the 
canyon changed character and left them in a 
6-foot-high passage that looked a bit familiar. 
Scouting around turned up a survey mark: 
A1, our first station; they had connected 
back into the passage at The Last Drop 
and a short ways from Anniversary Hall. 
Discouraged, they completed the survey and 
exited the cave.

Arriving back home Bob discovered that 
the survey notes were nowhere to be found! 
Everyone searched their bags and gear but 
they never turned up.

Plans were made to resurvey but they 
kept getting put off. Jobs and families got in 
the way. Then news came that Dave Weller 
had closed on a piece of property containing 
a radio location we had established over a 
tall dome complex in Roppel during a rare 
opportunity to enter the otherwise closed 
cave. If we could find our way in we would 
have a secure entrance into Roppel! Maybe 
not the ideal location, it had been rather 
arduous dragging Frank Reid’s cave radio 
back there and the climb into the domes was 
a bit exposed, but an entrance nonetheless. 
Further, if we could find our way a short 
distance through a breakdown fill we would 
be in passage that would quickly put us into 
the Arlie Way borehole! Brushy would have 
to wait again.

Epilogue 
Years passed and the Weller Entrance 

to Roppel was completed with help from the 
former Brushy Knob crew. One day, sitting 
around at the bottom of the newly installed 
entrance ladders that Dave had fabricated 
and we had helped install, I noticed a breeze 
coming from a pile of rocks that we had 
created while making way for the bottom 
ladder. Several hours later we were able to 
remove enough rock to fit through into a 

going but small—really small—lead and after 
much struggle Steve Weinzapfel managed to 
fit through a last constriction and find himself 
in a small canyon. That difficult canyon soon 
led to a dome and partway up the dome was 
the former end of South Downey Avenue, 
a borehole that led directly to Arlie Way! 
This led to more years spent exploring 
Roppel and helping Dave “improve” the 
rather unpleasant connection to the point 
that it became the main route for continuing 
exploration in Roppel.

Plans to return to Brushy Knob to redo 
the last survey and to chase the remaining 
leads were no longer even discussed at 
EMG meetings. More years later, advanc-
ing age and changing interests caused us to 
admit that Brushy would have to be left to 
someone else. 

One night at an EMG meeting Richard 
Market approached me with a stack of paper. 
He had made copies of all of the Brushy 
Knob survey data and wondered if I might 
want to take a look at drafting a map? My 
map making experience was limited and out 
of date but I reluctantly agreed.

The completed map was eventually 
entered in the Cartography Salon at the 
2019 NSS Convention held in Cookeville, 
Tennessee and I was pleasantly surprised 
when it earned a blue ribbon in the Apprentice 
category. I was also grateful for the construc-
tive critique session after the salon, having 
been operating largely outside of the cave 
cartography community. I also credit George 
Dasher’s excellent book On Station, and 
am grateful to Larry Fish, author of the 
COMPASS cave survey software for the easy 
to use and understand software, the excellent 
tutorials on the website, and his personal 
responses to my questions. I’m also grateful 
to the members of the survey and exploration 
team; Dave Black, Bob Sergesketter, and 
Steve Weinzapfel and team leader Richard 
Market for their inputs on this article.

Not long before the Pandemic, when 
the Evansville Metro Grotto was still meet-
ing in person, Richard Market arrived at the 
meeting with news. After a Cave Research 
Foundation expedition, he had driven by 
Brushy Knob and had found that an old 
quarry on the knob had been reopened and 
was aggressively removing the southwestern 
end of the ridge that contains the cave; if 
nothing changed it would eventually hit 
Anniversary Hall. Richard later stopped at 
the quarry office and left them a copy of the 
map and a rough topographical overlay. He 
reported that he was politely received but 
was given no assurances that they would 
avoid the cave. Brushy Knob’s fate is far 
from certain.

This article is dedicated to the memory 
of Bob Sergesketter, who passed away 
before it was complete.
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Two more Honorable Mention Award winners from the 2021 Photo Salon, both from the TAG region. Above, In Her Element by Nikki Fox, fea-
turing Reilly Blackwell in one of her project caves in TAG. Below, Raquel Daza Brunet in the lower section of Your Cave, Tennessee in a photo 
titled The Final Pool, by Dave Bunnell. 
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It is the middle of July 2020. The 
intense summer sun is already beaming in 
as my eyes open to the interior of my dusty 
vehicle, illuminated by the bright morning 
light. There is no time to waste. The route 
for the day is long and arduous with a great 
number of carefully selected LiDAR leads to 
check. I scarf down breakfast, don my ragged 
clothes and trusty backpack, and start down 
the escarpment. The first lead of the day is 
a nice little pit, but doesn’t qualify. A quick 
jot in my notebook and I continue on. No 
time to waste. 

In short order I come to a sink with a 
small but comfortably-sized hole. No airflow, 
but it doesn’t feel stagnant either. Slipping 
inside, a gentle slope opens to a roomy 
walking passage. “This qualifies.” I think to 
myself. Always a relief when the tape isn’t 
needed. At the base of the entrance slope is 
a well decorated grotto with still, inky pools 
covering the floor. A lone pair of boot prints 
is observed. Disappointing, but unsurprising 
given the leisurely entrance. At the far end 

Discovery and Exploration of Black Mirror Cave, Tennessee
text by Justin Huffman; photos by Jacob Lieber

of the short passage/room is a mound of 
flowstone approaching the ceiling. Crossing 
the pools, I begin to crawl over the gleam-
ing flowstone. “Hmm.” I think to myself as 
I crest the mound. A large pool just ahead 
appears black and empty. A fairly common 
sight when glassy pools have nothing to 
reflect from a dark ceiling. I stare into the 
pool for several seconds until the realiza-
tion unfolds. “It’s a void!” Bewildered and 
jubilant, I carefully crawl forward until I can 
fully take in the scene. The steep flowstone 
descends into an echoey room 200 feet 
long by 80 feet wide, 35 feet tall. A few 
short leads around the room are carefully 
checked before starting down the most 
promising looking lead: a narrow fissure at 
the far end. Soon the fissure narrows to a 
tight and awkward constriction, past which 
all signs of human intrusion cease. Slipping 
through the constriction in a few seconds, a 
narrow breakdown climb descends steeply, 
opening at the bottom. My eyes turn from 
the floor of the climb to the passage ahead... 

a passage 45 feet wide and 25 feet tall shoot-
ing upward over breakdown into a black 
abyss. My heart quickens. I carefully scramble 
up the scree slope into a rotunda room 200 
feet in diameter with an 80-foot ceiling. At 
the opposite, downslope side of the room, 
the ceiling can still be seen 140 feet above. 
Continuing from the rotunda room, I push 
all obvious continuations, exploring over 
2,000 feet in total. Making my way outside, 
I plop down by the entrance and open my 
treasured notebook. Finishing my descrip-
tion, I hoist my backpack and take a few 
seconds to ponder at the entrance. “A nice 
cave. One in a hundred.” The rush is over 
and reality sets in. There will be no pomp 
and circumstance. I have an impossible task 
ahead. I turn away. The march for the next 
cave continues. No time to waste. 

Interlude
It was six months before I was ready 

to return to Black Mirror Cave. Two survey 
teams and a photography team were assem-
bled from among TAG’s finest with the 
explicit purpose of fully documenting the 
cave in one day. One survey team (Jon 
Zetterberg, Spencer Stinnett) surveyed 
the first half of the cave while the second 
(Mark Wingard, Justin Huffman) worked 

Left: Riannon Colton, 
lower formation area, 
in the Rotunda Room. 
Right: Matt Tomlinson 
w i t h  s t a l a g m i t e s 
named the Fingers O’ 
Flan.
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on the back half. Meanwhile, Jacob Lieber 
commenced photography, assisted by 
Riannon Colton and Matt Tomlinson. Later, 
Tomlinson and myself explored and surveyed 
a small side grotto while Lieber prepared for 
a group photo. Once the work was done, 
the party hiked a mile back to the vehicles, 
arriving with daylight to spare on a pleasant 
January day. Musings and ramblings contin-
ued until the darkness called us home.



Riannon Colton, Matt Tomlinson, Jacob Lieber, Spencer Stinnett, Jon Zetterberg, Mark Wingard, Justin Huffman (left to right), Rotunda Room

Above: Spencer Stinnett and Riannon Colton in Mirage Hall, Black Mirror Cave
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NCRC Scholarships
Do you want to go caving more?  

Become a safer caver?  Meet amazing and 
awesome cavers from around the world?  
Sounds great, but a little short on cash?  
Well...I have an answer for you:  apply for a 
cave rescue training scholarship! 

What:  Cave rescue training provided 
by the National Cave Rescue Commission

Where:   Covington, Virginia
When:  July 15th-23rd, 2022
Send an email to scholarships@ncrc.

info for information on how to apply for 
a scholarship to this training as well as for 
scholarships offered for week-long Regional 
training throughout the United States. The 
deadline for application is April 10, 2022.

Call out to all teachers and 
members with children!

American Geosciences Institute works 
with many partners, including the NSS, 
to create an Earth Science Toolkit. These 
toolkits include geoscience educational 
resources, posters, coloring pages, flyers, 
grant information and a calendar.

Dave Decker of Southwest Geophysical 
Consulting, AGI and a NSS member, donated 
funding for shipping. To have a toolkit sent to 
you, message memberservices@caves.org to 
order your packets. Limit two Earth Science 
toolkits per address. First come first serve, 
once the science packets are gone, they are 
gone. As we went to press, 80 remain.

For additional information about Earth 
Science Week: https://www.earthsciweek.
org/ 

If you would like to watch some of the 
NSS Earth Science Week videos go to the 
NSS YouTube Channel. 

Below: One of the brochures in the info 
packets.

Matt Tomlinson with rimstone pools in Black Mirror Cave
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The NSS Art & Music Salons promote 
and recognize excellent cave-related art, 
artists, and musicians. NSS Salons are open 
to everyone; those who enter need not be 
members of the NSS. Rules, entry forms, and 
the most current deadlines are available on 
each Salon’s webpage. They can be reached 
at https://caves.org/committee/salons.

The best of the entries for each Salon 
will be exhibited at the NSS Convention in 
Rapid City, SD in 2022. Each Salon’s top 
award and Cavers Choice (if applicable) is 
presented during the convention’s Thursday 
evening Salon program. After the conven-
tion, low-resolution versions of the top award 
winners for each Salon will be placed in 
the NSS Salons web pages and, other than 
music, in the NSS News.

Please see the NSS Salon’s web page 
for Entry Forms and directions for submitting 
and mailing entries. 

Cartographic Maps
Cave and karst-related maps

Pat Kambesis, Chair
Cave cartographers are invited to submit 

paper-based and web-based entries. There 
is no restriction on method of presentation; 
innovative techniques are encouraged. 

There is no entry fee for this Salon. 
A maximum of  three maps can be 
submitted per person. There are three 
categories: Apprentice, Experienced, and 
Master-Professional.

Every entry must include the Entry Form 
and mailed to Pat Kambesis, and clearly 
labeled “Cartographic Salon”. 

Deadline: June 13, 2022 

Cave Ballads
Cave related songs and music

Roland Vinyard, Chair
Cave related songs and music must be 

sent to Roland Vinyard. Entries can be sent 
either electronically or by mail. 

There is a $10.00 fee per entry. There 
is no limit to the number of entries per 
person. Those who submit will receive a 
professionally prepared CD of all submis-
sions for the year, with winners noted. 

There are three categories: Traditional, 
Original, and Avant-garde.

Deadline: June 1, 2022 

Graphic Arts Salon
Cover Art & Posters,Postcards, 

Brochures
Blake Jordan, Chair

All entries must be mailed to Blake N 
Jördan accompanied by the entry form. 
The entry fee is $5.00 per organization, 

Entry Summary for the 2022 NSS Art & Music Salons
compiled by Blake Jordan, Salons Chair

and $1.00 for each entry. Payments are 
to be made through PayPal. Covers must 
be from newsletters or other publications 
of NSS-affiliated organizations which were 
distributed in 2021 or have never entered 
in this salon. Entries should be mailed 
unfolded and unmounted in a large envelope, 
preferably with a cardboard stiffener and 
accompanied by the entry form. 

There are two categories for Cover Art: 
Non-photographic and Photographic. Please 
note on the back of each cover in which of 
the two categories you wish the entry to 
be judged. Posters, Postcards, Brochures, 
and Stickers will be judged separately with 
different criteria.

Deadline: May 15, 2022

Fine Arts
Drawings, paintings, sculpture, et all 

in Speleology
Blake Jordan, Chair

The Fine Arts Salon is the official 
venue for exhibiting speleologically inspired 
artwork. Artwork can be in any medium, 
from painting and sketching to digitally 
altered photography, computer graphics, 
pottery and sculpture, textiles, and mixed 
media. The subject must involve cavers, cave 
life, karst and caves, focusing on the central 
interest of speleology. 

The Entry Form must be submitted for 
each entry and sent to the Chair. Entries are 
limited to 4 per person. Fees are $15.00 per 
person ($5.00 for persons under 15). 

Deadline: June 11, 2022

MultiMedia Program Salon
David Socky, Chair

This Salon is for exhibition of multiple 
image computer programs that are less 
than twelve minutes in length. Programs 
can include music, narration, animations, 
or video. However, video clips may not 
occupy more than a third of the length. 
Presentations may be submitted on CD, 
DVD, or electronically.

All entries should be sent to David Socky 
along with an entry form. There are no fees 
and there is no limit to the number of entries 
per person.

Deadline: May 1, 2022

Print Salon
Cady Soukup, Chair

Photographers may enter up to ten (10) 
prints, this includes any series/story lines. 
No more than seven prints may be entered 
in any one category. The entry fee is $15 
for up to 10 prints. There is no fee if the 
print is donated to the NSS. 

All entries must be delivered to Print 
Salon area on Saturday of the Convention. 
Other delivery arrangements may be consid-
ered, but ONLY with permission from the 
print salon chair. 

Deadline: June 11, 2022

Photo Salon
Photographic slides and digital 

images
Nikki Fox, Chair

The Photographic Salon celebrates the 
ethereal beauty of projected images of caves 
and caving. Cave-related slides and images 
are projected once, during the Thursday 
night Salon Awards Program, with a back-
ground of instrumental music written for the 
occasion. Images or slides must be of caves, 
cave-related subjects, or cave-related humor. 

Please use the entry form for making 
submissions. Fee is $0.50 per digital image. 
No fee if donated to NSS. Limit of 20 entries 
per person.

Send all images electronically to the 
Chair along with the entry form.

Deadline: April 10, 2022

Video Salon
David Socky, Chair

The Video Salon is a competition 
among producers of moving-image depic-
tions related to caves, cavers, caving, and 
cave conservation/restoration.

This competition is open to anyone, 
amateur or professional, regardless of affilia-
tion with caving organizations or attendance 
at the NSS Convention.  Entries that have 
been exhibited in past Video Salons cannot 
be entered again. 

Fee is $5.00 per entry. Entries should 
be mailed to the chair or sent electroni-
cally along with an entry form for each 
submission.

Deadline: April 24, 2022

Symbolic Emblems
Patches, decals, pins, etc

David Decker, Chair
The Symbolic Emblems Salon is a 

judged exhibition of symbolic emblems 
(logos, patches, decals, pins, coins, etc.) 
related to caves or caving. All symbolic 
emblem designs must be representative of 
a caving-related or karst-related organiza-
tion (such as a caving club, grotto, section, 
or conservancy) or of a caving-related or 
karst-related event (such as a caving club 
event, grotto event, section gathering, meet-
ing, conference, or convention), or have a 
caving theme. The Salon Chair will decide 
if a proposed entry fits the description of a 
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THE QUIET ZONE (UNRAVELING THE MYSTERY 
OF A TOWN SUSPENDED IN SILENCE)
By Stephen Kurczy Dey St., 2021. 306 
pages, hardcover and softcover editions. 
$18 print, 12.99 Kindle edition. 

While not a book only about caving, 
The Quiet Zone will be of interest to those 
of us who cave in West Virginia, and well as 
the many who share my fascination with the 
death of caver Pete Hauer. The author came 
to my attention, and vice versa, by my book, 
The Ballad of Pete Hauer.

The Quiet Zone refers to the zone of 
radio and internet silence which surrounds 
Green Bank Observatory in a very rural part 
of West Virginia’s Pocahontas County. The 
use of the radio telescopes there necessitates 
a ban on the use of anything with electri-
cal transmissions. Emergency use and CB 
radios are allowed. Anyone with a large 
transmission need is expected to coordinate 
their activities with the Observatory. All FM 
radio stations in the area are low power. The 
Quiet Zone is a huge area and covers some 
37 counties within 3 states. 13000 square 
miles. In this larger area reside well over 
400,000 people. Divided into zones, the 
most restrictive one is within 20 miles of the 
Observatory, but that still amounts to 1250 
square miles, 800,000 acres, but with a far 
sparser population density. This is actively 
monitored and the use of microwave ovens, 
computers, cell phones, and WiFi routers 
is discouraged. When established in 1958, 
these things were not even taught of - but 
today they present problems. Officials can 
fine people $50 but really have little enforce-
ment power, and rely more upon persuasion. 
Right in Green Bank, the rules are strongest, 
especially if you are within a sight line. They 

may even ban digital cameras or gasoline 
engines (spark ignition is the concern).

Kurczy is a professional writer who 
thought this would make a good story and 
he makes a good story of it in the first of 
three sections, correctly describing the area, 
its inhabitants and what life is like in such a 
place. Cavers in the Virginias will recognize 
the kinds of people they know. He also 
learned some things he did not expect. One 
is that for a spot where such modern gadgets 
are officially banned, there are a lot of them 
in use. The radio observatory finds itself on 
the losing side of progress. Oops, I gave 
away the conclusion.

I also feel that Kurczy found himself a bit 
short of material for a full-length book on this 
subject and he needed to branch out some 
from the good everyday people with whom 
he starts the book. He found there was no 
scarcity of strange and unusual people and 
events in Pocahontas County - “electro-
sensitives” who flocked there thinking they 
would be healthier, the Rainbow Gathering 
murders of two young women hitchhikers, 
Patch Adams the clown/doctor who founded 
the nearby Gesundheit! Institute, and the 
neo-Nazis left over from the heyday of the 
compound owned by National Alliance, origi-
nally headed by William Pierce who wrote 
The Turner Diaries which in turn inspired 
the Oklahoma City bombing. 

In the middle section, Kurczy strays from 
his story with the discovery of a number of 
unsolved (depending upon who you ask) 
murders that took place within the county. 
One of these was Peter Hauer, a caver who 
supposedly killed a young man he barely 
knew, then took his own life in remorse. 
Kurczy recognized that with this murder, 
things may not be as they appeared to the 
police and he did some of his own investi-
gations. Part of this involved a trip to the 
cave and property where the murder took 
place - accompanied on the cave trip by a 
neo-Nazi and “De” Thompson, the one-time 
neighbor and far less-than-reputable son of 
Boyd Thompson, a man who used to be 
Pete’s next door neighbor and sometimes 
his nemesis.

Most of the story about Hauer that 
Kurczy tells parallels that of my book, but 
he does add colorful insights, mostly from 
De’s off-kilter blue language viewpoint, that 
Hauer was “arrogant” for opposing hunting 

and “intelligently ignorant” and considered 
socially awkward among locals. De’s telling 
of the story departed from the police version 
and coincided with versions cavers and 
friends held, that Pete had been framed and 
then hung by someone he’d pissed off, the 
wrong person. De also claimed he himself 
had started the rumor about the bicycle of 
Pete’s victim being hidden in the chimney 
foundation of his father’s original home, next 
door to Pete’s. 

The way he’d phrased this piece of 
knowledge caused Kurczy to wonder if De’s 
father was too smart to keep evidence of 
wrongdoing but was not necessarily not 
involved. De said they’d all gone to Florida 
exactly when the deaths occurred. Who goes 
to Florida in June?  De also mentioned that 
his father had tried to kill him (De) once. 
From the description of De in the book, 
one would not wonder why. De spoke as if 
he knew the truth, but with 75 arrests he’d 
bragged about, he was not necessarily the 
best witness. He has all the local color an 
author could ask for. Conservatively stated, 
De is a character, one you want to keep on 
the good side of.

Anyway, three of them visited the cave, 
the third being a neo-Nazi. There follows 5 
pages of well-written description of their 2 
hour trip there, and of Kurczy’s fear that De 
might do something to him while in there, 
which of course he didn’t and never even 
considered; all he did was be generous - and 
colorful. Though the visit to the cave added 
nothing to further Hauer’s story, it does 
make for a good read.

Later, Kurczy spoke with Larkin Dean, 
who’d found Hauer’s body as a boy, and 
who said that calling Pete’s death a suicide 
was the easy way out for the police. That led 
to a call to an Aunt Betty, who figured De’s 
father was the killer, not that she gave any 
evidence. So, it’s the usual, everyone has 
ideas, but no evidence.

The Quiet Zone’s final section gets 
him back to the characters more closely 
connected to the area of radio silence, but 
he can’t resist one more visit, with De, to 
the neo-Nazis. Then he winds up the book 
and discusses in greater detail the pervasive 
presence of our modern gadgetry and what it 
might mean for the future of the observatory.

Roland Vinyard

symbolic emblem and is accepted for judging. 
Please mail entries with an Entry Form 

to the Chair. The fee is $3.00 for the first 
item and $1.00 for each additional item. 

Deadline: June 1, 2022

T-Shirts
Blake Jordan, Chair

The T-shirt Salon is a judged exhibition 
of T-shirt designs related to caves or caving. 

The fee is $3.00 for the first entry and 
$1.00 for each additional entry. 

Deadline: May 15, 2022
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With the 2022 NSS convention right 
around the corner, what better way to 
immerse yourself in the Black Hills of South 
Dakota by taking a field trip?? There are a 
number of things to see and do in the local 
area, and the best way to see some of the 
local sights is with a guide. Convention 
staff are excited to offer a number of great 
field trips for participants both before and 
during convention week. Here are the pre-
convention trips we’re really excited about:

Paleontology Field Trip (Sunday)
Take a step back in time to the Ice 

Age and explore the world of mammoths 
and many other fossils species in South 
Dakota. This field trip will take you back 
over 200,000 years ago to explore the final 
resting place of over 60 mammoths and 
other Ice Age animals. This unique locality 
boasts the largest concentration of in-situ 
Columbian Mammoths in the entire world! 
The tour will begin with a ten-minute video 
introducing participants to the formation of 
a sinkhole in the Minneulsa Limestone to 
the discovery of this amazing site. Through 
a guided tour by Mammoth Site researchers, 
participants will walk the edge of an ancient 
sinkhole in a fully enclosed air-conditioned 
facility to explore this active paleontological 
excavation. The field trip will explore how 
these animals came to be here, why this 
became their final resting place, how staff 
excavate and preserve the specimens, and 
why the site is so important. Participants 
will also get to peek into the brand-new 
fossil preparation lab, where Mammoth Site 
preparators clean, repair, and preserve speci-
mens. On this special behind the scenes tour, 
participants will take a mammoth-sized eleva-
tor downstairs to Bone Storage and learn 
the details of fossil conservation techniques 
while they explore excavated Mammoth Site 
treasures. From there, they will see the state-

of-the-art 3D lab of the Turner Geospatial 
Center. This lab is home to 3D printers and 
scanners that are used for research and 
education. The journey will continue on to 
discuss the educational outreach opportuni-
ties available through The Mammoth Site 
as participants make their way to the newly 
renovated Ice Age Exhibit Hall.   

The Mammoth Site is more than a 
large, intriguing karst feature, but an active 
research institution striving to reconstruct the 
Ice Age environments of the Black Hills. One 
of the best ways to research environments 
is by studying cave paleontology. Mammoth 
Site researchers are involved in cave paleon-
tological research throughout the Black Hills 
in addition to the Intermountain West of 
United States. To highlight the importance of 
cave paleontology and caves as the catalyst 
for understanding past environments, The 
Mammoth Site is dedicating a portion of the 
Muller Ice Age Exhibit Hall to new exhibit on 
Caves to be completed this year. Want to 
learn more about cave paleontology? Check 

out the 2022 Convention’s Paleontology 
Session on Wednesday June 15th. 

The Mammoth Site is wheelchair 
accessible and has two courtesy wheel-
chairs available. The tour will be less than 
a mile of walking indoors. A golf cart ride 
can be provided to those individuals need-
ing assistance from the bus parking to the 
building entrance. A lunch will be included, 
with vegetarian options available. Travel 
from Rapid City to Hot Springs is about an 
hour each way. Tour including lunch will be 
roughly 2.5 hours. 

Geology of the Black Hills 
(Sunday)

Travel through 2.3 billion years of 
Earth’s history on the Geology of the Black 
Hills trip, led by Drs. Sarah Keenan and Larry 
Stetler from South Dakota School of Mines 
and Technology. We will see the Harney 
Peak Granite, remnants of the Cretaceous 
Western Interior Seaway, and everything 
between. Wear sturdy boots and pack  sunscreen!

Field trips at the 2022 NSS Convention
Lydia Austin
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Left: Cascade Springs and above, the Mammoth Site in Hot Springs. 
Photo courtesy of the Mammoth Site, https://www.mammothsite.org

Cave entrances at Doty Springs
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Black Hills Karst Hydrology Field 
Trip (Sunday)

This field trip will give the participants 
an opportunity to see how intimately the 
karst development and hydrology of the 
Black Hill region are interrelated and inter-
twined.  The flow of surface and subsurface 
waters in this region is more complex than 
might be immediately imagined for a dome 
shaped uplift due to its mix of fault and fold 
separated upland areas that include both 
folded and faulted Precambrian rocks and 
gently sloping carbonates surrounded on 
all sides by more steeply dipping folded and 
faulted carbonate and clastic sediments. Add 
in a generous helping of karst modification in 
several key rock types and the pathways for 
water movement can become quite complex 
and are often surprising.

This guided tour will include stops at two 
major karst springs where subsurface flow 
is exiting through some easily and not so 
easily recognizable karst structures.  Cascade 
Springs is one of these features and is one of 
highest volume springs (20 feet3/s; 0.6 m3/s)  
in the region where 68° F (20° C) thermal 
waters emerge from a karst-related breccia 
pipe in a series of 6 pools.   

Doty Springs is the other major karst 
spring that will be visited, where water flows 
into Boxelder Creek from a cave system that 
is exposed over a wide area of the canyon. 

Along the way, participants will visit 
several areas where streams flowing out 
of the uplift lose all or part of their flow to 
the subsurface through omnipresent karst 
features.

Several sinkholes will also be visited  
along the way including one containing a 
small cave and another very large trap-door 
structure that is over 35 feet (10.5m) deep.  
The geology, physiography and water 
resources of the Black Hills will be presented, 
and discussions entertained by the trip leader 
in each scheduled and/or unscheduled stop.  
Be sure to bring appropriate footwear to slip 
into for shallow stream crossings to see and 
enjoy this fieldtrip to its fullest.

 We don’t want to leave out some of 
the other excellent field trips and workshops 
going on during convention: Speleology for 
Cavers (Monday), Photography Workshop, 
Self Rescue Techniques, and a Human Bone 
Identification Workshop (Tuesday). There 
are sure to be some great opportunities for 
everyone!

The Black Hills offer some amazing 
areas to explore and discover. Make sure 
you are following the NSS 2022 Convention 
Facebook page to keep up on the convention 
as it gets closer. Also make sure you check 
out the website at NSS2022.caves.org there 
you can find local information, places to stay 
and the very important link to the registration 
page. See you all in June!

A Caving Postage Stamp
Many countries have issued stamps 

honoring specific caves of note, usually 
developed caves. Even the US issued one 
honoring Carlsbad Caverns a few years ago.

But to my knowledge, no country has 
issued a stamp honoring either a famous 
caver or the sport of caving.

Until now...pictured above is a French 
stamp issued last year honoring the sport 
of caving, which in French is known as La 
Spéléologie. It is a 1.5 euro denomination, 
or about $1.72 in USD. Apparently it costs 
about that much to mail a letter in France.

I was made aware of this stamp after 
receiving some in the mail from Jacques 
Chabert, who is a keen collector of cave-
related stamps. He also wrote an article for 
the French caving magazine Spelunca, from 
which I have drawn a bit more background 
about the stamp.

For several years, Jacques had been 
lobbying the French Postal Commission to 
produce a stamp devoted to Édouard-Alfred 
Martel, who is considered the father of 
French speleology. In the end, the 
Commission declined to produce 
such a stamp as they said he was 
relatively unkown, and were also 
trying to produce more stamps 
honoring women. But they liked the 
idea of a general “caving” stamp, 
since in France it is a much more 
widely known activity than in most 
other places, especiallly the US.

Originally the new stamp was 
to be released in coordination 
with the International Congress 
of Speleology that was to be held 
in France in 2021, but that was 
delayed until this year due to the 

pandemic. The release of the stamp went 
ahead, and was issued on July 13, 2021.

To produce the stamp Jacques asked 
noted French photographer Philippe Crochet  
to provide some images. As Jacques put it 
in his article:

Illustrating “caving” with a single 
image was a challenge. Stéphanie Ghinéa, 
the graphic designer in charge of producing 
the stamp, found an unexpected solution 
by bringing together four photos of under-
ground landscapes taken in three different 
caves which show remarkable elements of 
the karstic universe: the gours of the Gours 
Room of the Rose sinkhole (Hérault); the 
Lac de Minuit in the Trabuc cave, in Mialet 
(Gard), a cavity fitted out for tourism; a 
giant concretion, the Great Stalagmite, 
also in Trabuc, but in a place that only 
speleologists can reach; we finally see an 
elegant bundle of soda straws from the 
cave of Pousselières (Hérault).

The stamps were issued in sheets of 12 
with additional cave-related graphics on the 
borders, as shown below.
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MSS Quarterly
Minnesota Speleological Survey 
October-December 2021, Vol. 52, Issue 4

Michael Raymond and Ian Flom dove 
the sumps of Deep Lake Cave, finding 
significant passage beyond the meander-
ing sumps. Additional trips are planned to 
continue to survey and explore what the 
duo think is the best cave diving site in the 
entire state. 

Caver 
Meramec Valley Grotto 
January 2022, Vol. 53, Number 1

Chad McCain and friends collected a 
hard-fought almost 500 feet of new cave 
survey while navigating through numerous 
ear-dippers, muddy passages, and over 
rimstone dams in a new section of Crevice 
Cave. The chilly survey trip brought Crevice 
to just over 31 miles long. 

The Northeastern Caver
Northeast Regional Organization of the 
NSS
December 2021, Vol. 52, Number 4

With a science permit in hand, John 
Dunham has set about resurveying Hailes 
Cave, located in New York’s Thacher State 
Park. Hailes is one of New York’s more 
significant caves with over 3,500 feet of 
known passage and a large bat hibernaculum 
that housed more than 21,000 bats before 
white nose syndrome. The potential for an 
even larger system exists, with additional 
leads remaining and water tracing data indi-
cating the cave is connected to the nearby 
Novemberkill Cave.

Stephen Whitney and a friend explored 
Maine’s Mother Walker Gorge a deep 

canyon with several talus caves in its walls. 
Originally hoping to update the survey of two 
caves from the 1980s, Stephen located an 
additional five new caves. The duo surveyed 
all seven caves in a single day as none of the 
talus features extend over 100 feet in length. 

West Virginia Caver
West Virginia Grottos
February 2022, Vol. 40, Number 1

This month’s cover shows Overholt’s 
Blowing Cave, which is 2.9 miles long and 
590 feet deep, making it one of the deep-
est caves in West Virginia. No new activity 
reported and the cave is very much closed.

Cavers descended on the Great 
Savannah Cave System in late November 
surveying in both the Maxwelton and 
McClungs sections of the system. A total 
survey of nearly 1,400 feet was collected 
bringing the system to 49.06 miles long. The 
50-mile mark will almost certainly be passed 
within the next year. 

Tying up loose ends in the northern 
McClungs portion of the Great Savannah 
Cave System, Shawn Hogbin discovered 
several old survey stations, however, no 
accompanying data has been located to pair 
with these in-cave stations. Shawn and his 
friends resurveyed this area, conducted a 
dome climb and have left several leads that 
still need to be checked. Surface debris in this 
area indicate the potential for a new entrance 
into the Great Savannah System. 

The Speleograph   
The Oregon Grotto 
Winter 2022, Issue 439

The Oregon Grotto’s annual trip to 
Saddle Butte commenced in early October. 
This segmented tube system is in eastern 
Oregon. Some of the more extensive caves 
survey out to about 1000 feet, A large 
group of cavers descended on the area to 
explore, photograph and survey the area’s 
many lava tubes. Sections of Lunch Cave 
were surveyed and added to the previously 
incomplete map, while Guano Passage and 
Evening Cave were both fully surveyed.  

Two images from Ahrlin Bauman taken during 
the photo trips in 40 Mile Cave, part of the 
Saddle Butte System.
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AD RATES: Now based on the number of lines your ad takes up. It is a flat rate of $3 per line. As a guide, a 
line holds 43-45 characters + spaces at our font and size. 10% discount for runs of 3 months or more.Payment 
must precede publication, but copy should be e-mailed to the editor (nssnews@caves.org), to reserve space. 
Copy should be received one month prior to publication date (e.g., by May 1 for a June issue). Make checks 
payable to the National Speleological Society and send to: Att: NSS News AdvertisiNg, 6001 Pulaski Pike NW, 
Huntsville, AL35810. 

SPELEOBOOKS.COM 518 295 7978. Cave and 
bat gifts, books, clothing and jewelry. Prompt 
personal service since 1973.
WV Speleological Survey Cave Books. 27 
Bulletins, 6 Monographs, 6000+ pages.Orders: 
www.WVASS.org. WVASS@PrehistoricPlanet.
com
If your Grotto or Region is looking for great caves 
to explore in the Virginia area - look no further!  
RASS Grotto can offer a complimentary place 
to camp in Bath County, VA - where more than 
100 caves are located within an hour’s drive.  We 
support cave conservation and education.  Some 
COVID restrictions still apply.  Contact Richie 
Ellison at rellison1120@gmail.com

The Richmond Area Speleological Society 
(RASS) supports cave conservation, education 
and research by offering grants to assist 
projects aligned with these goals. To receive 
a grant request application please email us at 
rass-grants-committee@googlegroups.com. 
Applications reviewed quarterly.                      12
NSS News Hardcopies 1974-2000.  $100 for all 
plus shipping OR $30 total if you pick them up at 
my house in Colorado.  Ljfred@caves.org        4

My Final Column
It is with some sadness as well as joy, to 

inform the membership that this is my last 
President’s Message. I will be handing over 
the NSS presidency to Kristine Ebrey at the 
end of the March 19th, BOG meeting. We’re 
hoping we can have an in-person at our 
Headquarters in Huntsville, Alabama. It will 
be our first in-person meeting since March 
2020. I’ve been greatly honored to serve as 
the president, it has been fun, a lot of hard 
work, and sometimes trying, but I think it is 
time for some new ideas and energy.

Since I assumed the presidency from Wm 
Shrewsbury at the Rio Rancho Convention 
in 2017, the NSS has gone through several 
challenges as well as triumphs. We’ve lost 
many dear members to Covid. We’ve had to 
cancel the 2020 and 2021 conventions and 
many grottos have cancelled their in-person 
meetings. Caving events and regional meet-
ings have been greatly curtailed along with 
caving in general. Many grottos have stayed 
in touch with their membership using tele-
conference programs. Our members and the 
Society are learning how to deal with Covid 
and hopefully, life will soon return with some 
semblance of normalcy.

On a positive note, with the help of 
many generous donations from our member-
ship, we’ve been able to pay off the 15-year 
headquarters mortgage three years early. 
Membership continues to grow almost every 
month. There have been some regional 
events as well as some limited caving trips 
around the country.

Donations related to estate planning 
have placed the NSS in good fiscal shape 
along with regular donations from our 
membership. Kristine Ebrey, in her role as 
NSS Secretary – Treasurer, has standardized 
our accounting systems and we now have 
our first audit in many years in progress. The 
board is moving forward to consider restruc-
turing the NSS to create a paid Executive 
Director position. Our assets should allow us 
to use the interest from our endowments to 
cover the cost of the position. So, their main 
job will be to focus on the NSS rather than 
funding of their position. I think that once 
Covid abates, and we move to an Executive 
Director structure of management, we will 
see an increase in membership and member 
services.

Under the Administrative Vice President, 
we’ve established the new Vertical Caving 
Commission which will educate and train 
cavers. Adam Weaver has also created the 
Cave Preservation Network where we are 
working with numerous show caves across 

the country. The AVP’s office has added 
many new preserves including the Haggard 
Nature Preserve (TN), the Albert and Ethel 
Ogden Nature Preserve (TN), Thunderhole 
Nature Preserve (TN), Dahm Springs Nature 
Preserve (SD), Myrna Attaway Nature 
Preserve (TN), Perkins Nature Preserve 
(VA), Nunley Mountain Preserve (TN), and 
Mammoth Crystal Cave (SD).

Under the AVP, our education division 
is up and running, and our Speleo-guest 
program has educated more than 2,500 
youth on caving. We are still churning out 
webinars, and we helped create a Karst 
Education Trail in the Midwest.

In addition to paying off the Headquarter 
Mortgage, a lot of work has been completed 
at the Headquarters. We are continuing to 
populate our museum cabinets for our collec-
tion of donated materials. We also have a 
great exhibit of artwork from our members 
displayed throughout the Headquarters. 
Maureen Handler, NSS Operations Vice 
President, has continued to hold monthly 
work weekends at the office where volun-
teers have painted the building, installed 
LED lights in the office and ballroom, 
installed our memorial brick patio, replaced 
the front fence, upgraded our door locks, 
repaired/replaced the AC unit in the library, 
finished the conference room, and started 
the demolition of our back five classrooms 
for remodeling. We’ve remodeled our lobby 
bathrooms and replaced the lobby floor. 
Under the OVP, we are also working on a 
new website which should be rolled out very 
soon and we’ll continue to rent the building 

which helps generate revenue, provides a 
service to the community, and helps offset 
operating costs.  And, we have two wonder-
ful staff, Cristy Starr and Michelle Vaughn as 
well as our ever-present volunteer Bill Torode.

The Executive Vice President, Scott 
Engel, has been working hard to create 
new cave-related publications with various 
authors. Look for a future edition of On Rope 
in the coming years. Even at the height of 
the pandemic, Dave Bunnell has continued 
to produce the NSS News on time and with 
very high production levels.

We’ve made great progress in many 
areas. We’ve created a Code of Conduct 
and Anti-Harassment Policy and completed 
MOUs with numerous government agencies.

After leaving the presidency, I hope to 
work on creating an Education Program for 
our membership as well as the public. This 
will include weekend to week-long workshops 
and courses, taught by subject matter experts, 
on all topics related to caves and caving.

In closing, it has been a great honor 
and privilege to have served the Society as 
president. I think we’ve made progress over 
the last five years, and I see great things in 
the NSS’s future.

Thank you and hope to see everyone 
at the NSS Convention in Rapid City, South 
Dakota.

Geary Schindel
Outgoing NSS President
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