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WE ARE PRESERVING SHELTA

Seldom has the NSS undertaken such a challenging,
rewarding and important task as conserving ecologic-
ally significant Shelta Cave, in Huntsville, Alabama.
While Shelta (Alabama No. 4) is fairly well known in
scientific circles, it isonly too well known and acces-
sible to curiosity seekers of this growing city. Hence,
it is subject to every indignity imaginable. This has
led to a dramatic sequence of events involving the
NSS and an invitation to cavers everywhere to share
our experiment in conservation.

CONVENTION TRIP

A hundred or so 1967 Conventioneers will remember
Shelta as damp, debris-cluttered, maybe less than
spectacular, but with one room large enough to enclose
four football fields, side by side. Expecting exotic
formations, some may have been disappointed, but
there are enormous rimstone dams and other features.
The more observant may have spotted several species
of the cave life for which Shelta, under careful super-
vision, will always be known. All who entered surely
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noted a large, clear lake, and at least one person was
tempted to extend his exploring via dog paddle!

To get to Shelta, we drive in northwest Huntsville,
even turnon aptly named Cave Street. We stroll through
a wooded lot. The two entrances are side-by-side at
the bottom of a shallow pit. A rope can be rigged for
use as a handline and cavers usually enter the left
entrance over an extensive breakdown. The size of
the entry room is not immediately obvious since it
slopes considerably downward out of sight and our
lights are attenuated by the moisture in the air. We
pass rotted timbers and what resembles a decayed
boat. If the water table is low, we can walk along the
bed of the North Lake and spot (of all things) a well-
casing seemingly wedged between floor and ceiling.
The unsuspecting caver is often startled by the whine
of a submerged pump breaking the quiet. Speleothems
are not as pronounced as fossils embedded in the rock.
Wandering around the water’s edge, cave life is obvious
to the alert, both in and out of the water. There are
numerous crawlways to delight the horizontal buff’s
heart, with the added novelty of passing beneath busy
city streets. This is Shelta, the haven of picnickers,
cavers, amorous teenagers, rock collectors and plenti-
ful and varied cave life.

COMMERCIAL BEGINNING

Shelta’s colorful history has been traced back
through attempted commercialization to the dim days
of legendary underground conflict between Confederate
and Yankee troops. Written records reveal a sale by
one Bolen James to Henry M. Fuller on February 11,
1888. The enterprising Mr. Fuller envisioned the cave
as a tourist attraction. Huntsville land prices were
soaring at the time, and speculation was rampant.
Development was expensive and so a corporation was
formed to install a stairwell, dance floor, electric
lights, Chinese lanterns and the works. The opening
was in 1889 and the name was changed from Bolen
James’ Cave to Shelta Cave, after Henry Fuller’s
daughter, Shelta. The press provided good publicity
with vivid descriptions of boat rides on the ‘‘Stygia
Flood’’ to see ‘‘Diamond Cliffs’’, ‘“‘Cupid’s Bow’’,
‘‘Hall of Statuary’, and so on (from a newspaper ar-
ticle by Pat Jones in the Huntsville Times).

As a matter of fact, on July 3, 1889, the Alabama
Press Association descended on Shelta en masse.
Consider this report, which appeared on page 2 of the
Weekly Mercury for that date:

“‘The entertainment of the Press Association by
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the citizens of Huntsville closed today with a grand
barbecue at the Shelta Caverns, and nearly 100 dele-
gates and ladies were in attendance. The affair was
gotten up in amost delightful manner, and the beauties
and wonders of this remarkable place were fully inves-
tigated by the astonished guests. It is a most marvelous
spot, and, in some particulars, more than rivals the
famous Mammoth Cave of Kentucky. The spectacle
presented today will long be remembered by those who
were so fortunate as to remain to witness it. Certainly
a barbecue has never been held in such a spot and
under such circumstances. Imagine a vaulted chamber,
the limits of which on either side were invisible, and
its dome nearly 100 feet above our heads, lighted with
with hundreds of electric lights and Chinese lanterns,
and the place thronged with a laughing crowd of pleas-
ure seekers. Think of the effect in this weird place,
of a brass band and the shouts and echoes of this
merry throng. Conjure up in your minds the brilliant
scintillations from the surface of a million stalactites
and stalagmites that have been forming for centuries
by the constant dripping from the vaulted roofs above.
Imagine the grotesque shapes this handiwork of nature’s
sculpture takes; at times fiendish and then angelic;
some human, some animal, but all brilliant and ever
changing under the flitful glare of the electric light.
(There is a rumor that Shelta Cave was the first place

Large rimstone dams in Shelta. Photo by Bill Vamedoe.

in the city of Huntsville to have electric lights.)

““The half of the wonder and beauty of the scene
cannot be told now, but this report would be incom-
plete did it not mention the name of one to whom the
Press Association is indebted for his unselfish and
untiring efforts in entertaining and amusing its mem-
bers at the meeting of 1889, and this person is C. P.
Lane of the Huntsville Independent. To him, more
than to any other individual, perhaps, is due the great
success which marked the arrangements for the enter-
tainment of the association.”

THE PRESS TOUR

Another report on the Association meeting in this
same newspaper contained the following:

‘‘After eating a fine breakfast at Hotel Monte Sano
and spending a few hours in viewing the most interest-
ing points on the mountain, the members were brought
down to the city over the Monte Sano Railway, arriving
at McGee’s Station about noon. They immediately went
to the Huntsville Hotel where hacks were ready to
convey them to Shelta Caverns.

‘‘After a delay of a few minutes the long line of
hacks crowded with Alabama editors accompanied by
a few friends, started forthe cave headed by the Hunts-
ville Cornet Band. On arriving at the Caverns they
were met by Major Fuller and several accommodat-
ing guides. The party was taken into the main chamber
of the Cavern where amagnificent barbecue was spread
on the large dancing platform. As soon as the barbecue
was finished Mr. R. E.Pettus, vice-president of the
Association, introduced Prof. J. A. B. Lovett, who on
behalf of the guests, in afew pleasant remarks thanked
Major Fuller for the grand sights they were about to
see and for the fine barbecue so much enjoyed. At the
conclusion of Prof. Lovett’s remarks calls were made
for a speech from Major Fuller.

‘“The Major amid great applause mounted a seat
and in a neat and happy little speech welcomed the
visitors to the Caverns and said it afforded him great
pleasure to entertain them in his Caverns. As the
speaker stepped down from the platform three cheers
and a tiger for the Major were proposed, which were
heartily given, the loud echoes sounding and resound-
ing through the wonderful Caverns for many minutes.
President McCall then made a short talk and asked
for a speech from Mr. R. E.Pettus whose persuasive
powers induced the association to come to Huntsville,
In response, Mr. Pettus said that Mr. McCall’s remarks
were the greatest compliment he had ever received.

‘‘As soon as Mr. Pettus finished talking the crowd
divided and in several parties went through the Cavern
and after seeing one of the greatest wonders of the
globe left the Cave and once more stood on the out-
side world.
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““The party then assembled in front of the entrance
to the Caverns to allow Mr. Ira F. Collins, the photog-
rapher, to secure a picture of the group after which
the people bid farewell to Major Fuller and his family
and returned to the city feeling many times repaid for
their visit to Shelta Caverns. The visitors expressed
themselves as most agreeably surprised with Shelta
Caverns and Monte Sano, and are greatly pleased with
the warm hospitality of Huntsville and the royal man-
ner in which they have been entertained by our citizens.”’

RESULTS

The extremely imaginative physical comparison of
Shelta with Mammoth Cave perhaps reached its zenith
on page 6 of the January 8, 1890 edition of the Weekly
Mercury, which contained the following item:

Some Big Things —
Largest of Their Kind in the World

The greatest cavern in the world is the Shelta
Cavern, of this city. Prior to the f[ixing of this
vast subterranean passageway the Mammoth
Cave in Kentucky was considered the largest.
Like the Mammoth Cave, the Shelta Caverns has
underground lakes.

A few short years later, in 1896, Shelta was sold
for taxes, possibly forecasting the future problems of
many commercial cave owners.

The earliest known map was made in about 1929
and reported by Dr. Walter B. Jones and William Drumm
Johnston, Jr. in the Geological Survey of Alabama
Special Report No. 16 published in 1933. The sketch
estimated the dimensions fairly accurately as verified
by our recent tape and compass survey.

SHELTA TODAY

The current condition of Shelta attests to what has
transpired in recent years. Refuse is present by the
truckload. Daily visitors are under no control and their
pilferage and vandalism are sorely evident.

Shelta’s latest chapter is now being written by the
Board of Governors of the NSS and the Nature Conser-
vancy, who have come to agreement with Shelta’s former
owners. Culminating the efforts of a far-sighted few,
a loan has been arranged for the purchase of land sur-
rounding the shallow pit entrances. For the past four
or five years Russ Gurnee, Dr. Jones and others,
including Bill Varnedoe and John and Martha Cooper,
have been working quietly to assure both conservation
and continued access by the NSS membership.

If one stops to think about it, this dual objective
is especially difficult since most successful conser-
vation programs are accomplished either through com-
mercialization or completely denying access. The

only acceptable alternative has been outright purchase
and even this has been blocked by inheritance legali-
ties confusing the ownership. Not deterred by this,
Dr. Jones rounded up support among the members of
the Board and by the time of the close of the 1967 NSS
Convention aplan to save Shelta had taken shape. The
property suddenly came up for sale and exploitation,
and quick action was required since Shelta is in the
heart of a rapidly growing residential and business
district. It was obvious that the passing away of the
protective owner had exposed Shelta to real estate
maneuvering, with proposals advanced such as filling
in the entrance.

HOW THE CAVE WAS SAVED

Nature Conservancy was contacted and their repre-
sentative, Mr. Robert Hanie, flew in from Atlanta for
first-hand analysis and discussions. Fortunately,
John E. Cooper and his son John, Jr. were on hand
in the cave to illustrate the cave’s real value with an
impromptu lecture and technical chit-chat. Following
Mr. Hanie’s report, the Nature Conservancy agreed to
lend the NSS the full purchase price, interest-free for
the first year. Dr. Jones, never a man to hesitate when
things in which he believes are at stake, had already
secured an option, and NSS purchase required only
the approval of the Board of Governors acting for the
membership. This was obtained by mail ballot, and
reiterated at the Board meeting in Chicago in October.
The deal was closed and the NSS Shelta Cave Project
Committee, consisting primarily of members of the

Aview of asmall portion of the ''Big Room'’ in Shelta.
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Huntsville Grotto, is preparing recommendations for
policy statements onuse of the cave. Huntsville Grotto,
custodian of the cave, is also kicking off the required
money drive and volunteering time and materials for
completing the job of protecting the cave.

LAKES AND CRITTERS

Several remarkable circumstances surround the
water table that annually rises and falls in the cave.
It is unpolluted, even though we can see from a city
street overlay that the area is completely built up.
There is good reason to believe that we can keep it
safe for the aquatic troglobites by virtue of the city’s
aggressive sewer program. Some mystery has surround-
ed the survival of Shelta’s inhabitants. When the lake
drops over fifty feet in the fall and leaves a completely
dry floor, no dead animals remain. It had long been
concluded that the aquatic life retreated through small
holes to some region below the main cave. This may
be partially true, but there is also a more-or-less per-
manent lake in the West Room where many troglobites
can be seen when the main lake is dry.

It comes as a surprise to many who did some of
their first caving here that this big old vandalized
sump has long been one of the most important biolog-
ical finds of speleology. Thomas C. Barr, Jr., Associ-
ate Professor of Zoology at the University of Kentucky
and past President of the NSS, writes:

“‘Shelta Cave, from a biological point of view, is
one of the outstanding caves of North America. Situ-
ated in a region noted for its great diversity of cave
life, Shelta combines food-rich terrestrial and aquatic
habitats. It is the type locality for nine species of
obligate cave animals (troglobites) — 3 beetles, 2 cray-
fish, a shrimp, and 3 other small terrestrial arthropods.
Its huge underground lake provides an unequalled
opportunity for ecological investigation of the ground-
water fauna of a major karst region.””

According to John E. Cooper of the Institute of
Speleology, University of Kentucky, ‘‘Shelta Cave dis-
plays one of the most interesting and unusual under-
ground ecosystems in North America. It may very well
house more major aquatic troglobites, all living in the
same community, than any other cave in the world. It
is one of only two caves definitely known to house
three distinct species of troglobitic crayfishes. One
of theseisararenew species just now being described.
Shelta harbors one of the two known species of troglo-
bitic atyid shrimp in the United States, an animal just
described in 1961. Two aquatic vertebrates, also
troglobites, are found in the cave, one a fish and the
other a salamander.

““Among the non-troglobites, several species of
salamanders frequent Shelta and the cave contains a
sizeable population of a species of bat which is be-

coming scarcer each year. Other mammals are occasion-
ally found in the cave.

““The real biological potential of Shelta Cave lies
in the possibilities for ecological studies in its
simplified environment, some of which are already in
progress. Perhaps, in the not-too-distant future, Shelta
Cave may be recognized as one of the most important
natural underground laboratories in existence.”’

OTHER SPOKESMEN

Note now what Stewart B. Peck of the Museum of
Comparative Zoology, Harvard University, has to say:
““There has been no thorough study of the cave. Pres-
ently, we know that twenty-one terrestrial invertebrates
reside in the cave. Nine of these species are troglo-
bites, or cave-limited species. Six of these species
were originally named from specimens collected in
Shelta Cave. Twelve scientists lave written seventeen
papers mentioning this fauna. Careful study will un-
doubtedly demonstrate a greater number of inhabitants.

“Of all the caves known in North America, Shelta
holds as much promise for aiding this advancement as
even the famous Mammoth Cave of Kentucky. The
terrestrial invertebrate fauna of Shelta Cave may be
almost asrich as that of Mammoth Cave, and the aquatic
fauna is believed to be richer.”

The old comparisons of Shelta and Mammoth were
not so far off after all, although in a different area
than originally suspected!

From East Tennessee State University., John
Holsinger , Assistant Professor of Biology, comments:
“‘Shelta Cave, with its large lake, abundance of food,
and diversity of fauna, is one of the most interesting
and biologically significant cavesin the United States.
In addition to containing blind, depigmented fish,
crawfish and amphipods, the water in this cave con-
tains the only known population of the troglobitic
shrimp, Palaemonias alabamae. The species diversity,
community ecology, and population structure of Shelta
Cave should provide a number of exciting research
projects for biospeleologists.”’

SHELTA’S FUTURE

The future is now up to you, the individual members
of the National Speleological Society. There is the
problem of raising about $10,000 for repayment of our
loan from Nature Conservancy. We at Huntsville plan
to contribute our labor to work projects such as tree
topping (a project really suited to rope-climbing cav-
ers!) with proceeds to go to the Project. There will
be a brochure prepared and decorative maps to com-
memorate gifts. Only an all-out effort on the part of
the entire NSS membership can carry this important
project through to fruition.



