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Ice Palace - Austria earned a Merit Award for Georg Taffet in the 2020 Photo Salon.

Though it may look like ice as well, what is pictured below is actually a large mass of crystalline gypsum. Gypsum Glacier, the 
name given by Laura Sangalia to her image from a new cave discovery in Nevada, earned an Honoriable Mention in the 2020 
Photo Salon.
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Introduction
Nest led above the banks of the 

Greenbrier River, Windy Mouth Cave in 
Greenbrier County is the ninth longest cave 
in West Virginia (Figure 1). On hot summer 
days, fishermen and boaters feel the cool 
breeze from Windy Mouth blowing down on 
them at river level. On winter days, the cave 
inhales freezing air, creating teeth-like icicles 
at the mouth of the cave. This strong airflow 
gives Windy Mouth its name. The deceptively 
enticing entrance soon shrinks to a 900-foot 
hands-and-knees crawl. A memorial of 
destroyed knee pads rests near the cave 
entrance and speaks to the sheer amount of 
crawling that has occurred during this survey 
project. So, why do all this crawling?

The size of Windy Mouth, as well as the 
potential for new discoveries based on the 
geological development of the cave, moti-
vated us to take up this survey project. With 
no known upper entrance, small dendritic-
like passages and in-feeders combine into 
larger passages, further coalescing into the 
lower level trunk passage leading to the 
entrance. Previous surveys left many of these 
smaller passages and in-feeders unexplored. 
The potential for a significant breakout or a 
connection to a major nearby cave, Scott 
Hollow, led us to crawl down a dream.

Historical Surveys of Windy Mouth
Like many extensive caves, Windy 

Mouth has a long and vibrant history of 
exploration. The first accounts of explor-
ing Windy Mouth occurred over 100 years 
ago, noted by signatures burned into the 
ceiling from the 1910s. The first official 
survey began in the mid-1950s and was 
initiated by John Davis, Jack Gravenmier, 
and Frank Matterick from Charleston Grotto. 
Being founding members of West Virginia 
Association of Cave Studies (WVACS), these 
three had a large influence on recruiting 

West Virginia’s Windy Mouth—Crawling Down a Dream
Joe Calderone and Nick Socky

cavers from all over to come caving in the 
Greenbrier Valley. This is how cavers such as 
D. Peters, Jim Charlton, and Roy Charlton 
from the Virginia Region were introduced. 
They also played a large role in the early 
survey of Windy Mouth. They produced a 
memory sketch map by 1960, with explo-
ration that encompassed most of the trunk 
of Windy Mouth (Figure 2). They reached 
a key intersection of the Waterfall Room 
and managed to push just beyond to a near 
siphon known as the Blowhole.

In the mid-1960s Jim Hixson became 
involved with the project, and the first 
recorded survey data started in 1967. 
Hixson, who was considered quite a char-
acter even among cavers, is remembered by 
a whole generation of Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute (VPI) Student Grotto cavers for his 
old beat-up Jeep and dog Linda (Figure 3). 
Linda was always a favorite because she 
would join in on the surveys, leaving paw 
prints all over the cave. Hixson, who lived 
in Tennessee during most of his survey, 
often stopped by Blacksburg, Virginia on 
a Friday night and recruited VPI student 
cavers for trips the following morning. Many 
a hungover caver followed Hixson and his 
dog down the Windy Mouth entrance crawl 
to survey the complex passages at the back 
of Windy Mouth (Charlton, 1979). 

Hixson’s survey of Windy Mouth contin-
ued until about 1986. Mapping efforts of 
Windy Mouth stalled after the Hixson years. 
Even though he was a prolific surveyor, 
Hixson ultimately fell short on completing 
a map. Mike Dore led a handful of trips to 
navigate past the Blowhole and to establish 
a connection with Scott Hollow Cave. Had 
he been successful, that would mean a 50+ 
mile cave system. During the 1990s, Dave 
Shank and Ira Sasowski entered Hixon’s data 
into modern survey software and generated 
a data line plot of the cave. Bill Balfour 

attempted to build on the line plot by drafting 
a map, but was unsuccessful using the old 
data with errors and sketches which lacked 
detail. Hixson alleged that the cave was 18 
miles long, but only 12 miles of cave were 
recovered from the old data. Solving the 
mystery of the remaining 6 miles or more 
of passage enticed us to begin the resurvey 
project in Windy Mouth. 

Over 130 different people participated 
in the Windy Mouth survey under Hixson’s 
leadership; many of these people only caved 
in Windy Mouth once for some reason. As 
Hixson notoriously recruited the VPI cavers 
to help on the project, it seemed fitting 
this tradition live on for the next attempt 
at surveying Windy Mouth. Nick Socky 
and Tommy Polson, both VPI alumni and 
members of WVACS, decided to resurvey 
Windy Mouth in 2015 and soon roped in 
Joe Calderone, other VPI cavers, and many 
more to join in the effort. 

Cave Overview and the Modern 
Survey of Windy Mouth:

Before starting the endless crawls 
through the passages of Windy Mouth, one 
first encounters the exciting challenge of 
getting to the cave. The cave lies about 100 
feet up the eastern bank of the Greenbrier 
River and is most easily accessed by park-
ing at a nearby river access area. The hike 
is about a quarter mile downstream, and 
depending on the ‘trail conditions’ it takes 
anywhere from 18 to 40 minutes to travel 
to the cave from the off-road parking. The 
difficulty of the hike mainly depends on the 
level of the Greenbrier River. High water and 
periodic floods rearrange trees and other 
debris that obstruct reaching the cave. An 
exposed outcropping of Maccrady Shale, 
known as the Red Rock, serves as a landmark 
for survey teams new and old (Figure 4). In 
1963, in an effort of creativity gone awry, 

Fig 1. The Greenbrier River with the bluff of Hillsdale Limestone which 
Windy Mouth is formed in. Photo by Nick Socky.

Fig 4. Amy Skowronski traverses Red Rock, an outcropping of 
Maccrady Shale, on the hike to Windy Mouth with Nick Socky. Photo 
by David Socky.
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Bill Cuddington rigged a rope and attempted 
to swing around the outcrop. Losing his 
grip, he plunged into the Greenbrier River 
(Charlton, 1979). Historically, they had 
also used a high route about 60 feet up on 
the cliff face. Our modern survey improved 
this bypass to the Red Rock, but this route 
replaces waist-deep water along the path at 
river level with a precipitous drop-offs and 
slumping trails. Additional obstacles depend 
primarily on the season. A wet or snowy 
hike makes for a challenging commute, but a 
hot and humid summer day with overgrown 
brush is not fun either. 

In April 2015, three teams led by 
Nick Socky and Tommy Polson began the 
resurvey of Windy Mouth. This first trip 
surveyed the notorious 900-foot entrance 

crawl, also known as The 
Big Push, as well as 1500 
feet of walking passage in 
the trunk to create the ‘back-
bone survey’ (Figure 5). After 
the entrance crawl, Windy 
Mouth opens to mostly 
walking passage along the 
Main Route, the easiest path 
from the entrance to the 
Waterfall Room. A series of 
parallel passages form large 
loops that comprise much 
of the lower level. During 
this project we referred to 
these networks of passage as 
the “lower levels” of Windy 
Mouth as they are offset 
roughly 50 feet lower than 
the upper levels in the back 
of the cave.

It took about a year to 
complete the 1.5 mile back-
bone survey of the trunk of 
Windy Mouth. Many side 
leads off of this back-bone 
survey lead to either loops 
of dry, smooth-walled paleo 
passage or wet, vadose 
canyon in-feeders. It was 
off one of these passages in 
the E-survey, the first vadose 

canyon in-feeder encountered going south, 
that Jon Lillestolen and Polson completed 
an aid climb and discovered the first virgin 
passage of the modern survey (Figure 6). 
The 40-foot bolt climb opened up to 1,600 
feet of new passage, with still unexplored 
leads remaining. After several survey trips of 
grueling crawls into this new section of cave, 
it finally broke out into a separate large trunk 
passage with the highest density of leads in 
the lower levels (Figure 7).

Continuing past the turn-off for 
E-survey, the ceiling of the main passage 
drops and you start the Windy Stoop crawl. 
Beyond the Stoop, cavers encounter Hero 
Hall, a room filled with large breakdown 
blocks. After a crawl, either over or under 

these large breakdown 
blocks, the passage 
takes you to one of the 
most iconic features of 
Windy Mouth: a near 
symmetrical, hallway-
sized paleo passage 
formed from a ceiling 
joint. This can be seen 
in Figure 26 in the 
geology section. From 
here, the passage once 
again necks down and 
you crawl into Peanut 

Butter Junction, a key intersection in the 
cave named for a historic broken glass 
peanut butter jar still in the cave. Going left 
at this intersection is the continuation of the 
Main Route of the cave survey. The passage 
continues as a crawl but then opens up into 
paleo walking passage until it intersects First 
Canyon. 

Taking a left and traveling upstream, 
First Canyon yields several thousand feet 
of large, walking passage until it halts in a 
flowstone choke. This is the first example 

Fig 2. A 1960 Map of Windy Mouth. Author:  D. Peters, J. Davis, 
and P. Douglas, further annotated by Jim Hixson.

Fig 3. Jim Hixson (center left) leading a trip 
into Windy Mouth in 1973. With Tom Vigour, 
Dave Newsome and Bob Amundsen. Photo 
by Ed Loud.

Fig 5. Dave Socky in a smaller section of the 900-foot-long entrance 
crawl. Photo by Nick Socky.

Fig 6. Nikki Fox at YUGE Dome in the 
E-Survey, a 50-foot-tall climb that leads to a 
new section of the cave. Photo by Nick Socky.
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of where we see some of the larger bore-
hole sections of the cave right along the 
Maccrady contact. Downstream First Canyon 
follows a tight, decorated stream canyon 
that empties into the much larger Second 
Canyon passage. If instead, you pass over 
First Canyon continuing straight, you are 
greeted with several hundred feet of walking 
passage that leads to two possible entrances 
to Second Canyon.

Second Canyon is a noteworthy section 
in Windy Mouth and contains a large portion 
of the lower level cave development. Second 
Canyon becomes large in places, with a small 
stagnant stream running through passage 
that is 20 feet wide and 30 feet high. A 
large confluence room is found where the 
passage breaks into two separate branches, 
one of which contain the largest passage 
in the cave: a 50 foot high by 50 foot wide 
section of trunk passage that is 200 feet long 
(Figure 8). This branch eventually leads to 
a large breakdown pile and a highly deco-
rated formation. Another notable feature of 
upstream Second Canyon is the vibrant shale 
colors in the wall of the passage (front cover 
photo). This is part of the upper Maccrady 
Shale right at the contact of the Hillsdale 
limestone. Downstream Second Canyon 
gradually shrinks in size, but numerous climbs 
connect the active stream passage to a series 
of looping paleo passages above. 

One especially notable example of this 
interconnectivity earned the name Alphabet 
Soup because of the confusing jumble of 
different survey designations all starting at 
or crossing this room. The active stream 
passage becomes smaller and smaller as 
it travels perpendicular to the limestone 
bedding plane along the Maccrady contact 

toward a sump. This water reappears in the 
deepest part of the cave, accessed either 
from Peanut Butter Junction or through a 
section of the cave called the Half-Mile-Crawl 
located near the entrance. This area of the 
cave, called The Drain, contains a small 
section of borehole cutting nearly 10 feet 
into the reddish-purple Maccrady Shale. It is 
called The Drain because all of the water in 
Windy Mouth is funneled into this last section 
of the cave. The passage turns parallel to the 
limestone bedding plane and dives downdip 
as a small narrow stream canyon. After 
about 1000 feet of meandering low muddy 
passage, you run into a sump that drains to 
the Greenbrier River. Airflow exists in this 

lower section, but the passage becomes too 
tight. Air likely sifts through a surface break-
down collapse right at river level. Here, 102 
feet below the entrance, lies the lowest point 
in Windy Mouth. 

Passing over Second Canyon and 
continuing up passage leads to another 
stream in-feeder belonging to the L-survey, 
an area of the cave relatively unexplored by 
the historic surveys because of its extreme 
narrowness. Numerous squeezes, contor-
tions, and near 90-degree bends makes 
traversing this 980 feet of passage a 1.5-hour 
ordeal. Considering the difficulty in navigat-
ing the passage, even with modern gear, it 
is understandable that previous generations 

Lower Level
Upper Level

Fig 7. Map of the new section of the E Survey that was bolted into. Map by Nick Socky.

Fig 8. Nick Socky and Jason Delafield in the Large Borehole section of Upstream Second 
Canyon. Photo by Nick Socky.



NSS NewS, January 2021 7 

of surveyors left leads unexplored at the 
end of the L-survey. In the old survey notes 
from 1969, it was stated that ‘on average: 
approx. 1 cigarette per station’ while they 
were mapping this section. They also noted 
that they would need a 20-foot scaling pole 
cut down to 1/2-foot sections to climb the 
waterfall leads at the end. 

Fig 9. Left: Historic L Passage with Kelly McCarthy; center: Joe Calderone aid climbing belayed 
by Nick Socky; right,  and Joe Calderone post climb. Photos by Nick Socky.

Lower Level
Upper Level

Fig 10. Map of the new passage in L-Suvey, Map by Nick Socky.

Fig 11. Andrew Lycas in Wasted Youth 
Passage. Photo by Nick Socky.

For those willing to get there and to 
haul modern bolting equipment, the L-survey 
yielded some of the largest discoveries of 
virgin cave in Windy Mouth (Figure 9). At the 
end of the contorting canyon, it opens to a 
30-foot diameter room with a stream running 
through it. In this room off to the left is the 
first high lead: a 30-foot dome with what 

appears to be walking passage at the top. 
Off to the right, a rocky crawlway with good 
air opens to another breakdown-filled room 
and a 20-foot waterfall. Shale and loose mud 
stopped us from completing the first bolt 
climb but we were successful in bolting the 
waterfall lead. Approximately 4,000 feet of 
virgin cave was mapped after the waterfall, 
and four leads remain (Figure 10). 

One notable passage in the L-survey, 
named Wasted Youth, almost breached the 
drainage divide separating Windy Mouth 
from Scott Hollow, but unfortunately the 
low crawl became too tight. Wasted Youth 
is considered the worst passage in the cave, 
comprised of a 2-foot by 2-foot, 700 foot 
long tube filled with mud and water and 
intermittent pinch points (Figure 11). While 
the likelihood of a Scott Hollow connection 
from the L-survey seems less likely, there 
is still the potential of finding new cave as 
well. For example, a recent trip completed 
another bolt climb through a shale layer 
and to their surprise found 700 feet of 
paleo canyon passage. There still remain a 
few leads in this new area, one of which is 
another 20-foot aid climb to a passage right 
at another shale ceiling.

Back in the main trunk and beyond the 
turnoff for the L-survey lies the Milky Way 
passage, a pleasant walking passage frosted 
with gypsum and calcite that twinkles as it 
catches light (Figure 12). After another crawl 
or two, the passage opens to the Waterfall 
Room, which is a key landmark in the 
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cave and where the cave abruptly changes 
character because of faulting. Downstream 
of the waterfall, two major loops begin and 
intertwine to form the lower level loops in 
the trunk of Windy Mouth. This includes 

Sleeping Bag Crawl and Sighzable Passage. 
Sleeping Bag Crawl consists of a younger 
paleo route which eventually intersects both 
Sighzable Passage and Second Canyon 
again. Sighzable Passage is the current 
vadose passage development of all the water 
from the upper levels. It eventually connects 
to Second Canyon in two places as well—as 
a downstream sump, and old paleo route. 
The waterfall itself is a series of cascading, 
climbable waterfalls rising about 20 feet 
before coming to a breakdown-filled room. A 
small side passage leads to a dome complex 
with vertically bedded limestone and fantastic 
folding caused by a major thrust fault running 
through the Waterfall Room. These climbs 
are in progress, but decent airflow holds 
promise for discoveries of new cave in this 
area (Figure 13).

Climbing through the breakdown in the 
Waterfall Room, you will find our established 
camp, aptly named Windy Camp. A series 
of 14 to 16 hour trips plus an hour and a 
half trip (hike and drive) back to the WVACS 
Field station made for long days and encour-
aged us to set up camp. We occupied the 

site of Hixson’s old camp, about a hundred 
feet beyond the Waterfall Room (Figure 
14). Camp has room for six, water nearby, 
and large flat rocks that serve as benches. 
Located about 1.5 hours from the entrance, 
Windy Camp provides convenient access 
to both the L-survey and the upper level 
passages of Windy Mouth. The upper levels 
beyond camp are where Hixson focused 
most of his survey in the 1970s. 

With more water, mud, and complex 
passages, surveying in the upper levels 
becomes more challenging. The first major 
intersection you encounter in the upper levels 
is the left hand in-feeder called P-Survey. 
The turnoff for P-survey is called Black 
Waterfall #1, which earned its name from 
manganese oxide deposits coating the water-
fall. One survey team negotiated a series of 
tight Z-turns in this area to pop out into a 
stream passage. There, Steven Biggers found 
initials from his father, Bill Biggers, written 
in carbide on a large rock over 50 years 
prior. Continuation of the P-survey creates 
a major loop that ties in with several promi-
nent upper level passages. This is historically 

Fig 12. Eric Pelkey in The Milky Way, a gypsum 
covered and joint-controlled passage. Photo 
by Nick Socky.

Lower Level
Upper Level

Lowest Level

Highest Level

Fig 13. Map of the Waterfall Room, Waterfall Domes, and Windy Camp. Map by Nick Socky.

Fig 14. Cavers settle into camp after a long 
survey in L-survey. Kelly McCarthy, Amy 
Skowronski, Andrew Schoenewolf. Photo by 
Nick Socky.
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known as the Bear Tracks Passage, because 
of the many bear prints found in the mud 
throughout this sewer-like tunnel. P survey 
also contains formations with iron deposits, 
which give them a burnt red color (Figure 
15). There was enough iron in them that 
using disto X2 near them would throw the 
azimuth off by about 10 degrees. 

Past the turn-off for the P-survey, 
several other in-feeders empty into the 
passage. A second in-feeder on the right wall, 
Black Waterfall #2, consists of a slippery 
climb-up leading to an incised canyon. This 
canyon continues, covered in mud with a flat 
false ceiling, until a crack allows for access 
above this false ceiling. Above this point the 
cave changes character from vadose passage 
to a sizable room, called the Pistachio Room. 
This room consists of paleo phreatic tube, 
with clearly-defined bedding. There are also 
several high leads that will need to be aid 

Fig 15. Rob Wardell observes iron-rich formations in the Bear Tracks. 
Photo by David Smallwood.

Fig 16. Map of the Pistachio and Goldline Falls Complex. Map by Rob Wardell.

Fig 17. Scott Zagrodny in canyon passage after the Goldline Falls 
climb. Photo by Nick Socky.

Fig 19. Marissa Loftus climbs Shattered 
Ladder. Photo by Nick Socky.

climbed (Figure 16). Examining the working 
map leads to the conclusion that this area 
is likely an extension of a portion of room 
with an old waterfall climb called the Goldline 
Falls. Even though a connection to Goldline 
Falls is unlikely due to breakdown collapse, 
several of these leads in the Pistachio Room 
hold the greatest potential for new cave 
going into white space on the map.

Back in one of the main upper level 
canyons, the passage splits into two primary 
in-feeders. The right in-feeder goes to a 
30-foot waterfall with an antique cable ladder 
climb still equipped with the Goldline belay 
rope hanging in the air. Named Goldline 
Falls, as stated above, this climb does not 
require vertical gear, but does involve crawl-
ing along a 2-foot-wide ledge with about 20 
feet of exposure. From Goldline Falls, you 
enter another low hands-and-knees cobble 
crawl, which eventually opens up into a nice 

walking canyon (Figure 17). An overlying 
paleo passage called Cannon Ball Crawl rides 
above this canyon passage, which contains 
formations, geodes, and massive sediment 
fills as seen in Figure 31. In the lower canyon, 
you are also greeted with astounding large 
wind-swept helictites all over the left wall. 
This canyon passage abruptly splits into 
two branches, called the Lungs of Windy 
Mouth: two dendritic passages resembling 
lungs. In the Left Bronchioles, the passage 
necks down to horrible tight stream crawls, 
named McCarthy’s Revenge, after Kelly 
McCarthy left leads back in this area for 
herself and other cavers to return back to. 

Lower Level
Upper Level
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Lower Level
Upper Level

On that return trip, the What Lies Ahead 
passage was mapped. It is representative of 
many of the passages in the upper levels; 
walking passage abruptly shrinks into crawl-
ing, typically involving water and lots of mud, 
and then just ends. Some leads still exist up 
past Goldline Falls, but they are small and 
unpleasant (Figure 18).

Backtracking to the major passage split, 
instead of heading toward Goldline Falls, one 
could choose to crawl up into another stream 
canyon to the left. This nasty crawl eventually 
empties into the Shattered Ladder Complex, 
a major jointed and possibly faulted region 
in the cave where most of the rope work 
happens (Figure 19). Shattered Ladder has 
two ropes, which Polson re-rigged with 

Fig 18. Map of the Lungs of Windy Mouth. Map by Rob Wardell.

modern ropes. The left side passage goes 
to several more traverse lines and pits. This 
little-explored area still holds many leads 
and has potential for a major breakout 
(Figure 20). There is also a lower section 
below Shattered Ladder that goes to a small 
complex of cave. This area, though it has 
become too tight, would require minimal 
digging to continue exploration. A small 
room off this section, which modern survey 
has named The Supe Buge, has some of the 
worst mud in the cave. It was even noted 
by old survey as ‘The most horrendous 
mud’ (Figure 21). Going up the right rope 
in Shattered Ladder leads to the Quality 
Assurance (QA) Crawls. This is a series of 
low sandy belly crawls, which eventually grow 

into a nice upper level walking passage. From 
here, the passage continues as a heavily 
decorated gallery until it eventually ends in a 
breakdown collapse. At one point however, 
this upper passage does breach a shale layer, 
and one can drop down into a lower vadose 
passage. Crawling downstream reconnects 
back to the Bear Tracks, while crawling 
upstream leads to near-terminal passage and 
breakdown. Of the few leads that remain in 
this lower area, most of them are incredibly 
tight and wet (Figure 22). 

Overall, the upper levels of Windy 

Fig 20. Map of the Shattered Ladder Complex. Map by Rob Wardell.

Fig 22. Joe Calderone in one of the many 
leads left in Windy Mouth. Photo by Nick 
Socky.

Lower Level
Upper Level
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Mouth are much more complex, vertical, and 
wet in nature compared to the lower levels. 
New cavers to the upper levels are known to 
ask “why am I still crawling?” In the back end 
of the cave, the aggressive upper levels often 
result in a cave hangover, even for Windy 
Mouth veterans. Piecing together the Windy 
Mouth geological and speleological puzzle 
has been a rollercoaster experience, with 
aggravation at pinching out stream crawls 
being offset by the elation of finding new 
cave or making major connections.

Cave Geology and Development:
Windy Mouth is located in Greenbrier 

County, south of the Greenbrier River. 
Windy Mouth is one of the significant caves 
in the area because of its extensive length 
and depth. It is the sixth longest cave in the 
county and ninth longest in the state. Two 
other nearby cave systems include Scott 
Hollow and Organ Cave, also major systems 
in the area. The cave is primarily formed 
in the Hillsdale limestone formation, a 
Mississippian age member of the Greenbrier 
Group. The Hillsdale limestone is best noted 

Fig 21. Abbe Hamilton enjoying the Supe Buge. Photo by Paul Winter.

Fig 23. Lithostrotian Coral in the lower levels. 
Photo by Nick Socky.

Fig 24. Lower Greenbrier Plateau with Windy Mouth. Showing potential insurgences to E-Survey, 
1st Canyon, and 2nd Canyon. Produced by Johnny Prouty using QGIS and Lidar data..

Fig 25. Silas Springer in the Elliptical Shapped Phreatic tubes of the 
lower levels. Photo by Nick Socky.
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as a grey dolomitic limestone, with abundant 
chert nodules sometimes containing geodes 
(Shank, Fucci, and Sasowsky, 2018). Several 
of these, up to plum size, have been discov-
ered during the resurvey, and one passage 
aptly earned the name the Geode to Joy 
passage. In addition to geodes, the Hillsdale 
limestone is very fossiliferous, containing 
many marine fossils including Lithostrotian 
coral, crinoids, and marine shells (Figure 23).

The entrance to Windy Mouth is an 
abandoned paleospring with the main trunk 
tending northeast, parallel to the regional 
strike orientation (Shank et al., 2018). At 
present, this is the only known entrance to 

the cave. There are several notable sinkholes 
on the surface that may act as in-feeders to 
the system. These surface features could one 
day provide a future entrance (Figure 24). 

The lower level trunk of Windy Mouth 
is primarily phreatic passage with vadose 
in-feeders, but this varies to some degree as 
cave development alternates between down-
dip and on strike towards the river. Vadose 
development is primarily downdip while the 
phreatic development is typically on strike 
(Shank et al., 2018). Many of the low, long 
phreatic crawls in the lower levels can be 
accessed in multiple spots where the down-
dip vadose canyons intersect them. This has 
created massive loops throughout the cave. 
This can be seen where First Canyon Cuts 
though the Main Route and into Second 
Canyon, and the Second Canyon cuts 
Sleeping Bag Crawl and the Dusty Gypsum 
Crawls. Half-mile crawl is an example of an 
abandoned vadose development, as most 
of the cave passage here turns downdip 
and makes for the low point where it sumps 
before reaching the Greenbrier River. The 
active and abandoned vadose passage devel-
opment is seen more commonly in the upper 
levels. For example, the QA Crawls was the 
paleo vadose development before the water 
was pirated into the Bear Tracks. 

In both the upper and lower levels, 
these vadose canyons are floored by shale 
lenses within the Hillsdale or the Maccrady 
shale itself. These impermeable shale 
lenses prevent the continued deepening of 
the canyons, driving cave development by 
channeling water laterally. In some cases, 
at the Hillsdale-Maccrady contact, the cave 
passage is at its biggest. This is seen in most 
of Second Canyon, upstream First Canyon, 
and the Drain. This month’s cover image is a 
good example of this contact. This is due to 
vadose stream erosion enlarging and deepen-
ing the passage into the soft Maccrady Shale 
(Palmer, 2007).

Windy Mouth passage development is 
mainly on the bedding plane, but it is also 
commonly joint and fault influenced. The 
bedding plane development in the lower 
levels, specifically the Dusty Gypsum Crawls, 
follows the classic long tubular passages with 
an elliptical cross section (Figure 25). Many 
of the canyons, both active and paleo, are 
sinuous and typically form along the path 
of least resistance (Palmer, 2007). The 
joint-influenced development occurs both 
on its own and in conjunction with the 
bedding plane development, as can be seen 
in multiple areas along the Main Route. The 
most iconic example of this development 
occurs in Hero Hall, where the cave takes 
an abrupt turn after running straight and 
then turns again running along another joint 
(Figure 26). The Milky Way, seen in Figure 
12, is also a good example of joint develop-
ment. Other examples of joint control are 
Z-shaped passages in the L- and P-surveys. 
These Z-shaped joint passages are possibly 
a result of the deformation associated with 
near-by faulting (Palmer, 2007).

Not only might the faulting contribute 
to the joint development, but it also acts 
as an access between different sections of 
the bedding development. Faulting and 
folding can be observed in the Waterfall 
Room (Figure 27). Here, a major thrust fault 
provides a conduit for the water flowing 
from the upper levels into the lower levels. 
At a dome complex located just off of the 
Waterfall Room, faulting and folding forced 
the bedding to be nearly vertical. Small folds 
can also be seen in the passages near this 
dome complex (Figure 28). Completing aid 
climbs of these domes may provide access 
to a secondary upper level. The extensive 
faulting in the Waterfall Room distorted the 
shale and limestone layers nearby. Nearly all 
of the water in the lower levels drains north-
east. Moving into the upper levels, water 
initially drains in the opposite direction, 

Fig 26. Dave Socky and Chris Coates in joint 
controlled passage near Hero Hall.

Fig 27. The Waterfall Room fault is a thrust fault associated with folding. 
From Shank, 2002. Fig 28. Small fold in the Waterfall Room dome complex.
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also be observed downstream into the 
Sighzable Passage. Here, in conjunction 
with the Windy Mouth syncline, it appears 
to prevent further development of the cave 
to the northwest. Scratch marks along the 
fracture planes in the limestone called slick-
ensides as well as measurable displacement 
provide clear evidence of the faulting in this 
area of the cave.

At the domes in the L survey, there is 
also noticeable folding. David Shank posited 
the existence of a fault here based on fold-
ing and faulting similar to those observed at 
the Waterfall Room (Shank et al., 2018). 
Because of the folding, this Dome, called Fire 
Dome, does breach a shale layer, allowing 
for the development of more cave passage 
(Figure 29). With a mixture of vadose and 
paleo development, this area acts as a sepa-
rate upper level to the lower level section. In 
the uppermost part of L survey, up another 
climb that breaks through another shale lens, 
one ascends into a dry paleo canyon with 
substantial calcite and gypsum development 
on the walls. Large cobble fills are also noted.

Similar to L-survey, E-survey and 
Shattered Ladder also contain a dome that 
accesses an upper level area of the cave. 
Both of these dome features are formed 
on a large non-vertical joint. Even though 
there is no observation of faulting in these 
areas, they could very well be influenced by 
faulting elsewhere in the cave. For future 
exploration, understanding the fault/joint 
relationship in Windy Mouth will be key to 
finding new passage. 

Following the small, wet, vadose in-feed-
ers also plays a big part in finding new 
passage. In most of the small, wet, vadose 
canyons, there typically exists an upper 
phreatic component. In these drier phreatic 
areas speleothems such as gypsum crust 
and aragonite bushes predominate. In the 
vadose areas, lots of flowstone, helictites, 
and other calcite speleothems occur (Figure 
30). True to its name, airflow plays a role 
in speleothem formation in Windy Mouth, 
as wind-swept stalactites and helictites exist 
in the upper levels. Water, and its ability to 
move rocks, plays an important role in the 
development of Windy Mouth. The phreatic 
zones in the lower and upper levels often 
contain massive sediment fills (Figure 31). 
They suggest that at one point in the cave 
development, high energy water deposited 
these fills throughout the cave (Shank et 
al., 2018). The geology of Windy Mouth is 
complex, and is still being investigated as one 
component of the modern survey.

Current Cave Statistics and Future 
Goals:

The Windy Mouth resurvey project 
started on April 11, 2015. Over 5.5 years 
of dedicated survey, Windy Mouth has been 

Fig 29. Waterfall Room faulting (Shank et al.), These faults and several more minor structures 
are associated with the same fault zone.

southwest, before turn-
ing again and following 
the lower level trend of 
northeast. It is possible 
that the upper levels, 
which are more or less 
directly above the lower 
levels, are developed 
because of the interac-
tion between the shale 
lenses and the faulting 
at the Waterfall Room. 
The fault ing in the 
Waterfall Room can 

Fig 31. David Smallwood next to a massive sediment fill in the upper 
levels. Photo by Nick Socky.
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surveyed to a length of 16.96 miles and a 
depth of 432 feet as of November 28th, 
2020. By the time this article is published, 
it will have passed 17 miles with survey trips 
in December. This new depth is already 
232 feet deeper than the original recorded 
depth from the Charlton and Hixson surveys; 
using modern instruments and techniques to 
achieve better vertical control on a survey 
has its benefits. 

There have been a total of 89 differ-
ent trips to Windy Mouth, with 97 people 
participating in the experience of crawling 
down a dream. Only 54 people returned for 
at least one other trip. A total of 14 camp 
trips significantly expedited the survey in the 
more difficult-to-reach regions of the cave. 
A total of 185 loops exist in the cave, the 
longest being over 7,000 feet long. The 
furthest point in the cave is located in the 
upper levels and currently resides 2.5 miles 
from the entrance. 67 leads remain in the 
lower level, and 69 leads remain in the upper 
level, for a total of 164 leads left in the cave. 

To achieve the fabled 18 miles, these 
136 leads will need to yield another 1.04 
miles of cave. While most are mop-up, some 
still hold potential for major breakouts. Most 
of the remaining leads are grim, and hence 
the pace of the survey has slowed. For 

Fig 30. Top: Nick Socky with spar-lined pool, photo by Nikki Fox;  bottom, aragonite antlers 
and gypsum flowers, photos by Nick Socky.

example, in 2015 we surveyed 9000 feet in 
6 trips. In 2020, we surveyed 9000 feet in 
17 trips. With the expectation of hitting our 
2020 goal of 17 miles, we are still hoping 
to reach the original 18 estimated miles of 
survey before 2022. Although the trips have 
become grimmer, each trip still excites and 
sometimes leads to new speleological or 
geological discoveries. 

We would like to thank the National 
Speleological Society for the Sara Corrie 
Memorial Grant. A special thanks to Rob 
Wardell for his help with the Upper Level 
cartography. And lastly, we would like to 
thank everyone who has helped on the proj-
ect thus far.  We look forward to continuing 
the project into next year. Crawl On!
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Terry McClanathan 
(NSS 12103)

Interview by Corey Hackley
Edited by Adam Byrd

It’s midnight, May 28, 2017, here in 
cave camp in Kimble Pit with Terry 
McClanathan. First of all, do you want to 
tell us how you started caving and what 
your introduction to it was?

I actually started caving because one of 
my four roommates in college was interested 
in caves and had a book on Maryland caves, 
the original Davies book. Funny thing is this 
particular individual was so claustrophobic 
that he could never go in the cave. We would 
go to the cave and he would stay around the 
entrance. My first was John Friend’s Cave in 
Western Maryland (which is now closed), and 
just as soon as I went underground the bug 
hit and I couldn’t wait to go again.

You were in college at Frostburg, and 
you’ve told me that you had a whole 
succession of caving friends that you 
recruited from college. Who were some 
of your closest caving friends early in 
your career?

None of them are cavers now. They 
lasted a little while, most not after college. 
My roommates who went caving with us 
were Kent Zimmerman, Kevin Cannon 
(Claustrophobia Cannon we called him), 
and Sid Weaver.  Then later on, when I got 
into vertical there was this fella named Bert 
Amman. With Bert, my wife (girlfriend at 
the time) tried to make me jealous, because 
he was this cute guy down the hall, but it 
backfired because all the ”cute guy” was 
really interested in was how many caves I’d 
been to and how many pits I’d done and 
would I take him. So I did and he was the 
one person who was willing to go to TAG 
with me on extended trips after I took him 
to everything I’d been to in West Virginia. 
That worked pretty good for a couple years, 
and then he had a friend, Jim Coffroth, who 
came on board and was interested in a cave 
called Turkey Roost which Bert didn’t know 
anything about. Bert suggested that Jimmy 
get in touch with me. I took Jim and his 
girlfriend there and we had a very nice time.

This would have been in 1975. Jim 
and I caved together a lot. Later he actu-
ally moved to Tennessee and palled around 
with Buddy Lane. There were a lot of new 
pits being found in TAG during the mid-
late 1970’s. Jimmy was in with this group 
which included Marion O. Smith, Richard 

Buice, Brad Neff, Jim Smith, Buddy, and 
several others. They would find things one 
weekend, and then because Jimmy was kind 
of indebted to me for all the places I’d taken 
him, he would call and tell me about it and I 
would go down the next weekend. 

What about your vertical caving? Can 
you tell some stories about your early 
forays into the activity?

There were no cavers at Frostburg in 
western Maryland where I went to college.  
We taught ourselves everything, mostly 
through trial and error, and the only thing we 
could find in the college library was a 1942 
book on caving. It mentioned body rappel-
ling, so we taught ourselves how to body 
rappel, and after practicing on a few shal-
lower things, we body rappelled Hellhole and 
went as far as the clay plug at the “bottom”. 
In 1969 that might have been all that was 
known, although the first big discoveries in 
Hellhole were right around the time that we 
went there.

You body rappelled? The historic 
entrance of Hellhole is how many feet?

The historic entrance is 154 feet and 
is very closed now. You have contact with a 
ledge about 50 feet down and the rest of it 
is freefall. Body rappelling gave a lot of spin. 
We used 5/8-inch manilla rope and we had 
one set of prusiks between us. They were 
just 1/4-inch manilla loops. Quarter inch 
manilla sliding up a 5/8-inch manilla line 
created a lot of friction, so they were pretty 
much worn through by the time the three of 
us were done using them.

I remember you told me some incident 
where you were attempting to ascend 
out of a pit on rope ladders and they 
caught fire.

That was actually prior to our Hellhole 
trip. We practiced rappelling at a local quarry, 
but we had never rappelled or prusiked in a 
pit before. During sophomore year another 
college friend, Howie Wilkerson, and I 
planned a five day Thanksgiving vacation 
trip down through Pendleton, Pocahontas, 
and Greenbrier counties (in West Virginia) 
to visit as many caves as possible and get 
in some vertical experience. Our first stop 
was Lawrence Dome Pit (now referred to 
as Fieldhouse Cave) in Germany Valley. We 
were planning to rappel and prusik an inte-
rior pit, but we used one of my homemade 
rope ladders for the short entrance drop. 
Howie was climbing down the rope ladder 
(I was already on the bottom) and of course 
we were using carbide lights. I grew up on a 
farm, so when I made the rope ladders I used 
hemp baling twine to secure the rungs. We 
had used the ladders in several other caves 
previously so by now the twine was starting 
to get pretty fuzzy. When Howie was climb-
ing down he set the thing on fire with his 
carbide. It’s only a 17 foot pit and he was 
about halfway down, so instead of putting  
the fire out, he jumped to the bottom. Our 
exit from the cave was rapidly going up in 
flames so I scrambled up the rope ladder real 
quickly to put out the fire. After that excite-
ment we actually did drop a 40 foot dome 
further back in the cave. That was our first 
in-cave pit.

I realize that, considering the year was 
1969, there were already safer rappelling 

Terry and his Nest of Snakes. 
Photo: Nikki Fox
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devices out there, but as I said earlier, there 
was no one around to guide us. We thought 
we were state-of-the-art. In retrospect I think 
we went through the previous 20 years of 
caving evolution in two years time without 
knowing it. Although we probably should 
have been subjects in the NSS Caving 
Accidents issue on more than one occasion, 
I guess the Good Lord really does watch over 
idiots and buffoons, because none of us ever 
got hurt badly or required rescuing.

In addition to practicing your techniques 
in the quarry, you were also telling me 
that you practiced, maybe illicitly, your 
techniques on some of the buildings at 
Frostburg State University.

Yes, in fact that’s how I became Monk, 
from Monkey Man, because we were always 
hanging ropes or ladders down the stairwells 
and out the windows. There was one incident 
where we hung a rope ladder out our dorm 
window which was above the study hall. The 
study hall also had a big window right below 
ours. We did most of our practicing late at 
night so as not to draw too much attention 
to ourselves. I was using the wrong ladder 
climbing technique (both feet on the same 
side of the ladder) and didn’t realize that I 
would swing in through the window below 
me. I swung in and busted out the window, 
interrupting  a couple that was ‘coupling’ 
on the couch. That was rather embarrassing 
but we all got a good laugh out of it (well, 
maybe not the couple). I did have to pay for 
the window. It was pretty obvious who the 
culprit was. I’m sure I’m not the only caver 
who’s ever done crazy things.

But ultimately you graduated to a rack 
and Gibbs ascenders. How did you make 
that transition?

We were at the Swago entrance to 
Carpenter-Swago. We had rope ladders in 
the 54-foot pit for climbing out and were 
body rappelling in. Some other cavers 
showed up and after watching us for a while 
asked if I’d like to try Gibbs ascenders. They 
put them on me and I just went up-up-up 
without stopping because I was very young 
then and I could. After that I went back 
and did all the things I’d already done like 
Hellhole and Elkhorn Mountain. It had taken 
me an hour to prusik out of Hellhole (I was 
never very efficient with those things) but 
only about six minutes with the Gibbs and 
I thought, “Yeah this is definitely the way 
to go.”

At that time we stopped body rappelling 
and started using a carabiner wrap. That was 
better but still tricky. Two wraps produced 
not quite enough friction and three was way 
too much. Howie, the same Howie who set 
the rope ladder on fire, was extra cautious 
and always used three wraps. Often these 

would jam up on him. We didn’t know 
anything about change-overs at the time.  
Once in a 60-foot Greenbrier County pit 
he became hopelessly jammed. Fortunately 
I was still topside, so I hiked back to the car 
to get the rope ladders to ‘rescue’ him. Later 
we stopped using the carabiner wrap and 
went to a double carabiner brake bar, then 
within a couple months I got my first rack and 
that was it. As a matter of fact the first rack 
I got is probably the rack I destroyed when I 
dropped it accidentally just a few weeks ago 
and I have its twin with me right now.

So you ran the same rack for what, 47 
years?

My first rack was cold rolled steel and I 
took pretty good care of it, until I dropped 
it near the top of Cabble Pit (a favorite 
107-foot pit in Greenbrier County, West 
Virginia) a little while back. You’d be amazed 
what an 80 foot fall can do to a rack. When 
I got my first Gibbs ascenders, Charlie Gibb 
had a special deal on them. I don’t know how 
much they cost nowadays because I never 
buy them anymore. They’re usually just given 
to me since most other cavers no longer use 
them. Back then they cost $15 a pair, but 
Charlie’s deal was you could purchase five 
pairs for $50. Well, math is not my strong 
suit, but you could get six ascenders for $45 
or you could get ten ascenders for $50, so of 
course I opted for the latter, and it took me 
a while to wear those ascenders out because 
we didn’t do real crappy drops back then. 
We did mostly freefall pits when we were 
in TAG. On clean ropes in big classic pits 
ascenders didn’t wear out quite so fast as 
they do with expedition-style caving here in 
Germany Valley.

So at some point you made the acquain-
tance of Marion Smith, which turned 
out to …

 Marion and I first became acquainted 
in 1973 so I’ve known him for a very long 
time, most of my 50-plus year caving career 
in fact. It was when Bert Amman and I were 
trying to get access to Ellison’s. At that time 
there was a chain gate across a crawl just 
before Fantastic Pit. I don’t even know if it 
was kept locked, but we didn’t know that. 
At first Marion tried to discourage us from 
going there since he didn’t know who we 
were or the extent of our experience. We 
persevered, and he finally told us the gate 
wasn’t really locked anymore, so if we were 
determined to go there we might as well 
just go ahead and go. We were correspond-
ing with Marion by letter (still his preferred 
means of communication even today)  and 
had never actually met him. On either our 
first or second trip to Ellison’s, Marion comes 
walking up the mountain carrying a digging 
iron. Now a digging iron’s kind of heavy and 

it’s a long walk up that mountain. All he came 
up to do was work on improving the “new” 
entrance. He wasn’t even going in the cave. 
I was impressed. Later, on many of our trips 
down there when we would spend a lot of 
time with Buddy Lane, Marion would often 
be there and he would just kind of roll his 
eyes at the fact that when I came down there 
I wanted to cave all weekend long, nighttime 
included, but we hit it off. Back then we didn’t 
cave a lot together, but I’ve always considered 
Marion a very dear friend.

Later you developed the “Monkathon” 
on these TAG trips. How do you operate 
a Monkathon?

I never coined the word.  A “Monkathon” 
is Marion’s term for when I come down to do 
as much as I can possibly do in a weekend. 
You have to understand that I’m a person 
that doesn’t require much in the way of sleep. 
I’ve always lived in Maryland so when I drive 
600 miles one way to TAG (which I’ve done 
over 200 times), it is not to spend half the 

On rope in Hellhole.  Photo by Brian Masney

Terry body rappelling into Little Hellhole, 1969
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weekend sleeping. My methodology was to 
drive down to TAG Friday night after school- 
I’ve been a school teacher for 38 years- and 
whoever came with me understood that they 
could sleep in the vehicle, but- and this was 
all part of the preplan so it’s not like I was 
surprising anybody with it- most of these 
were folks that had caved with me before so 
they knew the drill. I drove and they could 
sleep, but when we got down there we’re 
going to cave all Saturday, we’re going to 
cave pretty much all of Saturday night, and 
we’re going to cave Sunday until it’s time 
to head back home; then while I drove they 
could sleep again.

Sometimes people are arranged in shifts 
to accomplish this, right?

 I had some friends, one was a good 
college friend, Don Evans, who lived in 
California. He had a small group of people 
that he would bring to TAG periodically and 
they would cave with me in shifts. There were 
four of them so two of them would cave with 
me during the day and two would cave with 
me during the night, and that worked pretty 
good through most of the 1980s.

I should tell you how we met Buddy 
Lane, because Buddy Lane was kinda instru-
mental in getting us started on the right foot 
in TAG. Our first trip to Tennessee was in 
the summer of 1972. We didn’t know TAG 
existed, we were just going south where 
the big pits were. Our first stop was Ferris 
Pit (a.k.a. Pharis Pit, now closed) and some 
farmers came by and told us about a pit on 
their property that they were pretty sure 
no one had ever been down before. They 
showed us where it was and it turned out to 
be 95 feet deep. On our second trip south 
we wanted to go to Surprise Pit, but we were 
scared because as far as we knew Surprise 
Pit still had this really hairy step across that 
you had to do to actually get to the pit. We 
didn’t know anything about the “Torosion” 
of the ledges that Bill Torode had dug out 
so that you didn’t have to do this step across 
anymore, so we contacted Ed Yarbrough. 
We contacted Ed because the only things 
we knew about big pits in the southeast 
were in Tom Barr’s “Depths of the Earth” 
and the people he talked about was, well, 
of course Bill Cuddington.  We didn’t feel 
comfortable trying to elicit Bill Cuddington’s 
help because we felt he was way out of our 
league. However,  Ed Yarbrough only had 
one line in the book, so we figured he might 
be approachable. We dangled the virgin 95 
foot pit (Billy Goat Hole in Putnam County, 
Tennessee) in front of him to see if he would 
take us to Surprise Pit. For safety reasons 
we felt we needed to be in the presence of 
someone who was familiar with the pit. He 
offered to do as we’d asked and suggested 
we meet him at Cumberland Caverns. While 

waiting for Ed to arrive Roy Davis treated us 
to a preliminary Christmas party and drove 
us back through Cumberland Caverns in 
his jeep. He also played the organ for us 
and we just had a grand old time. Being 
northern Yankee boys we were quite taken 
by the gracious southern hospitality that we 
were shown.

When we got down to Surprise Pit it was 
very wet. Ed said it was wetter than he had 
ever seen it. This was in 1972 and I think Ed  
first went there in the early ‘60s. At any rate, 
he was very surprised by the water level. Of 
course, we had carbide lights so we couldn’t 
see much. At the bottom our lights went out 
because hurricane-like spray was whipping all 
over the place. Next thing we know there’s 
another group coming down the pit and 
they’ve got Wheat Lamps. They’re yo-ing 
up and down the pit and having a high old 
time and we’re practically blind down there. 
It turned out that this group was led by Buddy 
Lane, who was still in high school at the time. 
Now I don’t know whether Ed made arrange-
ments for Buddy to meet us there or whether 
it was coincidental, but after that Buddy kinda 
took us under his wing and we used to stay at 
his house. His parents are wonderful people. 
He’d either take us around to classic pits like 
Mystery Falls or give us good directions to 
things like South Pittsburg and Cagles Chasm 
because we didn’t have topographic maps. 
We spent quite a few very nice years enjoy-
ing Buddy and his parent’s hospitality. I still 
consider Buddy a good friend.

As a prolific caver and a meticulous 
record keeper, could you tell us about 
your cave ranking system?

The cave rating system is just a way to 
evaluate a cave on its own merits. But what 
makes a cave a great cave? I’m sure everyone 
has their own favorite aspects of caving. For 
me it’s what I enjoy the most,  which is the 
challenge and the pretties.

I started the rating system after we went 
to Mexico the first time back in 1973. We 
visited Golondrinas and my fellow vertical 
enthusiast Bert Amman declared that it was 
the greatest thing we’d ever done. I had a soft 
spot in my heart for Cass (in West Virginia), 
and  I had taken Bert to Cass on several occa-
sions. I told him, “Yes Bert, it’s the greatest 
pit we’ve ever done, but it’s still just a great 
big pit. You know, maybe one of the most 
impressive pits in the world, but it’s still a pit. 
You can’t compare it to all the variety that a 
fine cave has to offer.” That’s just how I felt. 
So I made up a system that could judge a cave 
objectively rather than subjectively.  At that 
time it was only based on 100 points, but 
after a while I went to enough caves that I 
was getting way too many ties so I upgraded 
it to 250 points. Out of the 250 points, 65 
points is for speleothems and 65 points is 

for difficulty. These were the two things 
that I enjoyed most about a cave. To make 
it even more objectively accurate, these two 
categories are further subdivided.

I get a rush out of a very nice entrance, 
so I gave the entrance a value of up to 20 
points. To get those 20 points an entrance 
has to be spectacular. The only 20 point 
entrances on my list are Golondrinas and 
Gunsight in New Mexico. By comparison I 
give Neversink an 18/20. Another category 
is passage length, where to eliminate the 
advantage of a really long cave, I have a 
cap at 30 points, which is reached when 
a cave gets up to about 10,000 feet. 
Other categories include room size, unusual 
features, and depth. There is one subjective 
category I call overall coolness and that’s 
just how much I was impressed by the cave.  
And again, I don’t willy-nilly give 20 points 
to any cave just because I like it, it has to 
be a great cave. The cave we’re in right 
now, Kimble, that’s 20 points, as would 
be Hellhole, Lechuguilla, and Ellison’s. I do 
really like pits, so Golondrinas does get 20 
points on overall coolness. All categories are 
then totaled to see how many points out of 
250 a particular cave registers. These are 
the things I do as kind of armchair caving, 
so when I’m not actually caving I still have 
caving-related things I can mull over. I used 
to do it religiously all the time when I ate 
my lunch at school for 38 years. That’s a 
lot of lunches and an awful lot of thinking 
about caving.

Additionally you keep very careful 
records of pit depths, and a lot of these 
pit depths you’ve collected yourself. Are 
you aware of how many pits you’ve taped 
over the years?

I do sort of ‘collect’ hundred-foot pits so 
I can tell you that I’ve been to 621 different 
hundred footers to date. If a pit is supposed 
to be 100, 125, 150 or some other “too 
convenient sounding figure” I’ll tape it. 
Many times my taping will be different than 
the recorded figure, but Marion and I both 
adhere to using a “lie detector” (i.e. a running 
tape) to clarify a pit’s depth, and to keep 
ourselves honest. Sometimes a nice round 
figure is the actual depth. In Blue Spring 
Cave, Tennessee, Alan Cressler and I taped 
Crashing Spire Plunge at exactly 150 feet to 
the inch. There was also the time that Jim 
Smith and I hiked the steep, rocky slopes of 
the Guads, I with 100-meter tape in tow, to 
the skylight entrance to Gunsight (Big Mouth) 
Cave, which was supposed to be 150 feet, 
only to find out that it was, in fact,150 feet 
deep. I keep a record of all other pits that 
are less than 100 feet, but not in list form, 
so I couldn’t tell you offhand how many I’ve 
been to. I can tell you that it’s not anywhere 
near Marion’s total. 



NSS NewS, January 2021 21 

What is the proper way to measure a 
pit’s depth?

I like accuracy but there’s always going 
to be controversy. A big pit with a ledge: is 
it one drop, is it two drops? Well, my own 
philosophy is that if it’s morphologically 
the same pit you can count it as one pit, 
regardless of ledges. With so many dome 
climbs going on nowadays, it becomes 
more of a debate. If it’s just a conventional 
“you’re walking along and there’s the pit”, 
both Marion and I feel that you should pick 
the obvious breakover and that’s where you 
measure the pit from. If the pit is in a fairly 
steep sinkhole, but the pit itself starts 20 
feet down, you measure from the breakover 
20 feet down, and Marion pretty much 
concurs with me on this. He likes most of 
my measurements. If it’s a dome climb, then 
that’s different, because often you don’t 
have a breakover if you’re just climbing up 
and you climb to the ceiling. I don’t have a 
problem with that, but with Perseverance in 
Hellhole, Derek Bristol and Peter Johnson 
completed their climb and there was a wide 
flowstone ledge up there. They got 535 feet 
to the ceiling. I taped it from what would have 
been the breakover if you were just standing 
on that ledge and I got 526 feet. If you’re 
just climbing ropes to the top of the dome, 
I don’t see a problem with taping from the 
top of the dome, as long as you actually 
climb to the top. I would only count a drop 
that I had done, and I have to rappel and 
climb it. Sometimes there’s situations in a 
cave where you could climb up a dome and 
exit a different way. If I did that I would have 
to rappel the pit and climb it again before I 
could count it.

Could you recite the Terry McClanathan’s 
Top Ten Caves of All Time list?

First off you have to understand I’ve 
only been to about 2000 caves, so there 
are a lot of great caves I haven’t visited.  
Secondly, I can only honestly rate the parts 
of the cave that I’ve seen. In Lechuguilla, 
I’ve only traversed a few miles out of it’s 150 
total, so that’s not saying very much. Right 
now my top ten is Hellhole right here in 
Germany Valley, then Lechuguilla is number 
two, Kimble Pit which we’re in right now is 
number three. Ellison’s is number four and 
number five is Memorial Day. This is based 
on my own 250 point rating system. Not in 
any particular order, the rest of the top ten 
includes Scott Hollow in West Virginia, Run 
to the Mill in Tennessee, and the Omega 
System in Virginia. Cass and Shoveleater 
are still in there also. As you can see it’s  
heavily tilted in favor of West Virginia. This 
is because ‘A’,  West Virginia has a lot of 
impressive caves, and ‘B’, I’ve seen a lot 
of the passages in certain West Virginia 
caves. Hellhole, Memorial Day, Shoveleater, 

and Kimble are all project caves and I’ve 
participated in an aggregate total of over 100 
survey trips in these caves, so I’ve seen a lot 
in these particular caves.  I still cave quite a 
bit so the rankings are a work in progress. 
It changes over the years. It’s interesting to 
look at my old lists and see how the rank-
ings of thirty years ago compare with the 
rankings of today. They don’t look anything 
alike, and this is just because I’ve had the 
opportunity to visit a lot of really fine caves 
over the decades.

Could you describe your vertical system 
to us and how it earned its unique name?

In all honesty the vertical system I use is 
just a modified ropewalker. I use it because 
I don’t have much upper body strength and 
I like the ropewalker. I can climb with it 
when I’m tired and I’m pretty efficient with 
it.  It seldom takes me more than five or ten 
minutes to climb a pit of a hundred feet or 
so. A couple things happened to me early 
on so I changed the original Gibbs setup 
around a little bit. The first time I went to 
Golondrinas I was half way up when the 
bungee cord broke, smacking me in the 
face, and I didn’t like that. I just kept on 
climbing of course, and I didn’t see where the 
bungee cord made that much difference, so 
I stopped using one. To keep the ascenders 
tight against the leg I just added a few more 
ties with webbing. The conventional Gibbs 
rig called for an ascender positioned on the 
shoulder, but I found this to be awkward 
for popping up over difficult ledges, so I 
re-positioned the Gibbs right in the center 
of the chest, kind of like a roller, except it’s 
not a roller, it’s an actual ascender. There 
are very few ledges that I can’t pop up over, 
it doesn’t matter how undercut they are, so 
it’s actually an advantage. Ledges with deep, 
tight “V” cracks, which can ensnare the rope 
can still be a problem, but such scenarios can 
usually be avoided by careful rigging. The 
other adjustments are just things that made 
it more efficient for me personally. I don’t 
trust stitching or buckles, and except for the 
ascenders themselves and attaching carabin-
ers there is no other hardware. Everything 
is secured by webbing. If something works 
loose or breaks I can just re-tie it. Of course 
when I started doing project caving, where 
the rigging includes a lot of hanging rebelays, 
J-hangs, and traverse lines, a ropewalker has 
many drawbacks, but I still use it. I just have 
other things with me: cow’s tail, handheld 
clip-on safety ascender, and... well, you’re 
all witnesses, I’m here. 

 My climbing system has come to be 
referred to as a “nest of snakes” or simply 
“the snakes”. Doug Strait bestowed this 
term on it about 25 years ago. We were in a 
muddy cave in TAG and my ascenders were 
all piled on top of each other covered with 

mud and Doug said that it looked just like a 
nest of snakes. If you’ve ever seen a nest of 
snakes that is in fact exactly what they did 
look like. More recently Philip Rykwalder 
referred to me as an “old man with webbing” 
which is also pretty accurate. In fact Philip 
has a very entertaining video (in fast speed) of 
me rigging up, and I have to admit it’s a hoot.

Every caver who encounters pits regu-
larly needs a climbing system that is both 
safe and fits their personal body limitations 
comfortably. Mine works for me. Would I 
recommend it to others? Probably not. I 
guess it’s an acquired taste. I’ve done a lot of 
caving over the past half century, most of it 
vertically inclined. I turned 70 a while back, 
and I’m thinking my days of hard caving are 
waning. I have a loving, non-caving wife 
(Joyce) of 45 years who has tolerated an 
awful lot from me. I also operate a small 
farm. To get maximum fulfillment out of 
the rest of my life with Joyce, and working 
the land, requires that I stay healthy. I hate 
to think that stubborn pride, even doing 
something that I love like hard caving, could 
result in an injury that would jeopardize this. I 
may or may not ever see my 700th hundred 
foot pit because new ones are getting hard to 
come by. For my age I’m in pretty fair shape, 
and while my days of doing very physically 
demanding caves are coming to a close, 
hopefully as long as I can walk I should be 
able to climb a hundred foot pit.

A parting shot of the entrance chamber of 
Hellhole, Terry’s hands down favorite..
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National Speleological 
Society Code of Conduct
We are proud to announce that the 

NSS now has a Code of Conduct which will 
provide us with a framework of standards, 
as well as a process for accountability that 
supports our vibrant culture of cavers from 
all walks of life. Since this code is an evolv-
ing document accessible online and we value 
feedback from our membership, you can 
provide this by scanning the following QR 
code included. 

Why Have a Code of Conduct? 
The National Speleological Society 

(NSS) is dedicated to the exploration, 
study, and protection of caves and their 
environments. Just as importantly, it is also 
predominantly a community of friends. To 
create the best community in the world for 
caving and to foster an inclusive environment 
where everyone feels capable of pursuing our 
goals, it is critical to have a shared under-
standing of what constitutes acceptable and 
unacceptable behavior. It is impossible to 
further the goals of our society if harassing 
behaviors are allowed to persist within the 
confines of our activities. The NSS works as 
a self-directed, community-driven organiza-
tion because of the trust shared among NSS 
cavers. Reporting Code of Conduct viola-
tions helps identify when this trust is broken 
and prevents incidents from happening in 
the future. 

Accordingly, all NSS members, as well 
as guests and visitors, are expected to show 
respect, kindness, and courtesy to each 
other in all interactions, whether at official 
NSS events, in our online community, or in 
other contexts. 

The NSS Board of Governors created 
this Code of Conduct from the feedback and 
suggestions of NSS members, evaluation of 
similar policies from other organizations, and 
a review of how the NSS currently handles 
violations of our policies. The intent is to lay 
out what is considered unacceptable actions 
that require reporting, inquiry, and potential 
disciplinary action resulting from violations 
of Board Acts 28-944 (Anti-Harassment 
Policy), 28-558 (Non-Discrimination in 
Membership), and 40-544 (Prohibition of 
Discrimination) at NSS-sponsored activi-
ties. More generally, this document exists to 
ensure that everyone has a common under-
standing of behaviors that do not “show 
respect, kindness, and courtesy to each 
other” at NSS-sponsored events. Inquiries 
and disciplinary actions associated with the 
Code of Conduct are administered by the 

President and the General Counsel of the 
NSS and can be escalated to the Board of 
Governors for additional action. 

Scope 
Unacceptable behaviors, as defined 

below, by NSS members, guests, and visi-
tors are not tolerated when representing 
the NSS in any capacity, including, but not 
limited to, participation in official NSS events 
and online on NSS internal communities 
(for example, Cavechat.org, NSS Facebook 
Group, NSS Slack, or other online groups 
officially associated with the NSS). While 
not required, we encourage NSS Internal 
Organizations (I/O) to adopt and enforce 
this Code at the I/O level. 

The NSS community and experience 
often extends outside official NSS events. 
NSS members go on caving trips together, 
attend meetups or conferences as a group, 
and communicate on other social media 
forums. Abusive or unwelcoming behavior 
among NSS members still has a profound 
effect on individuals and on the community 
when it happens outside of official NSS 
events. When reported, the NSS General 
Counsel, in consultation with the NSS 
President, will investigate reports and recom-
mend outcomes of the investigations to the 
President and if necessary, the Board of 
Governors. 

This Code of Conduct is not intended 
to be a formal legal process; instead, this is 
a compilation of behaviors that violate our 
existing policies, a description of how and 
when to report violations, and a description 
of how the General Counsel and President of 
the NSS will respond to reported violations. 
The Board of Governors will review this 
Code of Conduct and update it as necessary 
based on past cases and member feedback. 

The following definitions apply to 
the individuals referenced in this Code of 
Conduct: 
• Complainant: An individual, group, 

or I/O that initiates a report 
• Respondent: A member or group 

that is the subject of the report or 
investigation 

• Witness: An individual who can 
provide written or oral testimony in 
connection with a report 

Definitions of Unacceptable 
Behaviors 

The following types of behavior are 
considered unacceptable at official NSS 
events, both online and in-person. Engaging 
in any of the conduct below repeatedly, or in 
a way that creates discomfiture, constitutes 

a potential violation of the NSS Code of 
Conduct. Understanding the unique nature 
of caving, politely explaining physical/techni-
cal limitations of an activity (for example, a 
caving trip), without offensive or unnecessary 
commentary, does not constitute harassing 
behavior under this Code of Conduct. 

Harassment— Including, but not 
limited to, offensive verbal comments or 
physical actions related to age, physique, 
disability, ethnicity, sex characteristics, 
gender identity and expression, education, 
socio-economic status, nationality, personal 
appearance, race, religion, or sexual identity 
and orientation. 

Sexual Harassment—A subset 
of harassment that specifically includes 
unwanted behavior or words that are sexual 
in nature, including but not limited to, 
displaying sexual images in public spaces, 
stalking, inappropriate physical contact, and 
unwelcome sexual or persistent romantic 
attention. 

Threats—Statements or actions that 
imply, explicitly or implicitly, intent to harm. 

Blatant “-isms”—Statements that are 
explicitly antagonistic to a person’s identity. 
This includes, but is not limited to, statements 
about age, physique, disability, ethnicity, sex 
characteristics, gender identity and expres-
sion, education, socio-economic status, 
nationality, personal appearance, race, 
religion, or sexual identity and orientation 
(for example, racist, sexist, or homophobic 
statements).

 
Reporting 

If you or someone else is in immediate 
danger from criminal activity (for example, 
physical assault, sexual assault, theft), a 
dangerous physical situation (for example, 
fire, serious injury, fear that someone will 
hurt themselves or someone else), or have 
witnessed a crime, please contact law 
enforcement immediately—call 911. For 
other immediate needs at an official NSS 
event that are not of criminal or harassing 
concerns, follow the contact procedures 
provided by the event organizers or the NSS 
Operations Vice President by phone (avail-
able from caves.org). 

If you experience or witness any behav-
ior that appears to be a violation of this 
Code of Conduct, please report it using our 
online form. 

Where and How to Report 
Please report all Code of Conduct 

violations using our reporting form. The 
information that the form requests includes: 
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• Your name—This is incredibly help-
ful for us to be able to follow up with 
you and ask questions to better under-
stand the situation. All reports are 
confidential; however, the form allows 
you to report anonymously. We take 
every report seriously—please report 
anonymously only if absolutely neces-
sary. Anonymous reports often limit 
the ability of the General Counsel to 
investigate the report to the extent 
necessary. If you can, please consider 
providing an email address so that we 
can follow up with you about the report 
via our third-party reporting tool, which 
anonymizes your contact information, 
meaning that we will never see your 
email address. 

• A detailed description of what 

happened—Whenever possible, 
please include the names of all individu-
als present at the time of the violation. 
If the violation happened online, please 
take a screenshot and include this 
evidence in your report. 

• Where and when the incident 

happened—Any information that 
will provide detailed context for the 
incident. 

• Current status—This lets us know 
the current state of the situation. 
Please let us know if there have been 
subsequent conversations or actions 
with parties involved in the complaint 
since the reported actions occurred. 

• Any other relevant context—Do 
you have examples of a pattern of simi-
lar behavior from this person before? 
Do you have a relationship with this 
person outside of the NSS? 

Confidentiality 
All reports will be kept confidential, to 

the extent possible, and on a need-to-know 
basis among those involved in the investi-
gation and disciplinary process, except as 
agreed on with the complainant and others 
named specifically in the report. When 
incidents are discussed outside this group, 
including with the respondent and witnesses, 
the details will be anonymized as much as 
possible to protect the complainant’s privacy. 

However, we recognize that many 
incidents occur in interactions where anony-

mization is not possible. If you have concerns 
about retaliation or the personal safety of the 
complainant or witnesses and do not want 
us to share the details of your report with 
anyone (including the respondent), please let 
us know explicitly in your report. Although 
we will not be able to take direct action in 
this case, with your permission we will collect 
statistics on the prevalence of such incidents 
within the society. 

In some rare cases, we may decide to 
share an update about a major incident with 
the entire NSS community. If that is the 
case, the identities of all parties involved will 
remain confidential unless those individuals 
instruct us otherwise. 

Enforcement 
This policy is intended to protect 

members through the use of reasonable 
due process procedures. Recognizing that 
each case is different, the NSS is dedicated 
to applying discipline in a fair and consistent 
manner. 

After filing a report, a representative 
of the General Counsel and/or President 
of the NSS will contact you personally, 
review the incident, and follow up with 
any additional questions. The General 
Counsel’s legal committee will then review 
the information provided to determine if an 
investigation is needed. The investigation 
may involve actions including, but not limited 
to, interviewing all involved in the situation, 
including witnesses identified by the report-
ing party and the accused, reviewing material 
evidence, and other modes of investiga-
tion as needed. During this process, if the 
complainant, respondent, or witnesses have 
inquiries into the status of the investigation, 
they should reach out to the President of the 
NSS at president@caves.org. 

If the complainant, respondent, or 
witnesses are part of the legal committee or 
Board of Governors, they will recuse them-
selves from handling the incident. 

If the respondent is found to be in 
violation of the Code of Conduct, they will 
be sanctioned, with actions ranging from 
a verbal warning up to, and including, 
removal from the society. If a severe sanc-
tion is recommended (for example, removal 
from the society), the President will seek the 
approval of the Board of Governors before 
administering the sanction. 

QR Feedback Code QR quick response code

CALL FOR ISSUES for the 2021 
Congress of Grottos of the NSS

The deadline for submitting issues for 
discussion and action at the Congress of 
Grottos (COG) during the NSS Convention 
in Weed, California is March 15th, 2021 to 
allow time for circulation to NSS Internal 
Organizations. 

Send issues via email to:  cog@caves.org
 or by US Mail to:  
Bill Stringfellow 
Chair, Congress of Grottos 
204 Lake Court
Woodstock, Georgia 30188-3212
Issues to be acted upon should be from 

NSS Internal Organizations and should be in 
the form of a motion, i.e. “ . . . Grotto moves 
. . .” A brief summary of supporting informa-
tion for the motion is useful, and helps clarify 
the need for the motion.  Please simply state 
the motion without ‘Whereas ….’.

Discussion items not requiring a motion 
may also be accepted, and will appear on the 
agenda following submitted motions. 

Why is the Congress important and 

why should your IO consider present-

ing issues?  Motions passed by the COG as 
resolutions must be considered by the NSS 
Board of Governors.  Issues discussed by the 
COG are provided to the Board as well, as 
a means for them to receive feedback and 
ideas from members.

The IO Committee will send COG 
agenda items received by March 15th, 2021 
to all Internal Organizations. Items received 
after March 15th will not be circulated to IOs, 
but will appear at the end of the final agenda 
to be addressed if time allows. 

If you have an issue you would like 
considered by the COG, bring it up to your 
internal organization; grotto, region, survey, 
or section, and ask them to sponsor the issue 
or motion.

NOTE: Any items submitted for the 
2020 COG are automatically carried forward 
to the 2021 COG Agenda.

The Congress of Grottos meets annually 
at the NSS Convention.  Meetings are open 
to everyone however only IO representatives 
may present issues and vote.  The number 
of votes allocated to each IO is based on 
how many NSS members claim that IO as 
their “primary affiliation.”  To change your 
primary affiliation, or ensure the correct one 
is recorded in the database, go to www.
caves.org and click on the link to update 
your member information.

To read past Congress of Grottos issues 
and resolutions, visit the NSS website: www.
caves.org. Click “Business Page” and sign 
in. Click ‘Congress of Grottos.”

Bill Stringfellow
Chair, 2021 Congress of Grottos
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The Cave Protection Network-  
NCA & NSS Come Together
I am sure that 2021 sounds like music 

to everyone’s ears. Not only is 2020 finally 
over, but 2021 is the International YEAR 
of Caves and Karst: A whole year for us 
to celebrate our passionate interest in 
caves with the entire world. It is the perfect 
time for us to bring together the National 
Caves Association (the primary network 
for show cave operations) and the National 
Speleological Society. The pilot program of 
the Cave Preservation Network began in Fall 
2020 and it rolls out fully in 2021. 

Our organizations go together hand in 
hand, and many of us find ourselves in both 
realms. Many cavers find themselves working 
at show caves at some point in their lives, 
and many show cave operators become true 
cavers themselves. If we want to show our 
family why we love crawling around in the 
mud or dropping pits on rope we only need 
to take them to a show cave. They are, after 
all, a beautiful showcase of the caves of our 
world. They wouldn’t open as a tour business 
if they weren’t such exceptional examples 
of area caves. I feel like show caves are the 
windows that share the world of caves to 
the public. If it wasn’t for show caves, the 
public would not understand the beauty of 
this amazing underworld we call our second 
home. Show caves indirectly give cave stud-
ies relevance and importance. 

This year I’d like to bring to you the 
show caves of the Caver Preservation 
Network. Each month we will introduce a 
CPN partner show cave and highlight some 
of the amazing things they have accom-
plished over the years. These show caves 
are collecting donations that help the NSS 
preserve caves across the country. The NSS 
and the NCA together are helping facilitate 
the protection of caves as well as the access 
to these caves for cavers. I encourage every 
grotto in the NSS to build a lasting relation-
ship with your local show caves. Support 
these show caves and, in turn, they can 
support us. When someone feels inspired 
by the beauty of the underground while 
on a guided cave tour (like so many of us 
were) these show caves can tell them where 
to dig deeper (your grotto). In turn we can 
help further the protection, awareness and 
science of these amazing cultural & historic 
show caves for years to come. We all love 
caves, so let’s come together in that love. 

Nicole
NSS-NCA Liaison 

Nominating Committee Seeks 
Director Candidates

The Nominating Committee is looking 
for NSS members in good standing to run 
as candidates in the 2021 Director Election. 
Please consider serving the Society by 

running for a seat on the Board of Governors 
or by nominating qualified cavers in your 
grottos, regions, surveys, or sections to do so. 
NSS members possessing professional 
experience in business management, budget 
development and analysis, fundraising, and/
or strategic planning are particularly sought. 
Prospective nominees should have good 
interpersonal skills and experience in grotto 
and/or regional-level operations. Those 
elected should be prepared to take on greater 
responsibilities.

In 2021, the NSS Director Election will fill 
four Board seats, each for a three-year term. 
Those elected will take office on Monday of the 
2021 NSS Convention in Weed, California. 
In addition to a photograph, candidates 

Timothy W. Skellchock
NSS #11382

I can only empathize with those who 
were not caving 50 years ago near Silver 
Spring, MD for it was here Tim Skellchock 
started caving. His first cave, like many of 
us was Hellhole Cave in WV.

Tim and I were gymnasts in high school 
and wore out many pieces of rope while 
practicing and getting ready for a lifetime of 
vertical rope activities. It was June 6th, 1968, 
Tim, along with me and my brother, Scott 
Smith, rappelled into Hellhole’s 154-foot 
entrance using tandem double brake bars on 
half-inch hemp rope. We explored North to 
the end of the Bat Room, then East to the 
Guano Slope, then back to the top of Little 
Hellhole where we rappelled the 54-foot 
drop. Being gymnasts, we were able to climb 
out of little Hellhole hand over hand. By the 
time we reached the Entrance room we real-
ized we had bitten off more than a wise bite.

Tim Texas Prusiked out using 2 Hieblers. 
As he climbed, the Hieblers earned their 
reputation and kept coming off the rope.  
Amazingly, he surfaced alive and found 
“friends” at the entrance. Together, the 
group was able to pull Scott out and finally, 
all four pulled me out. Yes, I was rescued 
from my first vertical cave.

Tim went on to cave with Bob Wells 
and friends from NJ. He joined the NSS 

in February, 1969.  Every weekend he 
expanded his list of caving friends and 
numbers of caves he explored. He was influ-
enced greatly by MD caver Mike Dees and 
joined the Westminster College cavers about 
every other weekend. Tim was involved with 
at least two rescues and spread his caving 
skills and knowledge to everyone who’d 
listen. In 1968, during Old Timers Reunion, 
we set up a car elevator in the Hellhole field 
and pulled many people out of the Hellhole 
entrance pit on that Sunday.  (I didn’t say 
everything we did was right; it is just what 
happened).  He and I enjoyed extensive 
trips to Pendleton, Randolph, Pocahontas. 
Greenbrier and Monroe Counties in the WV 
Highlands.

In the fall of 1969, Tim matriculated 
into the University of MD. Close friends of his 
at U of M said his life radically changed when 
he discovered college life and the ladies.

On Homecoming Saturday 10-11-69, 
Tim went flying with Joseph Myrick (caver 
and work friend) out of Montgomery County 
Airport in Joe Myrick’s single engine M-20A 
Moonie. Sometime during the flight, while 
slipping the plane sideways, the vertical stabi-
lizer snapped off.  Joe, realizing he had lost 
substantial control of the aircraft, circled and 
slowed over a corn field to make an emer-
gency landing. At a certain point the plane 
lost its ability to fly and tumbled out of the 
sky, exploding upon impact. Among other 
things Tim’s funeral will be remembered for 
the cars of cavers festooned from hood to 
bumper with carabiners.

The Caving World lost an amazing 
friend and a great friend of caving that 
day. He is often spoken of among many 
of the Eastern cavers, and friends from 
Springbrook HS and U. of M. He remains 
missed and remembered fondly. 

Bruce W. Smith NSS #12458F

are required to submit a short biographi-
cal summary and a platform statement. 
Detailed requirements for photograph and 
statement submission will be sent at the 
time a candidate’s eligibility is verified. 
Candidate photographs and statements will 
be published on the Nominating Committee 
website, as well as on the official ballot guide 
that is sent out to the membership. 

Receipt deadline for candidate submis-
sions is tentatively March 15, 2021. For more 
information, please visit the Nominating 
Committee website at http://caves.org/
committee/nominating. The Chair of the 
Nominating Committee, Nathan Farrar 
(nominating@caves.org), welcomes indica-
tions of interest and other related inquiries.
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Lost in the Chandelier Graveyard:  
A Historical Comment

“Higher Education: Lechuguilla Cave,” 
NSS News, Nov. 2020, by Barton/Bristol/
Hunter, gives an inaccurate historical account 
on p. 23-24:  “Steve Davis discovered the 
[Chandelier] Graveyard in 1988…”  After 
separating from his team in the Western 
Borehole and getting lost after somehow 
climbing into the Graveyard, “Eventually 
Steve was stopped at the edge of a large 
balcony, looking into borehole 50 feet 
below. Luckily, this passage was the Western 
Borehole…To this day, no one is really sure 
of the route Steve used to climb up into the 
Graveyard and this [existing] rope remains 
the main travel route into the Graveyard…”

I was on that 1988 expedition (though 
not on that Graveyard team, which was 
Patricia Kambesis, Kris Green, and Steve 
Davis), and it has always been my impression 
that the team had already climbed into the 
Graveyard when Steve got lost, and that the 
rope drop he made to rejoin the group was 
internal to the Graveyard.  This seems to 
be confirmed on p. 194 of the book Deep 
Secrets:  “The area they had been survey-
ing was over 150 feet above the floor of the 
Western Borehole.”

I asked Pat Kambesis via e-mail, who 
replied “Donald:  You are correct.  We 
were already in the Chandelier Graveyard 
and were taking a break from survey when 
Steve wandered off.  When he never came 
back we went off looking for him with no 
luck.  After a couple of hours of looking we 
beat feet to the surface to call rescue.  Steve 
finally found his way back to another team 
that was up there. So just before rescue 
teams headed to the cave word came back 
that Steve was found.”  She clarifies: “We 
aborted our survey when Steve went missing.  
Komisarcik, Anderson and Lydy came up 
after us.  When we decided to leave and call 
rescue we had them stay in the area in case 
Steve showed up - which he did of course.”

Pat asked Steve himself for his own 
recollections, which follow:

“We originally were headed further into 
the Western Borehole to do another climb. 
That’s why we had rope and vertical gear. 
I made the initial climb into the Chandelier 
Graveyard. As I recall…I…followed a joint or 
crack that circled higher, above the borehole 
and eventually around to the balcony that 
is the beginning of the Graveyard - made a 
total traverse of 100 feet…  After all six of 
us climbed up, you, Kris and I surveyed east 
and Shari’s group headed upslope which was 
predominantly west.  I also found a second, 
free climbable route up into the Graveyard.  

Not sure if it was ever surveyed or not. Not 
sure how it is accessed these days.”

Steve further clarifies:
“I started on the right side of the bore-

hole, north(?) then proceeded south above 
the borehole, once I got on the south side 
of the borehole directly below the balcony 
that is Graveyard, I went straight up for 
maybe ten or fifteen feet until I stood on 
the Graveyard balcony. I can probably draw 
you a graphic. Keep in mind, that was about 
fifty years ago, lol. I did go back to the same 
area on a subsequent expedition and focused 
on my route. That’s why I remember it as 
well as I do.”

To sum up: on March 30, 1988, the six 
cavers were all together when they arrived 
below the Graveyard.  Steve did discover the 
Graveyard via solo-free-climb—unintuitively, 
starting on the opposite side of the Borehole 
and climbing across it through a crack.  He 
then rigged the rope where the climb has 
been done ever since, and the group split 
into two teams and started to survey.  Steve 
disappeared before the Kambesis team could 
get far, and the only survey from that trip in 
the Park’s FARWEST.DAT Compass data 
file is from the Komisarcik team.  When 
Steve found that team again, they were 
still in the Graveyard, not the Borehole.  
Steve Davis is still very much around, is in 
the NSS Members Manual, and has kept a 
thorough record, including reference to a 
ropeless route he found that he feels ought 
to have been made the trade route into the 
Graveyard.

Donald G. Davis

Lechuguilla Nostalgia Syndrome
Like many in our cave exploring 

community, I suffer from the chronic afflic-
tion Lechuguilla Nostalgia Syndrome or 
LNS.  Regular NSS News readers are well 
familiar with the exploration of Lechuguilla 
Cave as featured in the November 2020 
issue of the NSS News. More than any other, 
Lechuguilla Cave has become the cave proj-
ect that has defined our generation of cave 
explorers from around the country and even 
the world as discoveries of the highest order 
were revealed. At this point several hundred 
cavers have explored Lechuguilla Cave - 
most of whom have probably contracted 
LNS. The typical clinical course for LNS 
includes reoccurring moments of wistfulness, 
gratitude, accomplishment and a pining for 
those “Glory Days” as one’s thoughts drift 
to memories of these timeless grand cham-
bers and sublime galleries. For many, it is a 
profoundly moving, mystical experience. I 
think we all knew we were taking part in a 

truly historic endeavor bigger than ourselves. 
While manageable most of the time, 

there are acute episodes of LNS especially 
in the company of fellow Lech cavers who 
are involuntarily compelled to regale us with 
their tales. And for a few of us who were 
there from the start and were integral to this 
chronicle of exploration over many years, 
LNS can be debilitating to the point of losing 
normal self-awareness. For example, seeing 
November 2020 NSS News cover featuring 
a photo of the Lakes of Castrovalva or the 
January 2018 cover of an aragonite bush 
in South Winds or the April 2007 cover of 
the Pearlsian Gulf, I am unable to refrain 
from saying, “I discovered that.” When 
confronted by such a severe case of LNS, 
the best way to respond is to refrain from 
eye rolling, smile politely and gently change 
the subject lest one get corralled into listening 
to another tedious recounting of some long-
ago adventure. And to my similarly afflicted 
colleagues, be forewarned that the present 
crop of “second and third generation” Lech 
explorers are even less likely to provide 
the adulation you might think you deserve. 
“’Glory Days’, my foot” is the typical desul-
tory response as they remind you of your 
lake fouling, your shoddy sketches and your 
bad loops. Tough crowd indeed! 

One coping strategy is to write an 
account of one of these past glories. The 
telling of Dave Jones’ first ascent into the 
PhD Room in 1990 in the 150-mile NSS 
News issue is a fine example of such. And 
as others have before me, I’ve also sought 
solace and comfort by preserving this 
history by authoring a book (an eBook in 
my case) of our incredible years exploring 
Lechuguilla Cave.   While writing is normally 
considered a lonely, solitary pursuit, I was 
fortunate to have collaborated with more 
than a dozen fellow LNS sufferers: writers, 
editors, photographers, cartographers and 
explorers, all of whom brought their talents 
to bear toward this collective goal. In many 
ways, it was a form of group therapy for our 
LNS community.  

Calm down. I am just poking a little fun 
at my generation of Lech explorers who may 
be prone to trying to steal the thunder from 
today’s crop of fine Lech explorers where 
the credit is rightly due and the accolades 
are most richly deserved, especially cavers 
like Hazel Barton or Peter Bosted who have 
devoted years to carefully documenting all 
the fill-in passage in the great mazes and 
“breakyard” complexes. And let it be known 
that they can rightly claim to having explored 
the most miles of virgin cave in these later 
years, work Paul Burger recently coined the 
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“fuzzification” of the Lechuguilla Cave map.
At least for me though, it is these bold 

excursions into the unknown, into the blank 
spaces, into the great beyond that really 
captures my imagination, specifically the 
superb work by Derek Bristol, John Lyles 
and others. Sometimes these breakthroughs 
are accomplished by daring climbs as is the 
case for the Kansas Twister, and some-
times by “conceptual leads” whereby one 
postulates that a lead should exist off this 
stretch of borehole or that even if no lead is 
formally recorded. This being my preferred 
M. O., I am especially gratified to see John 
Lyles’ success in places like Zanzibar and the 
Promised Land. Reading the account of the 
Neuland discovery in the November issue, 
it is clear that these explorers instinctively 
understood the strategic importance of 
revisiting these old survey lines that point 
into the unknown. 

But some recent successes were 
accomplished by applying for and receiving 
permission from the Park Service to push 
leads that have languished since our years 
in the cave, specifically the lakes at the edge 
of the map. We knew of at least three lakes 
that looked most promising but were denied 
permission to cross until a five-year microbe 
study was completed. Those five years came 
and went and they still wouldn’t give us 
the green light. It is therefore encouraging 
that after some twenty years, pushing two 
of these leads was finally allowed. On the 
far side of one of these lakes in the Blanca 
Navidad region, richly decorated passage 
on a par with past glories was recently 
discovered. (Hint: The lake in Boomtown 
in the Wild West remains the last of these 
lake leads.)

Another great success was made beyond 
the Red Lakes where the park even allowed 
some enlarging of the passage. This area was 
closed to all visitation in our day, and besides, 
permission to enlarge passage would have 
never been approved. I know because I asked 
both to cross pools and to enlarge passage 
many times. “We already have eighty-five 
miles of surveyed passage. How more miles 
of cave do you need anyway?” was the 
appalling response by the cave specialist. I 
was aghast! (A thousand will do thank you 
very much.)

Cave exploration and cave conservation 
are not mutually exclusive – but they can be! I 
have met cavers who believe the use of bolts 
is highly unethical even for rappel anchors 
(Kachina Lakes). Better to die on rope than 
to defile the cave, right? These microbe 
pool studies are a little more nuanced, but 
there are several hundred pools in the cave 
to study. Why can’t we cross three of them? 
Why can’t we visit one of the great crown 
jewels of the caving world, The Lakes of 
Castrovalva? And if this research was so 

promising, why did Larry Mallory (the self-
described “Terminator”) lose his funding? 
Why is he working in the halls of Congress 
as a Republican consultant for Gallup Poll? 
Why did the park allow him to close all our 
best discoveries in his wake? And what over-
looked leads remain in these areas that are 
forever off limits?

Even today, discussions regarding urine 
continue with the unspoken threat of having 
to carry all urine out of the cave. Out of 150 
miles and untold acres of cave, is it really so 
terrible to foul a small patch of cave near 
each campsite? Especially when carrying 
climbing gear, carrying an extra twenty 
pounds of urine is a recipe for a serious 
accident, and an incentive to function in a 
dangerously dehydrated state. As for digging 
and enlarging passage, no one is advocating 
for the wholesale repeal of this rule, but only 
if reasonable accommodations are made for 
strategic exceptions. Full confession: Donald 
Davis and I unintentionally violated park 
policy when Donald dug for fifteen minutes 
off the Western Borehole—thinking we 
were reopening the reportedly “blocked” 
Widowmaker section—and instead broke 
into passage that led to the South Winds 
breakout with its many miles of passage 
including the gigantic Southern Cross cham-
ber, the world class Mother Lode Room 
and all the lovely discoveries at the top of 
Southern Climes. Isn’t that a pretty good 
return for a trivial impact to the cave? And 
I’m not making this up, I have even heard 
people express the view that we should close 
Lechuguilla Cave forever for its own protec-
tion. Now that’s a real conservationist, right?

At age 65, I have no plans to return to 
Lechuguilla Cave, especially not for a hard-
core exploration trip.  Like most readers, I 
am quite content to watch from the bleachers 

cheering on these fine explorers doing great 
work in the cave. We should support them 
and whoever follows them. We applaud these 
bold extensions into the unknown and fondly 
hope that someday they will find the passage 
that leads to vast new worlds to be explored 
in future decades. From an old timer, never 
lose faith in that mission; it’s there some-
where waiting patiently for you to find it. 

And to those government officials who 
regulate and control access to any cave in 
our nation, read these stories of exploration 
in Lechuguilla and other caves, look at the 
photographs of these new discoveries and 
of our crown jewels, special places like the 
Lakes of Castrovalva, so you fully under-
stand why explorers are so passionate about 
original exploration. This is our inheritance, 
our legacy and our destiny and the reason 
we fight so hard for our cause. Of course, 
conservation is important - but so is explora-
tion, perhaps more so. And to the current 
cave specialist at Carlsbad Caverns, thank 
you for being “reasonable.” You deserve as 
much (or more) of the credit as the explorers 
for your role in facilitating these great discov-
eries. You are building on the vision, initiative 
and enduring legacy of Ronal Kerbo, the 
beloved cave specialist without whom this 
great chapter of exploration would never 
have happened. 

As has been said about the climbing 
scene in Yosemite Valley, in the grand 
scheme of things this is the history that 
really matters.

Ron DeLano

(Author’s note: This manuscript has 
been peer reviewed by veteran Lech explor-
ers and fellow LNS sufferers, Donald G. 
Davis and Dave Jones for accuracy and 
content.)

Ron Delano finds alternatives to caving in Lechuguilla, in Mexico. Photo: Peter Bosted.
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The William L. Wilson and Diane 
C. Wilson Scholarship in Karst 

Science
Administered by the Karst Waters 

Institute
www.karstwaters.org

The William L. Wilson and Diane 

C. Wilson Scholarship in Karst Science 
recognizes the significant contributions of 
the late William (Bill) L. Wilson, who tackled 
some of the most difficult karst science ques-
tions in Florida and elsewhere through his 
consulting company, Subsurface Evaluations, 
Incorporated.  To stimulate the development 
of new, energetic, motivated, and creative 
karst scientists and to remember Bill Wilson 
and his dedication to karst science, the 
scholarship was established by Diane C. 
Wilson in his memory.  The scholarship 
includes a one-time award of $1,000.  
The scholarship is open to any student who 
is currently enrolled in, or has been accepted 
into, a master’s degree program at an 
institution of higher education in the United 
States.  This year’s deadline for all 

application materials is February 15, 

PHYLLOSTOMID BATS: A UNIQUE 
MAMMALIAN RADIATION
(2020) by Theodore H. Fleming, Lilianna 

M. Dávalos, and Marco A. R. Mello (eds.). 

The University of Chicago Press, Chicago. 

Hardcover, 470 pages, 8½” x 11” format, 

ISBN 978-0-226-69612-6. Available for 

$65.00.

There are approximately 1400 known 
species of bats (order Chiroptera). Among 
the mammals, bats are second only to 
rodents in the number of species. The family 
Phyllostomidae—the New World leaf-nosed 
bats—are generally regarded as the most 
ecologically diverse group of mammals.1 
Having undergone a more extensive adap-
tive radiation than any other mammalian 
taxon, these large-brained bats have evolved 
to fill a diverse array of ecological niches. 
The most distinctive feature of this group of 
bats is their adaptation to subsist on widely 
varying food resources, including insects 
and other arthropods, nectar, pollen, fruit, 
seeds, other vertebrates, and even blood. 
A wide spectrum in species-specific dietary 
preferences exists. Some carnivorous bats, 
for example, may have a relatively broad 
dietary range (including both insects and 
small vertebrates), while more generalized 
omnivores may feed on both animals and 
plants. Vampire bats, of course, are unique 
in subsisting solely on blood.

From an evolutionary perspective, one 
of the most significant differences between 
insect-eating phyllostomid bats and insec-
tivorous bats belonging to other chiropteran 
families is their primary use of gleaning as a 
foraging strategy—plucking stationary prey 
directly off a surface, such as foliage or the 

ground. Not only does this feeding strategy 
enable phyllostomids to hunt with relatively 
little competition from bats that primarily 
utilize a hawking mode of foraging (captur-
ing insects on the wing by aerial pursuit), 
it is also widely believed that this ancestral 
mode of foraging was one of the critical 
features that helped to drive their evolution-
ary development. In this regard, it is generally 
thought that gleaning insects exposed basal 
phyllostomids to a variety of potential food 
resources and may have ultimately led to 
the evolution of a rich diversity of species 
and to a host of novel chiropteran feeding 
strategies. And because of mutually beneficial 
associations forged over time between fruit- 
and nectar-feeding species and a wide variety 
of plants, these bats play important roles in 
the maintenance of healthy ecosystems in 
neotropical forests.

Using this unique evolutionary radiation 
as a springboard for discussion, bat diversity 
is considered in the context of niche-related 
functional traits. These include selective 
anatomical, physiological, phenological, and 
behavioral/cognitive adaptations needed 
to ensure survival. In this regard, form and 
function are put into perspective to general 
ecology and evolution (taxonomy and 
systematics). Natural history of the phyl-

lostomid bats is also considered in regard 
to the many valuable ecosystem services 
they provide, aspects of bat-human conflict 
(primarily interactions with vampire bats), 
community and roosting ecology, popula-
tion biology, conservation status relative to 
habitat loss or degradation and a host of 
other anthropogenic threats, and the myriad 
challenges posed by regional conservation 
efforts.

Phyllostomid Bats is a well-referenced 
and scholarly text, co-authored by a selection 
of experts in the field. Well-written, generally 
engaging, and (with some exceptions) largely 
accessible to more general readers, it affords 
an intriguing discussion of evolutionary biol-
ogy and ecology, providing a fascinating 
glimpse into the lives of this unique group 
of animals. This comprehensive, up-to-date 
reference work will be of considerable inter-
est to evolutionary biologists, ecologists, 
conservationists, and bat biologists, as well 
as to lay readers with more than just a pass-
ing interest in the natural history and biology 
of bats.

Danny A. Brass

2021.  Information on how to apply can be 
found at the Karst Waters Institute website 
(http://karstwaters.org/scholarship/).  Additional 
information can be had through email to Dr. 
Janet S. Herman (jherman@virginia.edu).

1The geographic range of these bats 
extends from the southwestern United States 
through Mexico, Central and South America (as 
far south as Argentina), and the West Indies.

Is Caving too Exciting?
The scientific journal Wilderness & 

Environmental Medicine has a novel study 
of “psychophysiological stress response of 
novice cavers in a speleolgoy route”. This 
caught your editor’s attention as I hold a 
doctorate in this discipline. Most psycophysi-
olgical studies I’ve seen have involved EEG 
recordings of subjects sleeping in caves. In 
this study 18 caving novices had heart rates 
measured on a wearable monitor that also 
recorded during a 3-hour cave trip. Based 
on various derived meaures the authors 
concluded an “anticipatory stress response” 
occured and that the fight or flight response 
was overblown for the amount of energy 
expenditure demanded by the trip. This they 
speculated could possibly lead to negative 
cognitive effects. More study needed...

The fu l l  paper can be found at  
https://bit.ly/3gruVSI           Dave Bunnell
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Well, 2021 promises to be a better 
year than 2020. The Covid 19 pandemic 
has raged for more than nine months with a 
terrible loss of life in the U.S. and throughout 
the world. The development of a number of 
new vaccines offer hope that we can return 
to some semblance of normal—or a new 
normal. Nothing can replace the hole from 
the loss of our many friends. We will see 
many lasting social and economic changes. 
Some businesses have found that they can 
function with employees dispersed at home, 
our consumption of goods and services has 
declined but this has had an impact on our 
economy and quality of life. We have limited 
our travel and socialization. The impact of 
Covid 19 will be felt for many years to come.

Over the next six months, vaccines will 
be made available and will help control the 
viral infection rate. Maybe we can get back to 
caving as usual. In March, we will decide if we 
can hold the NSS Convention or whether we 
will need to exercise the virtual option. Work 
is well underway for the late June convention 
in Weed, California.

NSS Headquarters News
By the time you read this, Maureen 

Handler and her crew of volunteers will have 
made great progress on getting our bricks 
placed at the NSS Headquarters. Volunteer 
crews have been taking advantage of social 
distancing with work at the headquarters 
over the last few months. A special thanks is 
extended to all who have purchased a brick 
and for those that came down, prepared the 
site, and laid the bricks.

Headquarters Mortgage Status
On Februa ry  1s t ,  we  w i l l  owe 

$74,715.09 on the NSS Headquarters mort-
gage and have 16 more payments before we 
own the facility free and clear. Our monthly 
mortgage payment is $4,959.16 and we 
are scheduled to pay off the mortgage in 
May 2021.

Cave Avenue Ad Hoc Committee 
Formed

I’ve created an ad hoc committee to 
determine the fate of our former office build-
ing on Cave Avenue. The committee is being 
chaired by Phillip Rykwalder (Prykwalder@
caves.org) and will develop/evaluate alterna-
tives to consider for the building. The building 
was rented to a small business but the Covid 
19 pandemic resulted in their closure. The 
committee is considering a wide range of 
options for the building—from tearing it 
down, continuing to rent it, selling it, turn-
ing it into an education center or conference 

center, creating a caver hostel like those in 
the U.K., etc. Our goal is to create a list of 
options for the NSS BOG to review at the 
Spring BOG meeting. Afterwards, we will 
present the options to the NSS membership 
(using zoom) for input, and then prepare a 
final recommendation for the Summer BOG 
meeting.

Spring Board Meeting
The NSS Board of Governors is sched-

uled to meet virtually on March 13, 2021 at 
9 AM CST. Information on how to view the 
meeting will be posted on the NSS website 
as the meeting approaches. All members are 
welcome to attend.

Safety Issues
The pandemic has many of us limiting 

travel and work. However, some folks are 
using the opportunity to ridgewalk, look-
ing for new cave and karst features. Being 
outdoors offers the opportunity to socially 
distance while getting some exercise and 
having fun. Make sure that you are following 
recommendations to minimize exposure to 
the virus while driving or in the field. Ridge 
walking can create a lead list to be checked 
when it is safer to get into a confined environ-
ment with limited air movement.

Donations
I wanted to thank everyone that has 

donated their time and treasure to the NSS 
in 2020. It continues to be an amazing 
organization that is successful because of the 
commitment of our volunteers.

The museum display cases are filling up 
and looking great. If you or your organization 
would like to help sponsor a case, please 
contact the office. Full case sponsorship is 
$1,000.

Membership data
Membership took a dip in November 

as we approach the end of the year. Much 
of this is believed to be an impact of the 
pandemic. Most grottos are not physically 
meeting and our ability to recruit members 
has been limited. As of November 30th, we 
had 7,206 members and the highest NSS 
number was 70,676. Please consider renew-
ing your membership in the NSS.

Member Recognition
We have two members I would like to 

recognize for their contribution to the NSS 
and caving in general. 

Derek Bristol has created an immense 
body of work on caves and caving tech-
niques. He has a YouTube Channel that 

contains excellent instructional material 
on a wide range of subjects. From vertical 
techniques to cave surveying, cave trips, and 
gear reviews. If you haven’t visited his page, 
I would strongly recommend it for both the 
new caver and those more experienced that 
want to brush up on the latest techniques. 
Derek has done a wonderful job research-
ing and organizing his videos and they are 
a wealth of information. You can find his 
youtube site at https://www.youtube.com/
user/derekbristol1 

I also want to thank Dr. Hazel Barton 
at the University of Dayton for her latest 
presentation on the  Covid 19 virus and 
pandemic. She has now presented four 
webinars that can be accessed from the NSS 
website. She is clearly a gifted researcher 
and presenter and has done a wonderful job 
explaining this complex subject. I know the 
webinars have been widely viewed by both 
NSS members and the public. 

Thank you both for your dedication to 
the NSS. 

Geary Schindel
NSS President

NSS Planning Committee Invites 
Members to Zoom Session
The  NSS S t ra teg i c  P l ann ing 

Committee will be hosting a membership 
townhall via zoom on February 15th at 
7pm ET in order to discuss long term 
planning for the society. This will help 
with the ongoing efforts to update the NSS 
Strategic Plan. 

The Strategic Plan is the core of long 
term planning for the society. Where do 
we want to be in 5 years? What do we want 
to focus our limited resources on? What big 
picture things do we want to accomplish?

Membership feedback is critical to this 
process. The Board would LOVE member-
ship to join the meeting and provide input. 

The link will be sent out ahead of 
time via Facebook and email. To be on the 
email, or if you have any questions, please 
email planning@caves.org.”

NSS Search Committee Seeks 
Presidential Candidates

As required by NSS board acts, the 
Executive Search Committee is advertising 
for candidates to run for NSS President. 
If you are interested in running or can 
suggest a good candidate, please send a 
note to the committee at execsearch@
caves.org or call the chair at 410-792-
0742 in the eastern time zone.
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West Virginia Caver
West Virginia Grottos
December 2020, Vol. 38, Number 6

Nikki Fox, Nick Socky, and Carl 
Amundson poked around the far upstream 
extent of Covert Creek in the Maxwelton 
portion of the Great Savannah Cave 

System. Exploring a group of small pits, the 
trio found several routes between the upper 
and lower cave levels which avoided the use 
of ropes. Perhaps the highlight of the trip 
was the discovery of 4.5-inch formation-
encrusted tooth from an extinct species of 
Pleistocene horse.

George Dasher conducted dye traces 
in Burnholt Cave searching for possible 
hydrological connections to two nearby cave 
springs. While all of the dye traps recovered 
from Indian Rockland Cave were negative, 
traps placed in Davis Springs, West Virginia’s 
largest spring, fluoresced extremely strongly. 
George’s friend, John Tudek, who conducted 
the analysis of the traps, suggests these find-
ings indicate the dye likely followed a line 
of sinks from Burnholt to Davis Spring, a 
distance of nearly seven miles. This finding 
extends the Davis Spring Basin south from 
its previously known extent. 

Returning to the far reaches of Dry 

Cave, three teams of cavers spent a very 
long day surveying through the tight, and 
often unstable, muddy confines of Bobcat 
Canyon. Nick Socky’s team had perhaps 
the best luck, as they were able to spend 
most of their day in a relatively dry canyon 
passage that had walls heavily encrusted with 
formations, including numerous pockets of 
moonmilk. An elusive waterfall can be heard 
echoing through the passage of the complex 
multi-level canyons in the far reaches of this 
section of cave. However, cavers have yet to 
find a route to the waterfall. 

The Carbide Dump
Blue Ridge Grotto
November 2020, Vol. 55, Number 9

An October camp trip to the Maxwelton 
section of the Great Savannah Cave 

System generated over 1,700 feet of new 
survey. A majority of the survey was mop-up 
of upstream passages in Sweetwater River, 
however, two blowing leads were discovered, 
one of which was mapped to over 500 feet, 
almost all of which was crawling. Cavers 
returned to this section of cave in November 
to push their previous finds. Pressing on and 
upwards in the 500-foot long crawling lead, 
cavers pushed through 400 more feet of 
grimy crawls before popping up through the 

floor into a major trunk passage. Borehole 
takes off in three different directions from 
this pop-up with airflow felt in all three. 
1,400 feet was surveyed, with much left to 
be explored. 

The Potomac Caver
Potomac Speleological Club
September-October 2020, Vol. 63, 
Number 5

A few leads were crossed off and some 
more generated during an overnight trip 
to Memorial Day Cave. A duo of cavers 
started on an aid-climb, gaining about 70 
feet, while another two cavers explored 
a virgin pit, finding the passage at the 
bottom to be uncomfortably small. This 
latter passage continued for about 120 
feet before pinching off, although a nice 
echo can be heard coming from a pit 6 feet 
ahead. Technical digging will be required to 
access the pit.

Sag Rag
Shasta Area Grotto
July-August 2020, Vol. 39, Number 4 

Located by Melanie Jackson in April of 
2020, Lemuel Cave houses snow and ice 
well into the summer months. Bill and Judy 
Broeckel completed a survey of the lava-tube 

cave, which was mapped to the 90-foot long 
and 20-foot deep. 

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 Private Collection - 50 Year Sale. 
https://speleobooks.secure-mall.com/   518-295-
7978  emily@speleobooks.com  No convention 
this year so Speleobooks owner Emily Davis is 
offering her life long collection of rare cave books 
for sale. We look forward to seeing you at future 
caving events.
GREAT GIFT IDEA! Rare, hardcover set: Caves 
of Tennessee (Barr, 1961) and Descriptions of 
Tennessee Caves (Matthews, 1971). Copies 
are gently used but in excellent condition. Three 
sets available, $300 per set. Will email photos. 
Contact thelwj1019@gmail.com                       2
A Great Gift Idea: The Unexpected by Donal 
Myrick  is a two volume sci-fi novel providing the 
reader with over 900 pages of exciting adventure 
traveling from inner space to outer space and 
spanning two continents from Venezuela to the 
far reaches of Nunavut.  Available from Amazon 
in paperback and Kindle.  https://www.amazon.
com/dp/B089Y6NN3B .                                     2
W e s t  V i r g i n i a  C a v e  B o o k s 

www.WVASS.org

If your Grotto or Region is looking for new caves to 
explore in the Virginia area, RASS can offer your 
group a place to camp in Bath County, VA. There 
are more than 100 caves within an hour drive.  
We support cave conservation and education.  
Contact Jason Hart at JHARTCAVESVA@gmail.
com                                                                 3
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
New WV Cave Books: Bulletin 20 Caves & 
Karst of the Culverson Creek Basin, WV by 
Lucas, Balfour, and Dasher. 336 pages, 364 
caves, 208 photos, 80 maps. Color copy on 
USB drive. $35 postpaid;.Bulletin 21 Caves 
and Karst of Mercer & Summers Counties, 
WV by Schaer and Dasher. 186 pages, 226 
caves, 131 photos, 62 maps. $25 postpaid. 
WVASS, PO Box 200, Barrackville, WV 26559 
WVASS@PrehistoricPlanet.com                     12

Silas Springer in the dry canyon surveyed 
by Nick Socky’s team in Dry Cave. Photo by 
Nick Socky.

mailto:jhartcavesva@gmail.com
mailto:jhartcavesva@gmail.com
mailto:rass-grants-committee@googlegroups.com
mailto:wvass@prehistoricplanet.com
mailto:nssnews@caves.org
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