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EXPLORATION

The Enigma in Rocky River Gorge

by Joel Buckner

We knew there had to be a monster
cave system in the Rocky River Gorge.

The Rocky River drains perhaps 75
square miles or so off the Cumber-
land Plateau in Tennessee, then cuts an
800-foot-deep gorge through the Penn-
sylvanian caprock into the underlying
Mississippian limestones. Except in
flood, it usually sinks hi%h in the gorge,
about seven miles up from the large
Laurelburg springs that the sinks have
been dye traced to.

Paradox is the second-longest cave
in the gorge, at over a mile and a half
long. The five or so streams in its Hall
of Falls penetrate nearly straight down
a surveyed 418 feet deep via a pit se-
ries (including 125- and 165-foot drops)
with 200 feet or so of that depth below
the riverbed in the bottom of the gorge.
And it’s just one of many tributaries
draining into the subterranean Rocky
River.

Not long after I found Paradox on a
Tennessee Cave Survey ridgewalk in
the Rocky River Gorge in the 1980s (sto-
ry of the discovery and fight to keep the
gorge from becoming a military range
told in the February 1985 Nashville
Speleonews), Thany Mann spoke with
a fellow who lived at the mouth of the
gorge and told of a blowhole back in it
next to an old road and river ford.

He took us to it, and sure enough, in an
area a couple of miles back, by a faint,
overgrown road, it was there just as he

described. It had to have been palpably
obvious to anyone passing by in sum-
mer, as there was cold cave air gushing
out from numerous holes in a rubble
pile near the base of an outcrop. There
was so much air emerging that it creat-
ed a cool micro-climate of about a thou-
sand square feet around the rubble pile.
It formed an invigorating oasis of cool
comfort and blessed relief on a hot and
humid summer day.

Thany is an avid and savvy amateur
botanist, and noted that gooseberries
were growing in the rubble pile, so
we referred to the oasis as Gooseberry
Grotto. We began digging with a wide
variety of tools and moved tons of talus.
Our subsequent enticing speculation to
others about big booty just waiting to
be found simply by moving some loose
rocks suckered.....er, that is, I mean we
wanted to share the exciting potential
(not to mention the hard labor) with
our friends and so invited them on the
frequent trips that followed.

But it was a very pleasant environment
to dig in on a hot day with the natural
air conditioning from the unknown
void somewhere below. Many times,
we had 10 to 15 people helping. It be-
came another one of our “picnic digs”
where, in summer, when you're not
digging, you can comfortagly lounge
away from the surrounding oppressive
heat to babble, speleosophize, snooze,
stuff your face, tell the diggers what
theyre doing wrong, and so forth. We
excavated dirt and small rocks at first

until we uncovered several large boul-
ders (about six or so feet in diameter)
that obstructed further progress. We
wraéaped them in chains and straps and
used a hand winch to drag the multi-
ton boulders off the blowhole, only to
reveal more blowing boulders below.
So we started drilling rock after rock as
the dig morphed into a mini mine.

At first, there was a lot of enthusiasm,
and we went often, but eventually our
pace began to slacken as we were nev-
er able to penetrate anything but more
rubble with air blasting out from in
between every nook and cranny. We
would dig at one spot for a while, then
decide over there, or back there was
more promising, and repeat ad nause-
am. Eventually, we burned out on the
dig and moved on to other leads.

But the gales of air kept haunting our
dreams. We would return months or
years later, after our memories had
dimmed a bit, and we would persuade
ourselves again and again that there
must be BIG cave somewhere under the
rubble, just out of reach.

This went on and off for over 20 years.

By 2010, it had been a year or two or so
since our last digging effort. One sum-
mer day, Hal Love, Bernie Eskesen,
and I went to Dancing Fern Cave in the
nearby Calfkiller Valley to explore some
leads in the Tennessee Cave Survey de-
scription. We donned our wetsuits with
enthusiasm, but after pushing long,
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flat out, face in the gravel, wet belly
crawls and digging open passages, we
had found perhaps a mere hundred
feet of miserable new passage at best,
except for one last lead. Hal dug his
way into it and almost immediately an-
nounced he could see a big black space
ahead!

I then told Bernie that we should get
ready to leave. | knew from experience
that such a pronouncement from Hal
almost invariably means it is just his
excitable imagination causing HALu-
cinations, anc? the passage is about to
end. Sure enough, within a few more
minutes, he dug closer to the black
void only to realize it was just a dark
wall.

So we headed out of that hellhole and
found Thany hanging out at the truck,
having conveniently arrived too late
to enjoy the misery with us. We were

retty worn out from our hundreds of
eet of wet, slimy belly crawling and
digging, but it was only mid-afternoon,
so | suggested we take another look at
the Gooseberry dig yet again.

On our last attempt a few months pre-
viously, where we had moved up the
slope a bit, Hal had spotted a blowhole
at the base of what looked like a small

bluff. It could have just been a large
boulder that happened to land with
the bedding planes relatively flat, giv-
ing the appearance of bedrock, but we
thought we might as well try digging
where it at least looked like solid rock.
We had managed to dig down into
some rubble rooms, trying to follow
the air, and in the most recent efforts
had actually penetrated perhaps 20
feet or so underground.

Arriving at the dig after our crawling
ordeal, Thany, being fresh, went in
while the rest of us lay around in the
refreshing oasis, moaning and groan-
ing. He returned a few minutes lat-
er and emphatically stated that with
thirty minutes of work, we would be
in. We collectively rolled our eyes and
mumbled, “Uh-huh, sure thing, you
bet,” and the like. The thought of get-
ting our wet and muddy gear back on
just then didn’t have much appeal, so
instead we went into tourist mode, hik-
ing nearby and planning to return on
another day with a better attitude.

That turned out to be in November
when Hal, Bernie, David Parr, and I re-
turned yet again for another assault on
the lead. It was David’s first trip as he
had somehow managed to miss all the
trips before. We had previously dug
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straight down about 15 feet into a small
room, then drilled horizontally, be-
fore going down again past a squeeze.
There, we got through a triangular hole
for another few feet, reaching a point
perhaps 30 feet below and away from
the entrance. At that spot, there was a
small, blowing slot that appeared to
cut back towards the plateau.

On this trip, we first drilled and popped
the squeeze and triangular hole to en-
large them. That facilitated removing
a lot of rock that needed to come out
for working room. Then we drilled a
couple more holes at the dig face and
hauled out the spoils. Luckily, the little
rooms we had dug out gave us a near-
by alcove to dump everything into, so
we didn’t have to haul it all the way up
to and out the entrance.

After the second pop at the dig face,
I slid down to the furthest penetra-
ble point and began passing rocks up
as well as sticking whatever would
fit into nooks and crannies off to the
side. A little rubble slope into a smaller
space gradually appeared below me,
but several rocks were still jammed in
the way. All but one yielded to sledge
and crowbar. The last one resisted all
the pounding, prying, and stom%in I
could muster. Fortunately, though, the
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slope below it yielded to digging,
which created just enough room to ease
under the rock and into the little space
below. Sliding down a body length or
so, I found I could sit up in the small
space.

Incredibly, and finally, before me was
a solid, unbroken wall of bedrock with
several tantalizing, breezy solution-
al openings beckoning to virgin inner
space beyond, just waiting for us!
Peering into the largest, which was
about three feet high and wide, I saw
a hands and knees crawlway in solid
rock going about 20 feet ahead, then
aprearin}go to enlarge considerably. I
hollered back to the others, “We're in!
Come on down... will you go get my
pack?” Then I sat contemplating the
unknown ahead while one by one the
others joined me.

Then we crawled where no cavers had
crawled before.

The passage did indeed open up ahead
and intersected a nearly perpendicular
walking passage with a three-foot-wide
and 10-foot-deep crevice in the floor.
We chimneyed down and checked both
directions, but each appeared to end

uickly. Hal found a muddy crawl off
the right side above that headed deeper
in. Past a small pool, the passage split.
Hal checked the left and said it didn’t
look good. I went right, and the pas-
sage kept widening ahead for about 50
feet, then opened to a 10-foot pit into a
small dome-canyon about 30 feet high.
Several possible ways on were visible

in it.

We left in a weary but euphoric state
and feeling like we were finally about
to get a bi% payoff for all the years of
hard labor breaking big rocks into little
rocks.

Persistence Pays Off

The next several trips led us through a
labyrinthine series of crawls, traverses,
pits, and dome complexes, to where, on
the last trip, we had been looking down
a short drop into an approximately
80-foot-high, 25-foot-wide canyon. In
that canyon, we had been highly per-
plexed to see what seemed to be a large
cairn stacked in the distance ahead!

On the return push, David couldn’t
make it, but Jason Wyatt was with us.
Jason had found the way on a few trips
previously, when we seemed stymied
about where to go. We quickly set bolts
and descended into our highly antici-
pated lead. Once down, we breathed
a sigh of relief when we saw that the
cairn was indeed an illusion, just Moth-
er Nature messing with our heads with
a naturally stacked pile of the rock lay-
ers. We worked our way up a break-
down slope and began poking around.
There were some elephantine rocks up
ahead, so we spread out a bit, looking
for the best way onward through them.
In a few minutes, Hal found a climb
down, then announced he could hear
water ahead.

Everyone immediately bee-lined to-

wards Hal. We entered a room about
25 feet in diameter with a couple of
openings in the far wall. A thunder-
ous waterfall could be heard raging
somewhere beyond! Peering through
the openings, a dark and vast void of
frantically swirling mists appeared.
The opening on the left led to a ledge,
and we found Hal down there, clear-
ing rocks to make it passable. It stair-
stepped down over several ledges and
then dropped into the void. At the top
of the drop, we found ourselves on a
balcony alcove beside the raucous
waterfall that was crashing down in
waves about 30 feet out into the void.
It felt like we had been transported to
some ethereal scene out of Tl};e Lord of
the Rings.

Turning our lights on their brightest
settings, we could only dimly make out
through the maelstrom that there was a
huge breakdown pile way beyond. We
were unable to see the ceiling, floor,
or any of the walls! Tossing rocks, we
guessed the drop was 50 to 75 feet. The
water was screaming down at a high
velocity, indicating the source was way
up there somewhere. We suspected it
was from a nearby side hollow to the
gor%e. In side hollows, the water typ-
ically sinks in the Bangor Limestone
about a third of the way down the side
of the gorge. Itthen flows horizontally,
sometimes for a considerable distance,
before cutting its way through the re-
sistant Hartselle Formation and form-
ing large domepits into the underlying
Monteagle limestone. It frequently
emerges miles away. We estimated the

THE LATE, GREAT LEE WHITE SORTING CLIMBING GEAR PHOTO BY ALFRED CRABTREE
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Monteagle was 250-300 feet thick here,
and that the bottom of the pit was ap-
proaching base level, which meant the
waterfall might be well over 200 feet
high!

The views and sounds of the falls
from the balcony were wonderfully
spell-binding. We sat, awe-inspired, for
a few minutes, enjoying the discovery of
a hidden alcove behind a torrential wa-
terfall in a vast, dark, and secret place.

Rigging on the balcony looked like it
would make for a very wet route, so we
looked around for alternatives. Partway
down the ledges, there appeared to be
a possible passage behind a boulder.
Hal and I cleaned off the ledge uF to it
and climbed up and through a hole into
another passage that led away from the
waterfalF A little way back down the
other side was a 15-foot pit into a can-
yon that headed back down toward the
waterfall. We cleaned rock debris from
the lip and found a spot to rig to nearby.
Hal rappelled down and said it contin-
ued. After studying it a bit, I decided
a rope wasn’t necessary and climbed
down. From there, a short crawl led to
another climb down that intersected
yet another passage. Going toward the
waterfall, we reached an overlook into

the void in about 50 feet. The opening,
while of standing height, was muc
smaller than the Igirst balcony, and we
weren’t able to see much more from its
vantage point.

There was a massive flowstone visible
on the left about 25 feet out, but the far-
side breakdown continued past it, indi-
cating that the actual left wall was wa
out somewhere beyond. This overloo
was another 20 or 30 feet from the falls,
so it would be less wet. We called it a
day here and left feeling like we were
1getting close to finding the massive

ase-level river trunk passage of the
Rocky River we had dreamed about for
so long.

Into the Void

Upon our return, it was cold and had
snowed the day before, but hadn’t
rained much, so we thought the water-
fall might have decreased in volume
and reduced our likelihood of getting
drenched. Our crew this time was Trey
Caplenor, Hal Love, Thany Mann, Jim
Smith, Jason Wyatt, and me. This was
Jim’s first trip to our find as he hadn't
been caving much lately while recover-
ing from surgery.

We slowly made our way into the cave,
across the traverse, through the Cobble
Crawls, down the nuisance pits of Car-
rot Top Dome and Cairn Canyon back
to the smaller balcony. There was no
discernable lessening of the flow of the
falls. We volunteered Jim to go down
first and make sure the rope was on the
bottom. We were glad to see him get
some booty after being laid up so long.

He got on rope and leaned out way over

the edge for a look. After a moment, he

said he could see the rope was on bot-

tom and used some quite colorful X-rat-

ed language to describe how undercut

{)he balcony was just under the edge a
it.

He rappelled down and within mo-
ments gave a long, loud yell of “B-O-O-
O-R-H-O-L-E!!

He then proceeded to repeat that at least
20 or 30 times, apparently taking great
joy in the thrill of discovery as well as
the echoing reverberation. We all quick-
ly made our way down and were sur-

rised that we landed on a smooth flat

oor rather than a complete jumble of
breakdown. The bottom of the massive
pile of breakdown visible from the bal-
conies began a few feet away.

THE HALL OF FALLS IN PARADOX. PHOTO BY CHRIS HIGGINS
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The bottom area was a Niagara like scene of crashing water
and swirling mists. We regrouped off to the side in a scal-
loped walking passage about 20 feet high and wide heading
into the unknown. There also appeared to be at least two
sizable passages on the other side of the waterfall room. The
waterfall was an awesome and beautiful sight. We guessti-
mated it was well over 200 feet high and coming from the
top of a big dome about a hundred feet or more in diameter.
The breakdown sloped nearly halfway up the far side. The
stream arced out from the top and formed a shimmering and
sparkling wall of water all the way down.

We explored perhaps a half mile or so of mostly walking
passage off the bottom without finding the much-anticipat-
ed river trunk passage. The passages all seemed to be over-
flows or infeeders. The waterfall itself sank disappointingly
into a too-tight crack in the floor of the dome that lacked air-
flow. We later had many hard pushes by us and subsequent
explorers but all efforts to find the elusive river have been
stymied to date. Our survey showed the bottom of the dome
was about 125 feet below the gorge riverbed! On wet season
trips, when the upstream sinks were overflowing, we forded
through river water several feet deep to go far below it in
the cave. Jason and I later came up with the name Enigma
for the cave, as that’s what it was to us, with its missing riv-
er, and that also went well with its sister cave up the gorge,
Paradox.

We later finished digging open another riverside blowhole
further down the gorge, which Bill Walter had found and
we had dug on years before. We dubbed it Dungeon, as a
small pit immediately dropped into a large, dank room be-
low the riverbed. A couple of thousand feet or so of passages
were discovered off the room, including some pleasant ones,
but we left several wet bellycrawls and digs unpushed. The
relative grimness of the crawls, along with the difficulty of
discerning where the best air flow was, has to date deterred
much of any enthusiasm for a return.

Perhaps the best remaining known prospect for finding the
enigmatic river is a breakdown pit lead with good air in Hil-
lis Cave situated above the Laurelburg springs. Many years
ago, Bill Walter, Bill Deane, Frank Shires, and another caver
whose name the Bills have forgotten, went through a pas-
sage in Hillis, which is now a large and deep sump at the
abrupt end of a brief but huge trunk passage perhaps 100
feet wide and 40 high, to explore several thousand feet of
breakdown trunk passage and domes without reaching an
end.

They either went in during a time of extremely low water, or
something has changed, causing the stream to pond there.
When checking it in recent droughts, the sump was always
still there. The pit lead is in a blowing passage across a tra-
verse above the sump, which Jim bolted, and is perhalps fifty
feet beyond the sump. We stpent our last day there enlarging
the pit, which dropped 20 feet or so into a slimy appearing
breakdown space, but we were too pooped to pit when we
finally got it i% enough. A push trip is planned in 2026 if
access can be obtained again, so perhaps more of the story
is get to come. The sump also looked big enough for a mini
submarine — if only one were to somehow magically ap-
pear there.

Enigma Survey

We surveyed about a mile and a half, but when the much-
sought-after river trunk was not found, our interest waned,
as other projects always lured us away. Fortunately, Zeke
McKee took over surveying, and many others, including the
late Lee White, took an interest. They pushed the cave up

hard, as Lee was a dome-climbing juggernaut.

They eventually tallied up over four miles of survey, finding
a 3D labyrinth of smaller interconnecting domes and drops,
totaling over 30, to make the cave a vertical jungle gym. The
Enigma Dome was also climbed in stages by several climbers
and topped out by Mike Green. A stream trunk passage was
found at the top and surveyed for thousands of feet heading
toward a swallet with a dig we had up in Rocky Branch, a
major side creek to the Rocky River. It was later confirmed as
the source by a dye trace. The dig had good air flow, so some
determined work could lead to a great through trip with a
big drop. Access to the gorge has been problematic in recent
years, but hopefully that will change in the future.

The results from Thany, Zeke, and crew’s dye trace project
are yet another paradoxical enigma in this mysterious gorge.
The water sinking in the river several miles upstream of
Enigma and Paradox at Hydraulic Thunder Cave, somehow
manages (at least at normal water levels) to bypass them and
flow the seven miles or so to the Laurelburg Springs. The
waters in Enigma and Paradox flow over three miles and
five miles, respectivelﬁ, to Boyd SFring, while the Laurel-
burg springs are another couple ot miles down the valley!
However, Frank Bogle, who did the Paradox trace years be-

GOOSEBERRY FALLS.
PHOTO BY JIM FOX
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fore, doesn’t think bugs were placed at
Laurelburg Springs at that time, so that
possibility remains. Some speculation
is that perhaps:

1. The upper Rocky River water that
sinks at Hydraulic Thunder Cave stays
on top of the Hartselle Formation all
the way past Enigma and Paradox. But
they quickly breech the Hartselle, so it
would seem the river would as well.

2. At very high levels, water might flow
through crossover overflow passages
down in the Monteagle limestone and
join the upper gorge water to resurge
at Laurelburg Springs as well as Boyd.

3. Another possibility seems to be that
the missing river trunk is down in the
Monteagle but flows past Paradox and
Enigma further to the east under the
plateau and is or has become a sepa-
rate system.

I guestimate that perhaps only a few
per cent of the cave system’s passages
in the gorge have been discovered to
date.

Boyd Spring Cave Drought Push
by Zeke McKee

On November 18, 2016, Zeke McKee
and Marion O. Smith met at the park-
ing area above Boyd Spring on Rocky
River Road. The area was suffering
a severe drought, and the spring had
run dry. Upon scrambling down to
the riverbed, we were greeted by cool
air pourin%1 from a tour-foot-wide,
1.5-foot-high crawlway.

The passage inside was heavily scal-
loped with sharp bits of St. Louis
limestone tearing at our clothes as
we scraped along. We encountered
several pools containing sculpin and
cave-adapted crayfish. The cave was
all belly crawl in wide passage without
distinguishable walls for the most part,
just columns of heavily eroded rock
providing some division. Not much
over 50 feet in, the ceiling dipped to 1.5
inches over a shallow and sharp pool.

The air blasted out over the pool hard
enough to ripple the water’s surface.
Marion, a few feet behind me, said he
had no interest in navigating the sharp
pool and ceiling-sucking belly crawl
ahead. I found wisdom in his years,
and we retreated to the surface.

Dome Climbing in Enigma
by Zeke McKee

In 2014, the exploration of Enigma was
literally taken to a new level. Dome
climbers, including John Harman, Der-
ek Bristol, Clinton Elmore, Chris Hig-

gins, and others, began to gain interest
in the cave — specifically, the Enigma
Dome and the source of the waterfall
at the top.

Some of these parties were under the
influence of a certain Marion Smith,
while others came to the dome of their
own accord. Not knowing each other’s
plans, the two teams met in the cave,
prepared to climb the same dome on
the same day! In addition, on the same
day, the original explorers were dig-
ging open Dungeon, a new blowing
cave a mile downstream.

Deciding to work to§ether, the Enig-
ma crews began to c[imb the massive
dome. These trips led to a rebelay se-
ries up the south wall of the room. A
large ledge was reached 170 feet off the
floor, with one path going over a sad-
dle and down a 140-foot pit back into
known passage, while the other course
went up to a small ledge just under the
Hartselle sandstone. This end of the
climb was very near the waterfall, yet
the condition of the rock was so poor
that climbing was halted.

Later in September 2014, Marion con-
vinced Lauren Satterfield, Jeff Moore,
and Elliot Stahl to climb a smaller 30-
foot dome much closer to the cave en-
trance, just off the main route. This ef-
fort proved to be the key to unlocking
a vertical maze of domes and pits inter-
connected at various levels and adding
thousands of feet to the length of the
known cave.

In July of 2015, Marion, Mike Green,
Elliot Stahl, Damien Lebrun-Grandie,
and Sammi Carley made their way into
the cave to try to tackle the top of the
Enigma Dome. With Mike leading and
Damien on belay, the others watched
as the duo bolted their way up the re-
maining height of the dome and over
to the waterfall window. A J rappel was
rigged, and the team exited the cave.
The next weekend, a team includin
Mike, Damien, Elliot, and Andy Zell-
ner returned to the top of the waterfall
to explore the new passage. At first, a
Hartselle crawl, soon a climb up into
a nice Bangor cave was encountered.
This went for approximately 4,000 feet
before ending in breakdown.

On Marion’s birthday in 2016, Mari-
on, Lee White, and Zeke McKee en-
tered the cave to do a bolt climb in the
Natural Arch Dome. Lee led the climb
and reached going passage around 30
feet off the floor. After following Lee
up, some passage went right through
a narrow canyon and terminated at a
Fit where known passage was seen be-
ow. Back to the left, the passage con-
tinued to another drop that intersected

Damien’s Dome. This maze of pas-
sages was interesting to me, and after
talking to Marion, I decided to pick up
the project to map the remainder of the
cave.

In November, due to an intense
drought, the waterfall had ceased to
flow. Marion decided this would be
an ideal time to resume the survey by
entering the upper level of the cave.
Marion, Terry “Monk” McClanathan,
Nikki Fox, Chris Coates, and I entered
the cave and began surveying from the
bottom of Damien’s Dome. We mapped
through an upper-level passage and to
a window in the pit, a mere 15 feet be-
low the beginning of the ] rappel. Chris
bolted a line up to the J, and we all pro-
ceeded across. We then mapped the
Hartselle crawl to the Bangor passage.
Here was a very nice formation room.

We split into two teams: Chris and
Nikki would map from the formation
area onward, while the remaining
three of us leapfrogged ahead to map
further down the passage. We stopped
at a point that would require crawl-
ing through water. We turned around;
Monk taped the waterfall drop at 246
feet to the floor. Then we all left the
cave, netting 2,200 feet of survey for
the day.

Since that trip, another 30 survey trips
have been conducted, with many of
those containing dome climbs on the
same days as the survey. Lee White has
climbed a number of the domes in the
cave and has been an extremely valu-
able asset to the exploration. Jim Fox
has also developed his skills as a bolt
climber by leading several climbs in the
cave and adding significant passage to
the cave. Jim extended the lower sec-
tion of the cave by bolting, leading to
the discovery of two large rooms and
crossing the cave underneath Rocky
Branch. Also, 1,600 feet of additional
?assages were surveyed in the Bangor
imestone above the waterfall, with no
end in sight. It seems, though, that ev-
ery time a dome is climbed, we end up
with more questions than we started
with.

At present, the cave stands at 4.16 hor-
izontal miles and 314 feet deep. Cur-
rently, the map is divided into seven
layers, most of which are an overlap-
ping vertical maze in the dome com-
plex. There are currently 58 known
rig points into 34 domes/pits that re-
quire rope work to navigate, several of
which are permanently rigged to pro-
vide access to the various levels of the
cave. Four of these dome/pits are over
100 feet tall, while one is over 200 feet
tall, making Enigma one of the most
vertical caves in the TAG region.
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In 2018, Thany Mann decided to begin
a dye trace of the RockZ River Gorge.
This was prompted by the discovery of
these cave systems that cut so far below
the valley floor, and the fact that for a
large portion of the year, the Rocky
River is dry from the head of the valley
until it begins to resurge in a series of
springs several miles down the valley.
I asked to assist with the project, and
Thany accepted my offer.

We put fluorescein dye in the large
swallet that takes most of the water at
the head of the gorge and directs it into
Hydraulic Thunder Cave. We also put
Eosin dye at the base of Triangle Falls,
high in Rocky Branch. This water dis-
appears into Triangle Cave. The trace
groved that the water from Triangle

ows through the upper level of Enig-
ma and over the waterfall, disappear-
ing into the floor to resurge mainly at
Boyd Spring. The dye from Hydraulic
Thunder did not travel through Enig-
ma but was detected in Hil%is Cave
and then in high quantities at the large
Laurelberg springs, seven miles, as the
crow flies down gorge from the swal-
let.

The Rocky River is slowly revealing
its karst secrets while also challenging
the limits of cavers’ abilities. The hard
work and determination of cavers from
around the world have led to amazing
discoveries and continue to do so. The
ongoing efforts have proven that the
spirit ot exploration and discovery is
still alive and well here in Tennessee,
as we continue to find deep pits and
miles of cave.

Exploring Above Gooseberry Falls
by Zeke McKee - October 13, 2018

“Rock!” The words echoed into the
darkness, down into the Enigma Dome.

I looked out of the window where I
was relaxing, safely on this side of
the nerve-wracking ] rappel. Glancing
upward, I saw Warren, on raplpel, just
over the lip. A silent waterfall leaped
off the Hartselle sandstone ledge be-
hind him.

The water fell 246 feet to the floor,
where it crashed in a violent, noisy ty-

hoon, but not here. At the top, it’s si-
ent. Far from the violence below. “Did
you say rock?” I shouted out to Warren,

LEE WHILE CLIMBING IN ENIGMA CAVE. PHOTO BY ALFRED CRABTREE

wondering why I hadn’t heard it crash
to the floor below. Then it happened
— a crash, followed by a thundering
boom that rose through the dome like
a clap of thunder. Warren chuckled a
little, then got back to business, nego-
tiating the ] rappel, changing over to
a parallel rope, and rap})elling the 15
feet back to the safety of the window.
The hard part was over. We’d be back
to Warren’s Jeep and headed home in
less than an hour. It had been a produc-
tive day.

It started at 9:20 when we entered Enig-
ma. Happy to be in the relative warmth
compared to the brisk fall weather
that had finally found us on the sur-
face this year. Warren and I made our
way through the cave, ascending a few
hanging ropes and traversing over a
few pits in the floors here and there.
An awkward 12-foot rappel, a short
squeeze, and there it was, the ] rappel.
A hanging rope attached at two ends
and used to traverse both horizontally
and vertically over pits. This particu-
lar one just happens to be over a giant
dome 246 feet off the floor at the high
end. Plus, it had been hanging next to
a waterfall, unused for over two years.
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That made it a little frightening as the
first one over, not knowing the condi-
tion of the rigging on the other side.

Well, I got over there, and the rigging
was fine, except for the carbon steel
screw links beginning to rust. We
will have to replace those with stain-
less hardware on the next trip. War-
ren came over, and we made our wa
through the low Hartselle belly crawl
in the stream. After a few hundred feet
of this bullshit, we finally popped into
standing passage. Climbing up 15 feet,
we entered nice Bangor stream pas-
sage.

Detouring around the corner to see the
formations, we realized the formation
room was flooded. We proceeded into
the walking Bangor stream. With a cob-
ble-riddled floor, a shallow stream at
our feet, and small formations poking
from the carved limestone walls, I an-
nounced, “Welcome to Merrybranch”
(a similar stream cave that was the
first cave map that Warren and I ever
made). Warren asked how he and I al-
ways ended u? in this sort of passage
surveying. A few hundred feet more
and we were at the end of the current
survey.

We donned our wetsuits and found a
tie-in station. Warren had the Suunto
Tandem (visual compass/inclinome-
ter) and the smart end of the 100-foot
tape. With the dumb end, I was on
Eoint and book for the day. We began a

ands-and-knees survey in water two
to three feet deep. We had two splits in

the passage, but they turned out to just
be short parallel trunks and not worth
the extra work to shoot, so I elected to
“draw them in.” Strangely, the pas-
sage was trending east, rather than the
north I had expected. We reached a
Foint with a dry breakdown pile to the
eft, and a low airspace stream crawl
continuing to the right.

Warren probed the breakdown and
declared that it went big that way. I
announced that I was going to check
the low airspace and see what it did.
It opened gradually before popping
into a large, 20-foot-high, 40-foot-wide
walking canyon. I saw dry passage to
the left and realized this was where
Warren was. I met him, and he showed
me a lead.

It was dry, large, Xanadu-like, paleo
trunk. We reached where the footprints
of the “scoop crew” had stopped and
declared virgin passage ahead. This
went to a large, breakdown-floored
room within just a few feet. It may have
had leads off the sides, but we didn’t
probe hard, as we were here to survey,
not scoop. We headed back, and War-
ren checked out a climbup on the way.
This led to a virgin upper-level dry
canyon following a joint. We followed
it for maybe 100 feet, scared a bat, and
then headed back to survey.

We elected to survey through the
breakdown and back to the stream,
leaving the paleo Eassage (dubbed
“Wyatt's Riot” since he scooped it) for
another day. We continued down the

nice, big canyon passage, which gradu-
ally got lower, but 100-foot shots were
had more than a couple of times. The
1Eassage gradually lowered again to a

ands-and-knees stream crawl with
very deep mud. Some leaf debris with
small sticks was noticed. I I}<aopped into
a larger room with a breakdown floor
and the stream skirting the edge. I put
a station on a rock on the “beach.”

Warren caught up, and I showed him
raccoon prints I had seen on the beach
area. There had to be a way to the
surface around here somewhere. We
explored ahead. The room contained
breakdown, a muddy sandbar, and a
hands-and-knees stream continuing
off the other side. We elected to set a
station high in the room away from the
flood threat. Then we routed. Survey-
ing the low airspace loop on the way
back. We grabbed a snack at the begin-
ning of survefr and then made our way
to our vertical gear that we had stashed
at the top of the J rappel.

We totaled 1,742 feet of horizontal sur-
vey. Increasing the cave length from
3.83 to 4.16 miles. This adds a lot to
the map and gives us a better picture
of what’s going on up there. As usual
in the Rocky River caves, this passage
did not do what we thought it did. We
will have to get back up there to survey
some more and see what we have go-
ing on. Maybe that can happen before
the winter brings more water, ending
our chances to visit that part of the cave
for the year.

3D CAVE MAP RENDERING PROVIDED BY ZEKE MCKEE
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Reflecting
Muse

Prior to the 1960s, cave exhibits were
largely small educational displays that
simulated real cave environments to
teach visitors about geology, biology,
archaeology, paleontology, and cultur-
al symbolism. Most of these displays
were set up in natural history mu-
seums, science centers, and national
parks. In 1926, a miniature replica of a
room of formations from Endless Cav-
erns, VA, was set up in the Milwaukee
Public Museum, WI. Around the same
time, a (I:)opular cave formation from
Crystal Cave, MO, called the Washing-
ton Monument, was replicated by the
Smithsonian Institution for its Museum
of Natural History. Large-scale cave
models did not exist until The Cavern
opened in 1968 within the old Cincin-
nati Museum of Natural History and
Planetarium. At the time, the Cincinna-
ti Museum was considered the oldest
natural history museum west of the Al-
legheny Mountains.

While the museum had many exciting
individual exhibits, the standout was
undoubtedly the 294-foot man-made
cave with its impressive 20-foot glass
bridge. Over the years, the bridge in-
stilled fear in the hearts of thousands of
visitors who crossed it. The adventure
of going through the well-constructed
cave was remarkable, holding every-
one’s attention and interest to t%le point
that many wanted to do it again and
again.

The Cincinnati Museum of Natural
History and Planetarium added the

a Man-Made Cavern at the
of Natural History, 1968- 1990

by Bob Thompson

cave exhibit in 1967, a decade after its
establishment. The large cave exhib-
it was considered the only one in the
world and was the first project of its
kind undertaken by a natural histo-
ry museum. A large Museum Annex
was constructed and completed in
June 1966, containing two rooms, one
for the cave. A massive concrete box
(34 feet high, 40 feet across, and 60
feet long) was constructed and subse-
quently filled with a complex, sculpted
tube made of sprayed concrete. It was a
marvel of both engineering and educa-
tion. The initial cost was over $300,000,
and it required about four years to plan
and buﬂg.

The cave felt genuine; it had a con-
stant 59-degree temperature, four ver-
tical dome pits (one soaring 40 feet
high), an 18-inch squeeze between the
rocks, three waterfalls (including one
32 feet high), an underground stream,
crystal formations, and transparent
cave-dwelling creatures, including a
bat colony. The cave’s original design-
ers, Cincinnati Museum of Natural
History president Jim Geier and Mu-
seum Director/NSS caver Ralph Ewers,
drew inspiration from trips to Mam-
moth Cave and sought workers who
had in—depth expertise in caves, rather
than just general contractors. The walls
and tJl oors were formed using gunite to
create a lifelike structure. At every step
of the way, the museum crew consulted
three-dimensional color photographs
taken in real caverns on their dozens of
preparatory trips.

HISTORY

Cincinnati

The cavern glass bridge over the large
dome pit was made of three inches of
safety glass and Herculite, which made
it completely safe to go across — al-
though many did so with caution. See-
ing animal bones at the bottom of the
22-and-a-half-foot pit from the bridge
did not help matters! Many would not
walk dead center on the glass bridge,
visually stepping only on the part that
had support underneath. Eventually,
the museum had to place carpet over
the glass.

A more ambitious undertaking was the
creation of a river segment, operated
by a massive pumping system, which
had a spec1a{o glass-walled cutaway
section for underwater viewing. The
cave had real blind cave fish and color-
less crayfish — not fabricated models.
All other life forms in the exhibit were
simulated or preserved. The clusters of
bats — 1,400 of them — were freeze-
dried except for a row of real bats in
front. The cavern’s bat grotto was cast
in rubber, with a coat of felt-like “fur”
applied by glue.

After about four and a half years, 3,333
cubic feet of concrete, 494 tons of sand,
127 tons of cement, 178 low voltage
light bulbs, 3,000 feet of electrical wire,
3,751 gallons of water, 20,000 square
feet ofg wall space, 1,289 stalactites, 40
stalagmites, 17 §ypsum flowers, two
flowstone wall formations, 1,386 an-
imals (31 species), and 31 major field
trips, The Cavern opened to the public
on March 30, 1968. Two days before
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Page 20: Photo 2. Framework of domepit complex under construction

the opening, then NSS President Jack
Stellmack — together with then NSS
Director John Cooper and several cav-
ers from the Greater Cincinnati Grotto
— climbed a series of steps up, under
an arch, and into the first realistic man-
made cave.

At the beginning of the cave exhibit, a
sign greeted visitors with a warning,
“travel at your own risk,” 38 stoops
and 37 stairs. The artificial cave was
definitely not for the faint of heart,
and if you weren't careful or Faying
attention, you could easily get lost, as
some did. No children under six years
of age were permitted inside. Children
ages 6 to 18 had to be accompanied by
an adult. There were “cave guards”
stationed at different intervals in case
of emergencies. Approaching the ex-
hibit, the cavern’s visual layout was a
little misleading: one sees steps at the
entrance and people exiting just a few
feet away.

A description of the cave exhibit from
the Cincinnati Post newspaper read:
“The cave is entered from the main lob-

Above: Photo 5. Making rubber bats and salamanders

by of the museum, through a doorway
cut high into the lobby’s north wall and
reached by steps of gunite. The first
few feet of cave is obviously artificial,
and contain exhibits of cave-life and
a miniature model of an entire cave
system. As the visitor goes deeper, the
cavern becomes more and more realis-
tic. After the first 50 feet or so, at a point
where the narrow entrance passage
bends hard right and the visitor steps
out onto a glass-floored bridge across
a big dome pit, almost all sense of ar-
tificiality vanishes. The cave descends
gradually, usually without steps, in an
easy S{)iral. The entire cave is only 300
(actually 294) linear feet. But the con-
stant curving of the passageways lends
an illusion of far greater distance and
depth. The spiral winds down 34 feet
in two complete turns.

“At the very bottom, there was a huge
cavern room, with a stream flowin

from a waterfall at one end, throug

a pool. The pool contained live blind
ﬁsIf)l from real caves. The visitor was
led down into a short stairwell so the
pool’s surface is at eye level. In case no

live blind fish are swimming by at that
time, there were dead specimens in a
preservative sealed between two panes
of glass that form a window between
the stairwell and the pool’s depths.
From the big room, the visitor winds
back up and out, emerging in the lobby
directly beneath the entrance. The cave
is so chillingly realistic, so ingeniously
done, that the exit comes as a sudden,
disappointing surprise.”

To exit the cave, you had to push a
huge rock slab that was the concealed
exit door. The complete walk-through
of the cavern took about 20 minutes, in-
cluding time spent listening to 11 tele-
phone stations that had recorded ex-
planations of its notable features. The
multiple-story cave became the favorite
exhibit of visitors at the Museum and
won national recognition. Ralph Ewers
and the Cincinnati Museum of Natural
History Board received a certificate of
merit at the 1968 NSS Convention for
their outstanding contribution to the
public understanding of caves and
cave phenomena in the construction of
the cave exhibits.
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After 33 years, the old natural history
building closed on September 24, 1990,
and moved to the Cincinnati Museum
Center at Union Terminal. The con-
struction of a new, larger cave cover-
ing two levels and 500 feet of passage
opened in 1991. The original natural
history museum was undersized and
had no room to expand exhibits. Most
of the old cave was left behind, includ-
ing the glass bridge, except for some of
the smaller formations that could be re-
moved and reinstalled. In 2004, the old
museum was razed to make way for
the new WCPO-TV studio.

For years, after they moved to the Union
Terminal, it was rumored that the cave
still existed beneath the old museum or
now the new TV Studio. Occasionally,
curious visitors would show up asking
if the cave was still there. The realit
was, there was no cave, no waterfall,
no glass bridge — just a basement and
a parking garage.

Photo 1. Ralph Ewers and the Cavern entrance map

Photos:

1. Ralph Ewers and “the Cavern” en-
trance/map - L.D. Matthews photo —
courtesy of NSS

2. Framework of dome pit complex un-
der construction - L.D. Matthews photo
— courtesy of NSS

3. Ewers with examples of formations
molded from real formations - L.D.
Matthews photo — courtesy of NSS

4. Geologist Tom Klekamp with a cabi-
net of flexible rubber formations - L.D.
Matthews photo — courtesy of NSS

5. Making rubber bats and salaman-
ders - L.D. Matthews photo 6. Clusters
of freeze-dried bats — Postcard - courte-
sy of author




JULY 2026

Photo 6. Clusters of freeze-dried bats

Photo 3. Examples of formations molded from real formations
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HOW THE REDISCOVERY, CLEAN-UP, AND SURVEY OF
POST HILL CAVE BIRTHED AN ART PROJECT

BY NICOLE RIDLEN

As all cavers experience, driving
around karst country often gives me a
case of whiplash: there are so many in-
teresting “cavey” spots along the sides
of the road. I remember in undergrad
my geology advisor jokingly called it
an “occupational hazard” as we drove
past a roadcut on a geology club trip
and we all found ourselves looking at
the stratigraphy instead of the road in
front of us. Today it's all caves, and
while I certainly find my mind wander-
ing with my imagination of what could
be just over the fence in that sinkhole,
I have never met anyone with a stron-
ger case of “karst neck syndrome” than
my fiancé, Brandon Van Dalsem. I can’t
drive anywhere without him loading
up his cave data to see if a random hole
he saw has already been documented
or not, loading the tproperty viewer to
see who to contact for permission, and
exclaiming to me, “There’s a cave over
there! Right there!”

It is this natural curiosity (and obses-
sion, if we are being honest) that led to
the discovery of Post Hill Cave. Bran-

don mulled over a spot, looked up the
landowner, found him on social me-
dia, and contacted him about access.
The landowner turned out to be a very
friendly guy, a family man who was
very welcoming of Brandon investi-
gating the depression he found while
exploring leads on lidar maps. The
landowner had purchased the property
only a year or so before and had no idea
what could be in the sink in his back-
yard, located in the middle of town.
Brandon, however, had daydreams of
another cave yet to be discovered, as it
was not identified in the TCS data.

The sink wasn’t exactly inviting. It was
filled with old construction debris,
piled high with shingles, broken glass,
random trash, and even an old electric
meter. Brandon got to work with fellow
Cumberland Caverns Cave Crew mem-
ber and friend, Josh Farless. They care-
fully and tediously extracted rocks and
cinderblocks, sifted through broken
glass, and dug through countless layers
of old tar shingles. Eventually, they cre-
ated a hole in the debris large enough
to squeeze through (barely). They had

to be careful not to get cut by the bro-
ken glass and nails, but they managed
to get into the cave! Eureka! They had
a cave!

It didn’t take long into the exploration
to find evidence that the cave had been
explored by locals long before. There
were signatures dating back to the late
1800s in the far reaches of the cave, the
most recent from the 1970s. We pre-
sume this is when the cave was filled
with the construction waste, maybe be-
cause the landowner was tired of youth
trespassing and entering the cave, per-
haps afraid of liability or upset by the
vandalism. Looking at the ceiling of the
cave and seeing recent evidence of the
entire cave flooding with stormwater,
maybe there was a close call for some
inexperienced explorers that forced the
former landowners’ hand. Or maybe
they just didn’t want to pay the land-
fill and thought they could bury it in
one of those fabled “bottomless pits”
— you know the kind where you put
trash that magically disappears every
time it rains?

The survey of Post Hill Cave is in progress. So far, about 280 feet of survey has been completed, with an estimated total of around 1000 feet of passage.
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While we may never know why, those
are a few educated guesses based on
our past experiences exploring Mis-
souri caves that suffered similar fates.
No matter the reason for filling in the
cave entrance, Post Hill Cave stands
as a prime example of what happens
when the general public misunder-
stands cave and karst environments. It
is why public education and access to
caves in a responsible, monitored fash-
ion should be paramount in any caver’s
mind. Education through experience
can help save the caves we so love.
We can’t make cavers out of everyone,
but we can make everyone appreciate
caves by allowing them to experience
show caves and go on beginner caving
trips with their local grottos. Unmiti-
gated access to caves leads the gener-
al public to develop harmful hobbies,
such as spray painting, speleothem col-
lection, and bat disturbance.

While the survey hasn’t yet been com-

leted, the cave is estimated to be at
east 1,000 feet in length, with only 280
feet surveyed so far. There are still a
few leads to diﬁ and push deeper into
the cave, so perhaps there will be more.
In the far reaches of the cave, one can
sit in a large room with late-1800s si%—
natures and hear the occasional rumble
of a vehicle passing over the surface,
which Brandon believes goes under a
nearby city street. This room has been
aptly named “The Subway.” The cave

is often littered with raccoon and ro-
dent feces, so it can have quite the
smell if it hasn’t been flushed by recent
rainfall. When Brandon and 1 visited,
we found a cluster of tricolored bats
hanging out in the biggest room, Jacob
Hall, named after the landowner. This
indicates either a second, small en-
trance somewhere big enough for bats
and rodents, or the opportunistic use
of the freshly o er1ec§j cave entrance,
courtesy of Brandon and Josh. The cave
is located in the Warsaw formation and
gets remarkably tall for a Warsaw cave
— there are several rooms you can
actually stand in! There are plenty of
fossils to be viewed in the cave walls
and ceiling: shark teeth, crinoids, and
brachiopods, to name a few. The cave
seems to get a regular influx of new
trash when large rain events take place,
so you never know what you may find.
The survey and clean-up efforts have
been slow going, requiring the align-
ment of the five stars: Work life, prior
volunteer commitments, personal life
events, and the weather. This is cer-
tainly not a cave you would want to
enter if rain is in the forecast at all. This
was the first cave Josh had ever partic-
ipated in a survey in, and he was ea-
lgler to learn. Since we do not currently

ave the funds to purchase any elec-
tronic survey equipment (anyone want
to donate a Bric?), we have been doing
survey the old-fashioned way: Suunto
tandems, a tape, a “dumb disto,” and

Shovels, a pickaxe, buckets, and PPE: Tools of the trade when trying to get back into the cave. Josh Farless is here, helping pull out some cinder blocks and boulders.

paper sketching on Rite in the Rain.

A trip to the Tennessee Aquarium in
Chattanooga inspired me to start an art
‘}:)roject: creating art from trash pulled
rom caves. If you have had the pleasure
of visiting the Tennessee Aquarium in
the last few years, you may have seen
large sculptures of sea animals created
from trash pulled out of the ocean. This
was my inspiration to do the same for
the trash I pull out of the caves we vis-
it. Post HilFCave has plenty of trash to
work with, but perhaps it could be an
ongoing project to satisfy my creative
side and my cave-conservation mind at
the same time. I can find art incredibl
meditative as you play with materials
to bring an idea from your mind’s eye
to life. I can’t say when the sculpture
will be completed because art doesn’t
happen on a timeline; it happens when
inspiration hits. I'll certainly keep our
extended caving family in the loop as
we have any updates on the project.

I hope to see you all underground again
soon, if not here at Cumberland Cav-
erns, perhaps somewhere else. There
are so many caves to love and care for
in our beautiful state of Tennessee. We
are all so privileged to call the state
with the most documented caves in the
entire country as our home.
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Pos‘t LS fu.ll ool el broken BEEAEEIE L TR I c.ontlm.lgs ol A cluster of tricolor bats was seen in Jacob Hall in Post Hill Cave in Nov 2024. This
tedious work to pull it out, and caution must be taken when entering/exiting the

cave to not get hurt. been completed, with an estimated total of around 1000 feet of photo was taken from a distance with the amazing zoom power of a Samsung
passage Galaxy Ultra lens.
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CLASSIFIEDS
SPELEOBOOKS.COM 518 295 7978. Cave and bat gifts, books, clothing and jewelry. Prompt personal service since 1973.

West Virginia Cave Books
www.WVASS.org

If your grotto or region is looking for great caves to explore in the Virginia area - look no further! RASS Grotto
can offer a complimentary place to camp in Bath County, VA - where more than 100 caves are located within
an hour's drive. We support cave conservation and education. Some COVID restrictions still apply. 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.

New WYV Cave Books: Bulletin 28 — The Caves and Karst of North-Central Greenbrier County, WV by William
Balfour, Bert Ashbrook, Gregory S. Springer, & George Dasher; June 2023, 198 pages, 214 caves, 57 maps, 106
photos. $30 color. Bulletin 29 — The Caves and Karst of Central Greenbrier County, WV by William Balfour,
Gregory S. Springer, & George Dasher; January 2024, 242 pages, 208 caves, 96 maps, 170 photos. $30 color.

Contact: WVASS, Attn Nick Schaer, 13 Sleepy Creek Rd. Hurricane WV 25526

Complete cave photography outfit: Sony Alpha 6500 camera with Sigma 18-50 f2.8 lens, charger, extra battery.
Camera instruction book by David Busch. Two Godox TTe85 Il strobes and radio remote slave unit. Very good
condition. All fitted in foam in waterproof Pelican box 13.5x12x6 inches. All for $800 + postage. Dick LaForge,
dick kathy@yahoo.com.

Personal Collection of cave items for sale in part or all. Bill Cotrofeld, NSS 3986L. 150+ books; 200+ vintage
cave postcards;100 vintage cave brochures & booklets; some souvenir items; 20+ carbide lamps; early battery
headlamps. Ask for a complete list of items. PO Box 235, East Arlington, VT, 05252. 802-375-6782, 10am-6pm.

NSS News reserves the right to re-print member comments and correspondence in its cooperative educational and promotional material.

NSS News (USPS 277010) is published monthly by National Speleological Society. Periodical postage paid at Huntsville, AL.
Membership Cost $50.00 per year. Comments or questions regarding material in this publication may be mailed to Adam Weaver, editor of NSS News,
c/o NSS News, 6001 Pulaski Pike Huntsville, AL 35810, or e-mailed to nssnews@caves.org. Postmaster:

Send address corrections to NSS News, 6001 Pulaski Pike, Huntsville, AL 35810
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