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SHELTA CAVE, A BIOLOGICAL MARVEL 

In rece nt months th e Soc ie t y took a g i ant a nd excit­
ing step forward in th e realm o f posit ive co nservation 
by ar ranging, through th e Narure Conservancy , for th e 
purch ase of Shelta Cave , Al ab ama , one of th e wo rld' s 
mo s t unique caves . Society membe rs who are no t 
fa mili a r with Sh e lt a a nd who we re unabl e to avail 
themse lves of the opportunities to visit it durin g th e 
Alabama Convention, will be interested in kno win g 
mOre about their cave. 

h e lta i s a cave of cons iderable vo lum e whose 
t WO adjacent entrance s ope n onto a vacant lot in a 
re s identi a l and rapidly developing sec tion of Hun ts­
vill e , Alab ama. It essenti a lly consists of thtee l a rge , 
irre gul a t rooms connected by n a trO W passages and 
cra wi way s. Each of th e entra nces i s a ve rti ca l drop 
o f about 20 feet which lead s to th e tOP of a steep 
s lope. Here the entr ance s h a ft s bri e fl y communi ca t e , 
but belo w this leve l th e cave i s se pa ra t ed into an 
East Ha ll and a major centr a l chambe r called rh e Bi g 
Room, recentl y re- nam ed Wa lt e r B. J one s Hall. Th e 
s lope into this large room, whi ch i s the biggest part 
o f th e cave, i s cove red with s lipp ery, muddy break­
down o f all sizes . 

FLUCTUATIONS 

Th e main room a nd mu ch of th e East Ro om i s 
t ypi ca lly fl oored with s ha llow lakes broken by s mall 
i s l a nd s of projecting rock. At some tim es of th e year, 
normall y in th e autumn and wi nt e r, the wa ter in these 

One oj the three species oj c rayjish jound in Sheltn 
Cave. Sh e l ta is one oj only two known caves harbo r· 
ing three dis tinct species oj troglobitic crayjish 1I1 

the same community. Photo by Dr. Cha rles Mohr 
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rOoms disappears comp le tely, leav ing onl y tacky mud 
with occas ion a l dr ip puddles and tiny tri ck les of 
s treams. At other times, however, th e ent ire enorm ous 
vo lum e of th e cave may be fill ed with wa ter nearly to 

the foot of th e ent ra nce d rops . The East Ro om co n­
nec t s with the Big Room by means o f a low- leve l, 
tunnel· lik e passage about twO feet hig h, throug h which 
a s tr eam i s of ten flowing . 

On occasions when th e lakes a re d ry Or re latively 
low, it i s po ss ible to ente r a s ma ll window-passage 
le ading to a high, n a rrow fissure off th e west end of 
th e ma in room. After some windi ng and climbing, or 
s tream c rawlin g, thi s leads to a third la rge ch ambe r, 
th e West Room, cont a ining ano th e r ex te ns i ve l ak e 
whi ch appears ro be the onl y rel at ivel y perman e nt 

J ohn E. Cooper, Jr. , an en thusia s ti c young cave bio/o· 
gist , inspecting a hand net in Shelta Cave. Th e edu· 
cational prog ram envisioned jor Sh e lta will give many 
budding cave scie ntists an opportunity to in ves tiga t e 
cave jauna in one oj the wo rld's most remarkable 
underground ecosystems. 

From a color slide by J obn E. Coo/ler 



34 

body of wate r in the cave. A clea r, r apid s tream flo ws 
from this lake in the di rec tion of th e main room, but 
d i ves benearh the fl oor and apparently foll ows chan­
nels beneath the ma in cave during periods of lo w water. 
West L ake i s floored with so ft, deep silt co nt a ining 
fairly num erou S s mall pi eces of breakdown. 

The major cl aim which thi s big tripartite cave h as 
to distinction (and quite a cl ai m it i s) li es in th e re­
markable divers ity of it s troglobitic o r true-cave fauna, 
espec ia ll y it s aqua ti c anim a ls. As we a re coming to 
rea li ze more a nd more with eac h v i s it, Sh el ta probably 
co nta in s more s pecies of ma jor aquatic trog lobites 
than any known cave in th e world. We might say th a t 
She lt a i s eve n more to cave sc ienc e wh a t ano th er 
un eq ua ll ed cave, Cave rn s of Sonora, i s lO cave aes­
thet ics . Althou gh organi zed study o f th e cave i s in 
it s earli est s tages , h e re a re some of th e e mergent 
facts and a few of th e qu estions which th ey rai se: 

EN D EMI C LIFE 

Sh e lt a i s o ne of only t wo underg roun d ecosys tems 
known to h a rbo r three distinct spec ies of cave c ray­
fishe s . One of these i s a ra re, tin y, end emic fo rm, 
whi ch mean s th a t it occurs only in Sh elt a and nowh e re 
e l se . Th e oth er twO a re l arge r species both of which 
enj oy a wid er di s tribution. Cave biologists woul d 
lik e to kno w how it is that a tiny, fragile creature no 
longe r th an h alf your littl e finger and with ve ry littl e 
in th e way of de fe nses, can ho ld it s own in a wo rld 
o f bigger and mo re ab undant creatures a nd avo id be­
coming extin c t. What uniqu e ecological ni c he, wh at 
pos ition in the community, does thi s crayfi sh occupy 
whi ch e nab les it to s uccess fully "comp ete " wi th it s 
n e ighbors? As fo r th e t wO larger crayf is h species, 
one of th ese atta in s a mu ch greate r average s i ze in 

helta th an it does e lsewhere in it s range, and th e 
o th e r ave rages s ma ll e r th an it does e lsewh ere. Wh a t 
biclogi cal fac to rs account fo r t hi s d isparity In s i ze 
whe re th e three species occur toge th e r? 

Sh e lt a is what is known as the lype 10calilY for 
one of the twO large r s pec ies of c rayf i s h menti on ed 
above, and for a numb er of oth er cave anim a l s , and 
wi II of co urse be th e type localit y for th e tiny e nde mi c 
c rayfi s h , whi ch i s c urre ntly in the technical process 
of be in g desc ri bed. The importance of a type localit y 
to b io log is t s cann Ot be ove rempha s ized, for s uch a 
loca lit y i s th e home of th e typical popul a ti o n, and 
only this popu la t ion will serve future ge nerat ions as 
th e a uth orita tiv e def initi on, so to speak , of a g iv e n 
spec ies . 

he lt a a lso h a rbo rs a n ende mi c s pec ies of b lin d, 
whit e s hrimp, Pa/aemonias a/abamae, just d iscove red 
and d esc ribed in 1961. Th e re is onl y one other cave 
in th e Un ited States whi ch contains a s hri mp of th e 
same famil y. Of th e t housa nds of Amer ica n caves 
known , o nl y three oth e rs contai n cave s hrimp a t a ll. 
With the acq ui s ition of Eze ll' s ave by the T exas 
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Nature Con servancy, fed e ral ownership of Mammoth, 
and the recent purchase of She lta by the NSS, three 
of th ese four caves a re now protected . Th e gen e ra l 
bio lo gy of cave shrimp i s essentially unkno wn, but 
is be ing investiga te d in Shelta . 

OTH E R FORMS ABOUND 

Sh e lta contains a population of n eotenic or gi ll ed 
cave sal amand ers a bout whi ch nothin g i s known, not 
eve n the precise ide ntit y of th e species. It a l so ho lds 
a population of cave fi s h , Typhli chthys sublerran eus, 
which is probably th e dominant predator in th e cave . 
Th e re l a tion s hip s o f these animals with th e oth.e r 
member s of th e community must be investigated ann 
may yie ld signifi cant biological inform ation. 

Two other aquatic tro globites liv e in Shelta Cave , 
both of th em as ye t undescribed. On e i s a small species 
of amphipod crustacean, and the o th e r is a ra re- whit e 
fla two rm. 

In a dJilion lO il s a yu a ti c fa un a , She lla c011lain s a l 
leas t nin e spec ies of te rrestria l trog lobites a nd serves 
as th e t yp e loca lit y for six o f th em, according to Stewart 
P eck o f Ha rvard Uni vers ity - who prob~b l y kno ws 
She It a ' s t e rres tri a l invertebrates be tt er than an yone. 
Th e t erres tri a l assemblage includes three s pecies o f 
cave beetles, a s n ai l, a pseudoscorpion, a millip ede, 
a s pider, a dipluran, a nd a remarkable new thy sanura n 
whi ch i s as ye t undescribed . Very littl e i s kn own 
abo ut th e biology of a ny of these c reatures . 

VALUE 

She lta Cave, th en, provides uS with a grea tly s lm-

Gyrino/Jhilus palleucus, tb e neolenic cave salamander 
0/ Sheila. Prom a color slide by Dr. Roberl S. Simmons 
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plifie d ecosystem, one In which th e envi ronm e nt al 
parameters or vari a bles are dras ti ca lly reduc ed (as 
the y a re in a ll caves), and ye t where the maximum 
s pecies complexity poss ible in s uch an environment 
may we 11 be represented. It is more th an a ma rve lou s 
nature prese rve, a l though , of co ur se, it i s precise l y 
th a L It is also a n a tural ecolog ical "l abo ra to ry " who se 
potential inform a tion conte nt i s unp aralleled amon gs t 
the caves of North America, and perhaps th e world . 

Each and everyon e of you - every indi v idu a l mem­
ber of the NSS, every Grotto, every Reg ion - is go in g 
to be asked to get on th e ' 'Save The Cave " bandwagon, 
to inject every ounce of energy, v igor and imag in at ion 
which yo u can mu s t e r into th e cause of positive cave 
conserv a tion. With your he lp a nd enthus iasm Shelta 
will be merely a n a u s pic ious beginning of a ne w e ra 
for th e NSS, an e ra of unprec e dente d cave conservation 
for whi ch there i s no end in s ight. 

CAVING - CAMPING - CLIMBING 
SLEEPING BAGS - KNAPSACKS 

FIBRE-GLASS AND BAKELITE HELMETS 
CARBIDE LAMPS CARBIDE PARTS 

ST AINLESS STEEL CABLE LADDERS 

Send for Catalogue N.S. 

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

Yes , I won t to help save Sh e lto Cove and bid for on 
orig inal NSS NEWS co ve r print. 

D My nom e and co rrec t address appears on 
bo ck of th i 5 coupon. 

My nome and address i s: _______ _ 

1st cho ice (mon th and ye ar ) ________ _ 

2nd cho i ce' _______ 3rd _______ _ 

D If no t ava i lab le, s end a s ubsti tu te co ve r p i c t ur e. 

D If not available, just donate my bid anyho w. 

D If not a va i labl e, se nd my money bock . 

NEWS COVERS 

ORIGINAL PRINTS 
AVAILABLE FOR SHELTA 
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As a s peci a l one-time offer, th e NSS NEWS is mak­
ing ava ilable original prints of it s cover photog raph s 
from 1960 to th e present. Th e prints are available to 
donors to th e Shelt a Cave Fun d for 55 or mOre on a 
hi ghes t-bid bas i s . 

If you would lik e to own and show a hi gh- quality 
origInal print o f yo ur favorite cave sce ne, look through 
your own or GtottO libr ary for th e cove r picture(s) yo u 
like best out of the last seve n years. Then se nd your 
bid, in th e form of a check o rmoney o rder, to th e Editor 
together wi th the mo nth and year desi red. The coupon 
on the inside back p age of thi s is s ue i s fo r your con­
ve nienc e; yo u may u se it if yo u wish, but it i s not 
mandatory (your NSS address imprintin g appear s on 
th e reverse, out s id e back cover, so yo u won't be los­
ing a ny printed mat e rial if you cut it OUL ) 

No rm a lly, the NEWS rerurns co lor s li des a nd nega­
ti ves, but keep s bl ack and white pictures on fil e for 
possib le futu re use - in publi cation or for other mem­
ber u se . Thi s offer h as a deadl ine fo r bids of May 1 
a nd bid s will not be accep ted afte r th a t dat e. 

Except when th e co ntributor requests return ; s uch 
prints become th e property of th e NEWS. Only th e 
sp ec ia l n a ture and urge ncy of th e She lta project ptompt s 
this unique opportunity. In a fe w cases, o ri g in a l 
print s h ave been re turned to th e pho tog raph er o r u sed 
fo r so me other purpose, in whi ch case th ey will no t 
be ava il able . 

As a conditi on o f the off e r, th e NEWS must s tipu­
la te tha t the pictures not be entered in any comp etition, 
reprinted or co pi ed without written pe rmi ss ion of th e 
photographer. 

After May 1, bids will be examin ed to de te mlin e 
the rec ipi ent s, a nd th e prints will be s hipped as prompt­
ly as possibl e . Bidders s hould indi cate a seco nd o r 
third choice, whether they would acce pt a :;ubs titute 
picture, Or whethe r the money i s to go to th e Fund in 
th e event th a t th e ir picture reques t i s not ava il able. 
In the event th at a bid is low o r a pa rti cu la r picture 
i s no t avai lab l e and th e donor has not spec i fi ed, a 
s ubs titute picture will be sent and th e do na t ion will 
go to th e Fund. In o the r words, if you want yo ur 
mon ey back in case yo u can't ge t yo ur favo ri te, say 
so . 

Remember: minimum is 55 (lowe r amou nt s wi ll be 
tr eated as plain do nat io ns to th e F un d), dead lin e May I. 

Donations to She lta prev ious ly made o r sent to 
a ny o th e r address a re no t e li g i bl e for print bids; th e 


