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

July 24, 2021—The annual NSS Board of 
Governors meeting will be held virtually on 
Saturday, July 24, 2021 at 9 am PDT and if 
needed, on Sunday, July 25th at 9 am PDT. 
Information on how to attend the meeting will be 
posted on the NSS webpage.
July 25-July 30, 2021—Virtual NSS convention, 
see http://nss2021.caves.org/
July 25-July 30, 2021—Western Region 
Speleo-Ed, Weed, California. Camping, cave 
trips, workshops, social events! http://wr2021.
nsswest.org/
August 6-8, 2021—Come to the 68th Annual 
Indiana Cave Capers 2021 Edition! This year 
we are back at Crawford County 4H Fairgrounds 
near Morengo, Indiana, home of the 2007 NSS 
National Convention. This  will be another great 
Capers hosted by the Central Indiana Grotto 
featuring access to some of the most rare and 
beautiful caves in Indiana. Enjoy camping, live 
music, banquet, speaker, prizes and more! 
Watch for pre-registration discounts and more 
info coming soon. For more information, go  to 
www.cigcaves.com
August 13 - 15, 2021—Karst-O-Rama, at Great 
Saltpetre Cave Preserve, Mt. Vernon, Kentucky.
We’re bringing Karst-O-Rama back!  Great cave 
trips and camping, vendors, and a live band with 
a costume party pair well with our sauna, hot 
tub, creek splashing, and, of course, feeding 
your thirst at the Guano Grill for three days of 
downright speleo-fun! This year’s theme has yet 
to be decided. KOR is hosted by the Greater 
Cincinnati Grotto with pre-registration discounts 
and info available soon! For more information, 
see our website at:  karstorama.com/. 
October 7-10th, 2021—(Columbus Day 
weekend). The TAG Fall Cave-In, hosted by the 
Dogwood City Grotto, is an annual celebration of 
Caves, Caving, and Community, with 43 events 
in the last 44 years. After a year of Hindsight 
in 2020, where we all watched the world shut 
down and practiced social distancing during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, we are pleased to 
invite you to join us. Funds from the Cave-In 
registration are returned to the caving community 
through grants for cave research, conservation, 
exploration, and acquisitions, as well as rescue 
and training. Pre-registration will open soon. 
Looking forward to seeing you there. Let’s Go 
Caving! Registration and other details will be 
posted at https://dogwoodcitygrotto.org/TAG-
Fall-Cave-In
November 1-5, 2021—2021 National Cave and 
Karst Management Symposium  (NCKMS 2021) 
will be held in San Marcos, TX  Featuring Dale 
Pate, to speak at the banquet!  Field trips to local 
caves and special access to local show caves!  
Glass-bottom boat tour of local spring!  T-shirt!  
Online pre-registration is open.  Reserve your 
hotel room for reduced rates. More details at 
symposium2021.nckms.org

Photographer Spotlight: Rainer Straub
Filderstadt, Germany

Germany´s Mordloch (murder hole) is a vadose river cave that offers corrosive pools

German photographer Rainer Straub 
was born in 1967 and started explor-
ing caves in in the karstic area 

of the Swabian Alb in south Germany in 
1983. He soon became a member of the 
Höhlenforschungsgruppe Ostalb-Kirchheim 
e.V. (HFGOK), an active caving group that
surveyed many caves in Germany and across 
Europe. 

For several years he participated 

on trips to deep caves in the Bavarian 
mountains and, as the group moved more 
and more into cave diving projects in the 
nineties, he started cave diving. Rainer is 
now the Delegate for Cave Diving of the 
German Speleological Federation (VdHK) 
and participates in major German cave 
diving projects such as the exploration of 

continued on page 12
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Venezuela’s Angel Falls or Kerepakupai 
Merú, in its original indigenous name given 
by the local Pemón people, is the world’s 
tallest waterfall. It includes the initial unin-
terrupted drop of 2,648 feet (807 meters), 
plus 564 feet (172 meters) in a sequence 
of smaller falls that don’t require ropes to 
descend or ascend, as I personally confirmed 
on my first visit in 1971. So, Angel Falls 
holds two world records: (i) the tallest water-
fall in the world, and (ii) the waterfall with the 
greatest uninterrupted drop.

In August 1989 I organized and led 
an expedition to descend in one single step 
such a drop, followed by a tandem ascent, 
on the same rope.

 I, Wilmer Pérez, a Venezuelan caver 
and long-time member of the Sociedad 
Venezolana de Espeleología (SVE), descended 
first, followed by Luis Aulestia, a Venezuelan 
climber. After the descent, a helicopter took 
us up to the summit of Auyantepui, the large 
mesa where the Kerepakupai River, which 
forms Angel Falls, starts. There we made 
an improvised campground to eat and rest. 
The next morning the helicopter brought 
us back to the same place where we landed 
the day before. I connected to the rope and 
jumared up about 120 feet. Then I called Luis 
to connect and jumar up the rope with me, 
in tandem. It took us three and a half hours 
to reach the summit again. Our support 
team included Thierry Ameller (professional 
photographer), Axel Márquez (architect 
and chef), Raul Febles (caver, publicist, and 
cameraman), Fabio Anteri (cameraman), 
Pedrito Ruiz (my nephew and experienced 
rigger of rope systems in the jungle canopy; 
his real name is Pedro, but everyone calls 
him Pedrito), José “Pepe” Lerone (fellow 
hang glider pilot and engineer), Julio Castro 
(another hang glider pilot with extensive 
mountaineering experience), and Ygor 
Almeida (expert caver, helicopter pilot, and 
BASE jumper). All of them were waiting for 
us to finish the ascent, and to celebrate all 
the effort invested in this expedition.

Why Angel Falls?
In Venezuela, when we start elementary 

school, the first three things we learn are (i) 
the colors of our national flag (yellow, blue, 
and red), (ii) that Simón Bolívar liberated us 
from Spain, and (iii) that Angel Falls is the 
highest waterfall in the world. In 1964, when 
I was 14 years old, my father took me on my 
first visit to Guayana’s cloud forests. He was 
part of a team of engineers, mechanics, and 
military personnel transporting large machin-
ery using a C-123, a large military transport, 

First Descent and Ascent of the Freefall Drop at Angel Falls
Story by Wilmer Pérez, NSS 66644; 

Photographs from the Wilmer Pérez Collection and used with permission

to build a road through 
the jungle to connect 
El Dorado...a forest 
town with a mythical 
past...with Santa Elena 
de Uairén located 
near the border with 
Brazil. We were living 
in improvised camp-
grounds in the jungle. 
One day he took me to 
a granitic rock protrud-
ing through the forest 
and said, “If you follow 
a straight line from 
this point, you will hit 
Angel Falls, 120 kilo-
meters from here.”

In February of 
1971 I participated 
in the first expedi-
t ion, organized by 
the SVE, to climb a 
tepui, the indigenous 
term used to describe 
the table-top moun-
tains of the Roraima 
Formation. The cargo 
DC-3 aircraft took 
us to Devil’s Canyon 
where Angel Falls is, 
but we could not see 
the falls due to bad 
weather. But a month 
later, on March 10, 
1971, my close friend 
Carlos Bosque, a biolo-
gist and fellow SVE 
member, invited me to an expedition to the 
base of Angel Falls. We landed in Canaima, 
in the middle of the jungle, where the Carrao 
River drains into the Caroni River, and we 
traveled by canoes the Carrao River, then the 
Churún River, until we reached the drainage 
of the Kerepakupai River, the creek that 
forms Angels Falls. It took us five days to 
get there due to the river’s low water level 
that forced us to push the curiaras (canoes) 
through innumerable rapids. We set up camp 
with our hammocks and early in the morning 
we walked about 2 kilometers in the jungle 
in the direction of Angel Falls that was just 
in front of us. We kept walking the inclined 
river but we didn’t need to use ropes. Finally, 
we reached the concave walls of Auyantepui 
immersed in the heavy rain of the waterfall. 
We were having a shower at Angel Falls!

By 1982, dur ing SVE meet ings 
while reading aerial photographs of the 
Auyantepui, we noticed a deep sink about 

5 kilometers south of Angel Falls. We 
organized an expedition and went there by 
helicopter. We did the first descent of Sima 
Aonda, a pit in the sandstone of the Roraima 
Formation, that eventually measured -1,269 
feet (SVE 1983). By 1986 and 1987, a well-
trained team of SVE cavers had explored and 
surveyed dozens of sinks in close proximity 
to Angel Falls. We started to contemplate 
that Angel Falls could be descended in one 
drop but the SVE, of which I was a founding 
member in 1967, did not want to devi-
ate from its mission as a scientific society. 
Descending Angel Falls sounded more like 
a sporting achievement, so I didn’t ask for 
the group’s sponsorship.

During the 1986 caving expedition to 
Auyantepui, I was the last one to be picked 
up to be transported to the top of the mesa. 
The pilot deviated from the usual route, and 
went straight to Angel Falls. He landed a few 
yards from the drop and shouted, “Run to the 

The freefall portion of Angel Falls (2,648 feet) above, followed by the 
last 564 feet, that do not require a rope to be descended.
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falls! Check to see if you can descend it!” He 
kept the engines on. I jumped to the ground 
and ran to the falls. “Wow! It is impressive!” I 
thought to myself. I looked at the rocks that 
surrounded the falls. I identified two or three 
points that could be adequate to anchor a 
rope and descend the falls. I ran back to the 
helicopter and the pilot immediately took 
off in route to Sima Aonda, where we had 
a campground.

“What do you think?” he asked me. 
“Can you descend this bitch?”

“Yes!” I answered.
“Don’t tell anybody that I took you 

here,” he said. “I would get fired.”
“Don’t worry,” I said, immensely grate-

ful for this trip.

By 1988 I was invited to be a part of 
the support group of four BASE jumpers 
who wanted to go to Autana Mountain. 
There, I was able to do the first jump with 
a paraglider from a tepui and also jumped 
by hang glider with my friend Angel Chuti 
Martínez. There I met Luis Aulestia. We 
met again at the descent of Sima Mayor of 
Sarisariñama, another sandstone drop of 
-314 meters (1,030 feet) (SVE 1976). We 
became friends. By the end of 1988, we 
received an invitation from a tour provider 
who was bringing a group of Americans who 
wanted to descend Angel Falls. He invited 
us, Luis and me, to present an estimate of 
the logistics. A few months later, already 
1989, we received a letter that stated that 
the bid was not accepted. We sent them a 
fax confirming that we were not part of the 
American expedition.

A few days later I called Luis and told 
him that I had all the experience required to 
descend Angel Falls. We just needed money. 
Luis said, “I am your partner. I’ll descend the 
falls with you. About the money, give me 
two weeks.” Less than two weeks later, he 

called me back. “I got the money!” he said. 
“I presented the plan to Alexander Elorriaga, 
the President of Epson of Venezuela, who 
loved the plan and committed to finance the 
expedition.”

“Perfect,” I said. “I will take care of the 
technical part of the descent and ascent and 
you take care of the money and the logistics.”

“Great,” Luis responded.
We knew the Americans wanted to come 

in October 1989, so we aimed for August 
1989, a bad time due to the increased rains 
in the area of Auyantepui. Also, we needed 
a long rope! I took an airplane from Caracas 
to Miami and, from there, another one to 
Atlanta. There, I took a bus to LaFayette, 
near the border of Georgia with Tennessee, 
and went to the PMI headquarters in the 
USA. I didn’t tell them my exact plans. But 
I asked innumerable questions about the 
Max Wear 1/2-inch static rope, and why 
they considered it their strongest rope on 
the market. They showed me samples of the 
rope; their diameters; their strengths; their 
resistance to abrasion. I thought to myself, 
“This is the rope we need.” I ordered 1,100 
meters of the 12.5-millimeter Max Wear 
PMI Pit Rope. We did discuss extensively 
its strength, its resistance to abrasion, its 
performance in water, and its resistance to 
UV light. I also asked about the experience 
of American cavers with this rope. They 
recommended Allen Padgett and Bruce 
Smith’s book On Rope, so I bought it. By 
the time I landed back in Venezuela, I had 
read the whole book.

August 19, 1989 (Saturday)
Some members of the Venezuelan 

expedition met at Maiquetía Airport where 
we took a commercial flight to Ciudad 
Bolivar—there we would meet with all 
the rest of the expedition members. The 
Aeropostal airplane flew by Angel Falls, and 
eventually landed in Canaima, where a Jeep 

of Canaima Tours was waiting for us. Mary 
García, the boss of the touring company, 
was also there to welcome the group. We 
also contracted a smaller plane, a Caravan 
of Aerotuy, to help the transport of the 
equipment. Before landing, Ygor Almeida 
jumped by parachute over the landing zone. 
Canaima Tours treated us like kings. We used 
the time in the afternoon to allow everybody 
in the team to check their descent and ascent 
gear that would help us once on top of Angel 
Falls. We slept on hammocks in the living 
room of Canaima Tours.

August 20, 1989 (Sunday)
Still dark in the early morning we 

boarded several Toyotas, with all the equip-

The metal “tree” has been installed and the main rope is connected 
to a rack to make it manageable during its descent toward the end of 
the free portion of the falls. The rock is sandstone and the plants are 
Bromeliaceae.

Wilmer starts the descent. The metal roller 
has three different ropes. The white rope is 
the one that reaches the bottom. Angel Falls 
is visible in the background.

 Wilmer takes a picture of a relaxed Luis with the rocky bottom of the 
falls about 400 meters below.
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ment to bypass a series of waterfalls of the 
Carrao River and reach the boarding area 
at the upper side. We loaded three large 
curiaras (canoes) with outboard motors. 
Fabio and Raul are filming. Thierry is taking 
pictures. The navigation by the Carrao 
River was uneventful but once we reached 
the Churún River, coming from the Cañon 
del Diablo, at the heart of Auyantepui, all 
hell turned loose. Despite the rainy season, 
the Churún is very shallow so we needed 
to constantly jump into the river and pull 
and push the canoes. Finally, exhausted, 
we arrived at 8 p.m. at a provisional camp-
ground just in front of Angel Falls.

August 21, 1989 (Monday)
We spent the day waiting for the heli-

copter. We used the time to review and 

separate our gear. There is some anxiety in 
the group. If there is no helicopter, there is 
no expedition.

August 22, 1989 (Tuesday)
The helicopter arrives at sunrise. We 

have everything ready so we made several 
trips from the confluence of the Kerepakupai 
River and the Churún River where we slept, 
to the top of Auyantepui. There, we set up 
a campground just beside the Kerepakupai 
River, which falls through the cliff, forming 
Angel Falls. We set the cooking area under 
the direction of Axel Márquez. Then we set 
our tents and then the helicopter transferred 
the heavy roll of rope that weighed 220 
pounds, to the border of the cliff.

I decided to use exactly the same system 
described by Dan Twilley in the “Long Drops” 
chapter in Padgett and Smith’s On Rope 
book. My friends allowed me to make all 
the decisions about the setting of the rappel 
thanks to my years of experience caving and 
descending deep pits. That gave me a lot of 
freedom. I had also read the article published 
by Dan Twilley in the July 1988 NSS News , 
where he describes the descent of El Capitan 
and Half Dome. That was enough for me 
to try to copy their settings. Luis and I took 
a flight with the helicopter to try to define 
where to start the descent, avoiding any 
rock friction. Ygor Almeida said, “You don’t 
need a helicopter flight to decide where to 
jump. Come with me.” So I followed him 
to a rock that protrudes right to the side of 
the falls and said, “This is it.” I took a rope 
and connected a bag to its tip and allowed 
it to descend about 60 feet. Miraculously, 
it didn’t touch the rock at all. Pepe Lerone 
started right away to set a system of pulleys 
to handle the enormous weight of the rope. 
He also designed and built a metal “tree” to 
anchor the rope, to avoid the weakening of 
the rope by any knot. Pedrito came to help 
me. I used my caving hammer and graver to 
open four holes in the very hard sandstone 

of the Roraima Formation. Then we used 
four Petzl spitz bolts to fix it. Every bolt took 
about 20 minutes to set. But, after two hours 
it was ready. Then we moved the huge roll 
of PMI—3,608 feet of rope—and passed it 
through the bars of a 21-inch rack. Then 
we released, slowly, the rope over a metal 
edge-roller and let it descend all the way to 
the bottom of Angel Falls. Pepe Lerone and 
I took the helicopter and went down again. 
We tied the rope to three big boulders at the 
base of the falls. We were concerned that 
the sudden winds formed inside the concave 
wall would hit it during the descent. Not far 
from those rocks were the remnants of a 
helicopter that was trapped by those winds 
and ended up in catastrophe while giving 
support to a BASE jumper in 1987.

August 23, 1989 (Wednesday)
We are ready to descend—but Thierry, 

Raul, and Fabio feel that the light is not 
adequate for filming. We, reluctantly, post-
poned it for the next day.

Luis and I pulled two hidden toys that 
we had in our tents: paragliders. I opened the 
canopy over a small garden of Bromeliaceae 
plants about 20 feet from the border of the 
cliff. I checked the lines and then the harness. 
We didn’t have a parachute. I pulled the 
canopy and ran as fast as I could, jumping 
over the protruding vegetation. Suddenly, I 
was flying. I turned 180 degrees and faced 
the falls. The first paraglider jump from Angel 
Falls! Yeehaaa! A few minutes later Luis 
joined me in the sky and we flew over the 
most magnificent scenery there is: the Cañon 
del Diablo. We landed on a river beach close 
to our campground at the confluence of 
the Angel Falls and the Churún River. The 
helicopter came and picked us up. Back to 
the top of Auyantepui.

The used rope looks impeccable after being recovered hanging from 
the belly of the helicopter and collected from the jungle below the falls.

Wilmer holds the lower portion of the rope. 
Pepe Lerone is in the background. The falls 
is hidden to the right of the picture frame.

The expedition team on top of Auyantepui. Thierry Ameller, Axel Márquez, 
Ygor Almeida, Julio Castro, Wilmer Pérez, Raul Febles, Luis Aulestia, 
Fabio Anteri, Pedrito Ruiz, and José “Pepe” Lerone (left to right).

Para leer este artículo en español, visite 
https://caves.org/pub/nssnews/extensions.
shtml.
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Wilmer Pérez, my father, started caving when he was just 14 years old, and participated 
in the founding of the Sociedad Venezolana de Espeleología (SVE) in 1967, when he was 
19. This organization, which still exists today, has defied expectations with its productivity, 
longevity, and even its regional impact beyond Venezuela. For example, its Boletín de la 
Sociedad Venezolana de Espeleología, a peer-reviewed research journal, was for years 
the most important publication of its kind, in Spanish, in the Americas. Dad was one of the 
group’s most active explorers and cartographers until we migrated to the United States in 
1991, but even after that he participated in a couple of important expeditions during extended 
trips back to Venezuela. In 2002, I joined my father on an SVE expedition in northeastern 
Venezuela. This trip changed not only my dissertation topic but also my life. After that, 
my research focused on an ethnographic and historical investigation of speleology first in 
Venezuela, Cuba, and more recently the continental US and Puerto Rico. Central to my work 
is speleology’s role in shaping the identities of its practitioners, who, in turn, yearned for and 
literally create—through maps, scientific studies, archives—alternate three-dimensional local, 
national, and regional geographies (you can learn more about my research at www.geo.wvu.
edu/~mperez). I have repeatedly found insight in caves’ power to gather multiple overlapping 
and at times conflicting stories and dimensions, many of which cavers themselves study—often 
as an avocation—from geological, biological, or archaeological perspectives. In the process, 
I have even learned more about the lives of other caver kin. My dad’s sister Norka was an 
SVE member for a brief period in the 1960s. The other was Juan Antonio Tronchoni, key 
SVE founder, long-time president, and adored godfather.

In the US, too, I have a caving family. I consider many NSS members my dearest mentors 
and friends. My Ph.D. was my “Angel Falls.” It took me way down and then way up! Happy 
to say that I am about to become Associate Professor in the Geography Program at West 
Virginia University. At every step of the way US cavers have been there to support me. I still 
remember meeting Rane Curl at the University of Michigan, who quickly encouraged me to 
head to Mammoth Cave and take those wonderful Western Kentucky University Karst Field 
Studies courses. I had dream instructors such as Art and Peg Palmer, Stan Sides, and Pat 
Kambesis. While living in Iowa, long-time Iowa Grotto president Mike Lace introduced me, 
my husband Erik, and little daughter Andrea to some of the state’s underground marvels. My 
three daughters call Mike “Tio Mike.” I met George Veni back in 2007 in Aguadillas, Puerto 
Rico, and no matter how busy he is, he always makes time to answer my quirky anthropological 
questions. More recently, Dwight Deal and John Wilson have become amazing friends and 
mentors. I’ve learned so much from John’s keen sociological insights on you crazy bunch of 
cavers. Yes, that’s my official anthropological conclusion!

My first NSS Convention was in 2004, in Marquette, Michigan. It only took 14 years for 
me to finally convince my father to come to Convention! He loved it so much in Helena that 
he signed up for the one in Tennessee the next year. Yes, the whole family was camping for 
that stormy event—my husband Erik, our girls Andrea, Bianca, and Carmen, my wonderful 
mom Mirza, and my brothers Carlos Luis and Carlos Eduardo. That was a particularly special 
event because during Banquet I was honored as an NSS Fellow. Pretty cool that mom and 
dad were there.

I am of course gushing with excitement that dad, who just retired from a pretty busy 
career as a doctor, is finally writing about his amazing experiences as a caver and all-round 
lover of this Earth. If you enjoyed his Angel Falls account, get ready, because he is working 
on a lot more.

I also share with you a few references. In 2007 the SVE published in English a really 
good summary of its then 40 years of activities in Venezuela. It is no secret that Venezuela 
is going through a really tough time right now, but the SVE remains active thanks to the 
leadership of its first woman president, geologist Dr. Luz María Rodríguez. You can contact 
the group via its Web site www.sve-espeleologia.org.ve. It should go without saying—but I am 
saying it nevertheless—Venezuela is no terra nullius, so please contact local cavers before 
planning to head down. The SVE members and other Venezuelan cavers, sometimes with 
great international collaborations, have already explored and mapped hundreds of caves, and 
ongoing work remains, even in the most difficult of times.
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August 24, 1989 (Thursday)
We reviewed in detail the whole system: 

the pulley, the ropes, the bolts, the roller, 
the ratchet cams, the figure-eight knots at 
the ends of all ropes. Pepe Lerone and 
Pedrito were at my side and they were tell-
ing me what to do, like a checklist read to 
an airplane pilot.

“Are you ready?” they asked.
“Yes,” I answered.
“Connect up to this rope with your 

descender,” they said, as they offered me a 
coloured line.

“Done,” I said.

Pepe connected a carabiner to my seat 
harness and said, “We are holding you with 
this line. Even if you panic and open your 
hands, we can bring you up provided you are 
still connected to this rope,” he stated firmly.

“Ha, ha! I’ll try not to panic!” I said.
I started rappelling down easily for about 

60 feet until I cleared the large rock that 
protrudes to the side of Angel Falls.

I connected a jumar to the main rope 
and then the large rack to the descending 
rope. I connected only three bars. I had the 
experience of using aluminum bars in the 
past and they just melt under the friction and 
the heat of a long descent. So we used steel 
bars that are slippery but stronger. I told them 
to remove the pulleys from the main rope. 
I felt the huge pressure. It felt like the nylon 
rope transformed into a steel wire.

I removed the final umbilical cord: the 
safety rope. I have no place to go but down. 
When you do long rappels along a wall you 
have the option to stop and connect to the 
wall and rest or abort the descent and jumar 
up. I didn’t have that option. The walls of 
Angel Falls are concave and as you descend 
you get farther away from them. “No way 
up, but down, man!” I said to myself.

The weather was excellent. I could see 
Angel Falls falling beside me sending a cold 
rain and a breezy wind but not stormy. I 
could see Thierry on the helicopter ski, taking 
pictures. One hour and five minutes later I 
set my feet on land. I was cold and wet so I 
disconnected from the rope and moved to 
the left of the falls, pulled the radio and called 
Luis. “Brother, your turn!” About one hour 
later I could see Luis like a spiderling flying 
with the wind, but under control. After he 
landed, I called the helicopter. The pilot felt 
it was too late to allow us to try to jumar up. 
So they came to pick us up.

August 25, 1989 (Friday)
Unfortunately, the weather today is 

stormy. We checked the ascending gear. 
I decided to use a Petzl Croll at my waist, 
three Gibbs ascenders, one on each foot and 
another one for the pull with our hands. We 



8           NSS NewS, July 2021

used a Simmons Roller to stay close to the 
rope during the ascent, instead of the Frog 
system used by the Europeans but not very 
efficient for long drops like this. Luis’s gear 
setup was exactly the same.

A close friend and hang glider pilot, 
Rosbitt Gonzalez, was in charge of building 
up the connectors of our foot ascenders to 
the rope.

“Rosbitt, we put our lives in your hands. 
If those sutures fail, we are dead,” I said, half 
jokingly, but knowing that it was the truth.

“C’mon, don’t get dramatic. Free your 
mind!” he answered.

We tried Rosbitt’s setup in Caracas and 
they worked perfectly. We cannot see the 
base of the falls. Just dark clouds.

“Wilmer, do you want to cancel?” asked 
Captain Tallaferro, the helicopter pilot.

“Nope,” I said.
“Okay, let’s go. Jump in the helicopter,” 

he ordered.

We flew again to the base of the falls.
It has been raining over Auyantepui and 

the waterfall is full. An impressively heavy 
rain was falling down on us. I connected my 
system. First the Gibbs left foot and then right 
foot, then the Petzl Croll at my waist, then 
the third Gibbs ascender. Luis grabs the rope 
to allow me to ascend easily. After about 70 
feet I felt very comfortable. So I called to Luis, 
“Connect up. Let’s go up together!” He did 
so and we started up together on the same 
rope. Soon we were on our way up in the 
direction of a dark cloud blocking the middle 
of the canyon. I looked down and saw Luis’ 
face. He was smiling and relaxed. “Perfect!” 
I said to myself. We kept jumaring up, in the 
direction of the big gray cloud. Once inside it 
we were beaten by heavy winds and I could 
not see Luis or hear him anymore. I hoped 
he was still below me on rope. Eventually I 
popped out of the cloud and a few minutes 
later I saw Luis. “Hey Luis, let’s have lunch. 
Come closer!” I shouted at him. He did and 
we had the sandwiches that Axel prepared 
for us. We kept jumaring up and three and a 
half hours later after our start we were being 
pulled up by our elated friends and taken to 
the campground to celebrate with rum and 
an extraordinary dinner prepared by Axel.

August 26, 1989 (Saturday)
We dismounted the whole campground 

and packed everything to be lifted back to 
the Churún campground. Luis Aulestia takes 
the responsibility to remove the rope—and 
retrieve it hanging from the helicopter, not an 
easy task. Previously we were taking pictures 
of ourselves, to use as advertisement, to 
become rich and famous. We flew directly 
to Canaima.

August 27, 1989 (Sunday)
Flight from Canaima to Ciudad Bolivar 

and on to Caracas and home.

July 31, 2018
All of my family are members of the 

National Speleological Society, so here we 
are at the 2018 NSS Convention at Helena, 
Montana, and I was approached by Bruce 
Smith, coauthor of the On Rope book. He 
asked me how difficult it was to descend and 
ascend the highest waterfall in the world. I 
answered, “It was a piece of cake, Bruce. I 
just followed the instructions in your book.” 
He laughed and signed the second edition of 
On Rope that I bought as a souvenir.

Discovery of Two New Species of Crabs in a Colombian Cave System
Jesús Fernández Auderset, NSS # 69269 and Carlos A. Lasso

Due to its geography, Colombia is 
a country with enormous biodiversity. 
Colombia occupies a unique position in the 
Andean region, with coastline on both the 
Pacific Ocean and Caribbean Sea. It contains 
tropical dry savannahs, Amazonian tropi-
cal rainforest, three mountain ranges, and 
several thermal floors that provide an ideal 
environment for biodiversity and human 
multiculturism.

Several karst and quartzite systems exist 
within Colombia, but exploration is only just 
beginning due to the difficulty of the terrain 
and the armed conflict within the region. 

Espeleo Colombia was created to foster 
Colombia caving research and exploration 
as a collaborative effort among researchers 
and explorers from Colombia, Switzerland, 
Spain, and the United States.

After years of work, including walking 
thousands of kilometers of terrain and rigging 
hundreds of kilometers of rope in caves, 
Espeleo Colombia has forged institutional 
alliances with the Humboldt Institute, the 
National University of Colombia, Rio Claro 
Nature Reserve, Fundación Amazonas, and 
SUR Company (Petzl Colombia).

This cooperative effort led to the 
discovery of two new species of cave crabs 
of the genus Neostrengeria, confirmed 
by the National University of Colombia 
and Humboldt Institute in 2017. These 
specimens were discovered in caves at 
an altitude of 1,555 and 2,000 meters 
above sea level, at different depths, by 
researchers of the Institute of Natural 
Resources (ICN) at the National University 
of Colombia and Professor Carlos A. Lasso 
of the Humboldt Institute in collaboration 
with the Research Group on Evolution 
and Ecology of Neotropical Fauna-ICN, 
Espeleo Colombia, and the Colombia Bio of 
Colciencias program. In 2016, three male 
Neostrengeria lassoi M.R. were collected in 
Los Aviones Cave, as well as three female 

and one male Neostrengeria fernandezi 
M.R. in Pauna, Las Cacas Cave. Both 
species were described as new to the science 
by Professor Martha Campos of ICN, the 
foremost specialist in crabs in Colombia.1 
Recently, the Humboldt Institute released 
a book about subterranean biodiversity in 
El Peñón: Biodiversidad subterránea y 
epigea de los sistemas cársticos de El 
Peñón (Andes) (available at www.humboldt.
org.co).2 The majority of Espeleo Colombia 
exploration occurs in the El Peñón region. 

Near Santander de Guadalupe is the 
Cinchas geological zone where there are 
several caves located in a karst fold hidden by 
vegetation. This is one of the regions where 

Professor Carlos A. Lasso of the Humboldt 
Institute

Fishing for crabs: Professor Carlos A. Lasso 
of the Humboldt Institute. 
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the Humboldt Institute is conducting a study 
of caves with particular characteristics such 
as underground water currents, fauna, flora, 
and geological formations that are of great 
interest to scientists.

The discovery of new species in these 
caves emphasizes the importance of preserv-
ing these fragile ecosystems. Evidence of 
water contamination has been found in cave 
streams that are the habitat of these new 
species, which threatens the survival of the 
species and the cave ecosystem as a whole. 
Activities in the area that negatively impact 
the water quality within the cave system are 
deforestation, mining, ranching, extensive 
agriculture, and uncontrolled urban develop-
ment absent controls to prevent waste from 
being emptied into the underground water.

In addition to pollution, ecotour-
ism is a factor that threatens the fragile 
balance of endo-karst systems. As quoted 
in Sustainable Week magazine, Professor 
Lasso commented:

[D]isorderly and uncontrolled tourism 
destroys features with millions of years of 
evolution (stalactites, stalagmites, etc.), 
extracts crabs, contaminates with garbage, 
etc. It is evident that there is a lack of regu-

lation and comprehensive vision for these 
spaces which are considered to be natural, 
geological, and archaeological heritages…3

There are more than 100 known 
species of freshwater crabs in the coun-
try. Using the criteria established by the 
International Union for Conservation of 
Nature, the Humboldt Institute Red Book 
of Crabs lists 25 freshwater crab species 
as “Endangered” and one as “Vulnerable.”4 
To protect these species and others, collab-
orative cave researchers and explorers in 
Colombia recognize the need to protect and 
conserve biologically diverse karst systems 
through education and the promotion of 
responsible tourism.

El Peñón
Cave research and exploration in 

Colombia have been focused in the munici-
pality of Santander, which currently has an 
inventory of more than 103 explored caves. 
El Peñón is a small municipality in the region 
located at 2,550 meters above sea level. 
This area has particular morphological and 
geological characteristics that make it one 
of the most important and intriguing karst 
systems in Colombia, with several hydro-

logical circuits that are just beginning to be 
studied by various scientific disciplines such 
as biology, hydrology, and anthropology, 
among others. The home base of Espeleo 
Colombia, Campo Espeleo, is located in El 
Peñón. Campo Espeleo has hosted scien-
tists and explorers for over 11 years. New 
caves are discovered and surveyed, and 
cave biology is inventoried with the intent to 
encourage scientific research and preserve 
fragile karst systems.

New headquarters are being built at 
Campo Espeleo in order to facilitate further 
research as well as sustainable tourism in El 
Peñón. The new headquarters will include 
common rooms for planning expeditions, 
mapping, study, and relaxation, as well as 
bedrooms and other necessary facilities. 
Part of the work of Espeleo Colombia is 
to train scientists in caving techniques such 
as single rope technique and safety. Please 
contact Jesús Fernández Auderset at espe-
leocolombia@gmail.com if you are interested 
in our work.
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Male of Neostrengeria charalensis

 Crab: Female of Neostrengeria charalensis, very similar to both 
Neostrengeria lassoi and Neostrengeria fernandezi. Unfortunately, photos 
of Neostrengeria lassoi and Neostrengeria fernandezi are not available. For 
drawings of these two new freshwater cave-dwelling crab species, please 
see Professor Campos’s article. 

Ca
rlo

s 
A

. L
as

so
, H

um
bo

ld
t 

In
st

it
ut

e

Fe
lip

e 
Vi

lle
ga

s,
 H

um
bo

ld
t 

In
st

it
ut

e

Crab: Male of Neostrengeria charalensis

J.
E.

 G
ar

cí
a-

M
el

o

Aerial view of El Peñón 

Da
n 

S
tr

al
ey

mailto:espeleocolumbia@gmail.com
mailto:espeleocolumbia@gmail.com


10           NSS NewS, July 2021

Muñoz-Saba (ICN), for their support in 
the discovery of two new species of cave 
crabs. Likewise, we thank Juan Guillermo 
Graces from the Fundación Amazonas and 
Rio Claro Nature Reserve. Throughout the 
years, we appreciate the support of the entire 
Spéléo-Club des Préalpes Fribourgeoises 
(SCPF) of Switzerland and Efraín Mercado 
of Federación Espeleológica de América 
Latina y del Caribe (FEALC), as well as Petzl 
Colombia. Our thanks to Dan Straley NSS # 
48142 and fellow speleologists in Colombia 
including Camilo Chica, Iván Gonzales, 
Jorge Williams, Camilo Martínez, and Yaneth 
Muñoz-Saba. We thank Rebecca Dettorre for 
translation and copyediting. A very special 
thank you to cinematographer and caver 
Sofia Oggioni NSS # 69965. Finally, we 
are grateful to all of the photographers and 
videographers who learned basic caving 
techniques to document cave exploration 
and research at El Peñón and other regions. 
These cavers, scientists, talented individuals, 
and organizations drive our continued efforts 
to explore and protect the incredibly biodi-
verse cave systems in Colombia.

References
1. Campos, M.R. 2017. Two new species 

of freshwater, cave-dwelling crabs of the 
genus Neostrengeria Pretzmann, 1965, 
from Colombia (Crustacea: Decapoda: 
Pseudothelphusidae). Zootaxa 4247(2): 
157-164 DOI: https://doi.org/10.11646/
zootaxa.4247.2.7.

2. Lasso, C.A., Barriga, J.C., Fernández-Auderset, 
J. (Eds.) 2020. Biodiversidad subterránea y 
epigea de los sistemas cársticos de El Peñón 
(Andes), Santander, Colombia. Colombia: 
The Humboldt Institute http://hdl.handle.
net/20.500.11761/35459.

3. El increíble descubrimiento de cangre-
jos cavernícolas en Colombia. Semana 
Sostenible June 15, 2017 https://sostenibi-
lidad.semana.com/medio-ambiente/articulo/
cangrejos-cavernicolas-descubierrtos-reciente-
mente-en-colombia/38059.

4. Campos, M.R. and Lasso, C.A. 2016. Libro 
Rojo de Cangrejos Duldeacuícolas de 
Colombia. Colombia: The Humboldt Institute 
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11761/9298.

Cave Paleoclimatology
Paleoclimatology is a wide-ranging 

approach to analyzing past climatic condi-
tions for which we cannot directly measure. 
Paleoclimatologists gather data on past 
climates by collecting samples from proxy 
sources such as tree rings, ice, sediments, 
coral, etc. The proxies that are of interest to 
us are Speleothem Proxies (cave formations). 
Speleothem proxies can be analyzed for a 
number of parameters such as (Fleitmann, 
et al., 2008): 
1. Oxygen -16/Oxygen -18  ra t i o : 

Variations in cave temperatures and 
properties of rainfall. 

2. Carbon-12/Carbon-13 ratio: Changes 
of overlying vegetation. 

3. Growth Intervals: Used to identify drier 
versus warmer climates or warmer 
versus cooler climates. 

4. Annual Band Thickness: Rainfall or 
mean annual temperature. 

5. Trace Elements: Used as a proxy for 
a variety of variables and help provide 
clues to seasonal information. 

Paleoclimatologists analyze this data 
and use to attempt to reconstruct a model 
of past climate. Like any method in science, 
there are uncertainties and pockets of error. 

Sensor Purpose and Design
The initial push for the development 

of the Long-Term Cave Climate Monitoring 
Sensor (LCCMS) is the uncertainty and 
error that the analysis of speleothem prox-
ies invites. Some of the sources of error and 
uncertainty stem from the fact that we have 
a limited understanding of the true sensitiv-

LCCMS: A Long-Term Cave Climate Monitoring Sensor
Ethan Oleson NSS#69922

ity of the above parameters (Fleitmann, et 
al., 2008). We can attempt to bridge that 
gap of understanding by monitoring the 
variables that affect the parameters in order 
to develop a holistic understanding the 
processes and how the cave responds to the 
conditions. Long-term cave monitoring for 
both locations where speleothem sampling is 
occurring and in other designated locations, 
is essential to the understanding of our sets of 
proxy data. The LCCMS is designed to moni-
tor air temperature, humidity, air flow, CO2 
and O2 level and then log the data in a format 
that can be exported to a spreadsheet. 

LCCMS Mark I with 
sensor array

The sensor is designed to be robust 
and self-contained. The first generation of 
the sensor (Mark I) is contained within an 
aluminum housing that was repurposed from 
a surplus dynamometer. The senor array 
branches from the housing. 

The internal “brain” of the sensor, 
shown below,  is an Arduino Uno running 
an adafruit datalogging shield that prints data 
to a 128GB SD-Card in a .csv excel format. 
The sensors onboard are a MPL3115A2-I2C 
Pressure/Temperature/Altitude Sensor, an 
Analog Output Anemometer, a CO2 (model 
TBD), a O2 (model TBD), and a DHT22 
temperature and Humidity Sensor. 

 LCCMS Mark I main aluminum body

Project Timeframe
This project is multi-year. This project is 

designed to be implemented in four distinct 
stages. 

LCCMS brain, based on Arduino (bottom 
board), SD Card reader (middle board) and 
the input/output screw terminals (top board).

Recording biometric data: Crab of the genus 
Neostrengeria charalensis. 
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Stage One: Sensor Design. This is 
the current phase of the project. In this 
phase, the sensor was designed, built, and 
de-bugged. Currently, the team is in the 
de-bugging phase and the final stages of 
programming the senor to efficiently collect 
data while using as little power as possible. 

Stage Two: Week Test. After the sensor 
is de-bugged to the best of our ability, it will 
collect data for one week (or until it dies, 
or something happens). This week test 
will occur above ground, both indoors and 
outdoors. This stage is important to help us 
understand the limits of the sensor and for 
the sensor to “understand itself”. 

Stage Three: Year Implementation. This 
stage is the long-term debugging phase. The 
Sensor will be installed in a cave to collect 
data for one year. During this year, the sensor 
will be visited monthly to dump data from the 
SD Card to relieve load on the board and 
allow for upkeep of hardware.  

Stage Four: Interannual Collection. This 
is the final and full stage of the LCCMS. The 
sensor will be installed in a cave and allowed 
to collect data for multiple years. The sensor 
will be upkept on regular trips to dump data 
and fix any issues that occur.

This project will take years to complete, 
but that is exactly what is needed to hone the 
models and create a proper understanding 
of the response of a cave to climatic shifts. If 
we can understand how a cave “logs” data, 
we can interpret that data more accurately 
and then more precisely predict the future 
of climate.

Problems (Opportunities for 
Excellence) 

As with any project, there are some 
issues that have already come up and some 
foreseen issues that could come up down 
the road.

Board Failure or Incompatibility: This 
is an inherent, potential issue with these 
projects. Since the sensor is not “profession-
ally” and specifically designed and built for 
this purpose, it invites incompatibility issues 
with the individual sensors, possibility for 
whole-board failure, etc. We plan to mitigate 
this risk by testing and retesting the sensor 
in stages two and three. 

Power Supply: The sensor, so far, is 
designed to be self-contained -- including 
power. The code is written to optimize power 
usage in the sensor while reading and writing 
data, however, for the form factor, there is no 
optimal battery source. To combat this, the 
sensor could be installed within a show cave 

and could draw power from the mains. For 
installation in “wild caves” the sensor could 
be installed close to an entrance and solar 
power may be able to be utilized. This oppor-
tunity to excel is still being capitalized on. 

Disturbance after Installation: While this 
sensor is designed to be robust and strong, 
nothing is foolproof. If a large animal or a 
human decided to interact with or vandalize 
the sensor, it could be easily done … where 
there’s a will, there’s a way. Future designs 
include smaller form factors and protected 
sensor arrays all in effort to have a smaller 
footprint and be more resistant to tampering. 

The outlined issues are, by far, not 
the only foreseen and already encountered 
issues with this sensor nor are they the ones 
that keep me up at night. As more arise, 
the philosophy is to approach these issues 
as “opportunities to excel”. Through the 
opportunities we have already encountered, 
the design has only been made better. 

Conclusion and What’s Next?
The LCCMS, a project that had its roots 

in a short paper, has provided the team with 
immense pride, drive, and education. We 
look forward to allowing this sensor to be 
free to collect as much data as it wants. As 
the LCCMS Mark I is getting its final touches, 
Mark II is already in design. We would like to 
capitalize on a smaller form factor and design 

a custom-made PCB for the computer and 
sensor input/output. Mark II’s main goal is 
to make the sensor smaller, lighter, cheaper, 
and more efficient. 

Mark I should be installed for the begin-
ning of its year-long stint before winter 2021. 
We have identified a few possible locations 
for implementation. The main prospect is 
Rushmore Cave in Keystone South Dakota; 
however, we would love to send the sensors 
to as many places as possible. A goal of 
this project is for interagency cooperation 
between the NSS, our academic institutions, 
grottos, private caves, USDAFS, NPS, and 
BLM. The data form the LCCMS would be 
accessible to cooperating agencies and to 
the public upon request. 

The team looks forward to updating the 
membership in future NSS News editions 
and publishing academic papers in the 
Journal of Cave and Karst Studies. For 
more information in this sensor, related 
items, and contact information please visit 
www.ethanoleson.com. 

Note On Funding: This sensor is 
entirely self-funded, and no monetary gain 
is expected or sought for, or earned for the 
design. However, the Mark II design and 
model will be facilitated by a newly awarded 
small grant from the Northern Rocky 
Mountain Grotto . 
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The NSS SWR Stalactijack Award for 
Cave Conservation and Restoration 

This annual award has been created 
to recognize a SWR member who has 
demonstrated outstanding efforts in Cave 
Conservation, Restoration, Formation 
Repair, Innovation, and Project Support.  

The Stalactijack is one of Mike’s inven-
tions that is used to support broken cave 
formations while they are being repaired 
and epoxied.  One model is spring loaded, 
and the other contains an all thread and nut 
to provide upward or lateral pressure on the 
formation. It has been used on formations 
weighing more than 40 pounds.

Nominations for this award will be 
collected from the SWR membership the 
month prior to the Annual SWR Winter 
Technical Meeting. The recipients will need 
to be an active member of the SWR in order 
to be eligible for the award.  The recipient 
will be rated on a combined score of 1-10 

in each category to make up a total score in 
the above categories. Past recipients of the 
Stalactijack Award and Mike Mansur will 
make up the committee who will make the 
final decision on the winner, who will then 
be announced at the SWR Winter Technical 
Meeting each year. The winner will receive 
a certificate and a $100 cash award. The 
funding for this award has already been 
established and provided by Mike Mansur. 
We have already chosen the winners for 
2019 and 2020, because the pandemic has 
kept many people from participating in cave 
restoration projects last year. The winner for 
2021 will be announced at the 2021 NSS 
SWR Winter Technical meeting in December, 
and annually thereafter.

  If there are multiple recipients, the 
$100 cash award will be divided equally 
between the winners. 

Mike Mansur
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Photographer Spotl ight: 
Rainer Straub
(continued from page 2)

the Wulfbachquellhöhle, Wimsener Höhle 
or the exceptional Blauhöhlensystem. 
With the focus on exploration, surveying 
and documentation, he has been caving 
in many areas of Europe as well as Africa, 
Cuba, South America, Asia and Israel, and 
has joined several week-long expeditions to 
Lechuguilla Cave in New Mexico. 

For nearly 25 years he has been photo-
graphing in caves, which became more and 
more his passion. Participating in inter-
national meetings of cave photographers 
and the global exchange with renowned 
photographers, he always pushed himself 
to improve his skills. Beside documentation 
photography and storytelling about the work 
of cavers, the artistic aspect came more and 
more into his focus. Using a lightweight 
mirrorless camera combined with multiple 
flashes, flashbulbs and fancy homemade flash 
units, “simple” cave pictures became real 
projects where the set-up could take hours or 
even days (such as for the picture of the blue 
Altınbeşik lake in Turkey, seen on the front 
cover). The challenge that a non-existent idea 
emerges out of the blackness, while using 
light like a painter, is a great motivation. It 
is surprising how highlighting areas of the 
cave or formations, leaving others in dark-
ness, can change the atmosphere and spirit 
of the picture for the observer. 

Rainer works mostly with his wife 
Conny, an experienced and very patient 
model in the cold, wet and muddy conditions 
of most caves. Both love travelling in remote 
areas, especially in karst, around the globe. 
He publishes speleological articles, pictures 
in magazines, books and speleo calendars. 
More of his work in caves and their journeys 
can been viewed on his website: http://
www.rainerstraub.de.

Cloud formed in a sunbeam in a 100m deep 
pit in Edjer (Dragon) cave, Turkey

Massive calcite formations in the main passage of the Blautopf Cave, Germany

One of the most beautiful galleries in Blautopf Cave. The caver wears clean aquasox.

A chamber fully covered with big salt crystal cubes in a secret cave on Mount Sedom, Israel



NSS NewS, July 2021 13 

Rappelling down the zebra-like 80m pit in Colonel Cave, Mount Sedom, Israel. The cave is formed in salt.

The Blessberg Cave in East-Germany contains Germany´s longest soda straws, which reach more than 4m in length.
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Phyllis Boneau by an unusual candlestick 
formation in Pink Panther Cave, New Mexico

Helictites growing out of a 2-foot-long soda 
straw in Blautopf Cave, Germany

 A sharp bending curve in Grotte des Cavottes, a classic cave in the French Jura

Blue ice-formations in Austria’s famous Eiskogel Cave

Lava flow in Jameo de la Gente, part of the 7km long cave system of the La Corona Volcano, 
Lanzarote Island
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NSS Virtual Convention Schedule
July 24-30, 2021  ~  YouTube, Zoom & live from Weed, California!
From caves across the country to caves across the solar system, the 2021 
NSS Convention offers a unique opportunity to learn and explore from 
the comfort of your own home. From July 24-30, convention sessions and 
most meetings will be delivered over the society’s YouTube channel at 
https://tinyurl.com/NSScaves. The video presentations will be archived and 
available for future viewing. Some live meetings will be held on the NSS 
Zoom channel. Be sure to check our website for a full schedule and optional 
merchandise items for sale. All times below are west coast/pacific. Unless 
otherwise noted, all these events will be broadcast on YouTube.

The universal passcode for all Zoom meetings is 414122. Visit nss2021.caves.org for details.

Saturday, July 24
 9:00 AM Board of Governors Meeting  [Zoom]

Sunday, July 25
 12:00 PM NSS Fine Arts Salon Video Tour

Monday, July 26
 All day: Geology and Geography Section
  Cave Digging Section
  Culture of Caves, Cavers and Caving
  Communications & Electronics
  Video Section Presentations
 12:00 PM Speleology for Cavers (part 1)
  Communications & Electronics
  Meeting  [Zoom]

Tuesday, July 27
 All day: US Exploration Sessions
  Cave Conservation & Management
  Spelean History
 12:00 PM Luminary Series: Richard Breisch
 12:00 PM Cave Conservation & Management
  Meeting  [Zoom]
 1:00 PM Convention Planning Meeting  [Zoom]
 4:30 PM Captain Jack’s Stronghold Presentation
  by Lava Beds Natl. Monument  [Zoom]

Wednesday, July 28
 All day: International Exploration Sessions
  Volcanospeleology Sessions
 12:00 PM Speleology for Cavers (part 2)
 12:00 PM Luminary Series: Dr. Ralph Ewers
 4:30 PM IMAX “Ancient Caves” - The Making Of
 6:00 PM Vertical Section Meetings  [Zoom]

Thursday, July 29
 All day: Cave Photography Session
  Biospeleology
  Caves Across the Solar System
  Cave Diving Section
 8:00 AM NSS Congress of Grottos  [Zoom]
  12:00 PM Luminary Series: Frank Binney
 4:30 PM Geology of the Klamaths  [Zoom]
 5:30 PM NSS Photo Salon & Awards Show

Friday, July 30
 All day: Cave Archaeology Session
  Survey & Cartography Session
  Writer’s Workshop
  Cave Conservancy Roundtable  [Zoom]
 10:00 AM Cartographic Salon Critique  [Zoom]
 12:00 PM Speleology for Cavers (part 3)
 5:30 PM NSS Awards Presentation

Times & dates may change. A printable version of this 
schedule is available online at http://nss2021.caves.org

California’s Lava Beds National Monument. Dave Bunnell photo.
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Philip Rykwalder 
NSS 41496

2021 Board of Governors candidate 
Philip Rykwalder is no stranger to readers 
of the NSS News. He has written numerous 
articles that have been published here, and 
he’s made impressive caving accomplish-
ments detailed below.

“Caving is as important to me as 
any career is to anyone,” Rykwalder 
summarized.

Q. How did your sense of adven-
ture develop?

A. I grew up in suburban Nashville. 
I didn’t have any exposure to anything 
adventurous as a kid. Fortunately, at age 
14, I went on vacation to Colorado with my 
best friend, Eric Anderson, and his parents, 
which was an experience that introduced me 
to mountains and adventure. We camped in 
Colorado, Utah and other places out west 
over the next few years and those trips were 
my first exposures to adventure. I remember 
those times very fondly.

Q. Please share some background 
information.

A. I’m 42. I attended DePauw University, 
in Indiana, for my 2001 undergraduate 
degree and the University of Texas in San 
Antonio for my Master of Science in 2003. 
I currently reside in Chattanooga and am a 
proud member of the Chattanooga Grotto.

Q. Tell us about your first cave 
trip.

A. When I was young, Eric and I would 
ride our bikes around the neighborhood after 
school. One day we found a very intriguing 
little cave entrance in the woods. It was scary. 
It took us a few weeks to build up the courage 
to go in, but we went back with a BB gun 
and some flashlights. We went there a few 
times. Soon after that, we read in Tom Barr’s 
“Caves of Tennessee” that it was called ‘Run 
to the Hermitage Cave.’ After that we went 
to a number of caves around town and joined 
the Nashville Grotto.

 
Q. Is caving the most important 

thing in your life?
A. Caving is the thread that unites the 

important people and the pieces of my life. I 
started working for myself years ago to have 
a flexible schedule so I could go on expedi-
tions. Much of my life is focused on being 
available for expeditions.

Q. What is your association and 
connection with National Geographic?

A. I did cave photography work on 
and off in my 20s and early 30s, working 
for Stephen Alvarez and other photogra-
phers who have been published in National 
Geographic. I worked for Benjy von 
Cramon, including once when I played the 
role of Gerald Moni in the re-enactment of a 
rescue at McBride’s Cave, in Alabama, that 
aired on the Weather Channel. I’ve worked 
for other video outfits and appeared in the 
Netflix documentary ‘No Place On Earth,’ 
which was shot in Ukraine. I worked under 
Dr. George Veni and Peter Sprouse at the 
U.S. military base Camp Bullis, outside San 
Antonio. I also recently did a television shoot 
in a middle Tennessee cave about the Bell 
Witch legend.

 
Q. What drives you to explore 

caves?
A. The difficulty that one finds in caving 

is what motivates me. Our NSS community 
explores so many significant caves, but those 
that are exciting, new or inaccessible are 
most alluring to me. Typically, they are pretty 
difficult, sometimes deep and sometimes 
not, but they usually have their challenges. 
I started in alpine caves of Montana that 
involve long walks. But more recently, my 
best finds are river caves in Guatemala, 
China and Mexico. I boil my 25+ year caving 
career down to a handful of significant cave 
finds and the positioning of my life around 
preparing for the next one.

Q. Who are the cavers who most 
inspire you or are role models?

A. Early on, I established the goals 
of caving internationally and wanting to 
excel at every aspect of caving. I started by 
identifying the best cavers and then getting 
to know them and learning from them. My 
main inspirations are NSS Fellows Matt 
Oliphant and Nancy Pistole, who have caved 
in something sick like 72 different countries. 
With their vertical expertise and global expe-
rience, they inspire me nearly daily. Texans 
Charley Savvas and Peter Sprouse also are 
key mentors, cavers I knew from my time in 
the Austin Grotto. Charley is an extremely 
skilled and smooth caver, and nothing fazes 
him. And Peter’s dedication and drive to 
map and explore is unparalleled. Of course, 
legend Marion O. Smith also inspires me 
with his unparalleled drive to find new caves. 
The importance of these folks and others as 
mentors and close friends cannot be over-
stated in my caving career.

Q. Please tell us a little about your 
professional career.

A. Although I’m not a realtor, I am a 
real estate investor and the bulk of my work 
is in property management. I touch about 
300-400 properties per year in one way or 
another. I own rental properties, a property 
management company and a residential 
construction company. I like to think of 
‘rehabbing’ as the recycling of used buildings.

Q. What NSS awards have you 
been bestowed?

A. I was honored to be made an NSS 
Fellow last year, which I think was a culmi-
nation of everything. I’m not sure who all 
wrote nomination letters. I’ve written nearly 
a dozen articles for the NSS News, many of 
which were the cover story. In high school, 
Eric and I did a dye trace project to delin-
eate a groundwater basin in Wilson County, 
Tennessee. During 1996-1997, we made 
weekly visits to around 50 locations, for 18 
months, including a handful of caves. I’ve 
been inside all those caves more than 50 
times each. The project placed high enough 
in the Vanderbilt Science and Engineering 
Fair that we presented it at the International 
Science and Engineering Fair, where we 
received an Honorable Mention. With some 
help from Geary Schindel, Eric and I did all 
our own lab work. The two of us received 
the NSS’ James G. Mitchell Award in 1997 
for this project.

Q. Please share with us some of 
your caving accomplishments.

A. I’m proud of my first exposure to 
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real caving which was in Montana, starting 
in 2003. I was involved with the discovery 
and exploration of the current deepest lime-
stone cave in the U.S., Tears of the Turtle, 
and other alpine caves near it. My favorite 
cave up there, by far, is Virgil the Turtle’s 
Greathouse Cave. I’ve also had a number 
of memorable times, internationally:  Blue 
Underpants Cave in China, El Resumbador 
in Veracruz Mexico and Cueva Seca in 
Guatemala come to mind. Right before the 
pandemic, I was in the Philippines, which 
was amazing. I’ve been on roughly 60 expe-
ditions. Although the names of the caves 
won’t mean very much to readers, those 
experiences have been the best of my life. In 
fact, I have written several articles in the NSS 
News to capture the adventures I’ve had in 
caving and on expeditions. It’s a great way 
for me to contribute to the NSS and share 
my experiences with the caving community.

Q. Please share a few interesting 
facts that we might be surprised or 
interested to find out about you.

A. I love building and making things. I’m 
inspired by bringing ideas to life. Recently, 
I restored a small cabin, largely by myself, 
and I also tinker in my wood shop. There’s a 
lots of art and architecture that inspire me. I 
love travel that marries well with expeditions. 
I love learning the food of other countries 
and bringing their cooking home with me. In 
China, where I was unable to communicate 
my vegetarian diet, I just went into kitchens 
with the women and started cooking with 
them, which was super fun. I love working 
with cavers in small teams and improving 
my rope skills. Most recently, I joined the 
Chattanooga Hamilton County Rescue team 
to further my vertical and rope skills, which 
has been inspiring. Overall, I simply like 
being happy. If something brings me light, 

I do it. If something makes me unhappy, I 
stop doing it. But I do like a good challenge.

Q. What effect has the Covid 
pandemic had on your caving activities?

A. With the pandemic, international 
travel came to a stop and my trips to the 
Philippines and elsewhere were canceled. I 
was able to drive to Cueva Cheve in Oaxaca, 
Mexico, this year, which boosted my spirits 
greatly. Beyond that, my local caving hasn’t 
really changed that much. I mainly cave with 
a small group of folks in Tennessee, including 
my girlfriend, Emily P. Davis.

Q. What are your remaining goals 
in caving and plans for the future?

A. My goal is to ‘live under my helmet,’ 
a phrase that runs through my head almost 
every day. I would prefer to be traveling 8-10 
months of the year. I live inexpensively and 
hope to pull back from work in a major way 
soon so I can focus even more on caves 
and caving. Caving expeditions are the high 
points of my life and I mold the rest of my 
life around them. I do see myself as a caving 
athlete and stay in shape locally via caving, 
mountain biking and backpacking. I take 
fitness seriously. My main goal is to keep 
learning about caves and caving.

Q. What advice would you give to 
young cavers?

A. If you have goals of caving interna-
tionally, being a part of major discoveries 
or even just visiting the significant caves of 
Europe, first develop a baseline of general 

Philip was part of an expedition in 2013 focused on survey of the Rio Secreto Cave in Quintana 
Roo, Mexico. Adventure tours through this cave have become extremely popular.
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Amazon Smile Donations to NSS
The NSS (EIN: 54-6026867) has 

been issued a $436.43 donation from the 
AmazonSmile Foundation as a result of 
AmazonSmile program activity between 
January 1 and March 31, 2021. 

The NSS has received $5,398.32  
from the Amazon Smile program to date 
as of May 2021

To make donations, you simply order 
products from smile.amazon.com instead 
of amazon.com. On your first visit you will 
be asked to select a charity to donate to.

This is a great way to donate to the 
Society and costs you nothing as the costs 
of everything you order is unchanged.

caving skills and then work to hone every 
part of your caving game. Don’t be afraid 
to experiment. Work hard and seek mastery. 
Along the way, always be networking. 
Identify the best cavers in the country or 
world, befriend and emulate them. I hope to 
provide a little inspiration to younger  cavers 
who all ask me how to go caving interna-
tionally and such. I also like the process 
of storytelling. I wrote my first NSS News 
article in 2004. Writing is a way to share 
and network. Once you have the skills and 
network, then you can go caving anywhere. 
There’s one more thing that guides me. 
When Matt Oliphant was organizing the 
original Cheve expeditions in the 1980s, 
his requirements were to be safe and to get 
along with people. That’s good advice for 
anyone.

https://smile.amazon.com/
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A recently discovered early image of 
the Mammoth Cave train by photographer, 
William F. Sesser, at Mammoth Cave repre-
sents one of the most exciting and important 
pictures ever taken of this iconic train. The 
L&N Railroad opened a branch line between 
Glasgow Junction (Park City today) and 
Mammoth Cave in November 1886 and this 
historic picture was taken in March 1887 by 
Sesser who also took pictures at the cave 
between 1886 and 1887.The photo shows 
a pre-Civil War L&N locomotive (#813) on 
the tracks at Mammoth Cave. This historic 
locomotive was used at the cave before the 
buying of four dummy “dinky” small trains 
in 1888. The photograph also shows a rare 
look at the wye “Y” that was used to turn 
the train around at Mammoth Cave towards 
Glasgow Junction. The Mammoth Cave 
Railroad played an important role in bring-
ing more people to the cave and improved 
transportation for the local community. It 
also served local residents as an avenue of 
trade to ship farm products to the town of 
Glasgow Junction as well as it brought back 
supplies to the cave community.

The L&N (Louisville & Nashville) 
Railroad started passenger rail service 
between Louisville and Nashville on October 
31, 1859. The Mammoth Cave Railroad 
was incorporated in 1874 because of the 
great interest of having a railroad built 
from Glasgow Junction to Mammoth Cave. 
After 12 years of negotiations and plan-
ning, construction on the railroad between 
Glasgow Junction and Mammoth Cave 
started July 3, 1886, even though railroad 
tracks were laid to Diamond Caverns as 
early as 1880. 

The main purpose of the Mammoth 
Cave Railroad was to transport visitors from 
the main railroad line in Glasgow Junction 
on an 8.7 mile railroad extension to the 
Mammoth Cave Hotel and Cave. The L&N 
Railroad had an agreement to lease the 
new railroad for 25 years from the date of 
completion.

When the Mammoth Cave Railroad 
officially opened on November 17, 1886, 
the L&N assigned one or two light weight 
engines (one is shown in photo) to handle 
the traffic on the line. They were used until 
the railroad purchased four secondhand 
0-4-2T dummy-type, “dinky” (meaning 
small) steam Baldwin locomotives from the 
Baldwin Locomotive Works in Philadelphia 
in 1888. A dummy engine is a locomotive 
with condensing engines and therefore with-
out the noise of escaping steam. The model 
0-4-2T locomotives had no pilot wheels, 
four driver wheels, and two trailing wheels. 

The Mammoth Cave Railroad 1886-1931: An Iconic Train, A Discovered Photo 
Bob Thompson

The dummy engines were originally used 
on street railways in Nashville and Memphis 
before coming to Mammoth Cave.

The railroad also purchased two wooden 
passenger coaches, and two wooden combi-
nation coaches and baggage cars. The coach 
cars were painted red, contained open 
vestibules and were heated with a coal stove.

The Mammoth Cave railroad engines 
had numbers painted on them but only one 
had a name, “Hercules.” The “Hercules” 
#3 engine claimed the greatest fame among 
the four locomotives. The train carried a 
three-man crew that included the engi-
neer, conductor, and fireman. Water tanks 
were necessary for the steam engines and 
were located at Glasgow Junction and at 
Mammoth Cave. 

At least one round trip was made by 
the Mammoth Cave train in the winter to 
the cave but the number of daily trips in the 
summer varied according to the volume of 
travel. On its journey to the cave, the train 
would pass by mostly rural areas. The rail-
road provided services not only to visitors 
to the cave but also to the Mammoth Cave 
Estate and the local community. Upkeep of 
the railroad tracks was performed by farm-
ers who were recruited along the way and 
worked intermittently between crops. The 
railroad had a contract to carry the United 
States mail and was making between seven 
and fourteen trips per week with the mail 
from Glasgow Junction to Mammoth Cave. 

The L&N Railroad provided a wye at 
Mammoth Cave to turn the train around. A 
railroad wye had tracks that form a triangle, 
so a train can pull up on one side of the 
triangle, back onto another side at a corner, 

than pull forward onto the third side to face 
the direction it came from. Later, the wye 
was replaced by small turntables at both ends 
of the railroad line. 

The Mammoth Cave Railroad ran 
successfully from 1886 until the mid-1890s, 
after which the L&N abandoned the line. The 
stockholders then reformed the company 
under the same name and assumed full 
control from the L&N in 1903. The last 
steam driven locomotive traveled over the 
Mammoth Cave Railroad in 1929 and was 
replaced by a Ford rail car until September 
1, 1931, when service was discontinued. A 
rail bus was previously used on a trial run 
in 1910 as a substitute for the steam trains 
but the experience was unsatisfactory. In 
1926, stockholders voted to send the famous 
“Hercules” engine #3 to Louisville for a badly 
needed improvement but it was eventually 
scrapped in 1931. Today, locomotive #4 and 
combine #2 sits on the grounds of Mammoth 
Cave National Park, as shown below:

This is the dummy 0-4-2T steam locomotive, 
built by Baldwin Locomotive Works in 1888, 
displayed at Mammoth Cave NP. It headed 
the very last train on the Mammoth Cave 
Railroad. The engine was the last operating 
dummy steam locomotive in America.  Photo 
by James St. John, Wikimedia Commons.
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 Cloth Patches Part 35:    Additional Show Caves and NSS Conventions  
From the archival collection of Gary K. Soule 

Grottes de Betharram
Lourdes, France

 Crystal Cave
(part of the Heineman Winery)

Put-In-Bay, Ohio

Fountain Cave
Grottoes, Virginia

Pictograph Cave State Park
Billings, Montana

Graham Cave State Park
Danville, MissouriJacob’s Cave

Versailles, Missouri

Lost World Caverns
Lewisburg, West Virginia

Natural Bridge Caverns
Natural Bridge, Virginia

Rickwood Caverns
Rickwood Caverns State Park

Warrior, Alabama

Stark Caverns
Eldon, Missour

The Caverns
Pelham, Tennessee 2016 NSS Convention

Ely, Nevada

2017 NSS Convention
Rio Rancho, New Mexico

2018 NSS Convention
Helena, Montana 2019 NSS Convention

Cookeville, Tennessee

2020 Virtual NSS Convention
Elkins, West Virginia
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2021 Luminary Series
These 3 presentations will be included 

in the upcoming NSS Virtual Convention 
at the end of the month.

He now lives in San Diego.  Although devoid 
of limestones caves, San Diego County has 
many sea caves, caves in granitic rock, and 
“mud caves”. 

Rich has explored wild caves throughout 
the US and in nine foreign countries.  He 
compiled four issues of American Caving 
Accidents and authored Lost in a Cave, 
which was published by the NSS in 2012.

support those grad students and took Ralph 
to the Caribbean, Canada, Mexico, South 
America, and Europe to help deal with the 
terrible things that humans have released 
into their limestone groundwater… their 
drinking water.

Ralph claims that he is one of the most 
fortunate people on the planet, in that he has 
always been able to earn a living doing what 
he loves to do… explore caves and karst.

Richard L. Breisch
NSS 9352

“Adventures,Misadventures, 
and Missed Opportunities Under 

Ground”
Rich started rock climbing his first week-

end of his freshman year at Pennsylvania 
State University.  The following September, 
his younger brother, Alvin, joined him at 
PSU.  In February, when it was too cold to 
rock climb, they tried caving with the Nittany 
Grotto.  Their first wild cave was Milroy 
Cave, Pennsylvania’s muddiest.

After graduation, Rich was commis-
sioned in the U.S. Army.  His training 
included 5 months in Huntsville, Alabama, 
where each weekend Huntsville Grotto 
members took him to another vertical cave.    
Rich assisted with the project that produced 
the “Into the Depths of Fern” slide show.  
The rest of Rich’s Army service was at White 
Sands Missile Range in New Mexico, where 
he continued rock climbing and caving on 
weekends.  The gypsum caves near Carlsbad 
and limestone caves in the Guadalupe 
Mountains became his favorites.

After leaving the Army, Rich spent the 
next 4 years as a mathematics graduate 
student, first at the University of Colorado 
and later back at PSU.  Rich spent most of 
his college breaks exploring caves - both near 
and far.  Later he moved back to New Mexico 
and has lived in California since 1976.  He 
led the mapping of Greenhorn Caves, which 
are tight, difficult caves in quartz diorite rock.  

Ralph O. Ewers, Ph.D
NSS 4574 HM, CM
“Karst Screw-Ups”

Ralph Ewers got interested in rocks 
and minerals on a family trip to the Rocky 
Mountains.  When he returned home, the 
Cincinnati newspaper had an article on 
Saturday classes in rocks and minerals for 
kids.  He enrolled immediately and decided 
by age 10 that he wanted to be a geologist 
and a museum director.  He claims that he 
has nothing left to live for.  

On a museum sponsored trip to Carter 
Caves State Park in Kentucky he became 
interested in caves and karst.  That led to 
building a walk-through exhibit cave and, 
on the side, directing a planetarium at the 
museum, a bachelor’s and master’s degree 
at the University of Cincinnati and a Ph.D. 
in geology studying karst with Dr. Derek Ford 
at McMaster University in Canada.

Following a stint as a Science Museum 
Director in Florida he returned to Kentucky 
to teach geology at the University of 
Kentucky and Eastern Kentucky University.  
After serving as supervisor for 34 graduate 
students who studied karst, he and his wife, 
the other Dr. Ewers, formed a consulting 
firm dealing primarily with contaminant 
issues in karst aquifers.  This helped him 

Frank Binney
NSS 10816 RL FE

“Growing Up Underground”
Tales of endless passages honeycomb-

ing the Mojave Desert mountains near his 
childhood home inspired Frank Binney from 
the time he first learned to crawl. At age 5, 
he followed his dad into an abandoned mine, 
took a wrong turn and fell into his first pit. 
Banned from further mine exploration, Frank 
directed his subterranean curiosity to the sea 
caves beneath his grandparents’ cliffside 
home in Laguna Beach. He squeezed to the 
back of every enterable fissure he could find 
and corralled other young kids for digging 
projects to remove the sand and cobbles 
blocking access to the vast chambers that 
surely lay beyond.

Then the big breakthrough–Frank 
discovered karst! Dragged kicking and 
screaming to Missouri at age 10 when his 
dad took a new job, Frank found salvation 
in Ozark limestone. An NSS member Boy 
Scout leader introduced him to “real caving” 
at age 12 and a local science teacher taught 
him how to survey. Soon he was spending 
every weekend and holiday underground. By 
his mid-teens he was president of his high 
school caving club and making pilgrimages to 
Central Kentucky and TAG Country.

Then the next big breakthrough–Frank 
discovered Mexican karst! At 17, a volunteer 
gig showing AMCS geologist John Fish 
some Ozark caves led to an invitation to 
camp with “the Texans” at the 1968 NSS 
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Convention. Frank’s life changed forever. 
Before leaving high school he yo-yo’ed 
Golondrinas and bottomed other significant 
Mexican vertical caves. He began dividing 
his caving time between Mexico, Texas, the 
Ozarks, and Southern California. At 21, he 
moved to Austin, Texas where he founded 
the Kirkwood Cavers house and became one 
of the AMCS “pit hippies”. He participated 
in numerous first descents—including El 
Sotano del Barro–launched Inside Earth, a 
short-lived glossy caving magazine sold only 
to cavers, and accompanied Bill Stone on 
his first trip to Huautla. Other highlights in 
Frank’s “coming of age as a caver” include 
a CFF expedition to Costa Rica, and assist-
ing British speleo filmmaker Sid Perou on 
his film Castleguard: Challenge Under 
the Glacier and on the documentary of 
a 6-month expedition searching for the 
World’s Deepest Cave in Papua New Guinea.

NSS Affinity Group update
In line with our goal of fostering 

fellowship among members, the NSS has 
authorized the creation of Affinity Groups. 
Unlike Sections, an Affinity Group allows 
folks to share common interests not directly 
related to speleology. What’s life (or caving) 
without a little whimsy?

Currently, we have two NSS Affinity 
Groups:

The North American Public Safety 
Association of Cavers , for cavers 
employed in law enforcement, firefighting, 
rescue/EMT, and park rangers (contact 
Wendy Shirah, tmr171@aol.com)

2021 Directors Election Results
Congratulations to our newly elected 

Directors! Jean Krejca, Carol Tiderman, 
Nick Anderson, and Sharon Weaver have 
been elected to the NSS Directorate for the 
2021-2024 term, and Doug Warner for a 
2021-2022 partial term, each to be seated 
during the virtual Summer BOG Meeting 
scheduled for Saturday, July 25, 2020.

Thank you to all of those who ran in 
this year’s election. There were many well-
qualified candidates and only five spaces to 
fill. This NSS could not exist without the 
dedicated members who volunteer their time 
and talents across the organization.

Nathan Farrar

The Grateful Cavers, for NSS cavers 
who enjoy the music and culture associated 
with the Grateful Dead (contact ‘Grateful 
Gary’ Gibula, garygibula@aol.com)

The Grateful Cavers affinity group 
recently established a new chat group on 
the Groups.io platform, a host currently 
being used by many other caving organiza-
tions across the nation. With the dissolution 
of Yahoo! Groups this year, all previous 
members have been wiped away. Please 
email Gary for an invite to join (or to rejoin) 
the new GC group.

Do you have an idea for a new NSS 
Affinity Group? It must foster fellowship and 
be compatible with the purposes and policies 
of the NSS. An affinity group technically is 
not an internal organization of the society 
and does not have the same privileges and 
obligations. For more information, please 
contact Internal Organizations Committee 
Co-Chair Paul Winter at pawwinter@gmail.
com.

Below: 

Chimney Cave Stalagmites earned an 
Honorable Mention for Nikki Fox in the 
2020 Photo Salon. It’s shown as entered, in 
grayscale. 

Chimney Cave lies in the backcountry of 
Carlbad Caverns National Park in New Mexico. 
It requires rope, vertical gear, and a permit 
from the park to visit.

mailto:garygibula@aol.com
https://groups.io/
mailto:pawwinter@gmail.com
mailto:pawwinter@gmail.com
mailto:tmr171@aol.com
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Texas cavers are pleased to announce 
that this November 1st through 5th, 2021 
the 23rd biennial meeting of the National 
Cave and Karst Management Symposium 
(NCKMS) will be held in San Marcos, 
Texas.  We think attending the conference 
is a perfect way to celebrate 2021 as the 
International Year of Caves and Karst.  Read 
on for more information and visit our 
website, symposium2021.nckms.org, for 
the latest information about the symposium.

Who is the National Cave and 
Karst Management Symposium for? 

We think that it is for everybody.  
However, if you love caves, are a caver, own 
a cave, manage a cave or cave conservancy, 
are a teacher who wants to learn more about 
caves for the purpose of teaching about 
them, or are a researcher who conducts 
research on caves and their ecosystems, you 
are especially invited to attend. 

Why Texas?
 Roughly 20%, or 53,720 square 

miles, of Texas is karst, including the urban 
corridor of Waco through San Antonio.  
NCKMS meetings are scheduled at differ-
ent locations across the United States in 
order to highlight local karst resources and 
management issues.  The last (and only) one 
held in Texas since their beginning in 1975 
was in New Braunfels, in 1989.  Our state’s 
population (and number of caves!) has grown 
rapidly since then.  Typical presentations 
and workshops during the week focus on 
research, resource management, steward-
ship activities, education communication, 
and sustainability.  

2021 National Cave and Karst Management Symposium
Carolyn Fusinato

What does attending the sympo-
sium offer?

This year’s symposium planners are 
excited to have Austin Water – Balcones 
Canyonlands Preserve as our host this year! 
Some other goodies the organizing commit-
tee has lined up for participants includes a 
Monday Social and glass-bottom boat tour 
of Spring Lake, where karst waters well up 
from San Marcos Springs to form the head 
of the San Marcos River, and a tour of nearby 
Natural Bridge Caverns, site of the Tuesday 
Howdy Party.  There will be field trips all day 
Wednesday, focusing on the hydrology, biol-
ogy, and land use conflicts of central Texas 
karst.  Some field trip options even include 
short visits inside non-commercial caves, so 
please bring your properly decontaminated 
cave gear.  But remember that this is Texas, 
so even in November a T-shirt and jeans 
(with knee and elbow pads!) will be plenty of 
clothing underground.  The committee is also 
putting together some fine pre- and post-
conference trips to bigger and better caves 
a little further from San Marcos, including 
some with vertical and wetsuit options. Last 
but not least, Dale Pate, NPS National Cave 
and Karst Program Coordinator from 2007 
to 2017 and Cave Specialist for Carlsbad 
Caverns National Park from 1991 to 2002, 
will be the featured banquet speaker on 
Thursday night.

May I contribute to the symposium?
The symposium planners are now 

accepting papers for the 2021 National Cave 
and Karst Management Symposium.  The 
theme for this symposium is “Endangered 
Species, Endangered Caves, Endangered 
Aquifers“, however authors are encour-
aged to submit papers on all topics related 
to the management of caves and karst 
resources.  The abstract submission deadline 
is September 15, 2021 and the full paper 
submission deadline is November 1, 2021.

Can I register now?
 Online pre-registration is available 

now through October 25, 2021 and may 
be purchased for $250.  During the event 
registration will increase to $300 and will 
be available for purchase at the door.  Many 
sessions, field trips, and workshops are also 
open to the general public through day pass 
options which range from $30 to $75.  Day 
pass options may also be purchased prior to 
the event online or at the door during the 
week of the event.

Will Covid-19 restrictions mean 
that the symposium cannot be held 
live?

 We hope that the COVID-19 pandemic 
has run its course by next fall, and the 
symposium’s organizing committee is plan-
ning for this conference to be in person by 
following national health guidelines as they 
set requirements in the fall for in person 
gatherings.  If necessary, preparations will 
include indoor protocols that have become 
the new normal during the pandemic such 
as signage to request attendees wear masks, 
floor markings for standing distance for lines, 
floor markings for preferred in building foot 
traffic flow, and safe distance seating so 
that we can gather as safely as possible.  
Attending the conference is at your own risk 
and those who attend will be asked to sign 
a formal statement releasing the symposium 
from liability in the event that they become 
sick or injured.  The organizing committee is 
also preparing to offer a virtual conference 
if gathering in person is not possible, much 
like the 2020 NSS Virtual Convention.  The 
committee will make the decision of whether 
to hold the symposium live or virtual some-
time later in 2021. 

Glass bottom boat tours on Spring Lake will 
be a naerby attraction for participants.

View of Spring Lake
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Wher e  t o  s t a y  du r i ng  t he 
symposium?

While there are multiple RV parks and 
campgrounds, the symposium has, for your 
convenience, arranged a block of rooms at 
a reduced rate at two hotels in San Marcos.  
The room rates are guaranteed until October 
10, 2021.  After that, the rooms will be 
released to the public, and the reduced rate 
will expire.  Information on how to take 
advantage of this rate can be found on the 
website under the Lodging and Camping 
section.

Are spouses & families welcome?
Yes, spouses and families are also 

welcome. If they do not wish to attend 
the symposium, there are plenty of local 
attractions in the area that are listed on 
the symposium website. Such as exploring 
San Marcos street murals and local history, 
spending time at the Meadows Center or 
Wonder World Cave & Park, shopping the 
San Marcos Premium Outlets Mall, kayak-
ing, tubing, exploring local parks & trails, 
and more. Remember that Day Pass options 
are also available so that anyone who wants 
to can participate in field trips, socials, or 
banquets as long as they register for the 
individual events.

We hope you will share this information 
with your local grotto and hope to see you 
in the Texas Hill Country this November!

“Whipple Cave Column” by Laura Sangaila earned an Honorable Mention in the 2020 NSS 
Photo Salon.

Dale Pate will be the speaker at the banquet.

Underwater Springs in Spring Lake. Copyright 
Jennifer Idol.
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NSS BOOKSTORE
MEMBERS.CAVES.ORG/STORE • BOOKSTORE@CAVES.ORG • (256) 852-1300 
10% discount for NSS members

This new book combines information on the 
Mammoth Cave karst region, oral history of  the area 
beginning before the Civil War, and an explanation 
of  the cave’s geologic setting. In surveying this 
13-mile Kentucky cave system under only 37 acres, 
explorers have encountered a multilevel maze of  low 
crawls, deep canyons, and lots of  vertical work. Told 
in detailed first-person trip reports and almost 100 
photographs, the story includes efforts to protect 
half  a million endangered bats as well as accounts of 
traversing pits, scaling domes, and surviving a few 
accidents.

by Catherine Bishop, 2020 

497 pages, grayscale, softcover,  $32.00

https://members.caves.org/store/default.aspx
mailto:bookstore@caves.org
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Retiring the Note for the NSS Headquarters: A December 2021 Goal
Geary M. Schindel, NSS President and Wm Shrewsbury, Former NSS President

A little history
By the mid 1990’s the society was 

quickly outgrowing our office space at 
Cave Avenue in Huntsville, Alabama. Our 
membership had risen, our library collection 
had grown, and our bookstore was bulging 
at the seams.. In 2009, the NSS board 
created the Headquarters Commissions 
to establish criteria for a new office, visit 
and evaluate potential sites, and to make a 
recommendation to the board. It was decided 
not to expand the Cave Avenue Office 
because the office sits over top of Shelta 
Cave. The Headquarters Commission spent 
the following years planning and creating 
a matrix of wants and needs to allow the 
comparison of properties as well as visiting 
and evaluating multiple locations in Alabama 
(8 sites), Indiana (2 sites), Kentucky (11 sites), 
Tennessee (1 site), and Virginia (7 sites). 

On Friday, July 22, 2011, the board 
voted to accept the Commission’s recom-
mendation to purchase the Cahaba Shriners 
property just 3 miles away from the Cave 
Avenue office. The 94 mostly wooded acres, 
the 31,000 square foot building, and camp-
ground had everything the Commission had 
been looking for in a site, and more. 

On  December  15 ,  2011 ,  Wm 
Shrewsbury, NSS President signed the paper-
work to make the new “NSS Headquarters 
and Conference Center” (Headquarters) a 
reality. Dave Luckins, former NSS presi-
dent, and Jay Clark, NSS Legal Committee 
member were also present during the 
signing. 

The society obtained an exceptional 
deal on the Headquarters which had been 
on the market for some time. The Shriners 
had initially turned down an offer of $3 
million two years before our initial offer. At 
the height of the “Great Recession,” we were 
able to purchase the new Headquarters for 
$1.75 million dollars. We used $175,000 as 
a down payment and took out a mortgage 

for 1.575 million dollars. We obtained an 
excellent interest rate of 4.65 percent on 
a 15-year loan with two balloon payments 
spaced five years apart (typical terms for 
commercial loans). Balloon payments allow 
commercial lenders to adjust interest rates 
every five years.  

Near the completion of the initial 5-year 
loan, we made a sizable payment on the 
principal with the help of many great donors 
and refinanced the mortgage by borrowing 
from our Life Member Fund managed by 
the National Speleological Foundation. The 
Life Membership fund is held in trust by the 
Foundation and is used to cover the cost of 
membership for our life members each year. 
We borrowed $345,000 over a seven-year 
period at 5.5 percent interest from the fund. 
We would be paying ourselves back for the 
loan. The loan from the Foundation was initi-
ated in January 2017 with the final payment 
due in December 2023. However, we’ve 
been able to make some sizeable contribu-
tions to pay off the principal and the new 
final payment is calculated for April 2022.  

As of the end of July 2021, we owe just 
over $45,000 to pay off the headquarters. 
Our monthly payment is $4,959.19. The last 
payment for the headquarters is scheduled for 
April 2022 but our goal is to retire our mort-
gage by December 2021. We’ve been able 
to meet our mortgage obligations through 
generous donations from our members with 
no money coming from the general member-
ship dues. These have ranged from estate 
gifts and bequeaths, monthly donations from 
Team 404 members, funds donated by grot-
tos, NSS fundraisers, facility and grounds 
rentals, and other efforts. 

What have we gotten for our money?
• 94+ acres of mostly forested land with

three known caves in the city of Huntsville, 
Alabama.

• A 31,000 square-foot building with space
for our administrative offices, bookstore,
library, and secure storage.

• A caver ready campground, complete
with power, water, bathrooms, and picnic
pavilions. Camping for NSS members is
free and encouraged.

• Five conference rooms which will soon be
incorporated into our rental program for
outside groups. They will also be used for
hosting cave and karst related seminars,
our rapidly expanding public outreach and 
education programs, etc.

• An 11,000 square-foot banquet hall with a
raised stage to accommodate 800 seated
diners. We’ve been renting out this space
for weddings, conferences, school func-
tions, and family reunions as an income
generator for the society. Rentals have
been off during covid but are now pick-
ing back up. In previous years, we’ve
been able to generate over $40,000 per
year in rental income with the ability to
increase our income with more aggressive 
marketing.

• The banquet hall has also been used
to host the Howdy Party and Terminal
Syphons at the 2014 NSS Convention
held in Huntsville. We’ve also had the
society’s Bat Ball, and various regional
caving events at the site.

• Our collection of cave and karst related
publications now has a safe space that
is accessible to our membership and
researchers. Our library is one of the larg-
est collections of cave and karst material
in the world.

• The building also has large display spaces
for our museum and fine arts displays.

• 60 acres of the property have been
designated as the William J. Stephenson
Nature Preserve that contains two hori-
zontal caves and one vertical cave on
Drake Mountain.

Having selected a site in Huntsville, 
we’ve been able to retain our staff and volun-
teer network and minimize moving costs 
for the library and bookstore. The facility 
is also an income generator for the society 
through rentals.

Where do we go from here?
Well, there has been an enormous 

amount of work performed by our volun-
teers since we’ve acquired the building. 
We’ve performed remodeling, upgraded the 
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roof and HVAC system, we’ve built offices 
and conference rooms, painted the inside 
and outside walls, upgraded our pavilions, 
installed energy efficient lighting, laid our 
memorial bricks etc. We’ve had an immense 
amount of work done on the facility by 
volunteers.  

We still have work to be done at the site. 
We would like to upgrade the campground 
for cavers, install a climbing tower which 
would improve our ability to teach vertical 
skills at the site, and we have some upgrades 
that would help improve our rental income. 
(Remember, funds generated from rentals is 
funds we do not have to raise from cavers). 

How can you help with the mort-
gage retirement effort?

Donate to the NSS.
• You can make a onetime contribution to

the NSS Mortgage Retirement Fund by
going to our webpage at www.caves.org
or by calling the office.

• You can join Team 404. Team 404
members commit to donate a minimum
of $25 per month or $300 per year.

• You can include the NSS in your estate
planning by contacting the office.

• You can donate items to be auctioned off
at the NSS virtual convention and auction. 

We will accept any amount, large and 
small as it all adds up. As a 501c3 corpora-
tion, donations to the NSS are tax deductible. 

You can also donate your time to the 
monthly work weekends at the Headquarters. 
These commonly involve 20 to 40 people 
that work over a weekend on various proj-
ects. You can contact Maureen Handler, NSS 
Operations Vice President, for more details 
on volunteering. It is a great way to meet 
people from around the region and contrib-
ute your time to the NSS. Come early or 
stay late and enjoy one of the classic caving 
areas of the country. 

Looking Forward
What we have really obtained by 

purchasing the Headquarters is a perma-
nent home for the society—your home and 
the home of cavers far into the future.  It is 
something that we can all be very proud of. 
Thank you to each and every one that has 
contributed so much to our society. 

Membership Stats for May
Membership increased by 85 during the 

month of May. As of 31 May 2021, we had 
7,525 members with 71,042 being the high-
est NSS number issued. Membership appears 
to have stabilized and has been increasing 
over the last few months. 

Help Wanted
The NSS is always in need of volunteers. 

Our volunteer base performs the bulk of the 
work for the society. Volunteering has a lot 
of benefits, not only does it help further the 
mission of the NSS, you make new friends 
from around the country, and learn about 
NSS governance. It is a great stepping stone 
if you aspire to run for the board of directors 
or serve as an officer.  

Dept of the President 
Geary Schindel (president@caves.org

National Volunteer Coordinator:
 Chelsea Ballard has stepped down 

as the national volunteer coordinator to 
concentrate on completing schooling. 
We appreciate her efforts. The Volunteer 
Coordinator works with the NSS officers 
and membership to identify society needs 
with our member’s skills and interests. Email 
NSS President) if interested.

Fundraising Committee Chair
Under the President. This position will 

chair the fundraising committee which devel-
ops and implements the Societies strategic 
fundraising program. Skills in marketing 
and fundraising are desired. This position 
will including working with our member-
ship, outside corporations, and the National 
Speleological Foundation.

Dept of OVP
Maureen Handler (ovp@caves.org)

IT Division
IT person with experience with Word 

Press websites to assist grottos with website 
migration and maintenance.

Archives Division
Person willing to assist with museum, 

photo archives, library cave files. Must be 
able to come to Huntsville one weekend a 

month for 9-10 months a year.

Dept of EVP
Scott Engel (EVP@caves.org)

Electronic Publications Manager
The NSS has a long history of publish-

ing and distributing cave centric books 
that are only available in a printed format 
from our Bookstore or associated vendors.  
However, the publication industry and reader 
preferences are increasingly migrating to 
e-publication formats and we recognize 
the need to offer our readership access to 
non-printed content.  The E-Publications 
Manager will work closely with the NSS 
Executive Vice President (EVP), Special 
Publications Committee, Bookstore, and 
Webmaster to develop electronic content for 
existing and new book publications and to 
establish web-based distribution methods.  In 
addition, this individual will oversee improv-
ing the availability of searchable content on 
the internet (eg. by partnering with Google 
Books and other relevant search engines) to 
improve accessibility and global awareness 
of our publications.        

This is a new volunteer position within 
the NSS organization that will report directly 
to the EVP.   If you are interested in helping 
to expand the availability of cave-related 
literature to the global market and to shape 
the future of National Speleological Society 
publications please email EVP@caves.org.

Dept of Secretary-Treasurer 
Kristine Ebrey (s-t@caves.org)

Assistant Treasurer for NSS 
Conventions

. This positions works under and at the 
direction of the NSS Secretary Treasurer. 
They will help set up and close conven-
tion accounts, interface with registration  
and convention web site, etc. Must know 
quickbooks. 

This untitled image of 
a molting cave cricket 
earned an Honorable 
Mention for Kyle Davis 
in the 2020 NSS Photo 
Salon.

mailto:evp@caves.org
mailto:ovp@caves.org
mailto:s-t@caves.org
mailto:president@caves.org
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Andy Zerbe
NSS 22771

November 1, 1943 - March 22, 2021
Andy, formally known as Andrew 

Joseph Zerbe, Jr., or occasionally as “The 
Zerb,” was born in Selma, Alabama, but 
later resided in Munich, Germany, as well 
as France, California, Kansas, Virginia, 
and Montgomery, Alabama as his father, a 
Lieutenant Colonel in the Air Force, moved 
from one posting to another. Following high 
school in Montgomery and a short time at 
the University of Alabama, Andy began a 30 
year career with Winn-Dixie in Montgomery 
and Birmingham.

If there was one feature, above all, 
that steered the course of Andy’s life, it was 
his curiosity. When he became interested 
in something he would work tirelessly to 
become proficient in whatever it was. This 
led to an FCC license as an amateur radio 
operator, a commercial driver’s license when 
he decided he wanted to be able to drive the 
“big rigs,” and a book, almost completed at 
the time of his death, about the history of fire 
towers in Alabama. Andy’s grandfather was 
an immigrant from Austria-Hungary, arriv-
ing in Pennsylvania in the late 19th century; 
Andy became a member of the Czechoslovak 
Genealogical Society International in order to 
find missing relatives who ended up behind 
the Iron Curtain after World War II.

Andy found perhaps his greatest enjoy-
ment in exploration of the underground 
world, and in his travels related to caving. 
He joined the Birmingham Grotto in 1982, 
served as Treasurer in the mid 1990s, and 
was an active and enthusiastic participant 
in Grotto trips and activities right up to the 
present. He was happiest when he was on 
the road to a cave or caver event, or when 
he was caving, ridgewalking, or camping 
with his Grotto friends. He was an ardent 
conservationist and was actively involved 

in several conservation causes, including 
the Alabama Cave Survey (ACS) and the 
Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. 
(SCCi). Andy’s name appears on several 
maps of caves that he helped survey for the 
ACS, and his explorations discovered many 
new passages and virgin rooms. The Lost 
Zerbe Passage in Blowing Saltpeter Cave, 
which Andy discovered and described in 
detail, but was then unable to find again, 
is a legend in the Birmingham Grotto. In 
his almost 40 years of active caving Andy 
made many friends, not only in the Grotto, 
but among the greater caving community as 
well. Everybody liked Andy; he was a valued 
companion and a welcome asset on any 
in-cave trip or ridgewalk. 

Andy died Monday, March 22, 2021 
of complications following surgery. He is 
survived by his sister, Gayle Zerbe Flowers, 
a niece, Rachel Flowers Harwell, and other 
relatives. Andy’s genial personality, his many 
interesting or humorous anecdotes of caving 
adventures, and his extensive knowledge of 
the caves of Alabama and the TAG region 
will be greatly missed at campouts and 
around campfires. We hope you are enjoying 
exploration of the greatest mystery of life, 
Andy, and rest assured, your Grotto friends 
are pursuing completion and publication of 
your fire tower book, as well as the search to 
rediscover the Lost Zerbe Passage.

Allen Flowers 
Dave Howell, NSS 13926

James E. Youmans
 (aka “Iron Man”) 

NSS7004 FR
Jim Youmans passed away May 20, 

2021, at his home and is survived by his 
partner of 37 years Kathleen Mackay 
and brother and sister in-law Phil and Lee 

Youmans.  Jim’s life is celebrated most by his 
friendship to his friends and his thoughtful 
consideration of others. Arthur Champion 
said it best. “He was a tower of strength, 
courageous, and compassionate and fun to 
be with. He deserved much respect.”  He 
was good man and as my mentor in caving 
and second father I surely miss him.  Jim in 
his day was a tough cave explorer and ardent 
vertical caver. He would demand the most 
out of his caving partners.  He spent most of 
his working life on rope as a high rise window 
washer and water proofing contactor.  Jim 
was a member of the Rock Eater Grotto 
and former president of the Dogwood City 
Grotto.  Jim routinely led the grotto vertical 
caving trips to north Georgia, Alabama, and 
Tennessee.  Jim was also known as “Iron 
Man” because of his physique and he climbed 
rope using the Texas climbing system in verti-
cal caves and on cliff faces, requiring great 
upper body strength. Even when a waterfall 
crashed into his chest he pumped up the 
rope. Later in life he switched to a rope 
walker, which he used commercially and on 
the tallest cliffs. 

He started cavers rappelling and rope 
climbing the 660 foot drop on Whiteside 
Mountain, North Carolina.  His specialty 
was rigging and bolting and his anchors are 
used today on Whitesides and recently in 
Ellison’s Cave and in many TAG caves. Jim 
was the John Henry of bolting and placing 
the perfect anchor for a free rappel was his 
forte. Jim loved rope work and rappelled and 
climbed El Capitan (2,650 feet) in Yosemite, 
California; Royal Gorge Bridge (1,020 feet), 
Black Canyon of the Gunnison (1,500 feet), 
The Diamond on Longs Peak (1,000 feet) in 
Colorado and Mt Thor, the world’s longest 
rappel at over 3,200 feet, in Auyuittuq, 
Baffin Island, Canada.  In Mexico, Jim also 
climbed Texas up Golondrinas (1,094), El 
Sotano de Barro (1,200 feet) and Sotanito de 
Ahuacatlan (970 feet), and Hoya de Guaguas 
(720 feet) and Pozo de Gavalan (400 feet).  

In 1974, Jim participated on a French/
Italian expedition to bottom the Gouffre 
Berger at 1,141 meters deep, second 
deepest cave in the world.  The day after 
getting off the airplane, he bottomed the 
cave wearing a wetsuit, on a 30-hour trip.  
Jim and Jim Smith were the only two on 
the expedition to reach Sump I because 
they wore wetsuits.  The swims stopped the 
other cavers.  Inspired by Peter Lord (UK), 
he advised us to wear wetsuits when explor-
ing deep wet caves, as did the British.  The 
wetsuit caving done in Europe opened a 
whole new era of cave exploration in TAG 
during the 70s. No longer did waterfall 
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rappels and long low air space water crawls 
mean the end of the cave and an explosion of 
new deep multiple drop caves (400-500 feet 
deep), affectionately called “horror holes” 
were explored.  

Jim spearheaded ridgewalking in 
Jackson County, Alabama, and Crow Creek 
Valley, Tennessee, every weekend during 
winter months as miles of ridges in Jackson 
County and Franklin County were still virgin. 
He ridgewalked with Tommy Thurman 
(deceased 2020), ET Davis, Jim Smith and 
others.   He was involved in the exploration 
and mapping of Stoned Well, Teddy Bear 
Well, Lacy Pot, Langstons Cave, Bell Well, 
Elmos Canyon, Illiad and Odyessy Cave, 
Mandy’s Pit, to name a few. In Georgia he 
was involved in exploring caves in Johnson 
Crook in Johnson Crook Cave and on 
Fox Mountain Cemetery Pit, Byers Cave, 
Rockeater Pit, etc. In Tennessee, he mapped 
and explored Wilkerson Hollow Horror Hole.  
He caved all over TAG and was the first to 
set out to do 1,000 foot rope-work week-
ends in dropping different pits and climbing 
the mountain five or six times to reach the 
shafts 500 feet above the valley floor fueled 
by just an RC Cola and a moon pie. His 
favorite caving buddies also included Mark 
Lassiter, Buddy Lane, Smokey Caldwell, 
Kent Ballew, Trick Howard, Elwin Hannah, 
and others.  His favorite pits were Fantastic 
Pit (585 feet) in Ellisons Cave, Surprise Pit 
(404 feet) in Fern Cave, Neversink (164 
feet), Greens Well (226 feet, Valhalla (224 
feet), Balcony Sinks (130 feet), Four Wells 
(130 feet), and Mystery Falls (284 feet). He 
loved wet caves like Stamps River Cave and 
Dancing Fern Cave.

In 1975, Jim co-led the successful 
expedition to the Gouffre de la Pierre Saint 
Martin (PSM), the world’s deepest cave in 
France, after having laid the groundwork the 
year before in a meeting with Rubin Gomez 
and Max Cosyns of the Association pour 
la Recherche Speleogique Internationale 
a la Pierre Saint Martin (ARSIP) in Sainte-
Engrace, France. The ARSIP set the goals 
for the expedition and the main goal was 
the survey of the connection between the 
Affluent Larumbe above Eldon Cascade and 
M3. The goal was accomplished by survey-
ing over 400 meters of windy, cold, wet 
crawling through potholes and up cascades 
through tubes to the connection chamber.  
Jim Youmans, Arthur Champion (UK), Fred 
Wefer and Jim Smith enjoyed the French 
Champagne left by the French cavers from 
M3, a new higher entrance.  After exiting 
the camp via the Tete Sauvage entrance, 
two British cavers (Graham Wilton Jones 
and John Dukes) who camped next to us on 
the Col Du Pescamo invited the US team to 
help them explore SC3 (Gouffre Beffroi), 
having just been discovered on the Soum 

Coy.  The shaft series was explored to a 
depth of 340 meters and connected into the 
Affluent Bessabukaro of the PSM for a new 
higher entrance and a world depth record 
of 1332 meters that lasted until a higher 
entrance M31 was connected in 1982.  It’s 
the only time so far that American Cavers 
have been involved in setting a world depth 
record in caving.

The last expedition caving Jim Youmans 
was involved in was the 1985 Expedition to 
Sistema Huautla.   Jim worked in Sotano 
San Agustin and had to wait out high water 
in a shaft series in flood after a heavy rain.  
His major contribution to the expedition 
along with two other TAG cavers (Richard 
Schrieber and Frank Bogle) was in the discov-
ery and exploration of Nita Ntau and Nita 
Nido near San Andreas. Both cave entrances 
connected to the top of the 136-meter-deep 
TAG Shaft.  Sotano Agua de Carrizo was 
connected into the top of the TAG Shaft in 
2018, and a crack in the bottom of the TAG 
shaft was enlarged and 300 meters of shafts 
connected into LaGrieta, adding at least four 
more entrances to Sistema Huautla.  Jim said 
that 1985 was the last year he physically 
could have made a real contribution to the 
expedition. Jim had problems with his knees 
and several knee replacements cut back his 
caving. Eventually he was wheel chair bound. 
He continued to pass his knowledge on to 
younger cavers.  He was an inspiration and 
teacher to many cavers. His memory will 
live on and we, his many friends, many not 
named, shall miss him. As Mark Lassiter 
stated, “The passing of Iron Man is the end 
of an era”. 

Jim Smith NSS14529FLB

Bob Sergesketter
 NSS 17602 FE

May 23, 1946 – April 5, 2021
After a long struggle with Parkinson’s 

disease, Bob Sergesketter passed away 
from complications of the disease on April 

5, 2021. Over the years Parkinson’s relent-
lessly robbed him of his physical abilities but 
could never take away his mind, his positive 
outlook, his sense of humor, or his incan-
descent grin.

Bob’s interest in caves and caving 
began in High School in Jasper, Indiana 
through his involvement in Scouting. In the 
early 1960s through 1970s several “Cave 
Man Expeditions” were held for Explorer 
Scouts of the Boy Scouts of America by an 
association of caving groups in Indiana: the 
Bloomington Indiana Grotto, the Central 
Indiana Grotto, the Evansville Museum 
Grotto (now Evansville Metropolitan Grotto), 
and the Southern Indiana Speleo Group. 
As an Explorer Scout in the Buffalo Trace 
Council of the BSA, Bob likely attended 
the expeditions at Cave River Valley and at 
Harrison-Crawford State Forest and later 
would use what he learned to guide Scouts 
through many classic Indiana caves as 
Explorer Post Leader at Holy Family Catholic 
Church in Jasper.

Bob was a US Navy Veteran, serving 
during the Vietnam War era aboard the 
USS Enterprise. I recall him talking about 
the Enterprise and how huge and complex 
it was. He admitted to sometimes being 
lost aboard in the giant three dimensional 
maze and that it reminded him of a cave, 
particularly when he was crawling and climb-
ing through cable racks and tight passages 
tracing some fault that he had been tasked 
to fix. He even likened his bunk aboard 
to sleeping in a tight crawlway without a 
helmet, and having to share it with a large 
and sometimes noisy pipe.

In 1971 Bob Married Phyllis Leinenbach 
and settled down to civilian life, making a 
home in Jasper, and raising a daughter, Julie. 
Part of that life was a restart of a former 
interest, caving.

By 1980 Bob had become interested in 
organized caving and joined the Evansville 
Metropolitan Grotto to which he remained 
a member for the rest of his life, serving for 
a time as President and later as Secretary 
for many years.

Through the EMG Bob began caving 
in Kentucky and helped to explore and map 
a new section of Glovers Cave near the 
Tennessee border. He also participated in 
the exploration and mapping of Twin Level 
Cave and Gilliams Well Cave in the same 
general area.

Bob also became involved in project 
caving through the Central Kentucky Karst 
Coalition, working in Roppel Cave for much 
of the 1980s and 1990s and in an EMG 
project exploring and mapping a major 
extension of Brushy Knob Pit Cave during 
the same period. Bob was a major player 
in assisting Dave Weller in the construction 
of two entrances into Roppel: the Weller 
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entrance, now the main route into the cave, 
and the Khan Entrance in the far north of 
the cave. Through much of this, Bob kept 
the survey books and produced excellent, 
perfectly scaled, and detailed sketches.

Bob was also on several long and diffi-
cult exploration and mapping trips into Blue 
Spring Cave (TN) with Bill Walter.

Bob had a way of keeping everyone’s 
spirits up on long, hard trips. Once, back in 
the 80s, on a 20-plus hour trip in Roppel, 
we were lying around exhausted when we 
heard a phone ringing! Bob rummaged in his 
pack and pulled out a telephone handset on 
a coiled cord (remember, this was in the 80s) 
and carried on a realistic conversation with 
his wife Phyllis, then hung up and went back 
to changing his carbide. Another time, in a 
large room, he produced a bubble pipe and 
began blowing big soap bubbles, ostensibly 
to check for air currents but mostly just to 
watch them float around the room.

Cave conservation was important to 
Bob and he became one of the earliest 
members of the Indiana Karst Conservancy, 
where he served as a Director for 24 years 
and as Secretary for four years. He was 
always one of the first to volunteer for cave 
cleanups, graffiti removal, sinkhole cleanups, 
and bat-friendly gate projects.

For most of Bob’s working life he 
took vacation for only one thing: to attend 
NSS Conventions. His first was the 1985 
Convention in Frankfort, Kentucky and he 
attended nearly all until his last, the 2007 
Convention in Marengo, Indiana, after 
which travel became too difficult for him.  
Bob’s wife Phyllis (NSS 26302) went along, 
as did daughter Julie for a while. Phyllis 
and Julie, while not cavers, still enjoyed 
the Conventions and made many friends. 
Together they drove the family’s 60s vintage 
Ford Fairlane “Bluesmobile” to Conventions 
ranging from Yreka, CA to Cobleskill, NY 
having adventures along the way and during 
the convention, sometimes inviting friends 
to participate. I still remember the time 
the Bluesmobile quit at the very top of the 
Spiral Drive around Tenderfoot Hill during 
the Salida Convention. Bob’s only comment, 
“Well, at least it’s all downhill from here.”

Always the worker, Bob volunteered 
at Conventions, helping with setups, clean-
ups, and sometimes security, often in the 
company of the late Terry Clark. He put 
in long hours at the 1992 Salem, and the 
2007 Marengo, Indiana Conventions, both 
of which were memorable for significant 
weather events that challenged the staff at 
least as much as the participants.

He will be missed for his wit, his hard 
work, his intelligence, and his willingness 
to help others; he was a great caver and a 
great friend.

Richard Vernier NSS 16960 FE

During high school, Jeff Hargroves had 
one of the most inspiring first jobs a young 
teen could dream of: tour guide at the local 
show cave in Eldon, MO. It must have left 
a lasting impact because when Jeff was 
nearing retirement and learned one of his 
favorite places deep in Missouri’s dolomite 
was available for purchase, he knew what 
he had to do. He purchased Stark Caverns 
not just as a business investment, but  as a 
way to bring the amazing cave back to the 
people of Eldon. Maybe the next generation 
of tour guides could be inspired as he was. 

The cave was well-known long before it 
opened in 1950 as a show cave. It was used 
by Native Americans during the late wood-
land period, and the remains of four were 
found on the property during commercial 
development. Throughout the late 1800s 
and early 1900s the cave was used for 
community events to escape hot summer 
days. The cave was named after early settler 
Charles Stark, who owned 120 acres includ-
ing the cave beginning in 1859, when it 
became known as “Stark’s Cave”. It has a 
big room that was used as a dance floor and 
speakeasy, apple barrel storage, sermons, 
and more. The spring from the cave was 
dammed up at one point to create a trout 
pond. It was even utilized by confederate 
guerillas as a meeting place and supply stop. 

A group of businessmen led by Floyd 
Hammitt opened the cave for tours in 1950. 
They decided to use the name locals had 
used—Stark—but changed it from “cave” 
to “caverns” to denote its size (as has been 
common for many show caves). Over the 
years the cave has been known by many 
names. Before opening as a show cave 
it had been referred to as  Aurora Cave, 
Aurora Springs Cave, Miller County Cave, 
Mammoth Cave of Miller County, and of 
course Stark’s Cave. Through the decades of 
show cave operation it was known as Stark 
Caverns, Enchanted Caverns, and Fantasy 
World Caverns. Dwight Weaver, a well-

The Cave Preservation Network Spotlight:  
Stark Caverns, MO

Nicole Ridlen, NSS-NCA Liaison

known Missouri caver and cave historian, 
was a manager for the cave when it operated 
under the name Enchanted Caverns. When 
Jeff & Amy Hargroves purchased the cave 
in 2017 they returned it back to the original 
show cave name, Stark Caverns. 

Since reopening in July of 2017, the 
Hargroves, along with their Operations 
Director Chaz Jesiolowski, have been finding 
creative ways to get the public interested in 
visiting caves. They have truly embraced the 
educational aspect of running a show cave, 
using the location as a platform to educate 
school and scout groups about the amazing 
underground world. They also focus on the 
family fun aspect, coming up with unique 
ways to get people to visit the cave who 
otherwise may not have considered a cave 
a great place to visit. They opened the first 
escape room in a cave in North America, a 
unique experience to be sure. They have held 
craft fairs, wine tastings, boy scout campouts 
and more, but according to Chaz the black 
light tour has been the most popular event 
by far. They turn all the show cave lights off, 
give everyone a helmet and a black light, 
and lead them through the cave. Chaz says 
it makes the cave sparkly in brilliant light and 
it is hard to get everyone back out as they 
are having so much fun. 

Stark Caverns has also been building 
relationships with local grottos. The old map 
of Stark Caverns did not show the complete 
cave and lacked detail. Kansas City Area 
Grotto’s Bill Gee has led the charge on a 
resurvey, with a trip planned for June 2021. 
Chaz estimated the survey is 90% complete 
and looks forward to participating in the 
trips. He also notes that Stark Caverns is 
the new headquarters for Lake of the Ozarks 
Grotto meetings. 

When the Cave Preservation Network 
was in the beginning stages of development 
in Fall 2020 it felt like a natural match for 
Stark Caverns. They already operate their 
business on the model to give back to the 
community, and the caving community is 
part of their broader community. It also 
helps build that connection of show cave 
visitors and NSS cavers. Chaz noted during 
our meeting that people have loved seeing 
the brochures and they have been favored 
over all other literature available. The signage 

Historic photo of Stark Caverns entrance 
(before the spring was dammed to create the 
lake). Photo courtesy  Gary K. Soule,
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with the digital availability of these brochures 
allows people to have information about the 
NSS on their smart phones. 

Located near the Lake of the Ozarks, a 
popular tourist destination in Missouri, Stark 
Caverns has the opportunity to see people 
visit from all over. Chaz estimates about 50% 
of his visitors mention they have never been 
in a cave before. Once they have an amazing 
experience in one show cave they often seek 
more; a few of the more adventurous even 
decide to go caving. Partnering with show 
caves like Stark Caverns assures that these 
adventurous individuals know that the NSS 
and grottos exist to facilitate caving respon-
sibly, as well as the show cave having access 
to the multi-faceted resources NSS members 
can provide.

Stark Caverns is open year-round and 
offers new and different experiences for 
anyone. They are a strong supporter of the 
local community and the caving community 
and would be happy to see you. To learn 
more about Stark Caverns visit starkcaverns.
com

Stark Caverns entrance. Missouri Caves Association meeting, Oct 
2018. Photo by Nicole Ridlen.

Historic brochures of Stark Caverns 
through the decades under different names. 
Courtesy 
of the show 
cave archives 
of Gary 
K. Soule, 
Sturgeon Bay, 
Wisconsin.

During an exceptionally cold spell this winter, 
Stark Caverns had a great collection of ice 
mites! Feb 2021. From the Stark Caverns 
Facebook page and used by permission. 

Stark Caverns tour group. Missouri Caves Association meeting, Oct 
2018. Photo by Nicole Ridlen.

Below left and right: The boardwalk with a 
tour group. Provided by Stark Caverns.
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CAVES AND KARST OF THE UPPER MIDWEST, 
USA: MINNESOTA, IOWA, ILLINOIS, 
WISCONSIN
Brick, GA & Alexander, EC, Jr. (Eds) 
(2021) . Springer, 314 p.
8.5”x11”, 43 b/w illustrations, 206 illus-
trations in colour
Hardcover, E-book $131, Print $165 
(prices as of 5/31/21) from:
https://www.springer.com/gp/
book/9783030546328
https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-030-54633-5
Print ISBN:  978-3-030-54632-8
E-book ISBN:  978-3-030-54633-5
Part of the Springer series: JW 
LaMoreaux, (Series Ed.)
Cave and Karst Systems of the World.

Opportunely timed to celebrate 2021 as 
the International Year of Caves and Karst, 
this book includes results of much of the 
most important cave and karst research from 
the last 40-50 years in the Upper Midwest. 
I heartily recommend this volume for its 
scholarship and overall superior quality. No 
caver, geologist, karst researcher, biologist, 
ecologist, hydrogeologist, paleoclimatologist, 
archaeologist, rock art specialist, or historian 
should miss this reference. It is also a wealth 
of knowledge for farmers, land managers, 
and politicians in the karst region of these 
four states, and great reading for the layper-
son and nature enthusiast.

The identification, defining characteris-
tics, and naming of geologic and stratigraphic 
sequences were historically developed 
separately in different states, so they often 
disagreed just across state lines. Work on 
determining the equivalences of geologic 
sequences and naming systems of these 
states has spanned at least the last thirty 
years.

Chapter 1 resolves many of these issues, 
equating geologic sequences and previous 
names in the literature, explaining the geol-
ogy in context with older research. Excellent 
illustrations illuminate the discussion. Even 
for this scientific problem alone, this book 
is a definitive contribution to understanding 
the geology of the Upper Midwest. Chapter 
2 adds the temporal context of investigations 
for succeeding chapters.

Each state’s karst region is character-
ized and described in Chapters 3-6. These 
narratives explain the geologic history, the 
history of the explorations, and any known 
uses of certain caves by Indigenous inhabit-
ants or historical persons, by some of the 
most renowned karst authors of these states. 
Excellent photographs, images, and maps 
illustrate these chapters. These fascinating 
accounts would be enjoyed by any nature 
enthusiast, scientist or historian.

The findings from dye tracing between 
surface and ground waters of much of 
Minnesota’s karst are well described and illus-
trated using many examples in Chapter 3. 
Products of tracing studies are also provided 
in detail from the Coldwater Cave groundwa-
ter basin in Iowa (Chapter 4). No equivalent 
work in the other states is reported. These 
portions of the book reveal how expansive 
and consequential has been the work of 
Alexander, his colleagues, and his students 
over the last five decades.

Results from some impressive research 
in Minnesota involving temperature, atmo-
spheric conditions, heat transfer, river stage, 
rainfall events, antecedent precipitation, and 
other factors are also notable contributions 
to understanding karst hydrologic regimes. 
Newer technological advances and method-
ologies have made these studies possible, 
which likely foretell future karst research 
here and elsewhere.

Chapter 7 discusses numerous caves 
and crevices of the lead-zinc area, the history 
of Native American usage, and the European 
explorers’ discovery and mining of the lead-
zinc resources. The complex origin of ore 
mineralization is also well described.

Possibly the most innovative chapter 
in the book is Chapter 8, and of particular 
interest to karst historians and to scientists 
new to the field. Brick developed the chapter 
as a broad historical overview of karst scien-
tists, before delving into the specific topics 
in Chapters 9-11. Nothing like this review 
exists for karst science in the Upper Midwest.

Chapter 9 reviews the current knowl-
edge of cave fauna of the four-state region, 
with descriptions, names, and taxonomy 
of the fauna. The chapter authors include 

photos of some interesting species. They 
admit, however, that the fauna of Illinois 
caves are much better studied, compared 
to the caves of the other three states; thus, 
pointing the way for future research oppor-
tunities on cave biology in these areas.

Chapter 10 discusses impacts of agri-
culture on karst and explains many ways 
that agriculture, karst, and risks intersect. 
This information is extraordinarily useful for 
anyone living in rural communities in karst 
regions and who rely on groundwater. Some 
mitigating strategies and potential solutions 
to such risks are offered, which could be 
useful for individual landowners, farmers 
interested in sustainable practices, agricul-
tural consultants, or other land managers, 
and for politicians considering regulations.

The last chapter (11) discusses results 
and trends in paleoclimate research. Cave 
speleothems are unique records for preserv-
ing climatological signals. Speleothem 
research can demonstrate extraordinarily 
detailed time trends, such as oxygen and 
carbon dioxide changes in the atmosphere 
and soil, in conjunction with isotopic age-
dating. Results can test the validity of results 
from ice cores. Speleothem investigations 
add definitive evidence that climate change 
drivers by humans is truly an existential 
threat.

The entire volume includes preeminent 
scholarship from across North America. 
The combined expertise of the authors is 
extraordinarily wide-ranging, and cumula-
tively derived from global-wide investigations. 
The reference list of every chapter makes 
this treatise a treasure trove for scientists and 
others interested in karst topics.

Excellent photos, maps, and images 
throughout the volume elucidate hydro-
geological connections, typical fossils, cave 
fauna, typical surface hallmarks of karst areas 
(sinkholes, springs, bedrock fracture traces, 
etc.), speleothems, and other features. 
Although the quality of the research is its 
paramount value, this book could just as 
well be considered a ‘coffee table’ book, just 
for its beautiful and illustrative photographs 
and images.

I predict this volume will prove the most 
definitive authority on the caves and karst 
of the Upper Midwest region for much of 
the twenty-first century. One would expect 
nothing less in a Springer volume, and partic-
ularly, as part of Springer’s paramount Cave 
and Karst Systems of the World Series.

Betty J Wheeler
 (MN-PG 41419, NSS 19153RL)

 St. Paul, MN
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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 lifelong collection of rare cave books 
for sale. We look forward to seeing you at future 
caving events.
W e s t  V i r g i n i a  C a v e  B o o k s 

www.WVASS.org
Caver Owned Camping in the Heart of TAG. 
Special price to NSS members. Visit us on 
Facebook or CaversParadise.com             5/22
Is your Grotto or Region looking for new caves 
to explore in the Virginia area? RASS can 
offer your group a complimentary place to 
camp in Bath County, VA, once the COVID-19 
situation has improved.  There are more than 
100 caves within an hour drive. We support 
cave conservation and education. Contact Richie 
Ellison at rellison1120@gmail.com
The Richmond Area Speleological Society 
(RASS) supports cave conservation, education 

and research by offering grants to assist 
projects aligned with these goals. To receive 
a grant request application please email us at 
rass-grants-committee@googlegroups.com. 
Applications reviewed quarterly.                      12
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
NEW BOOK: Caving Alabama with the 
Huntsville Grotto by Frances Johnston, assisted 
by Jim Johnston, NSS 1718F. Early discoveries 
from 1956 on. Full color, softback only, 8 1/2 x 
11 size, 146 pages, view and order direct from 
Amazon.com to your home, price $19.98.        6

Cave Crawlers Gazette 
Central Arizona Grotto
May 2021, Vol. 63, Number 5

Gaining access to a large fracture in 
a cliff face, Ray Keeler and several others 
found themselves in an unknown cave in Gila 
County, Arizona. Ray and friends surveyed 
LS Gila Cave and chased a digging lead 
with hopes of breaking into a lower limestone 
level. While the dig turned out to be a dud, 
the group found artifacts from the Salado 
culture and reported their find to the Forest 
Service. 

The Cleve-O-Grotto News: 
The Cleveland Grotto 
March-April 2021, Vol. 67, Number 2

Several survey trips into Sarah Furnace 
Cave have brought the documented distance 
of the cave up over the four-mile mark. With 
its high passage density, the cave is likely to 
continue to grow for a long period of time 
as cavers are continuing to make regular 
visits to the Mid-Atlantic Karst Conservancy 
property. 

Doug Aden’s work with lidar has iden-
tified over 7,000 unique sinkhole features 
in the state of Ohio, with the large major-
ity of these located in the northern and 
south-central aspects of the state. Aden has 
identified the region around Ohio Caverns 
as well as Bulter, Hamilton and Clermont 
counties as potential hotspots for new finds. 

The Carbide Dump
Blue Ridge Grotto
May 2021, Vol. 56, Number 5

Returning to survey Lowmoor Cave 
aid climbs completed in late 2019, Mark 
Minton and friends mapped nearly 500 feet 
of passage, finding some well-decorated 
areas and a virgin pit. However, all leads 
eventually dead-ended. Technical digging 
will be required if the new passages are to 
be pushed any further.  

Nikki Fox, Carl Amundson and Dave 
Socky entered Dry Cave with the objective 
to resurvey known passage and follow up 
on leads left by the former surveyors. The 
day turned into a sketching challenge as the 
breakdown rooms and interlacing passages 
made for difficult survey work. In total 777 
feet were surveyed and eight separate loops 
closed.  

West Virginia Caver
West Virginia Grottos
June 2021, Vol. 39, Number 3

Following up on an old lead that was 

pushed nearly 45 years ago, 
Amy Skowronski, Casey Tucker, 
and Nikki Fox entered Friars 
Hole Cave to perform a bolt 
climb. Atop the climb the trio 
were rewarded with a good deal 
of virgin passage that gradually 
grew from a crawl into walking 
borehole. The new passage 
terminates at two 25-foot domes 
that need to be aid climbed.  

Mark Minton, Yvonne 
Droms, Dwight Livingston, 
Gerhart Hauptman, and Bob 
Alderson continue to push Coon 
Cave with the working map 
now showing a little over 1,000 
feet of passage. Using techni-
cal digging to enlarge a windy 
crack, the group has accessed 
and descended a couple of short 
pitches and located multiple 
virgin domepits. The new finds 
seem to be mostly confined 
to a narrow fault-line. Good 
airflow circulates through these 
passages which are trending east 
and down towards Shoveleater 
Cave. “Wet” by Georg Taffet earned an Honorable Mention in the 

2020 NSS Photo Salon.
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