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Send items for the calendar to davebunnell@
comcast.net at least 4 weeks before desired month of 
publication (e.g., by April 1 for the May issue). 

USA
May 20-22, 2022—Spring MAR/VAR 2022 at 
Grand Caverns, Grottoes, Virginia, hosted by 
the Seven Valleys and Charlottesville Grottos. All 
details are subject to change as more information 
becomes available.https://var.caves.org/index.
php/events/spring-var!
May 27-30, 2022—The Louisville Grotto will 
be hosting Speleofest 2022, Memorial Day  
Weekend, at The Lone Star Preserve in Hart 
County Kentucky. Early arrival on  Wednesday 
and Thursday available, and you can stay until 
Monday. Howdy Party on Friday night. Cave 
Central opens on Friday night with cave trip sign 
ups for the weekend. A Banquet on Saturday 
night with guest speaker and door  prizes. 
Plenty of camping spots, port o potty’s, and hot 
showers. Gear Vendors  will be onsite. Vendors 
and Inquires, Contact David McClintock, @ 502-
643- 4590, or dmcauto@hotmail.com. Visit our
website for more info and preregistration links at 
speleofest.com/
June 13-17, 2022— NSS Convention in Rapid 
City, South Dakota. Visit www.nss2022.caves.
org for more information.
July 8 - 10, 2022—Karst-O-Rama at Great 
Saltpetre Cave Preserve, Mt. Vernon, Kentucky.
Great cave trips and camping, vendors, and a 
live band with a costume party pair well with our 
sauna, hot tub, creek splashing, and, of course, 
feeding your thirst at the Guano Grill for three 
days of downright speleo-fun! This year’s theme 
is “Down the Rabbit Hole”. KOR is hosted by 
the Greater Cincinnati Grotto with pre-registration 
discounts and info available soon! For more 
information, see our website at: karstorama.com
July 16-23, 2022—NCRC Cave Rescue 
Operations and Management Seminar, Covington, 
VA. Extensive fieldwork and classroom instruction 
in all phases of cave rescue. Register at https://
ncrc.regfox.com/ncrc-2022-national-seminar
June 26-30 2023— NSS Convention in Elkins, 
West Virginia, rescheduled from 2020.

INTERNATIONAL
July 24-31, 2022—18th Internat ional 
Congress of Speleology in Savoie, France,  
http://uis2021.speleos.fr/

Pristine flowstone area of Octavio’s Cave, Cerro Verde, Mexico; photo by Norm Thompson.

http://speleofest.com/
https://karstorama.com/
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El cerro es viejo pero siempre verde
(A Spanish saying “The mountain is 

old but always green” translates roughly 
to “Youth springs eternal”)

Introduction: 
Regular readers of the NSS News will 

recall the article in the October 2018 issue, 
“In the Shadow of Giants,” introducing the 
Proyecto Cerro Verde, a multi-year project 
founded to study the caves, karst and hydrol-
ogy of the Cerro Verde massif in the valley 
of the Rio Santo Domingo in the State of 
Oaxaca, Mexico. The project was estab-
lished in 2012 by Herb Laeger, Edd Keudell 
and Ron DeLano who are the project’s 
co-leaders. While not an official NSS project, 
we received much appreciated support from 
the NSS International Exploration Fund for 
our 2020 expedition. 

As this past article describes, the Cerro 
Verde massif is a close neighbor to three 
world-class cave exploration areas in the Rio 
Santo Domingo Valley including Huautla, 
Cheve, and Cerro Rabon. The project’s 
past efforts started in the small town of 
Piedra Ancha, located near river level on 
the north slope of the massif and moved to 
Flor Batavia,located at a higher elevation on 
the east flank of the mountain. Both areas 
proved to be productive areas to investigate, 
with major caves found in each locale and 
approximately 70 caves investigated in total, 
virtually all previously unknown to the caving 
community. The caves here are quite varied 
and include deep pits up to 160 m deep 
as well as large passages more than 40 m 
wide. Many caves are seasonally active water 

Proyecto Cerro Verde: 2019-2022
Ron DeLano; photos by Norm Thompson

conduits necessitating exploration during the 
dry season. Our experience has shown that 
January and February are optimal because 
of the lower rainfall and cooler temperatures 
in this very wet, tropical climate. 

While this region is well known as the 
heart of the Mazatec culture with its mysti-
cism and shamanistic rituals often involving 
hongas or psychoactive mushrooms, our 
experience in our Cerro Verde study area 
reveals a very different cultural makeup 
that even varies from town to town. Having 
spent time on the north side of Rio Santo 
Domingo on the slopes of Cerro Rabon in 
years past and in the small town of Ayuatla, 
I’ve learned that virtually all the people 
there speak Mazatec. The oldest of them 
often speak Mazatec exclusively. Yet as soon 
as one crosses the Rio at the bridge near 
Jalapa de Diaz, it is quite rare to encounter 
people who speak this beautiful indigenous 
language. In the towns we have been actively 
exploring, Piedra Ancha and Flor Batavia, 
the people are Spanish speaking only. In 
Piedra Ancha, several residents have spent 
time in the United States, almost all in 
the State of Wisconsin for some strange 
reason. And yet just a few kilometers past 
Flor Batavia, we discovered that in the small 
town of Cerro Verde, the residents speak a 
different indigenous language (Chinantec). 
And the communities in the picturesque Rio 
Usila Valley on the south side of the moun-
tain also speak this same language. At least 
so far, we haven’t been asked to participate 
in any shaman ceremonies. It appears that 
the locals here prefer their spirits either 
brewed or distilled.  Agua ardiente, a sugar 

cane liquor, and zarzamora, a distilled spirit 
flavored with wild berries, are the popular 
favorites.

Expedition Report 2019
By Ron DeLano

The 2019 expedition was based out of 
Piedra Ancha after a four-year hiatus. The 
dates of the expedition were February 2nd 
through February 17th, 2019 and the person-
nel were Ron DeLano, Edd Keudell and a 
new project participant, Neil Marchington. 
We felt that there was at least an expedition’s 
worth of loose ends to keep the expedi-
tion gainfully occupied. It turned out that 
these expectations were far exceeded with 
outstanding leads remaining, new caves 
worthy of investigation located, spring resur-
gences carefully pinpointed, and several firm 
leads for caves that are yet unvisited. We also 
solidified our bonds of friendship with Paco 
Armas, who participated as a full expedition 
member and whose family graciously hosted 
us during our stay.

February 5
Paco’s Ranch Cave is intriguing because 

it contains a large, scoured trunk passage 
that obviously takes a high volume of water 
during the wet season, which therefore 
represents a cave that is quite extensive. 
While there were lead possibilities, our previ-
ous explorations did not firmly identify any 
going leads. Our first trip returned to this 
trunk passage, dubbed Rio Dos Viejos (Two 
Old Men River) on the last expedition here, 
and began knocking off the leads. Heading 

Panorama of Cerro Verde and Rio Santo Domingo looking south
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up the trunk passage, we investigated a high 
lead on the right side. While not immediately 
obvious, this lead turned out to be quite 
substantial. The passage soon reached 
dimensions of 10 to 15 meters wide and 
high and was quite profusely decorated. The 
passage trended generally uphill and gently 
veered away from the main lower conduit. 
The passage is not scoured clean but rather 
has a fair amount of sediment making travel 
on some of the up and down sections a bit 
treacherous. After 184 meters of survey, 
we left the passage at about 12 meters 
wide. The forward view down the passage 
was estimated at more than 30 meters. We 
dubbed this “Adios Viejos” passage as an 
A+ lead that was left untouched for the rest 
of the expedition. After retreating from this 
lead, Ron led the group to the long lake at 
the top end of the main trunk passage. After 
a swim of about 50 meters, one encounters 
an intimidating lead: The lake reaches a point 
of low air perhaps 10 cm high where one 
can’t tell whether it opens up or just gets 
lower and sumps—and the water is too deep 
to touch bottom, adding to the challenge. 
The one good sign was very strong air flow 
at this constriction. With some encourage-
ment, Neil was the first to probe this lead 
and discovered that the ceiling opened up 
after about 5 m of this low air space. Ron 
soon followed and the two swam in a long, 
deep water passage until a second low air 
spot was encountered. This one turned out 
to be shorter and the two were soon seeing 
signs of the distance shore. This “Lago no 
para Cobardes” (Lake Not for Cowards) was 
most exhilarating to push and is estimated to 
be about 200 m of deep-water swimming. 
The passage on the far side was generous 
though not enormous and had both scoured 
and decorated passage. 

February 6
On the 6th, we decided to take an easier 

day and finish the sketching and mapping 
of nearby Jet Cave. Jet Cave appears to 
take water from Paco’s Ranch underground 
during active flow and even takes water 
overland from Paco’s Ranch Cave during 
peak flood events. This cave had been previ-
ously surveyed but not sketched. Jet Cave 
is both sporting and scenic. Traversing it 
requires wading through pools of water that 
are more than waist deep. The cave floods 
to the ceiling with high energy water during 
the wet season, creating beautifully scalloped 
passage. Despite this intense scouring, there 
are still nice decorations in the cave includ-
ing some that are surprisingly large. The 
passage eventually reaches a large, deep 
terminal sump. 

A flood-scoured passage in Paco’s Ranch Cave; Ron and Martha.

Martha, Carol, and Ron cross a remnant lake from rainy season, Paco’s Ranch Cave.

Neil Marchington in Jet Cave (Photo by Ron DeLano)
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February 7
At the start of this expedition, Roadside 

Cave was the longest Cerro Verde cave at 
about 4 km, most of it in spacious and truly 
large passage as much as 40 meters across. 
We decided to do a reconnaissance of the 
cave both for leads and for a reported forma-
tion area said to be outstanding. We ended 
up going fairly deep into the cave past the 
Sand Room, up the enormous Breakdown 
Mountain, past the Ballroom, and into the 
lower Lyle Moss Borehole. This passage 
has a curious little stream that crosses the 
passage that needed further investigation. 
Neil and Ron tackled the lower exit of the 
stream. The water soon flows into a very 
large funnel lake lined with steep fluted sedi-
ment on all sides. No obvious way on was 
found. Edd and Paco had much better luck 
reporting to have found large, going passage 
heading gently up and on the right side of 
the main borehole. Their glowing reports 
were most encouraging, making this lead a 
top priority. 

February 8
We returned to Paco’s Ranch and 

began surveying in earnest on the far side 

of the long lake swim. The main scoured 
water conduit passage continued with a 
smaller lake, followed shortly by a terminal 
sump lake. Fortunately, upper fossil passage 
continued unabated. This upper passage 
was large in places but was mostly medium 
small, 1 to 5 m wide, sometimes walk-
ing, sometimes stooping, and sometimes 
hands-and-knees. This passage continued 
monotonously for some 50 survey stations 
before hitting the first branch. This upclimb 
offshoot quickly led to a large room perhaps 
150 meters long and 20 meters wide. The 
room had nice ceiling decorations and a pair 
of very tall pagoda towers 5 m and 7 m high 
in the middle of the room. At the top of the 
room, a short but tricky climb led to an even 
larger room that was even more decorated. 
There appear to be multiple leads from this 
breakout area. 

February 10
We returned to Roadside Cave to 

pursue the large passage discovered on 
the last recon. The new passage starts as a 
nicely decorated, tall canyon passage with a 
scoured floor heading uphill. The passage 
leads to a large room 200 m across that 

continued as large passage beyond. A very 
scenic grotto of flowstone columns thick 
enough to call the “Stone Forest” was 
admired. The passage then changed charac-
ter rather abruptly. While still continuing very 
large, the passage headed steeply down and 
was now covered with moist sediment (mud). 
The passage settled into a gently descending 
borehole 30 m wide but much more austere 
and thicker with sediment than before. After 
a parallel split, the passage converges and 
continues its gradual descent to a terminal 
sump.  The sump looks eminently diveable 
and the prospect of further extensions 
beyond appears likely. 

February 11-12
Looking for an easier day, we headed 

for the town of Santo Domingo to follow 
a report of a large cave entrance. We had 
an appointment with the owner to guide us 
to the cave. After a half hour hike through 
scenic ranch land, we were shown a cave 
with a magnificent, large entrance festooned 
with large formations. The cave had multiple 
entrances in close proximity which were 
adorned with scenic hanging vines. A large 
swallow’s roost near the entrance was 

Martha and Carol look out one of the entrances of Paco’s Ranch Cave, 
surrounded by big, active speleothems

Looking straight up at Mark and Martha in the climb to Fabio’s Palace 
in Roadside Cave
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bustling with activity. A short handline was 
rigged down a short pit but possibilities for 
continuing passage soon evaporated. The 
passage looks to be blocked by enormous 
flowstone mounds. The owner reported 
that a local entered the cave some years ago 
and when he came out, he soon developed 
mental illness issues—went crazy according 
to the story. This suggested the name Cueva 
del Hombre Loco. On our retreat from the 
cave, Ron was approached along the road 
by a local who claimed to have a cave with 
“enorme” passages that continued without 
reaching the end. After a bit of negotiating, 
we made an appointment to return the next 
day at 8:30 AM. 

This cave, Cueva de Octavio Salinas, 
was the real deal. Looking in the 10 m wide 
entrance, one could see larger descending 
passage with very nice, large formations. 
We broke out the survey gear and headed 
in. The entrance series was large though 
not enormous passage but was decorated 
with massive columns, draperies, shields, 
stalactites, and stalagmites in great profu-
sion, certainly worthy of a show cave. We 
encountered a pile of rocks that was clearly 
a collapsed ancient wall.  Further in, we 
encountered an outstanding ancient wall 
built between flowstone columns and well-
constructed with tight mortar. This large 
wall blocked the passage almost completely, 
leaving only a small hands-and-knees crawl as 

the only way through. The passage beyond 
continued, gradually descending, but much 
smaller, even packs-off-tight in one place. 
The downslope cave became too tight to 
follow at this point but a steeply rising feeder 
passage came in on the left. This passage 
was guarded by an overhung drapery and 
smooth flowstone above. But with some 
effort, these were overcome and a handline 
was set.

The passage above was among the most 
beautiful cave passage I have ever seen. In 
contrast to the entrance series, these forma-
tions were all active and glistening with rich 
hues and sparkles from bright white to deep 
orange. There were enormous flowstone 
mounds extending across much of the 
passage and large ensembles of columns in 
the 12-meter-high passage. The floor was 
continuous flowstone and rimstone dams 
dotted with broomstick stalagmites. The 
passage eventually hit a flowstone choke, 
ending exploration. 

February 13-14
After this exciting discovery, we again 

sought an easier day. The plan was to check 
out a story of a pit lead with blowing air and 
then head to Angel’s Cave to work on some 
remaining leads. The blowing pit was located 
but turned out to be a skylight passage a 
short distance into Rio Cave, a cave we have 
already mapped. 

Of great interest to our understanding of 
the hydrology of Cerro Verde, Paco showed 
us several nearby spring resurgences right 
at river level. These were spread out over 
a kilometer. While some had weak flow, 
several had quite robust discharge. While the 
currents in Rio Cave can explain perhaps one 
of these resurgences, it is clear that several 

Paco Armas by pools of water formed by rimstone dams, Fabio’s 
Palace area of Roadside Cave

Martha Thompson in one of several entrances to Roadside Cave

A millipede with glove for scale, Cueva Angel; it was living on a pile 
of guano.

Martha Thompson in Roadside Cave
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large water conduits are flowing right under 
our feet in the Piedra Ancha area. There are 
many caves yet to be investigated in this area 
and we hoped that these water caves might 
finally be revealed.

Cerro Verde has four large catchment 
basins higher up on the mountain, the larg-
est and highest being some 12 km across. 
These basins are all sloping north toward 
the Rio Domingo. This largest basin, which 
is also the most westerly, would be expected 
to resurge much farther west and upstream 
from these springs, up and around the 
little hill and the big gooseneck bend. This 
would be the steepest drop and the shortest 
distance to the river. But according to Paco, 
he knows this area very well and knows of 
no resurgence or spring in this area at all, 
let alone commensurate with such a large 
collection area. Perhaps the dip and strike of 
the limestone bedding has diverted the flow 
to these springs close to Rio Cave. These 
clues are all intriguing to ponder in our quest 
to understand the hydrology of this region. 
Both Cheve and Huatla cave systems have 
multiple insurgent caves that concentrate 
water flow into a single large resurgence 
cave at river level. Cerro Rabón, on the other 
hand, remains a mystery. The Rio Urupan, 
a resurgence cave on the lower southern 
slopes, issues a vast volume of water and 
yet the largest cave yet explored from Cerro 
Rabón’s summit plateau has running water 
that flows north in the wrong direction and 
is too low to be hydrologically connected to 

Rio Urupan. Cerro Verde, by contrast, seems 
to have a series of parallel conduits in the 
Piedra Ancha area. Our previous impres-
sion was that Paco’s Ranch, Jet, Roadside 
and Rio Caves were major conduits draining 
these upper basins. Our present thinking is 
that this is still true seasonally but there are 
several more parallel conduits yet unexplored 
that are hydrologically active year-round. 
It may be the case that Paco’s Ranch and 
Roadside are not the major conduits for this 
area at all but are merely overflow conduits 
during the rainy season, fed by the conduits 
that feed these springs. More investigation 
may reveal a more definitive answer to this 
hypothesis. In any case, the hydrology here 
is apparently more complex and interesting 
than its famous neighbors.

As we were heading back to the cabins, 
we saw a clump of rocks that Paco claims 
issues water at times during the summer 
monsoons. With a little investigating, Paco 
located a little cleft in the breakdown that 
led to cave passage. The initial explora-
tion followed low, muddy passage for a 
distance but this was unpleasant passage. 
Backtracking a bit, an upper balcony was 
checked out which immediately led to large 
passage up to 13 m wide and high. As if 
we hadn’t had enough success this expedi-
tion, this was more, very nicely decorated 
passage. Archeological findings were also 
noted, including another ancient wall, 
though much smaller than the one found in 
Octavio’s Cave.

Our last exploration day was dedicated 
to the survey of this cave, which we called 
Dry Springs Cave or Resumidero Seco. We 
blew off the low muddy passage, which is 
obviously the active water passage in the wet 
season, in favor of the larger fossil passage 

above. This passage had one, short hands-
and-knees crawl, but it was mostly large, easy 
passage up to 10 meters wide and 12 meters 
high. Paco found a small second entrance 
off this passage, but even with Neil’s help, 
it was too tight to be able to exit the cave. 
Luckily, the main passage continued below. 
Progress was finally halted by a dangerous 
traverse and short drop into the continuing 
passage estimated at 12 m wide. Being late 
in the day and having surveyed 438.45 m 
already, we left this lead for next time. (A 
return in 2021 found this to be a blind pit.)

Conclusions for 2019
While we are used to success on our 

Cerro Verde expeditions, this one stands out 

A tree with potent defenses, along the trail to 
Paco’s Ranch Cave

Martha Thompson dealing with karst 
landscape and jungle on the way to Cueva 
Angel

Martha Thompson by a pool of water formed by rimstone dams, Fabio’s Palace area of Roadside 
Cave
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for many reasons: the compatibility of the 
team, the warmth of the hospitality extended 
to us, the delicious hot meals prepared each 
evening by Paco’s sister Alva, the support 
of the community for our presence and our 
efforts, the success of our exploration, and 
finally the excellent prospects for next year’s 
expedition all added up to a wonderful trip. It 
might seem crazy to leave A+ leads so early 
in the trip but our goal was not to exhaust 
leads but to generate as many leads as 
possible. And to that end we were successful. 

Our eye fair was again successful and 
appreciated by the community. Most of 
our reading glasses were given out over the 
course of two separate vision clinics that 
were staged in two adjoining communities. 
We also donated funds to local schools.

Expedition Report 2020
By Ron DeLano, Edd Keudell, 

and Neil Marchington
The expedition dates were February 

1st through 16th and included Project lead-
ers Edd Keudell and Ron DeLano as well 
as expedition members Neil Marchington, 
Lonnie Seiders, Mark Fritzke, and Danika 

DeLano. We were joined again by our friend 
and long-time host, Paco Armas.

Angel’s Cave
One of the caves shown to us the first 

year we visited Cerro Verde in 2012 was 
Angel’s Cave. This cave was immediately 
impressive with a 30-meter-wide entrance, 
two impressive ancient walls, including 
one with a very well-built portal, and large 
passage leading to a balcony overlooking 
an enormous, vaulted chamber. A rope 
descent to the floor revealed ample evidence 
of ancient visitation, including pot shards, 
charcoal, bones, and excavated platforms. 
Locals have previously disturbed the site and 
reported finding (and removing) artifacts. The 
main grand hall is an impressive 70-meter-
high vaulted chamber with a most impressive 
echo reverberation. At one end of the hall 
is a most impressive stalagmite with a lovely 
drapery worthy of any show cave. Large 
passage continues linearly that is briefly inter-
rupted by a descending tight crevice before 
continuing in a magnificent, well-decorated 
promenade. Several leads were investigated 
and surveyed but all terminated. 

Roadside Cave
This flagship cave was the site of a 

major 0.5 km extension during last year’s 
expedition. This year, efforts initially focused 
on the lower “terminus” of the cave. This is 
a seasonally active water conduit which also 
looked to connect into another cave, last 
year’s surprise discovery of Resumidero Seco 
(Dry Springs) farther downhill. This nearby 
cave has a surveyed length of 0.43 km. 

Fortunately, an overlooked side lead 
in Roadside Cave led to a major breakout. 
This passage ascended a short climb and 
continued as a crawl for a short distance 
before opening into a lovely grotto of deli-
cate rimstone dams dubbed Fabio’s Palace. 
(Lonnie found this breakout and his Spanish 
nickname was incorporated into the name.) 
The passage continued at the far side of 
the chamber into a large and tall canyon 
passage which showed signs of active mud 
settling including the area’s ubiquitous “ant 
trap” formations—mud-settling zones where 
steep-sided and mud-coated “V” canyons are 
easy to slide into but difficult to exit. 

Enormous room in Cueva Angel; Martha in foreground, tiny figures 
of Neil and Carol in distance

Neil Marchington crawls through an ancient defense wall in Cueva 
Angel

Carol Vesely sketches, Mark Fritzke with disto in hand, colorful wall 
of popcorn and flowstone, Cueva Arriba
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Paco’s Ranch Cave
Paco’s Ranch was the site of two major 

breakouts in 2019 off of the upper Rio 
Dos Viejos Borehole. The first breakout 
was found by climbing a slope on the west 
side of the borehole. An unobvious passage 
immediately broke into 12-meter-wide, 
decorated passage. The vision of this large, 
going “Adios Viejos” passage beckoned the 
explorers over the last year. Fortunately, 
the lead kept its promise by continuing in 
large fashion and veering gradually away 
from the main Paco Ranch trend and 
toward Roadside. The passage was nearly 
linear, heading south into blank map. The 
passage intercepted a moderate-sized room 
before continuing down a scoured canyon 
that became muddy as we descended. The 
passage eventually split with a handline drop 
noted but not dropped and a second passage 
jogging around a corner before descending in 
muddy passage that was again scoured at the 
far point of exploration. Sounds of water flow 

were heard in the distance. These leads are 
still very exciting and deserve further atten-
tion. But they are longer trips. On another 
day, a trip was made beyond the Lago no 
para Cobardes where a few loose ends were 
surveyed. (An attempt to reach this area was 
made in 2021 only to find our route blocked 
by an overflowing pool that normally has 
very little water in it.)

Four Dogs Two Pits Cave
This cave was a loose end from our first 

visit to the area. This small cave proceeded as 
hands-and-knees crawl before splitting, with 
each branch looking into pits estimated to 
be 10 m deep. Both pits were dropped by 
Mark Fritzke and found to be terminal and 
not connected. Alcoves across one of the pits 
are mildly intriguing but probably won’t be 
pursued given the effort required. “No vale 
la pena” (Not worth the trouble). The cave 
was fully surveyed. 

Vaca Tanque
Cow Tank Cave was found by accident 

as the Roadside team exited via their new 
entrance and made their way to the road. 
Given its location, it was expected to connect 
into this new, lower Roadside passage. The 
cave meandered randomly before ending in 
a short blind pit. The cave was surveyed to 
a total length of 108.3 meters.

New Caves
One goal of every expedition is to enlist-

locals into guiding us to previously unknown 
caves with the hope that we find a significant 
new cave. Here is a brief summary of these 
efforts:

A local named Eloi spent two days 
showing us caves near Piedra Ancha. On the 
first day, we were shown three caves, each 
of which was interesting, but all proved to 
be small. (One was mapped to 72 meters, 
another to 62 meters.)

Massive wall of flowstone in entrance passage of Octavio’s Cave; Paco, Martha, Octavio Dramatic, pristine flowstone area of Octavio’s 
Cave; Martha Thompson

Hiking to Octavio’s cave; note fence with living fenceposts, a common 
way of building fences in this area

Martha, Neil, and Paco in Cueva Resumidero Seco
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On the second guide session, Eloi 
showed us several caves in the Angel’s Cave 
vicinity. Neil and Lonnie had fun with various 
plays on the “angel” theme for names: 
Angel Caido (Fallen Angel)

The most significant cave had an active 
bat colony, large passage, and an estimated 
length of 120 meters. A survey needs to 
be undertaken. It was named Fallen Angel 
as it is directly below Angel’s Cave. It was 
spectacularly decorated.
Arcangel (Archangel)

A blind pit, approximately 6 meters 
deep, accidentally found on the way to 
other leads.
Angel Guardian (Guardian Angel)

A short downclimb leads to a single 
large room with a few tight crawls that 
terminate. 
Angel de la Muerte (Angel of Death)

This little cave had several skulls of  
tepezcuintles (large, local rodents) and 
smelled very strongly of death inside. There 
was a minor ancient wall remnant, and 
a small flattened sleeping area. The cave 
was around 60 meters long. Despite the 
local legends, we were unable to locate or 
assist the ghost living in this cave. Perhaps 
he appeared in animal form as the large, 
bushy-tailed rat that eyed us curiously from 
upper ledges? 

Alvaro’s Cave
Last year, we developed a friendship 

with an ex-Senator named Alvaro. He is also 
a large landowner near Santo Domingo.  He 
invited us to see a cave on his property. The 
road to Flor Batavia is interesting in that the 
local geology on this arm of the mountain 
is shale. Our surprise was that the cave we 
were shown was a five-minute downhill hike 
from the road. We could see immediately 
that this was a seasonal resurgence cave at 
the contact between the upper shale and a 
previously unknown lower limestone layer. 
The cave itself was unpleasant because 

cavers had to wade in calf-deep water while 
also disturbing a very active bat colony. The 
passage was also guano coated. The cave 
was small and had crisscrossing passages like 
a tic-tac-toe board. Passage continued but 
only through a marginally passable guano 
coated constriction. The existence of a new 
resurgence and the shale-limestone contact 
were interesting. We know of no other caves 
on this arm of the mountain so that was 
also important to our global understanding 
of Cerro Verde.

 Cueva del Cuarto Enorme
Ever since first visiting Cerro Verde, 

we’ve heard reports of a grand cave high on 
the mountain. Locals claim they’ve entered 
the cave for three hours with no signs of it 
stopping. Our previous efforts to visit this 
cave have been stymied by miscommuni-
cation and guides backing out. Finally, we 
managed to find a knowledgeable guide 
named Joaquin who offered to guide us to 
the now legendary and mysterious cave. 
With his son as his assistant, the two hacked 
a trail deep into the rainforest and high 
into the mountains. Finally, the cave was 
revealed after a four-and-a-half-hour grueling 
jungle trek. The entrance was actually nearly 
hidden from view as it was mostly blocked 
by a massive ancient wall, the biggest yet 
seen in the area at 12 meters wide and 3 
meters tall. The back side of the wall had a 
construction feature never before seen by 
us. There were larger flat rocks that stuck 
out which were at a height that one could 
reasonably assume were used as platforms to 
stand on to look over the wall and perhaps 
defend their position.  Beyond the wall, two 
large chambers were found with very nice 
ensembles of large formations. There were 
also many human bones. In previous encoun-
ters with human bones, the bones appeared 
to be carefully placed, usually either placed 
in a nook or splayed on a flat surface. Here, 
the bones were all mixed up and randomly 

strewn about the chamber. Could these be 
victims of a battle that were discarded with 
deliberate disrespect?

El Faro pits
The last cave visited this year was also 

the first cave investigated near El Faro, the 
first community beyond and uphill from 
Piedra Ancha. The report from our new 
guide (Esteban) in El Faro was of three pits 
located about an hour hike from their town. 
Cueva de Sueños Malos (Bad Dreams) was 
rigged and dropped. The drop was 45 m 
and led to a narrow canyon marginally too 
tight to continue with larger passage visible 
just beyond. A little bit of chipping would 
allow passage in probably a few minutes. 
The cave was named as it is a mother’s 

Renata, daughter of pharmacist Consuelo 
Leyva Lorija; they live in San Bartolome 
Ayautla.

Cerro Rabon and Rio Santo Domingo, cornfield on hillside, looking 
north

Sunrise on Cerro Rabon from the balcony of our HQ in Piedra Ancha
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nightmare. Imagine a large, unexplored 
pit full of huge spiders, thousands of baby 
spiders in nests, bats, snakes, rats, and land 
crabs. Please avoid telling any of our mothers 
about this trip.

Expedition Report 2021
By Ron DeLano

Introduction
Of course, the Covid pandemic has been 

disruptive to everyone including cave explor-
ers. The pandemic was just barely starting 
to reach our shores when we were flying 
home in February of 2020. Neil believes 
he got Covid on his way through the San 
Francisco airport, though he was never 
tested to confirm this. (Tests were hard to 
come by back then.) In February of 2021, the 
vaccine was just barely available to a select 
few and travel restrictions were still in place. 
By Fall of 2021, it seemed like things were 
settling down enough to give it go. So an 
expedition was held between December 4th 
and 20th of 2021. Airline Travel in the midst 
of a pandemic is challenging, especially in 

terms of using technology. You need to have 
some form of a Smart phone where you can 
receive email, download the Covid test report 
and upload to the airline’s app for approval. 
Being comfortable with the QR code scans 
is also mandatory.

For years, we have been trying to inter-
est a real cave photographer into joining us 
on an expedition. I ran into an old friend 
from the early Lechuguilla days on a raft trip 
and was thrilled that Norm Thompson and 
his wife (and photo assistant) Martha agreed 
to join us. Norm co-authored the NSS book 
On Caves and Cameras and has had photo-
graphs selected by the prestigious Speleo 
Projects calendar the last two years. He is 
imminently qualified. We were also joined by 
Carol Vesely, Mark Fritzke, Neil Marchington 
(who served as expedition co-leader), myself 
and, of course, Paco Armas, our host.

The focus of this expedition was photog-
raphy, with an emphasis on the discoveries 
made since our previous article in the NSS 
News. Norm has written his own recollection 
of his experience which is included in this 
article. The second objective of the expedi-
tion was to conduct a fluorescein tracing 
experiment to see if Cemetario Cave was the 
source for water in Rio Cave. Mark Fritzke 
was in charge of this project. And of course, 
we are always ready to explore known leads 
and investigate new caves. Despite the atten-
tion to the photo mission, we managed to 
make some interesting discoveries.

Exploration
One of the prime objectives of the 

expedition was to return to Octavio’s Cave 
for a photo shoot. As these pages show, 
this endeavor was quite successful. We also 
learned that Octavio had a second cave he 
wanted to show us so Carol and Mark were 
taken to the cave while Norm and Martha set 
up for their photo shoot in the main cave. 
This was a lovely new cave that was richly 
decorated. Though not as extensive or quite 
as scenic as the main cave, a return trip was 

made later in the expedition to survey and 
photograph this little jewel.

Revenge of the Glory Hound
Years ago, we invited a younger, char-

ismatic caver who was fit and gung ho. 
Unfortunately, he was relatively new to 
caving and didn’t appreciate the importance 
of working with a survey crew or to be 
very thorough when told to scout a cave. 
Cemetario Cave is a good example. He was 
given the task of rappelling down the pit 
and reporting what he found. Based on his 
pessimistic report, no one else descended the 
rope and the cave was set aside as unimport-
ant. But he did report a flowing river at the 
bottom which we wanted to investigate for 
the dye trace experiment. It turns out that 
the cave is substantial. The entrance chamber 
is large with massive formations. The pit 
required the full length of a 90-meter rope 
down a long, steep slope in a large chamber 
before dropping into a large lake. We were 
prepared for this, with Neil bringing down 
an inflatable kayak for this purpose. After 
inflating his kayak on a ledge, he rappelled 
right into the kayak. After paddling across, 
he discovered spacious passage across a 
wading pool. After introducing the dye into 
the lake for Mark’s dye trace, he was free to 
investigate this walking lead. The passage 
continued past another lake and up a ramp 
into going passage that eventually arrived to 
a point where he could see into yet another 
pristine lake some 10 m down a pit. The 
echo down the pit was tremendous. When 
we returned a day or two later to survey, 
we had the kayak with us and again did a 
rappel directly into the boat, this time Ron 
taking the lead. The lake was walled out in 
all directions except one place where one 
could scramble up into big passage above. 
This quickly led to a large room with a very 
large lake with a scenic island. While a grim 
little infeeder passage was pushed, it went no 
further. Still, some of these lakes look deep 
with slow moving current and are likely good A huge tailless whip scorpion (order 

Amblypygi), Cueva Arriba

A ceramic pot embedded in flowstone, Cueva Resumidero SecoA broken pot, ‘mites, ‘tites, and a shield in an unidentified cave
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Neil Marchington rappelling into a virgin pit 
in Cueva Resumidero Seco Ron DeLano in the Stone Forest area of Roadside Cave

Martha and cascades in Cueva Resumidero Seco Ron with Disto-X and Carol with survey notebook in Cueva Arriba
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sump dives heading upstream and toward 
the mountain. Beside cave exploring, the 
kayak was also repurposed for some recre-
ational float trips down the Santa Domingo, 
an activity we hope to expand on in future 
expeditions.

Three other new caves were pushed to 
their end and surveyed, one with good air 
that couldn’t be followed. Several reports of 
caves near El Faro, the next town up the hill, 
were investigated but were disappointing. 
But the glory hound wasn’t through. He was 
asked all those years ago to check another 
pit cave Paco calls Palo Blanco (White Tree). 
He wouldn’t give us a description except to 
say it doesn’t go. We now knew we ought to 
check for ourselves. The good news is that 
this cave has a spacious pit entrance (about 
a 20 m drop) with some massive formation 
draperies. The bad news is that the cave has 
been used as a garbage receptacle and had 
mounds of trash on ledges and at the bottom. 
Thankfully, one reaches the trash-free zone 
pretty quickly as one traverses pleasant and 
well-decorated horizontal passage. While 
terminal in one direction, an easy upclimb 
led to a lead that looked pretty good. 
The passage is at its narrowest here and 
significant air flow was present. The way on 
required a 30-meter rope to descend, and, 
on a subsequent trip, this was explored. This 
passage was a stairstep drop that was almost 
downclimbable and led to a lovely canyon 
passage perhaps 10 m wide and 30 m high. 
Once again, there were really massive drap-
eries as well as 5-meter-tall pagoda towers. 
Traversing the room was challenging and 
our 6-mm push rope was used to descend a 
nuisance drop. This is where we left it. While 
there is no obvious way on, the balconies at 
the far end should be pushed first. This will 
require a solid pitch of climbing to access. 
But with good air, all things are possible. 
Lastly, this is the first cave we’ve found that 
really penetrates the main massif of Cerro 
Verde, which would put no limitations on 
cave development. 

Next year
While a few good leads are still present 

in the Piedra Ancha area, we are always keen 
on throwing the net a little farther in search 
of virgin karst terrain. While initial contact 
with the communities on the upper west 
flank of Cerro Verde was distinctly unfriendly 
in past years, this seems to have been the 
result of a single politician who is no longer 
in office. We have now made contact with 
the leadership of all three communities on 
this side of the mountain and have been 
warmly greeted by all. Better yet, we have 
firm leads for many caves that are reportedly 
large and going. So while we have been 
exploring caves on Cerro Verde for more 

We conducted a 1.1-kilometer dye trace from a pit cave (reported to have a 
stream) to a stream cave and also a nearby resurgence along the Santo Domingo River 
in Oaxaca, Mexico. We started by visiting Rio Cave to place 2 charcoal dye traps. 
We set another dye trap 150 meters north of Rio at a resurgence along the river. We 
started the trace from Cemetario Cave, reported to have an 80-foot pit with a flowing 
stream. Instead, we found a 150-foot drop to a lake. Neil Marchington came prepared 
with a packraft, used to release the dye and float across the lake. To keep myself 
isolated from the dye, I stopped at a ledge above Neil to lower a pack with a gallon 
jug containing 1 pound of fluorescein. As Neil let water into the jug, orange wisps of 
powder drifted out and he was now “polluted”, so we kept our gear separate to avoid 
cross-contamination. Neil dumped the dye and we watched the bright orange liquid 
immediately dispersing to bright green as it diluted. The 20 by 30-meter-wide lake 
appeared to be deep, with no discernable flow. By the next day, the dye was visible 
but diluted, possibly flowing under the wall at the base of the pit. I declined to explore 
the cave to avoid contamination, despite the virgin cave Neil found across the lake. 
Three days later I retrieved the dye traps from Rio and the Resurgence, guesstimating 
the flow from Cemetario would have traversed 1 km to the relatively fast flowing Rio 
and Resurgence. We guessed right and received positive results! Thanks to Crawford 
Hydrology Lab for the dye materials and analysis! 

Mark Fritzke

Dye Trace from Cemetario Cave to Rio Cave and  
Resurgence on December 8-11, 2021
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Shooting the dye trace
Norm explains how he got the photos of Neil putting fluorescein dye in the water: 

“Mark rigged two parallel ropes about 10 feet apart. One was for Neil to rappel down 
with his raft and paddle tethered below him. The other was for me to photograph from. 
At first, the floor sloped down at about a 45-degree angle for perhaps 75 feet, then went 
over a cliff to a vertical drop of about another 75 feet down to a lake. Neil rappelled 
down a ways, then I caught up and shot some photos, then we repeated this a couple 
more times till Neil was in the water. We had guessed as to how much rope we needed. 
Fortunately, Neil’s rope reached the water with just a few feet to spare. My rope ended 
about 30 feet above the water. (Thank you for putting a knot in the end, Mark!) Once 
Neil was in the boat, Mark rappelled down Neil’s rope and found a tiny ledge to balance 
on. He held one flash and I held my camera and another flash for the photos of Neil out 
in the lake. Neil and Mark also took some shots with their cell phones. I spent about an 
hour hanging on the rope.”

than a decade, we may just be scratching 
the surface.

Epilogue
As positive and successful as the 

December 2021 expedition was, we received 
the sad news that our dear friend, Dave 
Jones, passed away suddenly on December 
27th. He and I were full exploration partners 
back in our Lechuguilla days and we led many 
expeditions to a cave we call “Xine Xao” on 
the Cerro Rabon massif. He was actually 
planning on joining us on a special project 
expedition to Cerro Verde leaving January 
3rd which made his death that much more 
shocking as we were talking several times a 

Neil on rappel to the lake in Cueva Cemetario

Mark on rope; Neil in boat in lake dyed with fluorescein, Cueva Cemetario
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Salon Gallery (righthand page)

Some final images from the 2021 Photo Salon, clockwise from upper right:

Her River Shadow, by Nikki Fox, Honorable Mention
Big Business, by Nikki Fox, Honorable Mention
Flad the Inhaler, by Nikki Fox, Merit Award
Bacon, Columns, OH MY, by Nikki Fox, Honorable Mention

Post-expedition Ordeal
I returned home healthy from our Dec. 

4-20 expedition, but the day after Christmas 
I had severe headaches with nausea that did 
not respond to migraine medicine. After five 
days I began to stagger with exhaustion and 
went to a hospital, where I stayed for nine 
weeks until March 5. 

Initially, the mystery disease attacked my 
blood, liver and kidneys until I had jaundice. 
The docs discussed dialysis, but fortunately 
the meds began to correct and heal.

After a week in the hospital, headaches 
and nausea decreased and I was getting less 
dizzy. When I attempted to do my daily stroll 
around the room, my knees buckled. Within 
hours I also lost control of my feet. Two 
days later I lost control of my hands up to 
the elbows and became totally dependent on 
nurses for everything, a strange new affliction 
identified as Guillain-Barré Syndrome (GBS). 
This is an auto-immune disorder causing my 
body to attack the myelin sheath protecting 
my nerves, disrupting the signal to distal 
areas of the body. I was immediately trans-
ferred to another room and given 3 days of 
IVIG treatment, then I flew in a rescue jet to 
UCSF for nerve testing. Some of my nerves 
had N/R “no response”. With no stimulus, 
all of my muscles wasted away; just a quiver 
of movement in my thumb, as tightened 
tendons curled my hands, and my body was 
regularly turned to avoid bed sores.

I returned to Eureka to medically stabi-
lize. On January 19 lab results finally were 
positive for leptospirosis. Most likely, in the 
last cave I explored in Mexico, I pushed and 
dug the “Diaper Ball Crawl” to a pit, and 
a small cut on my finger became infected. 
On January 26 I transferred to Santa Clara 
Valley Medical Center (a top rehab facility) 
for physical and occupational therapy. I 
worked hard every day to make progress on 
my nearly inert appendages, and emerged 5 
weeks later in a hand-driven wheelchair after 
regaining use of my hands and feet. I am now 
using a walker and working out every day to 
stretch and get stronger, but the prognosis is 
that I will be recovering from GBS for 12-18 
months. I am very happy to be home, and 
grateful for all the support from everybody!

Mark Fritzke

week during the planning of the trip. This 
second expedition did take place but left the 
special project uncompleted. Everything is 
in place for a successful expedition in the 
months ahead and I look forward to sharing 
the results of this unfinished business with 
the caving community. Success would be 
the best tribute to Dave that I can think of.

Lastly, Mark Fritzke developed a severe 
illness upon returning from the December 
expedition as noted below: 

Paco with his wife, 
E s t e r ,  a n d  s o n s 
Francisco and Luis

Martha Thompson 
l o o k s  a t  M a r t h a 
Thompson,  Cueva 
Arriba

Above: Hydology map 
of the Cerro Verde 
region.
The north side of the 
Cerro Verde massif 
has four large blind 
basins. Based on field 
observations, it is 
believed that all but 
the Arroyo Seco basin 
drain under the Piedra 
Ancha plain in a series 
of parallel conduits 
that feed riverlevel 
springs.
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As a newbie to the Cerro Verde project, 
I want to share some of my impressions and 
experiences. My intent is that this will give 
you an idea of what daily life was like during 
the expedition.

I have known Ron DeLano since the 
early days of exploration at Lechuguilla Cave. 
But our paths had not crossed for many 
years. Then this past June we were on a 
river rafting trip on the Green River in Utah, 
arranged by some common friends. It was 
fun to get reacquainted, and Ron invited me 
and my wife, Martha, to go on his December 
trip to Mexico, primarily to photograph caves 
that he had explored there in recent years.

Ron, Neil, and Mark spent a lot of 
time on the phone and in emails helping 
me and Martha (and Carol Vesely, who was 
also new to the project) understand what to 
expect. Martha and I have caved in quite a 
few countries around the world, and I had 
been on one previous caving trip to Mexico 
(a completely different kind of trip – to do 
pit bopping in northern Mexico). But we 
were still a bit nervous about what this trip 
would be like. As it turned out, there was little 
reason for concern. We had a fabulous time, 
visiting interesting caves and spending time 
with the friendly local residents.

After flying into Veracruz late in the 
day, we spent almost 48 hours getting to 
our accommodations in the hamlet of Piedra 
Ancha. We spent the first night in a hotel 
near the Veracruz airport. Next morning, we 
rented two pickup trucks in Veracruz, shared 
between the six participants. At a Walmart-
style superstore in Tuxtepec, about halfway 
through the drive to Piedra Ancha, we spent 
several hours stocking up on two weeks of 
supplies. That night we stayed in a hotel in 
Tuxtepec, then on to Piedra Ancha the next 
day. There are convenience stores in Piedra 

Perspectives on the December 2021 trip
Norm Thompson

Ancha (well stocked with Victoria beer), but 
no major stores. You can get any kind of beer 
you want, as long as it is Victoria.

Our accommodations were quite 
comfortable. Several years ago, Ron had by 
chance met Paco Armas along a road in the 
area and found that he spoke fluent English. 
Paco had lived in the US for a number of 
years, but was back living in his home town 
of Piedra Ancha (Wide Stone), on the north 
edge of the mountain known as Cerro Verde 
(Green Hill). He got friendly with Ron and 
arranged for Ron and his team to stay at the 
home of his parents and sister. This worked 
out wonderfully and has been the head-
quarters of the Cerro Verde project now for 
several years. This is relatively luxurious for 
the cavers. There are two floors of the house. 
Paco’s parents (Feliciano and Alicia), Paco’s 
sister Alva, and Alva’s daughter live on the 
first floor. They turned over the entire second 
floor to us for our stay. This consists of four 
bedrooms, a bathroom, a central common 
area, and a big balcony. The shower was 
chilly (cold water only) but got the cave mud 
off each evening. The common area was 
great for storing cave gear and preparing 
breakfasts and lunches. The balcony is where 
we spent most of our time. It has an amazing 
view of Cerro Rabón and other mountains 
in the area that any resort hotel would be 
envious of.

Our first night in Piedra Ancha, we 
didn’t get much sleep. A rooster somewhere 
in town would start to crow and every 
other rooster would wake up and crow, 
too (including the Armas’s, just outside our 
bedroom windows). This went on randomly 
all night. Same with dogs barking, including 
the three dogs owned by our hosts, posted 
at three spots around the house. We then 
understood the wisdom of Neil’s quart-size 
jar of earplugs, which he happily shared. 
The second night, we started to get used to 
the racket, but then, at about 2:30 in the 
morning, amplified rock music came from 
the town church, which is right next door. 
We all woke up with the same thought: 
“Seriously? A church service with amplified 
rock music in the middle of the night?” One 
of the Armas’s dogs was chained up right 
outside the window of Mark’s bedroom. Over 
a period of days, Mark managed to train it to 
be quiet by throwing a bucket of cold water 
on it every time it barked. And then there 
were the fireworks set off at random times 
around the clock in celebration of Christmas. 
Despite all this ruckus, our brains got used 
to it after a few days and we got a good 
night’s sleep.

Alva and Alicia cooked dinner for 

us every night. Their food was excellent. 
Something different each night. Homemade 
tortillas and appropriate salsas for each meal. 
And on those nights when we got back late 
after a long day of caving, they held dinner 
for us. Alva washed our clothes. We just had 
to pre-rinse the cave mud off them in a big 
washtub, then leave them in a pile and they 
would be clean and dry for us by the next 
evening. Feliciano also helped out, such as 
cutting firewood for the outdoor kitchen. 
And Alva’s pre-teen daughter, Vanessa, 
helped, too, washing cave gear, cleaning our 
rooms, and sprucing up our accommodations 
with hand-made Christmas decorations. Of 
course, we paid the family for these services. 
The amount of payment was left up to us. 
We paid what we thought was a reasonably 
generous amount, but not as much as one 
might pay staying at a resort hotel.

The kitchen setup was interesting. 
They had a relatively modern kitchen with 
a refrigerator and gas stove and oven. But 
they also had a traditional cook surface 
outside on the patio in front of their house. 
This was constructed as a wood-framed table 
with raised edges, filled with dirt or sand. A 
fire was built on top of this sand and an iron 
trivet set over the fire upon which pots and 
pans were placed for cooking. So, it was 
something like what you might do when 
camping, but the table brought the cooking 
level up to a convenient height. A corrugated 
steel roof covered the table. The fire was built 
in a ring with sticks radiating from the center. 
As the ends burned, they were pushed in 
under the pot.

The day before our final night at the 
Armas home, Paco asked us if we liked 
eating “sheep.” We said, Sure! So Paco’s 
father-in-law slaughtered a lamb from their 
ranch the next morning and Alva spent all 
day stewing it in big pots on the outdoor 
stove. We feasted on lamb and fixings that 
evening.

Paco has an adventuresome spirit and 
has become a full participant in the annual 
Cerro Verde expeditions. He went caving 
with us almost every day while we were there. 
Other local people were willing to take our 
team to various caves that they know about, 
but generally left it to us to do the exploring. 
Paco is an incredible asset to the project. He 
has made many connections with people in 
the area who know cave locations. It seems 
at times that Paco knows every person who 
lives in Mexico. Ron and Neil both speak 
basic Spanish, but Paco is able to translate 
more complex ideas, such as when we met 
with local councils to get permission to cave 
in the areas under their supervision.

Alva Armas fries fresh local lake fish for our 
dinner.
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Ron had warned Martha and me that 
the locals would probably try to get us drunk 
one night on their local moonshine. Sure 
enough, after one of the caving trips, the 
team was served fire water and appetizers 
that were made from the entrails of some 
unidentified animal. Neil overdid it on these 
and got horribly sick. He did manage to get 
out of bed for some late dinner, looking very 
pale. But he was ready to go caving again 
the next day.

The area we were caving in is naturally 
covered by jungle. The local farmers and 
ranchers must constantly hack back the 
encroaching plants to keep their fields open. 
We frequently saw workers in the fields with 
machetes keeping the rain forest at bay. 
Every man carries a machete whenever 
they are out and about. Fortunately, we 
were there in the dry season. But it did rain 
a couple of days during our two-week stay. 
Martha and I were surprised to find that the 
temperatures were quite pleasant – in the 
80s in the day and cooling off nicely after 
dark, making sleeping pleasant at about 70 
degrees. We expected to have to deal with 
a lot of mosquitos, but they were amazingly 
uncommon, even at dusk. There were some 
bugs, of course; after all, this is a tropical 
jungle. All of us got ticks on us (mostly from 
walking through cow pastures on our way to 
cave entrances), but no one got any tick-born 
illnesses. Most of the time, we discovered the 
ticks before they started burrowing into our 
skin. There were no screens on the windows 
in the Armas’s house. To keep bugs off us 
at night, Martha and I slept in a backpack-
ing tent with screen siding, set up in our 
bedroom. Neil brought a bed net with him 
from the US. Mark, Ron, and Carol slept 
with no protection.

One morning, I awoke at dawn and 
looked up through the tent screening. 
Directly above our heads was a window that 
we closed at night. I saw a huge wolf spider 

(about 3 or 4 inches across) walking across 
the windowpane. I thought, “Hmmm... It 
looks like that spider is on the outside of the 
glass. That’s good.” Later, I picked up my 
pants to put them on for caving and that 
huge spider jumped out of them and ran 
across the floor. So... It was on the inside 
of the window after all. Neil is interested in 
bugs, so I called out, “Hey, Neil. A friend of 
yours is in here that you might want to visit 
with.” After Neil got some photos, I grabbed 
the spider wearing a leather caving glove and 
freed it outside.

I was pleased to find that there was a lot 
of variety in the caves. There were entrance 
passages with big, mostly dry formations. 
There were also many beautiful, pristine 
areas with actively growing speleothems 
deeper in the caves. Also, lots of features 
that you might expect in caves formed in 
a rainy environment, such as underground 
lakes and rivers, lots of rimstone dams 
(gours), potholes, and other water features. 
Temperature of the caves was around 70 
degrees. This made for pleasant caving in 
light clothing, even when it involved wading 
through water. Traveling through the caves 
was mostly walking, with some crawling, 
climbing, and SRT. Access to the caves was 
sometimes easy (the entrance to Roadside 
Cave is about 10 feet from where we parked 
our rental truck), and other times required 
bushwhacking through dense jungle.

I was concerned with avoiding muddying 
up clean flowstone areas. In some caves, I 
asked my models to bring clean shoes that 
they could wear when walking on flowstone. 
But the reality is that this was mostly to keep 
things looking nice for my photos. Most 
areas that we visited get flooded in the rainy 
season, washing away any footprints left by 
cavers. In fact, I was amazed at how much 
nice flowstone there was, even though it 
was scoured regularly by flood waters. Other 
areas had deep, boot-sucking mud on the 

floor. Because we were there earlier in the 
dry season than Ron and his team usually 
come, we found one passage sumped out 
and were unable to get some photos that 
Ron was wanting of a well-decorated area 
explored in a previous year.

At the end of the trip, we spent a day in 
Veracruz, getting COVID tests in the morn-
ing (required for the flight back to the US) 
and wandering around the historic district in 
the afternoon. That evening we ate dinner 
in the central plaza (the Zócalo) and watched 
performances by dance troops from all over 
Mexico – part of Christmas celebrations. 
They performed traditional dances, many of 
which were very similar to American square 
dancing.

Martha and I are looking forward to 
returning for more caving in this fascinat-
ing area of Mexico! There are lots more 
caves to explore and map, and lots more to 
photograph.

Jovito Martinez with a ginger root (which 
is grown for export, not used in traditional 
Mexican cuisine)

Around the table are Ron, Paco, Mark, Carol, Martha, Norm; in back 
are Paco’s parents, Alicia and Feliciano; photo by Alva Armas. Pinata at birthday party in Piedra Ancha
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Four years in the making, followed by 
a pandemic-enforced theater closure, the 
newest cave-intensive IMAX feature film is 
now being released. Produced and directed 
by renown underwater cinematographer, 
Jonathan Bird, “Ancient Caves” delivers a 
stunning experience of cave diving coupled 
with responsible speleo-science.

At first splash, the opening scenes of 
“Ancient Caves” will feel like an ever-familiar 
trope: caves are exciting, exploring them is 
dangerous. Quite literally, the first splash is 
a reenactment of a Mayan-themed human 
sacrifice in a Mexican cenote.

Yet, while the viewer is still ponder-
ing who should be sacrificed on their next 
grotto trip, the storyline pivots to connect 
the demise of Mayan civilization to ancient 
climatological changes. What follows is a 
40-minute exhibition of cave diving and 
speleo-climatology featuring the work of 
NSS member, Dr. Gina Moseley.

Spanning cave expeditions across two 
continents, and narrated by Hollywood 
A-lister Bryan Cranston, this film should be 
on your must-see list!

Jonathan Bird
In 1991, Bird formed Oceanic Research 

Group, Inc. to produce ocean-related 
educational materials. Following a 4-year 
run on PBS, his current science-adventure 
series, “Jonathan Bird’s Blue World” is now 
delivered online to over 1 million followers.

According to Bird, “For years and years, 
we mostly focused on just marine life. I really 
wasn’t interested in caves, because I didn’t 

think of cave environ-
ments as having much 
in the way of marine 
life. That changed when 
we decided to do some 
segments in the Riviera 
Maya south of Cancun. 
While we were there, 
we did an episode about 
cenotes. I was taken 
aback by just how beau-
tiful those environments 
are.”

Already an accom-
pl i shed open-water 
diver, Bird’s passion 
rapidly shifted to cave 
diving - and the advanced 
training required for safe 
exploration. Bird admits 
that, prior to his cave 
diving certification, “We 
were really giving the 
wrong impression in the 
show. We just weren’t 
doing it right.”

Doing it Right
Bird reached out 

to NSS member, Brian 
Kakuk, in the society’s 
Cave Diving Section, to pursue official 
certification as a cave diver. Now based in 
the Bahamas, Kakuk started cave diving in 
1990 on Andros Island and is credited with 
some of the deepest and longest cave dives 
in the Bahamas.

Bird stated, “Brian is one of the world’s 
top cave explorers. He has kind of become 
the de facto guardian of the Crystal Caves 
of Ababco as he’s the only instructor on the 
island that takes people cave diving. He’s 
made a lot of effort to get these caves turned 
into national parks and protected.”

Intent on receiving the proper NSS-CDS 
certification, Bird spent 10 days with Kakuk. 
“I did all of the classes back to back... what 
Brian calls ‘zero to hero’. I was an open-
water diver when I started, and I was a 
side-mount, full cave-certified diver when 
I finished. We actually made a Blue World 
episode out of my training with Brian.”

According to Kakuk, “It was really great 
to work with Jonathan’s group. He’s always 
been an amazing cinematographer, and it’s 
been so cool to now see him come up as a 

cave diver. Through his Blue World program, 
he has such a great reach with getting kids 
excited about science exploration. That’s 
part of our mission at our non-profit here, 
the Bahamas Caves Research Foundation, 
and this film “Ancient Caves” helps pave the 
way for future explorers.”

From previous trips, Bird knew that, 
“If you go diving with Brian, you have to 
demonstrate proficiency before he will take 
you into any sensitive parts of the Crystal 
Caves of Abaco.”

Certification complete, Kakuk took 
Bird to those areas of the cave. (see back 
cover image)

Finding the Story
Giant screen theaters deliver an immer-

sive, high-resolution viewing environment. 
Bird wanted to pull the audience into an 
experience where they could feel like they 
were actually swimming through the caves. 
His team intentionally shot “Ancient Caves” 
in a wrap-around format in both 2D and 3D 
versions. But he needed a story.

Ancient Caves:  
A Film for IMAX and Giant-Screen Theaters

Matt Bowers, NSS Western Region

Dr. Gina Moseley prepares to descend into the
Devil’s Hole Cave in Nevada.
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In an upcoming episode of The Caving 
Podcast (see sidebar), Bird explains in greater 
detail. “So, we made the decision that we 
were going to make this cave film, but we 
knew it just couldn’t be about 2 guys going 
cave diving. It had to be more. So I was trying 
to find out what kind of science might be 
going on in caves that would make a good 
story. I’m fascinated with caves from a film-
maker’s point of view, and a filmmaker is 
always trying to find a good story.”

After an extended internet search, Bird 
was referred to NSS member and expert 
speleo-climatologist, Dr. Gina Moseley. At 
that moment, Bird thought, “I’m thinking, oh 
my God, that’s so great that she’s a woman. 
Because, you can’t just have a whole film 
full of white guys going caving. You’ve got 
to have diversity.”

In her work at the Innsbruck Quaternary 
Research Group in Austria, Dr. Moseley’s 
research focuses on pre-historic interglacial 
climate changes using radiometric analysis 
of uranium–thorium levels trapped in the 
calcium carbonates of speleothems. Since 
she’s not specifically a cave diver, a collabora-
tion with Bird’s team presented an excellent 
opportunity to collect samples from locations 
she otherwise would not be able to visit.

According to Dr. Moseley, “For me 
caves are time machines, and my research 
allows me to travel back hundreds of thou-
sands of years. The water tells us about today 
and the stalagmites tell us about the past.”

Through the narrative story of “Ancient 
Caves”, the crew travelled from Devil’s Hole 
Cave in Death Valley to Grotte de Gournier 
in the French Alps to Spring Valley Cave in 
Minnesota. Additional scenes include thin 
section and spectroscopic analysis of the 
cave samples at the University of Minnesota.

From his intentions to stay true to the 
science, Bird “... didn’t really script it. Gina’s 
not an actress and I couldn’t say ‘here, 
memorize this’. She’s a scientist and I wanted 
her to speak like herself.”

Of course, the culmination of the story 
concludes in the majestic Crystal Caves of 
Abaco in the Bahamas.

Technical Challenges
Devil’s Hole is a highly protected cave 

in Death Valley National Park. Dr. Moseley 
was allowed to include Bird’s film team on 
her existing research permit so they could 
gather a sample from 300 feet underwater. 
Previously, the cave had been explored to 
about 400 feet in depth, but it continues 
beyond that and nobody is exactly sure how 
deep it is. This highly technical dive was 
done by Kakuk and filmed for inclusion in 
“Ancient Caves”.

Bird describes the experience in the 
upcoming podcast. “You’re in the middle of 
a desert. You’re in the middle of the hottest 

place in the United States. But, you go down 
into this cave and there’s this beautiful, blue, 
crystal-clear water, in one of the largest aqui-
fers in our country - under Death Valley!”

In a future expedition, Dr. Moseley and 
Kakuk are hoping to receive an NPS permit 
to gather additional water samples down to 
at least 600 feet.

Back in the Bahamas, the film crew 
faced different challenges.

Bird’s film team was aware that, “In 
Abaco, we knew that if you just moved in 
the wrong direction even slightly, you’re 
going to crush and break things, and Brian 
might not let you out of the cave. So, we had 
this ‘fear of Brian’, which was a new kind 
of pressure. He does a great job managing 
that cave system and protecting it because 
it’s such a fragile ecosystem.

This complicated filming was explained 
by Bird; “We were a three-person team for 
most of the film. We would go into a room 
to set up a shot. I would decide where we 
were going to shoot from, then I would kind 
of direct the team where to put the lights 
using hand signals. Then, when they were all 
set, we would leave the scene to let the dust 
settle. Our air bubbles hit the roof of the cave 
and clouded up the water. So, we’d let that 
clear and then do the shot and move on.”

The most decorated room in the 
Bahamas was called Fangorn Forest - 
after the Tolkein novel. Bird said, “That 
dive is almost four hours. It was a double 
stage dive for us. So, we’d go in the water 
with five Scuba tanks per 
person. You’ve got two 
on each side and then a 
stage bottle for decom-
pression.” The swim to 
Fangorn Forest was nearly 
a half-mile each way, and 
the team had about 10 
minutes of air to shoot the 
scene. “Everybody knows 
exactly what they’re going 
to do, and there’s no 
time-wasting.

Although it only takes 
a few minutes in the film, 
the final dive sequence in 
the Bahamas was shot 
over 15 days.

Theatrical Release
“Ancient Caves” is 

now being marketed to 
giant-screen and IMAX 
theaters worldwide. Unlike 
tradit ional Hollywood 
films, there is no set release 
date for each theater. Most 
screens are affiliated with 
science museums and they 
run on their own schedule.

The Caving 
Podcast

NSS caver Matt 
Pe l sor  re leases  an 
in -dep th  in te rv i ew 
every month on his 
self-produced “The Caving Podcast”. This 
month, he features a wonderful session with 
Jonathan Bird and Todd Kelley about their 
experience making “Ancient Caves”.

The episode drops on May 1 and will 
be available through all of the major podcast 
distributors. Just search online for “The 
Caving Podcast”.

Cavers’ best option to see this feature 
is to call your nearest science museum and 
ask the theater manager when it is scheduled 
to play. Giant-screen documentaries usually 
are shown over the course of several months 
until the museum moves on to another film. 
Alternatively, you can find a list of locations 
at https://macgillivrayfreeman.com/proj-
ect/ancient-caves/ If your grotto is interested 
in helping promote the film as it gets to your 
area, please feel free to contact this writer 
for additional resources.

While the plotline of “Ancient Caves” 
will feel breathtakingly obvious to most 
experienced cavers, the amazing underwater 
cinematography, coupled with a solid focus 
on speleo-science, lends a uniqueness to this 
film rarely seen by “dry” cavers. It’s worth 
experiencing.

This is cave science done right.

Dr. Gina Moseley brings gear down 
to support diver Todd Kelly who is 
assisting in research diver Brian 
Kakuk’s dive to 300 feet for water 
samples in Devil’s Hole Cave.
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William Roswell “Jonesy” 
Jones 

(1958-2021)
NSS 4822 FE, OS, CM

Roswell Jones (NSS 4822 FE, OS, 
CM) passed away on Aug. 7, 2021. He 
was born on May 23, 1936 in Sugar Creek, 
Penn. He became known to hundreds of 
cavers through his decades of service to 
the National Speleological Society (NSS), 
his easy and friendly personality, and his 
attendance at so many caving events national 
and local. Paul Damon knew him since the 
day that he joined the Pittsburgh Grotto in 
November 1958 as Grotto Member No. 
202. His first caving trip was to the New 
Paris Paleontological Dig of the Grotto, in 
central Pennsylvania. He was hooked!

Jonesy was very active in all the 
Pittsburgh Grotto caving projects from the 
moment he joined the club, especially in 
the Swago Creek and its Overholt Blowing 
Cave area. Starting in the late 1960s he 
participated in a series of backpacking trips 
to the Wind River, the Tetons, and the Gros 
Ventre mountains in Wyoming to explore 
alpine karst in the hopes of finding caves in 
the United States to match those in the Alps.

Some people without even trying can 
leave a lasting positive impression on others, 
and Jonesy was one of them. He was one 
of those “cavers,” the type everyone liked 
but to an extent really did not know the full 
story. He was so involved in assisting with 
the efforts of the NSS, especially through his 
involvement with the Equipment Committee 
for so many years and his support of the NSS 
Board of Governors, that we all knew him 
and enjoyed his company. In fact, one of the 
current Vice Presidents of the NSS tells us 
that he was one of the most influential cavers 
she had met from day one of her becoming 
a caver herself.

Roswell, or better known as “Jonesy” to 
most, was the son of Dr. H. Roswell Jones of 
Baltimore, and Geraldine Louise Brenner of 
Franklin, Penn. He had two younger broth-
ers, Donald and Thomas, all passing earlier. 
As a young child the family moved every 
five or so years as his father kept changing 
employment as an Engineer in the petroleum 
business, primarily in Texas and Oklahoma, 
which included a move to Pittsburgh in 1950 
(Blaw Knox Corporation). The family eventu-
ally moved on, but other than two years of 
service in the US Army about 1960 to 1962 
(deployed to Korea), Jonesy remained in the 
Pittsburgh area the remainder of his life.

In the mid-1950s he graduated from 
Perry Traditional Academy High School 
in Pittsburgh, and went to work for Public 
Television and WPXI Channel 11. He was 
in their Production Engineering Department. 
He had to quit after about five years due to 
his military service. While working in televi-
sion, he also did work for other groups, 
such as the Pitt Players, doing lighting and 
all types of behind-the-curtain operations in 
many venues such as music groups.

When he returned from the service in 
1962, his employment efforts were more 
through venues that contracted through 
his Union, the International Alliance of 
Theatrical Stage Employees. At some point 
he returned to Channel 11 as a Cameraman. 
In fact, he purchased a house near the 
Station. He always talked of his working on 
the Mister Roger TV show and of how much 
he admired Fred Rogers.

Now, why can we say he was a caver? 
One of his most evident volunteer aids to 
the NSS was an electrical voting system he 
developed for the NSS Board Meetings. He 
would attend them all, lugging the wires and 
push-buttons everywhere, and set it up for 
the Board members. Jonesy was the go-to 
person for audio-visual support at Board 
meetings, the Photo Salon, and many other 
things involving audio/visual techniques 
at NSS Conventions, and wherever any 
sound equipment was needed. With his 
easy-going personality and his willingness 
to help, he of course became known in all 
parts of the USA. In 1988 he was awarded 
the distinguished honor of receiving the NSS 
Outstanding Service Award, probably the 
second greatest honor the NSS presents. In 
addition, he became a Fellow of the Society 
in 1970, and received a Certificate of Merit 
in 1999.

Paul Damon recalls riding in his 
converted Jeep truck from Pittsburgh to 
White Salmon, Wash., to attend the 1972 
NSS Convention. He installed a 75-gallon 

gas tank, and we drove almost nonstop 
across the country (there were four driv-
ers), with only two gasoline stops and three 
or four rest stops. Jonesy’s various trucks 
were always available to transport cavers 
to and from various trips and to NSS BOG 
Meetings.

He was very active in the early days 
of the NCRC, assuming leadership roles in 
several well-known cave rescues, in particu-
lar, the Twiggs Cave rescue in 1977, in 
Maryland.

Gary Storrick recalls his stating that 
Overholt Blowing Cave in West Virginia was 
his favorite cave. He was on many survey-
ing trips into the cave, and seemingly never 
forgot a rock along the way. It is said he did 
not need a wetsuit to enter the cave, as he 
had so much natural insulation in his body.

On his many trips to the Wyoming 
mountains, he usually was accompanied 
by Hazel and Doug Medville and our own 
Grotto’s Charlie Plantz. Jonesy was also 
instrumental in mapping the Friars Hole 
Cave System in West Virginia with the 
Medvilles.

His love of the theater and its stage 
technology carried through in all of his hobby 
pursuits. A primary emphasis in his caving 
was in service to other cavers through the 
knowledge gained from his paid employ-
ment. Lee Stevens points out that he was 
the primary technical helper at all NSS Board 
Meetings, for many years.

Many people may also recall that he 
was instrumental in converting a mid-1950s 
movie the Pittsburgh Grotto filmed into 
digital form, and in conjunction with Allen 
McCrady, produced a great final product with 
a sound track. Unfortunately he joined the 
Grotto a couple years after the filming was 
completed.  His television theatrical experi-
ences and knowledge would have helped in 
the earlier filming efforts. In more recent 
years,Jonesy was a major contributor of 
monetary assets to the NSS.

And, last but not least, he was a 
Cokeaholic! He poured one after another  
into his system, for years! No alcohol, no 
cigs, just an obsession with Coca Cola.

Best of luck in Heaven, Jonesy! You 
were almost one-of-a-kind. 

Paul Damon, Hazel & Doug Medville, 
Gary Storrick, Lee Stevens, Tom Metzgar, 

Barb Ritts, and Bru Randall 
(Reprinted from The Netherworld  

News, Vol. 70, No. 5, Sept. 2021, p 3–5.)
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Vance A. Nelson
(1/10/1924 – 2/16/22)

NSS 12853FE
Vance Nelson of La Canada, California, 

a member of the NSS and the Southern 
California Grotto (SCG) for over 50 years, 
passed away in his sleep at the age of 
98. Vance rarely missed an NSS National 
Convention over the last half century and 
was a fixture at rope climbing competi-
tions, vertical workshops, and on the dance 
floor at Howdy and Campground parties. 
In his home grotto, he was known as the 
“Greeter”, always quick to welcome visitors 
and provide information.

An outdoorsman his entire life, Vance 
and his wife, Margie Nelson, became 
interested in caves when their son Vard 
investigated the karst hydrology of Lilburn 
Cave for a graduate thesis project. Margie 
decided the entire family might enjoy caving 
so she found the SCG and joined. Vance 
and son Boyd quickly followed. Soon after 
joining the grotto and NSS in 1971, Margie 
re-established contact with her biological 
father whom she hadn’t known since a 
toddler and was shocked to learn that he 
was the founder of the National Speleological 
Society, Bill Stephenson. NSS Conventions 
soon became family reunions that included 
Vance, Margie, their kids, grandkids, and the 
Stephensons. 

Both Vance and Margie were very active 
contributors to SCG, serving on its Executive 
Committee for many years. Vance loved 
mentoring new cavers, especially teaching 
knots and basic SRT. He rarely missed a 
grotto vertical practice over the decades, still 
participating in his early 90s. Applying his 
woodworking skills, he led a major project 
to make a dozen or more plywood back-
boards (before SKEDS were used in cave 
rescue) for California cavers and groups. 
They were beautiful and highly functional 
pieces of equipment used in many cave 

rescues and recoveries in the late ‘70s and 
‘80s.  Vance was an active caver, assisting 
in surveys, exploration, and science projects 
in caves throughout California, Guatemala, 
and several of the longest known (at the time) 
caves in the Grand Canyon. One of his favor-
ite trips was when he was 64 years oldand 
visited five major pits in northern Mexico, 
including Sótanos de las Golondrinas and 
de la Cuesta.

Vance was a proud WWII veteran 
who served in the Pacific Theater on the 
destroyer USS Cowell, serving as Chief 
Range Finder Operator for the big guns. 
He received a purple heart and regularly 
attended his ship’s reunions held around the 
country every few years. Like so many of the 
“Greatest Generation”, he returned home 
to Los Angeles, met and married Margie 
in 1947, and started a family. He worked 
as a master finish carpenter, mostly in the 
homes of the area’s “rich and famous”. He 

also single-handedly built their family home 
only two blocks from where he was raised. 
He and Margie loved square dancing and 
bridge, passions he continued after Margie’s 
death in 2012. They were both also strong 
community volunteers. Vance was a Boy 
Scout leader for many years, annually 
volunteered with Habitat for Humanity for 
two weeks in Mississippi along with Margie, 
their children, and grandchildren, provided 
his expert carpentry skills to the City of La 
Canada Flintridge Rose Parade float for 
many years, and managed a crew thatsold 
the excess flowers at the parade to help fund 
the float into his mid-90s.

Vance was preceded in death by wife 
Margie Nelson and son Boyd Nelson. He is 
survived by his son, Vard Nelson, daughter 
Anita Nelson, three grandchildren, and five 
great-grandchildren.

Louise Hose, Anita Nelson, Nancy 
Pistol, and Matt Oliphant

Thomas J. Pollock,
(October, 1938 – February, 2022)

NSS# 19540LF
Most people who knew Tom, knew that 

he loved to talk, and it was not easy to step 
away from a conversation with him. But 
more than talking, Tom loved people. He 
was a people person. His infectious smile 
and laugh, and his knack for telling a good 
story, was always his calling card.

As a life member of the NSS, the caving 
community was his family. Tom was an early 
member of the Central New Jersey Grotto 
and held numerous positions within it, includ-
ing many continuous terms as Chairman. 
He always welcomed new cavers with open 
arms and inspired them with his cave photos 
and his grand stories of underground adven-
tures. He was usually the first to arrive and 
the last to leave for most Grotto meetings. 
He enjoyed giving caving presentations to 
scout groups and other civic organizations to 
educate the public about the wonders of the 
underground world. Full immersion into the 
Grotto was not complete without an 8-hour 
drive to West Virginia with Tom. These long 
drives inspired his humor and drawing skills 
to produce his 1981 cartoon book Portable 

Cave. He could always be found at Vendor’s 
Row at OTR selling his one-of-a-kind T-shirts 
that featured his colorful airbrushed artwork 
of cavers and cave scenes. After the Crooked 
Swamp Cave accident, Tom helped to write 
a management plan that allowed the cave 
to be gated and remain open for cavers. 
He also helped form the New Jersey Cave 
Management Committee, later called the 
New Jersey Cave Conservancy, and was 
instrumental in developing a management 
plan to allow Leigh Cave to be gated and 
remain open for caver access.

In 2001, he was awarded the NSS 
Fellow Award. As NSS Board Arrangements 
Committee Chairman, he developed the 
Board of Governors arrangement guide to 
help with meeting planning, and was also 
involved in long-range business planning 
for the NSS. In 2011, Tom left New Jersey 
and moved into his newly built home in New 
Mexico and continued to be involved in the 
caving community there.

Tom’s new home was in Capitan, New 
Mexico, just outside of the Fort Stanton – 
Snowy River Cave National Conservation 
Area.  He wasted no time getting involved 
with the cavers in the Fort Stanton Cave 
Study Project, supporting many of the 
surface activities, such as resistivity. He was 
on the committee that put together the book 
12 Miles from Daylight, about the history 
of Fort Stanton Cave, and did some of the 
research on early newspaper accounts of 
the cave.  Tom participated in activities 
of the Mesilla Valley Grotto, as well as the 
Southwestern Region of the NSS.  

He will be missed by all who knew him.
Paul Steward (NSS# 35687 Fe) & 
Steve Peerman (NSS# 16158 FE, 

CM)
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Stephen Gaines 
(May 15, 1952 - September 20, 2021)  

NSS 31258 
Steve often described himself as a work-

aholic and a perfectionist. During his 20+ 
years of pool and spa delivery and service he 
would work all day, then on into the night 
and into the wee hours of the morning. This 
was his strategy to cram as much work into 
each day as he could. This deeply embedded 
love of his daily work was how he ran his life. 
He said he never worked a day in his life but 
was always happy doing something. 

When we met in the early mid 1970s 
I got him underground. He took to caves 
with great zeal. The joyous enthusiasm with 
which he crammed himself through a small 
cave upstream of SCAG maze inspired me 
to name that cave Steve’s delight. The G in 
SCAG maze in Jefferson county NY stands 
for Gaines. 

Steve was very helpful. On the way back 
from a trip to drain the lake in Mitchell’s 
Cave in east central NY, my truck made a 
loud clanking noise. The universal joint had 
come loose and the drive shaft was dragging 
on the pavement. Steve used a piece of steel 
wire from a small cooking grill to hold the 
u-joint together. I drove the 85 miles home 
from Utica, NY to Watertown, NY at 35 
miles per hour without further incidents. The 
next day Steve came over. I got a u-joint and 
Steve put it in. 

On a trip to Knox Cave in east central 
NY, Steve fixed someone’s carbide lamp. He 
then realized that he could not use his lamp 
because he had used parts from his own lamp 
to help someone else. 

Steve liked OTR. He contributed to the 
traditional sauna area both by volunteering 
and financially. At one OTR Steve used his 
pool and spa service skills to save the hot tub 
twice. Steve also had elaborate plans, and 
made a financial commitment, to substan-
tially fund the proposed separately located 
and separately governed textile sauna area 
for OTR. Steve had a long illness. He wanted 
to attend the 2021 OTR as his last OTR. 

OTR was canceled a few days before it was 
to begin. He then decided to visit Liz and 
me. Even though he was quite sick he made 
an exhausting drive to Milan, Illinois from 
Syracuse, NY. His sister Sharon flew out 
to drive him back. To honor his wishes the 
four of us went to the Golden Corral buffet. 
We had a real last supper together. Then 
Steve and Sharon went back to her place in 
Canton, NY. On September 20, 2021 Steve 
passed away. I am thankful to have known 
him. He was kind of like the younger brother 
I never had.

Brad Smith 

Mark David Hodge
(1962-2021)
NSS 63563

Mark Hodge (NSS 63563) passed away 
on Saturday, December 4th, 2021 while 
escorting a Boy Scout troop through Butler 
Cave in Bath County, Virginia. Mark was 
born on November 28th, 1962 in Munich, 
Germany, and was the son of David Loyal 
Hodge of Orlando, Florida and Barbara Ann 
Schneider. Mark served in the United States 
Air Force as a Russian crypto-linguist from 
1980 until 2011, when he retired with a rank 
of Chief Master Sergeant. He served tours 
in Berlin, Frankfurt, Okinawa, and England. 

Mark only started caving within the 
past decade, when he and his wife moved to 
Highland County and purchased an old mill 
with the plan of restoring it. He wasn›t caving 
then, but a large storm caused a sinkhole 
and a resurgence to form right behind their 
house. Mark had a map of a nearby cave 
that listed the names of three local cavers. 
He called one, who introduced Mark to the 
local caving community. Mark took to caving 
with an all-consuming passion, which was 
surprising given his fear of small spaces and 
heights. He had caved in excess of 200 days 
per year since 2012. He loved caving, but 
more importantly, he fell in love with the 
caving community and he enjoyed being a 
part of this very special group. 

Mark›s biggest passion was digging, as 
he felt there was nothing like the feeling of 

breaking into a virgin cave and sharing the 
experience with others. He also enjoyed 
leading sport trips for people who had 
never been in a wild cave. He assisted cavers 
getting into closed caves, and helped out 
with conservation projects, including clean-
ups and bat-census trips. Mark belonged to 
a number of grottos, and was an officer of 
the Butler Cave Conservation Society, which 
he considered his greatest honor. He was 
also the Highland County Director for the 
Virginia Speleological Survey, a member 
of WVACS, had been asked to run for the 
NSS Board of Governors and was, for a very 
short time, an officer of the Virginia Region. 

Mark was preceded in death by his 
mother and a brother, and he is survived 
by his father, wife Elizabeth Devenny, and 
stepson Trey Lawhorn. Contributions in 
Mark’s name may be sent to the Butler 
Cave Conservation Society, 465 Karst Ridge 
Drive, Wil-liamsville, Virginia 24487 or with 
PayPal through butlercave.org. To quote Phil 
Lucas, “Mark was a friend to so many. He 
was our outreach ambassador, our dynamo, 
and will be missed in so many ways.” 

Sources: The funeral home 
obituary, Mark’s written platform 

from when he ran for the NSS 
BOG, and Phil Lucas. 

Eleanor Burns Larson 
NSS 14907 RL FL 

(Oct. 21, 1942 – July 23, 2021)
Eleanor Burns Larson, 78, of Santa 

Barbara, Cal. passed away peacefully on 
July 23, 2021 at her home in Santa Barbara 
from amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) that 
was diagnosed in June of 2020. She was 
preceded in death by her parents. Eleanor 
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Eleanor wearing a Maya “Night Jaguar” 
pendent she designed
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is survived by her husband of 44 years David 
Forrest Larson and several cousins. 

Eleanor (Eleanor Witherspoon Burns) 
Burns Larson was born to Edward McNall 
Burns & Marie Katherine Bentz on October 
21, 1942 in New Brunswick, New Jersey. 
She enjoyed a happy childhood and spent 
many weekends and vacations at the beach 
at Surf City on the Jersey Shore or traveling 
with her parents. As an adult international 
travel was an important part of her life. Her 
last trip was to Chile to experience a total 
solar eclipse and to see the moai statues on 
Rapa Nui (Easter Island) in July 2019.

When Eleanor was seventeen she spent 
a year in Germany while her father was 
teaching as a Fulbright Scholar at The Free 
University of Berlin in West Berlin. While at 
the University of Chicago she was active in 
the civil rights movement and later the anti-
war movement and marches. She went on 
caving trips with founding members of The 
Windy City Grotto (WCG) of The National 
Speleological Society (NSS) before the WCG 
was formed. 

Eleanor began a career in computer 
programing and management in 1967 and 
continued in that field for more than 35 
years until retiring in 1993 to help care for 
her mother in Santa Barbara. 

In 1973 Eleanor again became inter-
ested in cave exploring and joined the WCG 
and the NSS.  She became a life member of 
both the NSS (#14907) and WCG.

She was the WCG Chairperson in 1984 
and 1985 and Treasurer for many years.

Eleanor married David Forrest Larson 
who she had met at a meeting of The WCG. 
They were married on March 19, 1977. 
They purchased a home in La Grange, 
Ill. She loved cats, especially Siamese and 
always had three cats living with her. She 
was an excellent cook who enjoyed trying 
out new recipes which she was always willing 
to share with others. 

Eleanor loved opera and had season 
tickets to the Lyric Opera in Chicago. She 
especially liked Richard Wagner’s Der Ring 
des Nibelung and Beethoven’s Magic Flute. 

Eleanor became a total solar eclipse 
chaser in July 1991 and on July 2, 2019 
saw her 15th total solar eclipse in Chile. She 
expected to see another total solar eclipse in 
Chile in December of 2020.  Covid restric-
tions and the rapid progression of ALS 
prevented her from traveling. The July 16, 
1991 total solar eclipse as seen from the 
Sea of Cortez was the longest total solar 
eclipse, at almost seven minutes long, of 
the 20th Century. Her comments as total-
ity ended were that it was “too short!” and 
“When and where is the next total eclipse?”. 
Experiencing a total solar eclipse was a life 
changing event for her. She always knew the 
date and place of the next total eclipse. In 
March of 2006 Eleanor and David were part 
of select group that were able travel to Libya 
to see a four minute long spectacular total 
solar eclipse from a site in the Sahara desert. 
They also witnessed a beautiful “green flash” 
at sunset on the night before the eclipse.

Eleanor and David hosted the WCG 
News printing and mailing parties six times 
a year for over two decades. Eleanor was 
a docent at the Traveling Bats exposition 
at The Field Museum of Natural History 
in Chicago. She later became a part time 
docent in the Mesoamerican Hall of the 
Museum. As a freshman at the University 
of Chicago she planned to become an 
Egyptologist and had a lifelong interest in 
Ancient Egypt. She was also interested in 
Maya civilization and cave use in Belize.

In 2000 Eleanor and David moved to 
her parent’s home in Santa Barbara, Cal. 
Eleanor took classes at the Santa Barbara 
City College (SBCC) school of Continuing 
Education, where she made gold, silver, and 
enameled jewelry, and ceramics. Many of her 
enameled pieces of jewelry were inspired by 

total eclipses and cave formations. Eleanor 
was the student coordinator for all of the 
annual SBCC Continuing Education Art and 
Craft Fairs held each December at the SBCC 
Wake Campus in Santa Barbara. 

Eleanor was the co-director of the 
Xibalba Mapping and Exploration Team 
(XMET) cave project in Belize for over twenty 
years and her drive and dedication is what 
made the project successful. The XMET 
project surveyed and photographed several 
major caves in Belize under the auspices 
of the Institute of Archaeology of Belize. 
She managed the logistics for the project 
in addition to surveying some of the caves 
and operating the radio base station for the 
project.  She enjoyed helping with the canoe 
shuttle in Barton Creek Cave in Cayo, Belize. 
Eleanor would paddle a kilometer into the 
cave alone after the tourists had left to pick 
up a cave survey team. The only sound was 
the splash of her paddle in the stream and the 
bats flying above, getting ready to leave the 
cave to feed after sunset. She loved just being 
in a cave and experiencing the beauty and 
ambience of the underground environment.

Eleanor was made a Fellow of The NSS 
in 2006 in recognition of her decades of 
service to the caving community. Eleanor 
was a licensed extra class amateur radio 
operator in both the United States as KE6BL 
and in Belize as V31EL. She was also an 
ARRL accredited amateur radio volunteer 
license examiner. 

I miss Eleanor every day. She was my 
best friend and companion. She was always 
willing to help and share in both the joys of 
life and the disappointments. We saw life 
in different but very complementary ways. I 
miss seeing the world through her perspec-
tive. We were soulmates and there is now an 
empty place in my heart and my life.

David Larson
NSS13906RL FE
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West Virginia Caver
West Virginia Grottos
April 2022, Vol. 40, Number 2

Nikki Fox and a large group of cavers 
spent New Year’s weekend in the Great 
Savannah Cave System and Friars Hole. 
Each cave was very close to becoming the 
first 50-mile cave in West Virginia and thus a 
friendly competition emerged between each 
cave’s respective cavers. Nikki spent time 
surveying in both caves over the weekend. 
Friars Hole ended up winning the competi-
tion becoming the first 50-mile cave in the 
state on New Year’s Eve. 

 
Terry McClanathan has spent close to 

five years ridgewalking Bridger Mountain and 
the surrounding area pushing any leads of 
significance. His efforts have more than been 
worth it with the discovery of several caves 
extending close to or over 100 vertical feet. 
As the name indicates, the 119-foot deep 
Hause Triple Drop is comprised of three 
pits stacked atop one another. Hause Triple 
Drop shows very little horizontal extend at 
its bottom which is fairly consistent with the 
other caves discovered on the mountain. 
Cold Fingers Cave, discovered by Corey 
Hackley and Terry in 2018, boasts a very 
scenic 64-foot seasonally wet drop, but also 
has limited horizontal extent at 176 feet long. 

Mark Minton and friends returned to the 
Patrick Pit area of Shoveleater Cave to 
work on leads they remembered from over 
a decade ago. The discovery of a previously 
unnoticed canyon blocked by breakdown is 
the focus of the current project. Removal 
of the breakdown and microshaving in the 
canyon itself has brought the cavers to the 

verge of the black void that lays ahead. 
Mark is certain the lead will be opened on 
the next trip. With the canyon trending into 
blank space on the map the possibilities are 
exciting. 

Bil l  Balfour joined Ed Swepston 
and several other cavers in the survey of 
Priceless Cave, located near the historical 
and commercial Organ Cave. Dug open by 
Jeff Holliday over a period of several years, 
the cave extends as large trunk passage for 
nearly 700 feet. Aside from the main trunk 
there is relatively little cave development. 
While the cave passes directly over sections 
of Organ Cave, the vertical distance between 
the two makes it unlikely that they connect. 

Caver 
Meramec Valley Grotto 
March 2022, Vol. 53, Number 3

Tony Schmitt joined a group of Missouri 
Speleological Survey cavers in spending the 
weekend surveying Streiler City Cave 
located in Perryville Missouri’s city park. 
Tackling leads near the entrance of the cave 
system, Tony and his trio of cavers gathered 
482 feet of survey through stoop-walking, 
active stream passage. 

Chad McCain led a survey trip into 
Crevice Cave, collecting over 1000 feet 
of passage while correcting several errors 
that existed in the original survey. The 
passage was fairly easy to traverse with 
comfy dimensions for travel and survey. Two 
enticing leads were noted; however, both will 
require either technical digging or climbing 
to explore further. 

The Carbide Dump
Blue Ridge Grotto
March 2022, Vol. 57, Number 3

Greg Springer was accompanied by 
Nikki Fox and Dave and Nick Socky on 
a February weekend trip into the Great 
Savannah Cave System. Their relatively 
routine survey trip was most notable for the 
fact that their 733 feet of survey was more 
than enough to push the cave system over 
the 50-mile mark. The Great Savannah Cave 
System is now the second fifty-mile cave in 
West Virginia. 

Right  Kala Flamm in Streiler City Cave
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30 YEARS AS AN ADVENTURE CAMERAMAN 
LIGHT INTO DARKNESS – VOLUME 1
By Sid Perou, published 2021. Paperback, 
217 pages. 6 x 0.51 x 9 inches, ISBN-13  : 
 979-8776286742. Paperback 26.55, Kindle 
6.70

Cavers will likely recognize the name, 
Sid Perou, as the cameraman behind 
the filmed segment of Lechuguilla Cave, 
featured in the 1992 National Geographic 
video, Mysteries Underground (arguably 
the finest film footage ever captured of this 
well-known, New Mexico cave). However, 
many may not be aware that this pioneer 
British filmmaker had already been produc-
ing movies in underground settings for nearly 
25 years.

 I first became aware of the caving 
films of Sid Perou through his Realms of 
Darkness series which was aired on televi-
sion in the United States in the late 1980s 
(his catalog of movie titles can now be 
viewed on YouTube). While these films may 
be considered “dated” by some, I person-
ally enjoy the grainy quality, atmosphere, 
and narration of these presentations which 
capture a bygone era that makes them 
endearing to watch. 

This book (part one of two volumes) 
follows the author’s many adventures (and 
misadventures) intertwined with hilarious 
stories, during a life-long career of making 
movies in caves around the world. 

Volume One chronicles the author’s 
early years growing up in East London, with 
memories of riding his bicycle great distances 
on “Holidays” in search of adventure. He 
experiences his first taste of the underground 

world with the South Wales Caving Club and 
each subsequent cave he visits poses new 
challenges for the young explorer. Within 
a short period of time, he finds himself 
350 feet underground within the “heart” 
of Gaping Gill, one of the most well-known 
caves in England. Following a long, success-
ful trip, he returns from the cave “completely 
exhausted, jubilant, and hooked for life”.  

Sid Perou’s filmmaking career began as 
an assistant sound recordist at the BBC film 
unit at Ealing Film Studios in West London 
during the mid 1960s. It was during this time 
that he was able to obtain a film camera 
and some film stock for some experimental 
filming in caves—with some limited success. 
Following extended caving trips to distant 
locales on weekends and then travelling 
long distances back home on the train, the 
author would frequently return to work on 
Mondays, “bleary-eyed and often still splat-
tered with mud!”

In Spring of 1967, Perou was finally 
offered a rare opportunity to do some caving 
on the job—filming a segment for TV—but 
he was soon to learn that the producers at 
the BBC were “completely naïve about the 
obstacles of filming underground as well as 
sending out technical personnel without a 
clue”. The filmmaker would also discover that 
the rudimentary camera equipment available 
during the 1960s proved to be challenging 
to film inside the cold, wet caves of Great 
Britain. It was also during this time that he 
would gain a reputation among fellow cavers 
for being absent-minded and forgetting 
critical film equipment only after arriving at 
the caves. 

Much of the book describes the making 
of early films for British television and the 
following chapters will entertain the reader 
with descriptions of the author’s numerous 
caving adventures in sometimes exotic, 
distant places: 

The Lost River of Gaping Gill—
Cave explorers attempt to physically 
connect two British caves: Gaping Gill and 
Ingleborough, to create a new system.  

What a Way to Spend a Sunday—A 
trip filming inside Simpson’s Pot cave in 
England meets with some close calls involv-
ing exploding camera lights and a near miss 
with a monstrous falling rock.

The Deepest Hole in the World—a 
strong team of British cavers attempts to 
set a new depth record in the Gouffre de la 
Pierre Martin, located high in the Pyrenees 
Mountains of France.

Castlegard Cave – Challenge 
Under the Glacier—Cavers travel to a 
very remote cave located in Banff National 

Park in Alberta, Canada, spending a week 
underground to push the known limits of 
exploration. 

Man Bilong Hole Bilong Stone—A 
major British Cave expedition is launched in 
1975 to the dense rain forests of Papua New 
Guinea to search for proposed world-record 
deep caves. 

Beneath the Pennines —A histori-
cal reenactment of the early days of cave 
exploration is filmed in the Pennine Mountain 
range of Northwest England.

A Nightmare in Iran—Sid Perou 
unknowingly negotiates a deal with a 
psychotic businessman to film the caves in 
Iran and everything goes from bad to worse 
as they travel across Europe toward their 
destination.

Speleogenesis—A film about the 
creation of caves which won several awards 
at the International Caving Film Festivals 
and was awarded the best film over ten 
years of festivals held at the “Espelio Cinema 
Barcelona”.

The making of the caving films are 
documented in rich detail in the book and 
the author delivers the goods with stories 
containing ample doses of both humor and 
(sadly) tragedy, while keeping a brisk pace 
in the narrative. My only complaint would 
be the numerous typos found throughout the 
book which could have been avoided with a 
good editor, but that does not overshadow 
the memorable adventures that this film-
maker has shared with us in Volume One.

Todd Warren

Little brown versus Indiana bats
Not mentioned in article in the April 

NSS News on little brown bats, is that little 
browns hang in clusters during hibernation, 
often in rows, giving the appearance of 
shingles, and can often be confused with 
Indiana or tri-colored bats. Little browns are 
far more easy to identify in flight, because if 
you ever have a bat flying at you in a cave 
at five zillion miles an hour, it is very likely a 
little brown. It is unnecessary to dodge such 
a bat, because by the time you have pulled 
yourself deep into your turtle shell, the bat 
has passed you and is far behind you. Little 
browns are strong fliers. Very strong fliers.

George Dasher
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Meet your 2022 Luminary Speakers for the NSS Convention

David Springhetti
NSS 13631 RL, FE

The Black Hills, a great place
 to grow up caving.

After taking commercial cave trips into 
Bethlehem Cave and Wind Cave with his 
parents as adolescent, David began his cave 
crawling career in 1963 at the age of 13 
going off trail in Wild Cat Caverns with his 
older brother who worked there. He was able 
to tag along on other wild cave trips because 
his brother was a member of the Explorer 
Scouts and rules were loosely enforced at 
the time.

He joined the Paha Sapa Grotto while 
attending college and became club president 
in 1970, started exploring and mapping in 
Wind Cave during the Windy City Grottos 
expeditions where he became lifelong friends 
with John Scheltens.  During this time, David 
helped collect data for scientific research 
papers, caved throughout the Black Hills 
and Wyoming and helped gate Horse Thief 
Cave in Wyoming. 

After surviving the 1972 Rapid City 
flood and graduating from college, David 
moved to Texas where he joins the Dallas 
Fort Worth Grotto and later the Greater 
Houston and caved with their members in 
West Texas.

David returned to the Black Hills in the 
fall of 1977, rejoined the Paha Sapa Grotto 
and met up with John Scheltens who had 
also recently returned to the area, thus 
fulfilling a promise made 4 years earlier to 
continue exploring and mapping Wind Cave. 
David was co-chair, guidebook editor and 
accountant for the 1988 NSS Convention 
in Hot Springs, SD and later helped film 
and stared in the Wind Cave  The World 
Below NSS video.

In addition to many years devoted to 
exploring and mapping Wind Cave, David 

has mapped in Jewel Cave, various caves in 
Wyoming including Great X Cave. He was 
also instrumental in establishing the Black 
Hills Cave and Nature Conservancy and the 
Dham Springs Preserve. He as designed and 
built gates for several caves to keep them 
from being blasted shut by their owners as 
well as other to help managers protect their 
resources. He continues to be an active 
member of the Paha Sapa Grotto and contin-
ues to explore and map in Wind Cave, Jewel 
Cave, Stage Barn and Bethlehem caves.

David is also an avid rock climber, bicy-
clist, SCUBA diver and above ground and 
underwater photographer. 

A clean day working in Crystal Cave.

John Scheltens 
NSS 10886FOS

Caver – Cowboy – Cave Conservationist
or: “From the Mazes of Wind Cave to 

the Mazes of Washington  D.C.- the story of 
the Federal Cave Resource Protection Act”

A ubiquitous adventure of Past NSS 
President John Scheltens from exploring 
one of the world’s largest caves (Wind 
Cave) and one of the US deepest caves 
(Great ‘X’ Cave), to hosting a unique NSS 
Conventions on his ranch in South Dakota. 
An adventure that has taken him from caving 
in the former Soviet Union to the halls of 
Congress in Washington, DC for the passage 
of the Federal Cave Resource Protection 
Act (FCRPA).  

Along this journey there have been 
many twists, turns and surprises.  However 
the best part has been sharing the path 
with so many colleagues and sincere close 
friends as a direct result of being a member 
of the National Speleological Society.   A 
unique journey that could not have happened  
anywhere else.

John Mylroie
NSS 12514RL

Caving: The Best Job Ever!
Born in 1949 in Philadelphia, PA, 

John’s first cave was Meramec Caverns, 
Missouri in 1956 during a family road trip 
vacation. Then it was Howe Caverns, New 
York in 1959 after moving to upstate NY in 
1957. The first wild cave was Hailes Cave 
in Thatcher Park, NY in 1965.  

The seed was set, and a tr ip to 
Onesquethaw Cave, NY in the summer of 
1967 with John’s girlfriend’s little brother had 
a huge impact; the girl is long gone but the 
cave fever remains. The Syracuse University 
Outing Club made caving in upstate NY 
routine, and John’s new girlfriend, Joan 
Saxon, was soon also a participant. 

John and Joan married in 1970; she 
graduated in 1970 but John, a year younger, 
graduated in 1971 and with a low draft 
number, ended up in the US Navy for a 
year. Returning to civilian life in Scotia, NY, 
John and Joan joined the NSS (12514 and 
12515), John worked at SUNY Albany as 
an electronics lab technician, and caved all 
the time. When the caves ran out, which was 
quick in the Northeast, he started looking for 
new ones, with a lot of minor discoveries and 
a few notable ones. 

Meeting Dr. Art Palmer in 1968, John 
understood that becoming a geology profes-
sor was a way to get paid to go caving. He 
entered Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in 
the fall of 1974 and graduated with a PhD 
on the caves of Schoharie County, NY in 
the spring of 1977. Murray State University 
in Kentucky hired him for the fall, 1977 
academic year and he and Joan moved west 
and south. 

Legendary caver Mike Dyas had 
recently established the Western Kentucky 
Speleological Survey, and John began a lot 
of cave exploration, survey and science in 
the area west of Mammoth Cave National 
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Park, long ignored by cavers as it was all 
sinkhole plain caving. John involved many 
undergraduates and published a series of 
annual reports for the project. 

At the same time, John and Joan began 
to teach a field course on San Salvador 
Island, Bahamas, and discovered the joys of 
warm, tropical island caving. 

In 1982, Joan and John started a 
family, and by November 1983 had three 
boys. To provide a better living for the 
new family, in 1985 John accepted the 
Department Head position in Geology and 
Geography at Mississippi State University. 
While at MSU he advised many undergradu-
ate research projects, and graduate theses 

and PhDs on karst.  He retired as Professor 
Emeritus in 2014. 

John and Joan still continue to do caving 
and cave science around the world. On 
islands, of course. John credits the National 
Speleological Society for establishing the 
camaraderie, conservation, and science of 
caving, which propelled him to both profes-
sional and personal success.

Spring BOG Meeting
The Board of Governors met on March 

19 at the HQ in Huntsville for our first 
hybrid meeting. This allowed for a little less 
than half of our BOG members to attend 
virtually. I would like to thank the Huntsville 
Grotto on behalf of the BOG for their hard 
work, attentiveness and generosity as they 
did a amazing job hosting us throughout the 
weekend. 

The minutes will be posted by the time 
this article is published for more detailed 
information. Below are the highpoints. 

• The Budget for 2022-2023 Fiscal Year 
has been approved

• The publication fund will be funded 
from unused publication money that 
was budgeted in 2021-2022

• The Beach Fund will be utilized per 
Gale Beach’s instructions on the 
bequest per the OVPs direction

• NSS has established a pay policy for 
all NSS preserves, and clarified the 
landowner awards

• The Code of Conduct committee will 
be formed

• The SBA loan will be repaid on the 
balance of the unallocated funds

• NSS Conventions will have an event 
facilitator and bookkeeper moving 
forward with 2024 convention. A small 
percent will be added to each registra-
tion to pay for both positions. This is 
required for financial accountability for 
the NSS largest revenue transactions. 

• NSS has established a management 
fund that will be utilized for operational 
costs. This fund was created specifically 
for the financial capability of obtaining 
an Executive Director

Closed meeting news:
• Scott Engel will continue to serve as 

the NSS EVP
• Maureen Handler will continue to serve 

as the NSS OVP
• Adam Weaver will continue to serve as 

the NSS AVP

Membership
Our membership numbers continue to 

rise. As of April 1, 2022, we have 7,853 
members,a net decrease of 3 members from 
the March 1, 2022 total of 7,856. 

I am looking forward to spending time 
with our caving family in South Dakota at 

the NSS Convention. I hope to see you 
there! The 2022 NSS convention will be held 
June 13-17th in Rapid City. Register now to 
take advantage of pre-registration prices at 
https://nss2022.caves.org/

Kristine Ebrey
NSS President

SPELEOBOOKS.COM 518 295 7978. Cave and 
bat gifts, books, clothing and jewelry. Prompt 
personal service since 1973.
WV Speleological Survey Cave Books. 27 
Bulletins, 6 Monographs, 6000+ pages.Orders: 
www.WVASS.org. WVASS@PrehistoricPlanet.
com
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.                      12

A four-year, $1.29-million grant from the 
National Science Foundation has been awarded 
to University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa research-
ers from the School of Life Sciences to study 
subterranean biodiversity associated with lava 
tubes in Hawaiʻi. 

The grant was awarded to Assistant 
Professor Rebecca Chong and Associate 
Professor Megan Porter, and collaborator 
Professor Annette Engel at the University of 
Tennessee-Knoxville.

On Hawaiʻi Island,continuous volcanic 
activities over hundreds of thousands of years 
created subterranean habitats, in the form of 
lava tubes, that are of different geologic ages. 
The tubes are occupied by communities of cave-
adapted arthropod species, such as planthoppers, 
millipedes, and spiders, which are sustained by 
the roots of the native ʻō hiʻa tree. 

Recent exploration has already uncovered 
species that are new to science and new distribu-
tions for species underground in different lava 

flows across the island.
“With significant potential to discover 

more subterranean diversity, we will conduct 
systematic biological surveys of lava tubes on 
Hawaiʻi Island to compare arthropod species 
diversity and ecological roles across different 
volcanoes,” said Chong. “Our research will 
uncover important ecosystem-level feedbacks 
between the surface and subsurface that explain 
how Hawaiian subterranean ecosystems form.”

The project will result in several major 
advancements, including documenting and 
describing new species occurrences and distribu-
tions across the island, obtaining new ecological 
data on the contributions of ʻō hiʻa to the lava 
tube ecosystems, and generating new genetic 
data for understanding the relationships among 
different cave species. These findings serve as 
significant breakthroughs for Hawaiʻi , where 
island biodiversity loss has reached unprec-
edented levels...

—UH News press release






