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SHELTA CAVE, A BIOLOGICAL MARVEL

In recent months the Society took a giant and excit-
ing step forward in the realm of positive conservation
by arranging, through the Nature Conservancy, for the
purchase of Shelta Cave, Alabama, one of the world’s
most unique caves. Society members who are not
familiar with Shelta and who were unable to avail
themselves of the opportunities to visit it during the
Alabama Convention, will be interested in knowing
more about their cave.

Shelta is a cave of considerable volume whose
two adjacent entrances open onto a vacant lot in a
residential and rapidly developing section of Hunts-
ville, Alabama. It essentially consists of three large,
irregular rooms connected by narrow passages and
crawlways. Each of the entrances is a vertical drop
of about 20 feet which leads to the top of a steep
slope. Here the entrance shafts briefly communicate,
but below this level the cave is separated into an
East Hall and a major central chamber called the Big
Room, recently re-named Walter B. Jones Hall. The
slope into this large room, which is the biggest part
of the cave, is covered with slippery, muddy break-
down of all sizes.

FLUCTUATIONS

The main room and much of the East Room is
typically floored with shallow lakes broken by small
islands of projecting rock. At some times of the year,
normally in the autumn and winter, the water in these

One of the three species of crayfish found in Shelta
Cave. Shelta is one of only two known caves harbor-
ing three distinct species of troglobitic crayfish in
the same community.

Photo by Dr. Charles Mohr
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Lexington, Ky.
NSS 4803

rooms disappears completely, leaving only tacky mud
with occasional drip puddles and tiny trickles of
streams. At other times, however, the entire enormous
volume of the cave may be filled with water nearly to
the foot of the entrance drops. The East Room con-
nects with the Big Room by means of a low-level,
tunnel-like passage about two feet high, through which
a stream is often flowing.

On occasions when the lakes are dry or relatively
low, it is possible to enter a small window-passage
leading to a high, narrow fissure off the west end of
the main room. After some winding and climbing, or
stream crawling, this leads to a third large chamber,
the West Room, containing another extensive lake
which appears to be the only relatively permanent

John E. Cooper, Jr., an enthusiastic young cave biolo-
gist, inspecting a hand net in Shelta Cave. The edu-
cational program envisioned for Shelta will give many
budding cave scientists an opportunity to investigate
cave of the most remarkable
underground ecosystems.

From a color slide by John E. Cooper
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body of water in the cave. A clear, rapid stream flows
from this lake in the direction of the main room, but
dives beneath the floor and apparently follows chan-
nels beneath the main cave during periods of low water.
West Lake is floored with soft, deep silt containing
fairly numerous small pieces of breakdown.

The major claim which this big tripartite cave has
to distinction (and quite a claim it is) lies in the re-
markable diversity of its troglobitic or true-cave fauna,
especially its aquatic animals. As we are coming to
realize more and more with each visit, Shelta probably
contains more species of major aquatic troglobites
than any known cave in the world. We might say that
Shelta is even more to cave science what another
unequalled cave, Caverns of Sonora, is to cave aes-
thetics. Although organized study of the cave is in
its earliest stages, here are some of the emergent
facts and a few of the questions which they raise:

ENDEMIC LIFE

Shelta is one of only two underground ecosystems
known to harbor three distinct species of cave cray-
fishes. One of these is a rare, tiny, endemic form,
which means that it occurs only in Shelta and nowhere
else. The other two are larger species both of which
enjoy a wider distribution. Cave biologists would
like to know how it is that a tiny, fragile creature no
longer than half your little finger and with very little
in the way of defenses, can hold its own in a world
of bigger and more abundant creatures and avoid be-
coming extinct. What unique ecological niche, what
position in the community, does this crayfish occupy
which enables it to successfully ‘‘compete’ with its
neighbors? As for the two larger crayfish species,
one of these attains a much greater average size in
Shelta than it does elsewhere in its range, and the
other averages smaller than it does elsewhere. What
biclogical factors account for this disparity in size
where the three species occur together?

Shelta is what is known as the type locality for
one of the two larger species of crayfish mentioned
above, and for a number of other cave animals, and
will of course be the type locality for the tiny endemic
crayfish, which is currently in the technical process
of being described. The importance of a type locality
to biologists cannot be overemphasized, for such a
locality is the home of the typical population, and
only this population will serve future generations as
the authoritative definition, so to speak, of a given
species.

Shelta also harbors an endemic species of blind,
white shrimp, Palaemonias alabamae, just discovered
and described in 1961. There is only one other cave
in the United States which contains a shrimp of the
same family. Of the thousands of American caves
known, only three others contain cave shrimp at all.
With the acquisition of Ezell’s Cave by the Texas

Nature Conservancy, federal ownership of Mammoth,
and the recent purchase of Shelta by the NSS, three
of these four caves are now protected. The general
biology of cave shrimp is essentially unknown, but
is being investigated in Shelta.

OTHER FORMS ABOUND

Shelta contains a population of neotenic or gilled
cave salamanders about which nothing is known, not
even the precise identity of the species. It also holds
a population of cave fish, Typhlichthys subterraneus,
which is probably the dominant predator in the cave.
The relationships of these animals with the other
members of the community must be investigated and
may yield significant biological information.

Two other aquatic troglobites live in Shelta Cave,
both of them as yet undescribed. Oneis asmall species
of amphipod crustacean, and the other is a rare white
flatworm.

In addition to its aquatic [auna, Shelta contains at
least nine species of terrestrial troglobites and serves
as thetype locality for six of them, according to Stewart
Peck of Harvard University — who probably knows
Shelta’s terrestrial invertebrates better than anyone.
The terrestrial assemblage includes three species of
cave beetles, a snail, a pseudoscorpion, a millipede,
a spider, a dipluran, and a remarkable new thysanuran
which is as yet undescribed. Very little is known
about the biology of any of these creatures.

VALUE
Shelta Cave, then, provides us with a greatly sim-

Gyrinophilus palleucus, the neotenic cave salamander
of Shelta. Froma color slide by Dr. Robert S. Simmons
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plified ecosystem, one in which the environmental
parameters or variables are drastically reduced (as
they are in all caves), and yet where the maximum
species complexity possible in such an environment
may well be represented. It is more than a marvelous
nature preserve, although, of course, it is precisely
that. It is also a natural ecological ‘‘laboratory’’ whose
potential information content is unparalleled amongst
the caves of North America, and perhaps the world.

Each and every one of you — every individual mem-
ber of the NSS, every Grotto, every Region — is going
to be asked to get onthe “‘Save The Cave’’ bandwagon,
to inject every ounce of energy, vigor and imagination
which you can muster into the cause of positive cave
conservation. With your help and enthusiasm Shelta
will be merely an auspicious beginning of a new era
for the NSS, an era of unprecedented cave conservation
for which there is no end in sight.

CAVING - CAMPING - CLIMBING
SLEEPING BAGS - KNAPSACKS
FIBRE-GLASS AND BAKELITE HELMETS
CARBIDE LAMPS - CARBIDE - PARTS
STAINLESS STEEL CABLE LADDERS

Send for Catalogue N.S.

CAMP & TRAIL OUTFITTERS
112 CHAMBERS ST. NEW YORK 7, N. Y.

Yes, | want to help save Shelta Cave and bid for an
original NSS NEWS cover print.

D My name and correct address appears on
back of this coupon.

My name and address is:

1st choice (month and year)

2nd choice 3rd

D If not available, send a substitute cover picture.
D If not available, just donate my bid anyhow.

If not available, send my money back.

NEWS COVERS

ORIGINAL PRINTS
AVAILABLE FOR SHELTA

As a special one-time offer, the NSS NEWS is mak-
ing available original prints of its cover photographs
from 1960 to the present. The prints are available to
donors to the Shelta Cave Fund for $5 or more on a
highest-bid basis.

If you would like to own and show a high-quality
original print of your favorite cave scene, look through
your own or Grotto library for the cover picture(s) you
like best out of the last seven years. Then send your
bid, in the form of a check ormoney order, to the Editor
together with the month and year desired. The coupon
on the inside back page of this issue is for your con-
venience; you may use it if you wish, but it is not
mandatory (your NSS address imprinting appears on
the reverse, outside back cover, so you won’t be los-
ing any printed material if you cut it out.)

Normally, the NEWS returns color slides and nega-
tives, but keeps black and white pictures on file for
possible future use — in publication or for other mem-
ber use. This offer has a deadline for bids of May 1
and bids will not be accepted after that date.

Except when the contributor requests return, such
prints become the property of the NEWS.  Only the
special nature and urgency of the Shelta project prompts
this unique opportunity. In a few cases, original
prints have been returned to the photographer or used
for some other purpose, in which case they will not
be available.

As a condition of the offer, the NEWS must stipu-
late that the pictures not be entered in any competition,
reprinted or copied without written permission of the
photographer.

After May 1, bids will be examined to determine
the recipients, and the prints will be shipped as prompt-
ly as possible. Bidders should indicate a second or
third choice, whether they would accept a substitute
picture, or whether the money is to go to the Fund in
the event that their picture request is not available.
In the event that a bid is low or a particular picture
is not available and the donor has not specified, a
substitute picture will be sent and the donation will
go to the Fund. In other words, if you want your
money back in case you can’t get your favorite, say
so.

Remember: minimum is §5 (lower amounts will be
treated as plain donations to the Fund), deadline May 1.

Donations to Shelta previously made or sent to
any other address are not eligible for print bids; the



