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WE ARE PRESERVING SHEL TA 

Seldom has the NSS und ertaken s uch a chall e ng in g, 
reward in g and important t ask as conserving ecologic­
ally s ignifi cant She lt a Cave , in Hunt sv ill e , Alabama. 
\'(ihi l e She lta (Alabama No . 4) i s fairly well kno wn in 
scientifi c c ircl es, it i s onl y 100 we ll known and acces­
s ibl e to curi os ity seeker s of thi s g rowing c it y. Hence, 
it i s s ubj ect to every indignity im ag in a ble. Thi s ha s 
l ed · to a dramatic se qu e nce of event s in vo lv in g th e 
NSS and an in vitation to cavers eve rywhe re to sh a re 
o ur experim ent in conse rvation. 

CONVEN TIO N TRIP 

A hundred or so 1967 Con ve ntion eers will rem ember 
She Ita as damp, debri s -c lutte red, maybe less th an 
s pec tac ul a r, but with one room l arge enough to enclo se 
four foot ba ll fi e ld s , s id e by s ide. Expecting exo ti c 
formations, some may h ave been disappointed, but 
th e re a re enOrmou s rim s ton e dams and other fea tur es . 
The more o bserva nt may h ave s porred several specie s 
o f th e cave life fo r whi ch She lt a, und er care ful s uper­
vis ion, will a l ways be kn own. All who ente red s ure l y 
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noted a l arge, clear l ak e, and a t leas t one pe rson was 
tempte d to extend his exp loring v ia dog p add l e! 

To ge t to She l ta , we d rive in northwe s t Hunt sv ill e , 
even turn on aptl y n amed Cave Street. We s troll through 
a wooded lo t. Th e two entran ces a re s id e-by- s id e at 
th e bo rrom of a s hallow pit. A rope can be rigged for 
u se as a ha ndlin e a nd cavers u s ua lly ent er th e l e ft 
entra nc e over a n exte ns ive breakdown. The s ize of 
th e entry room i s not immedi a te l y o bv iou s s in ce it 
s lope s considerably downward out o f s ight and Our 
light s a t e a tt e nu a t ed by the mo is ture in the a ir. We 
pass rorred timbe rs and what resembles a decayed 
boat. If th e water table i s low, we can wa lk a lon g th e 
be d of th e North L ake a nd s pOt (of all things) a well­
cas in g seemin g ly wedged be tw een fl oor and ce ilin g. 
Th e un s us pec ting caver is often startl ed by th e whine 
o f a s ubm erge d pump br eak ing th e quiet. Speleo th e ms 
a re not as pronounc ed as fo ss il s embedded in th e rock . 
Wandering a round th e wate r ' s edge, cave life i s o bvio u s 
to the alert, both in a nd out of th e water. There are 
num e rOus crawlways to de lig ht the hori zont a l buff's 
heart, with the added nove lty o f passing ben ea th bu sy 
c ity st reet s . Thi s i s Sh e lt a, th e have n of picnickers, 
cave rs, amorous t ee n agers, rock collectors and plenti­
ful a nd vari e d cave Ii fe. 

COMMERCIAL BEGINN ING 

She lta' s co lorful hi s tory h as been traced back 
through a ttempted comm e rc ia li za ti on to th e dim day s 
of l ege nd ary undergro und confli c t be t ween Confede rate 
a nd Yankee troop s . Writt en records reveal a sa le by 
o ne Bolen J ames to Henry M. Fuller o n Februa ry 11, 
1333. The e nt e rpri s ing Mr. Fuller envi s ioned th e cav e 
as a to uri s t a ttrac ti o n. Hunt sv ill e la nd prices were 
soari ng at th e tim e , a nd specul a ti on was tampant. 
Dev e lopment was expen s ive and so a corporation wa 
fo rm ed to in s t a ll a sta irw e ll, dance floot, e l ec tri c 
lig ht s, Chin ese l ant e rn s a nd th e work s . Th e opening 
was in 1889 and th e n ame was c hange d fr om Bol en 
J ames ' Cave to She lt a Cave, afte r Henry Fu ll e r' s 
daught e r, Sh e lt a . The press prov id ed goo d publicity 
with v iv id d escripti on s o f boat rides on the "Stygi a 
Flood" to see "Diamond C liff s ", " Cupid' s Bow" , 
"H a ll o f Sta tu a ry ", a nd so on (from a n ews pape r a r­
ticl e by P a t J ones in the /-I unlsville T im e s). 

As a ma tt e r of fact, on July 3, 1389, the Alabama 
Press Association descended on Sh e l ta en masse. 
Cons id e r t h i s report, which appeared on page 2 of th e 
Weekly Mercury for th a t dat e: 

"Th e ente rt a inm e nt of th e Press Assoc iat ion by 
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th e c iti ze ns o f Hun tsv ill e closed tod ay with a gra nd 
barbec ue a t th e She lt a Cavern s, and n early 100 dele­
ga tes and lad ies we re in a tte nda nce . Th e a ff a ir was 
go tten up in a mos t de li gh tful ma nn er, and the beauti es 
and wo nd ers o f thi s rema rk able pl ace were full y in ves­
t iga ted by th e as to nish ed guests . It i s a most ma rve lou s 
s po t, a nd, in some parti c ulars , more t han ri va l s th e 
famous Mammo th Cave of Ke ntu cky. T he spec tacle 
presente d today will long be re membered by those who 
we re so fort un ate as to re ma in to witness it. Cert ainly 
a ba rbecue nas never bee n he ld in s uch a SpO t and 
und e r s u ch c ircum s t ances . Im ag ine a vaulted c hambe r, 
th e limit s of whi c h on ei the r s ide were inv i s ibl e, an d 
i ts dome nearl y 100 fee t a bove o ur h eads , li g ht ed wi th 
with hundreds of e lectri c li ght s and Chinese l a nte rn s, 
a nd th e place thronged wit h a l a ughing crowd o f pleas­
ure see kers . Think o f the e ff ec t in thi s weird p lace, 
of a brass band and th e s hou ts a nd echoes o f t his 
merry throng. Conjure up in your mind s th e brilli ant 
sc intill a ti ons from th e s urf ac e o f a mi lli on s ta lac ti tes 
and s t a l agmites th a t have been forming for centuri es 
by th e con s t ant dripping from th e vaulted roofs a bove . 
im ag in e th e g rotesqu e s hapes thi s handiwork of n a ture ' s 
sc ulpture takes ; a t tim es fi e ndi s h a nd th en angeli c; 
some huma n, some a nim a l , but a ll brilli ant and ever 
chang ing unde r th e fl itful g la re o f the e lec tri c li gh t. 
(Th e re is a rumor th a t She lta Cave was th e fi rs t p lace 

L arge rimstone dams in Shelta. Photo by Bill Vamedoe. 
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In th e c it y of Hunt svi ll e to h ave elect ri c li ghts . ) 

"The ha l f o f the wonde r and beauty of the scen e 
cannot be to ld now, but thi s report wo ul d be in com­
ple te did it nOt ment ion t he name of one to whom t he 
Press Assoc ia t ion i s indebted for his un se lfi s h and 
untiring e ffort s in e nt e rta ining and amusing it s mem­
bers a t the mee ting of 1389, a nd thi s person i s C. P . 
La n e of t he Huntsville in depen dent. To him, more 
th an to any o the r ind iv idua l, perh aps, is due th e g reat 
s uccess which ma rked the a rra ngement s for th e en ter­
tai nment of the assoc ia t ion." 

T HE PRESS TOU R 

Ano th e r report on th e Assoc ia t ion meet ing In th i s 
same n ewspaper conta in ed th e fo llow ing : 

"Aft e r eating a fi ne b reakfas t a t Ho te l Mo nt e Sano 
and s pendi ng a few hours in viewi ng th e mos t interest­
ing poi nt s on th e mountai n, t h e membe rs were brought 
down to th e c i ty over t he Mont e Sano Ra i lway, a rri vin g 
a t McGee's St a ti on about noon. T h ey immediatel y went 
to the Hunt svill e Hote l wh ere hacks we re ready to 
convey th em to Sh e lta Cavern s. 

"Aft e r a de lay of a few minu tes the long l ine of 
hacks c rowded wi th Alabama ed itor s accompani ed by 
a few fr iends, s ta rt ed fo r th e cave headed by th e Hunt s­
vill e Corn e t Band. On a rri v in g a t th e Cavern s th ey 
were me t by Ma jo r F ull e r and severa l a ccommoda t­
in g guides. Th e p arty was t ak en into th e main chambe r 
of the Cavern whe re a magnif icent barbecu e was spread 
on the large danci ng pi at fo rm. As soon as th e barbec u e 
was fini s hed Mr. R. E . P e ttu s , vi ce- pres ident of th e 
Assoc ia tion, introduced P ro f. J. A. B. Lovett , who on 
beh alf of th e guest s, in a few pl easant remark s th a nked 
Ma jo r Fulle r fo r th e g ra nd s ight s th ey were abo ut to 
see a nd fo r th e fin e barbec ue so mu ch enj oyed. At th e 
conclu s io n o f P ro f. Lovett' s remarks call s were made 
fo r a s peech from Ma jo r F ull e r. 

" The Majo r amid g reat appl a use mounted a seat 
and in a neat and happy littl e speech we lcomed th e 
v i s itors to t he Cave rn s a nd sa id it affo rded him grea t 
p leasure to ent e rta in them in hi s Cavern s. As th e 
sp eake r s tep ped down from th e p latfo rm thr ee cheers 
and a tiger fo r th e Ma jor were proposed , whi c h we re 
heartil y g i ve n, th e loud echoes soun d ing and resoun d­
ing through th e wonde rful Cave rn s fo r ma ny minu tes. 
P res ide nt McCa ll th e n made a short ta lk and asked 
fo r a speech from Mr. R. E . Pettu s whose pers uas ive 
powe rs in duced the associ ation to come to Hun tsvi ll e, 
In respon se, Mr. Pettu s sa id t ha t Mr. McCa ll' s remark 
were the greatest comp li ment h e had ever rece ived. 

"As soon as Mr. Pe ttu s fini s hed t a lk ing the c rowd 
div ided a nd in seve ra l pa rti es went th rough the Cavern 
and a ft e r see ing one of the great est wonders of th e 
globe l e ft th e Cave and once more s too d on th e out­
s ide wo rl d. 
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"Th e party then assembled in front of the e ntra nce 
to the Caverns to a llo w Mr. Ira F. Collins, the photog­
rapher, to sec ure a picture of the group after which 
th e p eo ple bid farewell to Major Fuller and his famil y 
a nd re turne d to the city feeling ma ny time s repaid for 
their v i s it to Shelta Cavern s . The visitors expressed 
th emse lves as mo s t ag reeabl y surprised with Shelta 
Cavern s a nd Monte Sano, and are g reatly pl eased with 
th e warm ho sp it a lity of Huntsv ille and the royal man­
n er in whi ch th ey have been entert a ined by our citizens." 

RESUL TS 

The extreme ly imaginati ve ph ys ical comparison o f 
She It a with Mammoth Cave perhaps reac hed its zenith 
on page 6 o f th e January B, 1B90 edition of th e Weekly 
Me rcury. which contained the following it em: 

Some Big Thin gs -
Larges t 0/ Th e ir Kind in the World 

The great es t cavern in the wo rld is the Shelta 
Cavern . 0/ this city. Prior to the /ixinf!, 0/ this 
vast su bt e rranean passageway the Mammoth 
Cave in Kentucky was considered th e largest. 
Lik e th e Mammoth Cave. the Shel ta Caverns has 
unde rg round lakes. 

A few s hort years l a te r, in 1B96, Shelta was so ld 
for taxes, possibly forecas ting the future problems o f 
many comm ercia I cave owne rs . 

The earli es t known map was mad e in about 1929 
and re port ed by Dr. Walter B. J ones and Willi am Drumm 
J ohn sto n, Jr. in the Geo log ical Surv ey of Alabama 
Special Report No. 16 published in 1933. Th e ske t ch 
estim a te d th e d im en s ions fairly accurately as verified 
by our recent tape and compass s urvey . 

SH ELTA TOD AY 

The c urre nt conditi on of She lt a a ttes t s to wha t has 
tra nsp ired in rece nt years. Refuse i s present by th e 
truckload. Da il y vis itors a re under no con tro l a nd th e ir 
p ilfe rage a nd vand a li s m a re so re ly ev id e nt. 

She l ta ' s latest c hap te r i s now be ing writt e n by th e 
Board of Gove rn o rs of th e NSS a nd th e Na ture Conse r­
vancy, who have CO me to agreement with Shelta ' s fo rm e r 
ow ners . Culm inating th e effort s o f a far- s ighted few , 
a loa n h as bee n a rr anged fo r th e purchase of la nd s ur­
round in g th e s ha ll ow pit e ntr ances . For th e pas t four 
o r fi ve years Ru ss Gurn ee, Dr. J ones and o th e rs , 
includ ing Bill Varn edoe a nd J o hn a nd Martha Cooper, 
h ave bee n workin g quietly to assure both con servation 
a nd continued access by the NSS membe rs hi p . 

If one StOPS to think a bout it, thi s dual ob ject i ve 
I S e s pec ial ly diff ic ult s ince most s uccessful conse r­
vat ion programs a re acco mpli s hed e ith e r throug h com­
mercia li z at ion Or compl e tel y deny in g access. T h e 
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only acceptabl e alternative has been outright purchas e 
and even this has been blocke d by inheritanc e legali­
ties confusing the ownership. Not deterred by thi s, 
Dr. Jone s rounded up support a mong the members of 
the Board and by the time of th e close of the 1967 NSS 
Convention a plan to save Shelta h ad tak en shape. The 
property s udde nly came up for sale and exploitation, 
and quick ac tion was required s ince Shelta i s in th e 
heart of a rapidly growing res identi a l and bus ine ss 
district. It was obvious that the passi ng away of th e 
protective owner had exposed Shelta to real es tate 
maneuvering, with proposal s advanc e d s uch as filling 
in the entrance. 

HOW THE CAVE WAS SAVED 

Nature Conservancy was co ntact ed a nd their repre­
sentative, Mr. Robe rt Ha nie, fle w in from Atlanta for 
first-h and analysis a nd discussions. Fortunately, 
John E. Cooper and hi s son John, Jr. were on h an d 
in th e cave to illustra t e the cave's real value with an 
impromptu lec ture and technic a l chit-chat. Followi ng 
Mr. Hani e ' s repo rt, th e Nature Con servancy ag reed to 
l e nd th e NSS th e full purchase price, interest-free for 
the first year. Dr. J ones, never a man to hesita te when 
things in which he beli eves are at s take, had a lr eady 
sec ured a n option, and NSS purchase re quired only 
th e approv a l of th e Board of Governors ac ting for th e 
memb ers hip . T hi s was obtai ned by ma il ballot, and 
reiterated a t th e Board mee ting in Chic ago in October. 
The deal was closed a nd th e NSS Shelta Cave Project 
Committee , co n s i s ting primarily of members o f the 

A view 0/ a sma ll /Jorti on 0/ the "Big Room " in Shelta. 
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Hunt sv ill e Gro tto , i s pr e p a ring recomm e nda ti o n s for 
po li cy s t a te me nt s o n u se o f th e cave . Hunt sv ill e Gro ttO, 
custodian of the cave , i s a l so kicking off th e required 
mo ne y dri ve a nd vo lunt eering time a nd mate ri a l s fo r 
compl e ting th e job of protecting the cave . 

LAK ES AND C RITTERS 

Severa l re ma rk ab l e Circ um s t a nces s urro und th e 
wa t e r tabl e th a t annually rise s and fall s in th e cave. 
It i s unpo llut ed , even though we can see from a c ity 
s tr ee t overlay th a t the a rea i s comp lete ly built up . 
Th e re is good reaso n to believe th a t we can k eep it 
safe for the aquatic troglobites by v irtu e of th e cit y ' s 
agg ress ive sewer progra m. Som e myst e ry has s ur ro un d­
ed th e s urv iva l o f Sh e lt a ' s inh ab it a nt s. When th e l ak e 
drop s ove r fifty fee t in th e fa ll a nd l eaves a compl e tely 
dry flo or, no d ead a nim a l s re ma in. It had lo ng been 
conclud ed th a t th e aqu at ic life re treat ed throug h s ma ll 
hol es to some reg ion b e low t he ma in cave . Thi s may 
b e pa rti a lly true , but th e re i s a l so a more-o r-l ess p e r­
manent la k e in th e West Room whe re many trog lob ites 
can b e seen wh e n the ma in l a k e i s dry. 

It comes as a s urpri se t o ma n y who did some of 
th e ir fir s t cav ing h e re th at this big old vand a li zed 
s ump h as long been o n e o f th e most import a nt biolog­
i ca l find s o f spe leo logy. Thomas C. Barr, Jr., Assoc i­
a t e Professo r o f Zoo logy at th e University of Ke ntu ck y 
a nd past Pres id e nt of th e NSS, writes: 

" Sh e lta Cave , from a bi o log ical point o f view, i s 
on e of th e o ut s t andin g caves o f North America. Situ­
a te d in a reg ion no ted fo r it s g reat d ive rs it y of cave 
life, Shelta combines food- ri c h t e rr es tri a l a nd aquatic 
habit a t s. It i s th e t yp e locality for nin e s p ec ies of 
obligate cave a nim a l s (trog lob it es ) - 3 beetles, 2 cray­
fi s h, a s hrimp, a nd 3 ot h e r s ma ll t e rres tri a l a rthropods . 
It s huge unde rg ro und la k e provides a n un equall ed 
opportunity fo r eco log ic a l in vest igat ion of th e ground­
water fa un a o f a ma jor kar st reg io n." 

According to J o hn E. Coop e r o f th e In s titute of 
Spe leo logy, University of Ke ntu c ky , " She lt a Cave dis­
pl ays o n e of the mo s t interesting a nd unu s u a l und e r­
g round ecosys t ems in No rth America. It may ve ry well 
hou se mo re ma jo r a qu at ic troglobites, a ll li v ing in th e 
same community , th a n a ny other cave in th e wo rld. It 
i s on e of only twO caves definitely kno wn t o hou se 
three di s tin ct spec ies of trog lobiti c c rayf is hes. On e 
of th ese i sa ra re newspec ies ju s t nOw bei ng des c ribed. 
Sh e lt a h arbo rs o n e of th e two kn own s pe c ies of trog lo­
biti c a t y id s hrimp in th e Unit ed St a tes, a n a nim a l JU St 
de sc ribe d in 196 1. Two aqu a ti c ve rt ebra tes, a l so 
trog lob ites , a re found in th e cave, o n e a fish a nd th e 
o th e r a sa la ma nd e r. 

"Among th e non-troglobite s , 
sa lamanders fr equ e nt Sh e lt a and 
s izeab le pop ul a ti o n o f a spec ies 

severa l s pec ies o f 
th e cave cont a in s a 
of bat whi c h i s be-

3 1 

coming scarcer eac h yea r. Other mammal s are occasion­
a ll y found in th e cave . 

"The real biological po t e nti a l of Shelt a Cave li es 
in the poss ibili ties for eco log i cal studi es in it s 
s implifi ed en v iro nm e nt, some of whi ch a re a lready in 
progress . Perhaps, in th e not-t oo-di s t ant future, Shelt a 
Cave may be recogni zed as o n e of the m('s t important 
natur a l unde rg roun d laborato ri es in exis t e nce ." 

OTHER SPOK ESMEN 

Note nOw wh at Stewart B. Peck of the ~lu se um of 
Compara ti ve Zoo logy, Ha rvard Un ivers ity , has to say: 
"The re has been no th o roug h st udy of th e cave . Pres­
e ntl y , we kn ow th at twe nt y- o ne terre s trial invertebrates 
res id e in th e cave . Nin e of these spec ies a re troglo­
bites, Or cave-limited species. Six o f these species 
were or ig in a ll y named from spec ime ns collected in 
She lt a Cave. Twel ve sc ie nti sts ':a ve wr itt e n seventeen 
papers menti o nin g thi s fa un a . Carefu l stu dy wil l un­
doubt e dly d('monstrflt (' " g re"te r numbe r o f inh abita nt s . 

"Of all th e caves known in North America, She lt a 
ho ld s as much promise for a id ing thi s adva nceme nt as 
eve n th e famou s Mammoth Cave of Kentucky. Th e 
t e rres tri a l in vert ebra t e fauna of She It a Cave may be 
a lmost as rich as th a t of Mammoth Cave , a nd th e a qu at i c 
fa un a i s be li eved to be ri ch e r. " 

Th e o ld comp a ri so n s of Sh e lt a and Mammoth wer e 
no t so fa r o ff a ft e r a ll, although in a different a rea 
th a n o ri g in a lly s u spec ted l 

From East Tennessee St a t e University: , J ohn 
Hol s in ge r , Assistant Professo r of Biology, comm e nt s: 
" Sh e It a Cave, with it s la rge la ke, a bund a nce of food, 
a nd diversity o f fa un a, i s one o f th e most int e res tin g 
a nd biologically s ig n i fi ca nt caves in th e Unit ed St a t es . 
In additio n to co nt a ining blind, dep ig me nt ed fi s h , 
crawfish and a mphipods , th e wat er in thi s cave co n­
tains th e onl y known population of th e troglobitic 
s hrimp, Palaemonias alabamae. Th e spec ies diversity, 
community eco logy, a nd population s tructure of Sh e lt a 
Cave s ho uld provide a number of exc iting research 
projects for biospeleologi s ts." 

SHELTA'S FUTURE 

The future i s now up to yo u, th e individual me mb e rs 
o f the Na ti o na l Spe l eo log ica l Soc ie t y . There i s th e 
problem o f ra i s ing a bout $ 10,000 fo r repayment of ou r 
loan from Na ture Con se rvancy . We at Hun tsvi ll e plan 
to contri bute o ur l abor to wo rk project s s uch as tree 
topping (a project rea ll y s uited to rope-clim bi ng cav­
e rs ' ) with proceeds to go t o th e Project. Th e re will 
be a broc hure prepared a nd decora ti ve Ina ps to com­
me morate g ift s . Only a n a ll-out effo rt o n th e p a rt of 
th e e ntir e NSS me mb e rship can carr y this impo rt a nt 
project throug h to fruition. 


