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NOTE FROM THE GUEST
EDITOR...

This issue is available online where all pho-
tographs are in color. Log on to the Nittany
Grotto website and follow the links.

Many thanks to those of you who contrib-
uted articles and photographs for this issue.

Please send me your articles, photographs,
poetry, prose, cartoons, etc. All will be con-
sidered for publication.

Guest Editor, Keith D. Wheeland

THE COVER:

Bryan Crowell in a dig off the tourist trail in
Indian Caverns, Huntingdon County, Penn-
sylvania. Photo by Rob Martin.
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NITTANY GROTTO NEWS

the journal of the Nittany Grotto, both a local
chapter of the National Speleological Society and
a student organization of the Pennsylvania State

University.

Guest Edited
by

Keith D. Wheeland

Membership/Subscriptions

The Nittany Grotto welcomes all persons, especially
those with an interest in caves and caving, to come
to the meetings, participate in activities, and become
members of the Nittany Grotto.  A membership in-
cludes a subscription to the Nittany Grotto News.
The annual fee is $5.00 for full-time students of the
Pennsylvania State University, others $15.00.  Mem-
berships run from September 1 through August 31.
Membership inquiries may be directed to Keith D.
Wheeland using the contact information on this page.

Meeetings

The Nittany Grotto has a General Meeting once ev-
ery two weeks.  This meeting is held every other
Wednesday  (beginning with the first Wednesday
of each semester) at 7:00 p.m. in 29 Intramural (IM)
Building.  The General Meeting ends with a pro-
gram, usually on a cave-related subject.  Afterwards,
an After-Meeting Meeting (AMM), complete with
refreshments, is hosted by a grotto member at his or
her residence.  At this social event, grotto members
may discuss and plan future caving trips.

Submissions

The Nittany Grotto News encourages and welcomes
submissions to this journal.  Send your articles, trip
reports, editorials, equipment evaluations, artwork,
photography, humor, and/or other material to the
Editor in care of the Nittany Grotto, P.O. Box 676,
State College, PA  16804-0676.

GROTTO OFFICERSGROTTO OFFICERSGROTTO OFFICERSGROTTO OFFICERSGROTTO OFFICERS
ANDANDANDANDAND

POINTS OF CONTACTPOINTS OF CONTACTPOINTS OF CONTACTPOINTS OF CONTACTPOINTS OF CONTACT

Feel free to contact any of the persons below
in regard to Grotto or caving business.

CHAIRMAN
Katy McGuire
kem5011@psu.edu

VICE CHAIRMAN
Melissa Woortman
maw5014@psu.edu

SECRETARY
Kerry Cavanaugh
kec222@psu.edu

TREASURER
Ezra Schwartzberg
ezra@psu.edu

FACULTY ADVISOR
Dr. William B. White
4538 Miller Rd
Petersburg, PA  16669-2711
(814) 667-2709
wbw2@psu.edu

MEMBERSHIP
Keith D. Wheeland
2919 Mt. View Ave.
State College, PA  16801
(814) 238-2057
kwheeland@psualum.com

     http://www.clubs.psu.edu/up/NittanyGrotto/
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The Survey of Indian CavernsThe Survey of Indian CavernsThe Survey of Indian CavernsThe Survey of Indian CavernsThe Survey of Indian Caverns
and Bear Den Caveand Bear Den Caveand Bear Den Caveand Bear Den Caveand Bear Den Cave

By Bryan Crowell

Note:  Indian Caverns is a commercial cave.  Bear
Den Cave is located on the Indian Caverns property
and can be visited by permission only.  Any further
work in the area would require the permission of the
cave manager, Aden Wertz.

One day, in the late summer of 2004, Keith Wheeland
set-up a meeting with Aden Wertz, the manager of In-
dian Caverns, to see if we could get permission to re-
map and explore the cave.  After Aden talked with his
family and thought about our meeting with him, he de-
cided to give us access to the cave.

An October 2004 trip by Will White, Keith Wheeland,
Chris Mika, Garrett Czmor, and Aden Wertz collected
several samples of the luminescent spots in Indian Cav-
erns from the grotto of Wahwah-Taysee and the Ma-
donna formation.  A detailed write-up by Will White of
the luminescent spot analyses is in Nittany Grotto News
Volume 52 Number 2, Sept., 2006. The cave survey
started in late 2004, after the commercial tour season
ended.  Few bats hibernate in the cave, minimizing our
impact on the wildlife.

The twelve people that surveyed and explored the cave
are listed on the map and were from the Nittany Grotto
and the Huntingdon County Cave Hunters.  The survey
was straight forward as surveys go, with few steep pas-
sages or pits to deal with.  We initially started with sur-
veying the tourist trail, and then proceeding to the known
passages off of the tour route.  We also completed a
surface survey to help determine the relation of the cave
to the nearby Bear Den Cave and surrounding hills,
streams, and man-made features.  Several potential dig
sites were found, and we started digging at two of them
with the hopes of finding virgin cave.

The digs were all in mud or clay floored passages, with
occasional thin sand and gravel layers interspersed in
the floor and no unstable areas to deal with.  Keith spear-

headed an effort in the passage that goes northeast from
the Jewel Room (the end of the commercial trail).  The
dig area was eventually abandoned due to the passages
becoming smaller and more difficult to dig in.  Another
dig location was found by Rob in the low area to the
east of the Jewel Room.  After removing a large volume
of sediment on several trips, a narrow, strike oriented
crawlway was found with airflow.  In parts of the pas-
sage, digging was required to make the passage large
enough to slither through.  Here, Aden’s small size and
motivation really helped, with Aden digging and squeez-
ing through a constriction.  After some further digging, I
could squeeze through.  Beyond the constriction was a
slightly larger, mud floored passage with some white flow-
stone cascading from the northeast wall.  Two small pas-
sages continued, roughly along strike, but would require
digging to continue out.  Some airflow was noted in these
passages.

All told, Indian Caverns surveyed length is 2132 feet
with a depth of 45 feet.  The highest point in the cave is
in the narrow fissure that trends southwest off of the
Jewel Room.  The lowest point in the cave is located in
the crawlway that Rob found east of the Jewel Room.
The nearby Bear Den Cave surveyed to 121 feet long,
with a depth of 6 feet.  Bear Den Cave is approximately
138 feet from known passages in Indian Caverns.

Pseudo scientific observations:

As mentioned and shown on the map, some of Indian
Caverns is developed at lower elevations than nearby
Spruce Creek.  Although the lower parts of the cave do
flood during wet periods, the passages are air filled most
of the time.  Assuming that the cave drains to Spruce
Creek (a very likely scenario), the presence of air filled
cave lower than nearby Spruce Creek tells us that the
cave drains to a point with a lower elevation than Spruce
Creek’s elevation adjacent to the site.
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The hill that Indian Caverns is in is dissected by erosion,
with the southwest end of the cave ending in a manmade
wall.  This wall is on the southwest end of the hill.  The
hill steeply slopes down to the Spruce Creek floodplain.
Based on the surface, cave, and stream elevations it
seems unlikely that a humanly passable passage extends
from Indian Caverns to the southwest.  A similar sce-
nario exists to the northeast of Bear Den Cave, i.e. it is
unlikely that there are passages extending northeast from
Bear Den Cave.  It is likely that more passage exists
between Indian Caverns and Bear Den Cave.  Finding
these passages would involve digging.

Currently undiscovered caves likely exist in areas of simi-
lar geologic and topographic settings in the surrounding
mile or two along Spruce Creek.  The discovery and
mapping of these theorized caves would likely provide
insight to the hydrologic history of the Spruce Creek
Valley.

Sculpted Bedrock and Small (1.5’x 2.5’) Mud Floored Passage

The author in a tight crawl.
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A Typical Passage Termination Viewed Along Strike in the Commercial Section
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When white men first entered central Pennsylvania by
way of Juniata River, they found an Indian trail from Water
Street leading up Spruce Creek. On the bank of this
beautiful stream were many delightful sites and one of
them was particularly favored because close by the lime-
stone bluff was the entrance to a large cave where shel-
ter could be had in case of storm. From time beyond
memory Indians frequented it. In 1860-20, David Lewis,
the Robin Hood of Pennsylvania, and his band of high-
waymen, used this cave as a retreat and perhaps as a
storehouse for their plunder. This self-styled “equalizer”
who robbed the rich and gave to the poor was guarded
and fed by a family living near the cave.

Historic Indian Cave is in northern Blair County on Pa.
Route 45 at Franklinville. This hamlet is about 13 miles
east of Tyrone and 8 miles north of Water Street on
Wm. Penn Highway. The cave is barely 100 yards from
the macadamized highway leading to State College, and
therefore is readily assessible. The cave gets its name
from the existence of Indian occupation found in it.

In 1928 Mr. and Mrs. Harold A. Wertz bought a part of
the farm on which the cave is located, and proceded to
explore the underground passages, then to prepare the

cave for the reception of visitors. As the passages were
found to be interminable, only that part of the cave within
walking distance of the entrance was developed.
Concealed electric lights were installed, accumulations
of clay removed, paths graded and built of crushed stone
and concrete. In leveling the floor of the first room stone
arrow and spear heads, fragments of pottery, and other
evidence of Indian occupation were unearthed to the
number of 400 articles. These relics are on display in the
cave where they were found. They have been identified
by Neil M. Judd, curator of American archeology in the
U. S. National Museum as having belonged to Iroquoian
and Algonquian tribes. Human bones and teeth and a
nearly complete skull were found in the clay floor just
inside the entrance. These were reported by Dr. Gerrit
S. Miller of the U.S. National Musuem to be remains of
Indians, and to have been buried well over 200 years.
Many teeth of young beaver were found in the Council
Room, 3 or 4 feet below the floor. Some of the bones
are on display in the Carnegie Musuem at Pittsburgh
and in the State Museum at Harrisburg. Evidence of more
recent visitors is found on the wall of the Writing Room
near the entrance, where many initials and dates are in-
scribed in soft calcite on the wall of the cavern. Here the
late Mrs. J.M. Chaney of Franklinville who was born on

Editors note: The following description and 1930 map
were copied from Pennsylvania Caves, by Ralph W.
Stone (Topographic and Geologic Survey, Bulletin G 3,
1930) published by the Commonwealth of Pennsylva-
nia Department of Internal Affairs.

The cave was originally named Historic Indian Cave
which was changed to Indian Caverns in the early 40’s.

The so-called minerals on the ceiling of the Grotto of
Wahwah-taysee have been shown to be a type of lumi-
nescent paint. See Nittany Grotto News, Vol. 52, No.
2, Sept. 2006,  “Examination of the Luminescent Spots
in Indian Caverns, William B. White.”

Indian Caverns RetrospectiveIndian Caverns RetrospectiveIndian Caverns RetrospectiveIndian Caverns RetrospectiveIndian Caverns Retrospective
Keith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. Wheeland

It is a well known fact that Harold  (Bear) Wertz Jr., son
of the developer of the cave,  was an inveterate show-
man who was not averse to inventing a few harmless
“legends” and spin to increase visitation to the cave. At-
tendees to the annual convention of commercial cave
owners looked forward to hear Bear’s latest ideas to
increase the sales of tickets. Add to that what we know
about the luminescent paint and it seems he inherited
some traits from his father.

Aden Wertz, grandson of BearWertz  (deceased), now
manages the cave.
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Spruce Creek in 1837, and played in the cave as a child,
found her initials 75 years after she placed them there.
Not many country children eventually see their former
playground become a mecca of historic interest visited
by thousands every month.

Flow stone and drip stone are unusually abundant in this
cave and the various rooms and passages are lined, hung,
and studded with stalactites, stalagmites, and cascading
curtains of calcium carbonate, all revealed by hidden
lights. Among the formations pointed out by the guides
are elephant heads, giant hand, Buddha, virgin and child,
bake oven, dog heads, leaping fish, praying virgin, owl,
Indian chief, and frozen Niagara. This latter is a wall of
white drip stone resembling a cataract that has become
ice-locked as it plunged down the side of the cave. This
is one of the prettiest features to be seen here.

Another is the so-called Lily Pad Pool, a grotto far back
underground where calcium carbonate has been
precipated around the edges of small pools and has built
up narrow little walls or partitions at different levels oc-
cupied by the standing water. Colored electric lights
thrown on a small fountain add to the beauty of the set-
ting. A spring of crystal-clear water forms an upper pool
which discharges over a natural spillway to the lower
pools.

The most novel feature in the cave is the grotto of
Wahwah-taysee, where a luminous mineral on the ceil-
ing  glows like a myriad of fireflies when the lights are
turned off. According to an Indian legend from which
this room derives its name this section of the cave was
shunned by the Indians who believed the “glowing room”
to be the haunt of evil spirits.

The limestone beds at Historic Indian Cave strike N 40
E and dip SE 40 degrees. The cave is developed mostly
along joints and the pattern therefore is somewhat recti-
linear, characterized by long, narrow passages. As at
present developed, the route over which visitors are
guided is about 1700 feet or a third of a mile, including
about 500 feet of retraced steps. In a cave, as in a city
street, the view from the opposite direction is different.

Mr. and Mrs. Wertz have explored long stretches of the

cave, possibly more than a mile, and found the remains
of ladders placed at difficult points by some former ex-
plorer, probably by a local resident who spent years
here in a vain endeavor to find robber Lewis’ treasurer
[sic]. The explored but undeveloped parts of the cave
are difficult of access by reason of small passage or open-
ings choked with clay, and so are not shown to visitors.

The accumulation of drip stone and flow stone, and the
size of some stalagmites suggest that this cavern must
have been formed thousands and thousands of years
ago. If, as is generally believed, it takes 100 years for a
cubic inch of drip stone to form, then this cave has had
something like its present dimensions for tens of thou-
sands of years.

Parking is provided along the banks of Spruce Creek, a
comfort station and lunch counter are handy, and the
Colerain public camp ground is only 2 miles away.

As this cave has many visitors on Sundays and holidays,
those who wish to avoid a crowd should see it on other
than those days. The temperature in the cave is 56 de-
grees. A trip through the cave occupies 30 to 45 min-
utes.

The Frozen Niagara
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An old postcard of the Jewel Room in Indian Caverns and a pair of old tickets dating from the time the cave
was know as Historic Indian Cave. Both from the collection of Keith D. Wheeland.
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Indian Caverns
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Ahhh…. A trip into Sharer Cave.  Was I really ready to
put my body through the workout of a trip to the back of
Sharer Cave?  I knew if I backed out of the trip I’d regret
it, so I decided- heck yes, bring on the cave!

Sharer Cave Trip ReportSharer Cave Trip ReportSharer Cave Trip ReportSharer Cave Trip ReportSharer Cave Trip Report
June 10, 2006June 10, 2006June 10, 2006June 10, 2006June 10, 2006

Karen BangeKaren BangeKaren BangeKaren BangeKaren Bange

ting chilled.  The sunshine on the surface was starting to
call.  I think we were out of there within 20 minutes of
leaving Crocodile Rock.  The warm air and sunshine
were most welcomed after being soaked to the bone.
All in all we were in cave about 3 hours.
After the trip most of the group headed back to George’s
and my home outside of Centre Hall, unfortunately Katie
McGuire and her friend Jason had to head back to State
College.  The deck on the back of the house was in the
sunshine. It was a big hit as everyone pretty much turned
to lizards and just soaked up the sun.  It felt terrific after
being so wet.  Burgers and dogs were cooked on the
grill, along with corn on the cob (thanks Jeff Creamer),
fantastic ham roll ups (compliments to Jeff Morrissey),
homemade pickles (provided by Erza Schwartzberg and
Audrey Cournoyer).  Tammy Dunmire brought delec-
table chocolate cake with peanut butter icing- made from
scratch.

Keith Wheeland stopped by later in the afternoon to
share stories of his latest adventures.  While recently in
Kentucky, Keith and a friend discovered two virgin
caves!  Keith had photos of the caves.  Orchid Cave
was quite impressive.   Keith looked quite pleased with
himself in the photos, and rightly so.

Thanks to Jeff Morrissey and Gary Dunmire for arrang-
ing such a great trip.  Thanks, too, to Jesse Chronister
for making sure I was okay on the way out of the cave.
Despite the abuse to the body, Sharer Cave is a favorite
of mine.

Photos by the author.

Saturday, June 10th in Centre County felt more like Oc-
tober 10th.  Although the sun was warming everything
up, the fierce wind kept a chill in the air.  It was a perfect
day for caving.  A group of 10 Nittany Grotto members
headed out for Sharer Cave after Gary Dunmire made
arrangements to obtain the very unique key from Keith
Wheeland.

While the group changed at the sinkhole and it was noted
the amount of water flowing into the cave- it was going
to be a wet trip.  Several members of the group went up
into the Bat Room and two even did the loop from the
Bat Room back to the main passage.  The group then
proceeded on through the cave without any difficulties.
Everyone enjoyed a break at Crocodile Rock.

I had endeavored to stay as dry as possible getting down
through the different levels in the cave.  It was all to no
avail, though, as we started slip sliding away from Croco-
dile Rock.  The water was gushing down the hole in the
Shower Room- so much for staying dry.  The only way
through was to stick your body up into the water and
start climbing.  No one tarried in the very wet Davis
Stellmack Extension.  The group reconvened at the en-
trance to Mack Truck Boulevard.  By this point I didn’t
have a dry inch on my body.  Most of the group went on
down Mack Truck Boulevard to the end of the cave.  A
few of us choose to stay behind and conserve energy
for the trip back out.

Once the group started out we only stopped once, again
at Crocodile Rock.  Everyone was wet, muddy and get-
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Audrey and Jeff husking corn

The group warming up in the sun
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New KeyholdersNew KeyholdersNew KeyholdersNew KeyholdersNew Keyholders
Keith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. Wheeland

On Friday March the 10, the responsibility for seven cave keys was officially transfered to  George and Karen
Bange and Gary Dunmire. They are now the keyholders for the Nittany Grotto.

Cave Contact

Chime Gary Dunmire
Miller Gary Dunmire
Seawra Gary Dunmire
Ruth Gary Dunmire
Mt Rock George and Karen Bange
Sharer George and Karen Bange
McAlisterville George and Karen Bange

George and Karen Bange  814-364-1601  riverbat@statecollege.com

Gary Dunmire  814-357-1134  mudtube@yahoo.com

Observations 1 March 2007

We have a continuing dig in the sinkhole in Brush Valley
that contains Tuwigs and Allenbach’s Fantastic Cave.
We have spent many hours and have moved tons of
debris, one bucket at a time. There is potential for a
large cave.

Because there was snow on the ground, and I wanted
to see the dig site in that condition, I drove down and
parked at the barn. I hiked over to the sinkhole.

Lots of trees have fallen in the sinkhole. Water was trick-
ling into the lowest spot along the headwall. The area
around the Wendler dig was somewhat melted. Some-
thing I hadn't noticed before -there is an old trash pile
higher upslope above the Wendler dig. It had no snow. I
wonder if it was a depression along the edge at one
time. Maybe we should poke a bar down into this area.

Brush Valley DigBrush Valley DigBrush Valley DigBrush Valley DigBrush Valley Dig
Keith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. Wheeland

The swallett along the streambank was covered over
with snow and ice. No melting. Allenbachs is filled with
sticks and leaves. It will need digging to open again. I
saw no other melt spots.

When spring arrives, there will be need of a major
cleanup.

We should pile up some of the downed brush to keep
sediment from filling the digs.

We should check out both of the in-cave digs.

We should try to dig at the headwall.

We should do a little exploration in the old trash pile.

We should re-open Allenbachs.

And most important, we should find big cave!
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Bones Found in Virginia Cave
- an Update

Keith D. Wheeland

In the previous issue of the Nittany Grotto News, I re-
ported on bones that I had found in Bone Cave which is
on my property in Bath County, Virginia.

Since then I went back to the cave with help from Scott
Olson of Virginia. We went in and dug some more and
brought out bags of mud encrusted bones. We hauled
them to the Roost. The next day I spent five hours clean-
ing the mud and calcite from the bones. And yes the
good news is that we found the top part of the skull. The
bad news came later after Russell Graham, and Fred
Grady examined the bones.

The skull was to be the piece of the puzzle that would
tell us whether the bones were that of a young cow or of
a young bison. The horn buds tell the tale. The bad news

is that because the bones are from a juvenile, the horn
buds were not yet developed enough to make a definite
determination. So I now have a pile of bones that are
either those of a young cow or those of a young bison.

But I don’t consider it a lost cause, because I learned a
lot in the process and got a lot of exercise and bruises
squirreling myself into that miserable hole to collect the
bones. And I now have another tale to tell cavers around
the campfire.

Pennsylvania Cave Database
has a home

Keith D. Wheeland

At the Pennsylvania Cave Conservancy (PCC) meeting
in Harrisburg on February 24, 2007, the PCC accepted
responsibility for the Pennsylvania Cave Database. I will
preside over a smooth transition to the PCC. We envi-
sion a structure similar to the Virginia Speleological Sur-
vey where representatives will accept responsibility for
various sections of the state. It will take time to build
and refine the structure and its smooth operation.

In the meantime, I have begun to refine the database
and have taken the first steps to make the database avail-
able online in a secure environment. Wouldn’t it be great
if those regional reps could logon to the database and
update the records for the caves they maintain?

There would still be a database administrator who would
have primary responsibility for the data and who would
continue to make improvements.

The Pa. Cave Database is a valuable resource and can
be a valuable tool as the PCC continues to conserve
and protect caves throughout the Commonwealth

At the same meeting, the PCC asked me to develop
and sign a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with
two groups, the Pennsylvania Natural Heritage Program
and The Nature Conservancy. The MOU would allow
the two groups to use the Pa. Cave Database in return
for help in yet unspecified ways. The MOU would not
allow the two agencies to share the database with oth-
ers outside their organization. It would include other safe-
guards to make sure the database is not misused.

These are important steps that will make sure that the
important pioneering work that has been put into this
effort by the Nittany Grotto and others will live on.
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Western PennsylvaniaWestern PennsylvaniaWestern PennsylvaniaWestern PennsylvaniaWestern Pennsylvania
ConservancyConservancyConservancyConservancyConservancy

BlueprintBlueprintBlueprintBlueprintBlueprint
Keith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. Wheeland

The Western Pennsylvania Conservancy (WPC) recently
announced an updated conservation blueprint for Penn-
sylvania. Of interest to cavers is the fact that the Nittany
Valley has been designated as one of seven Priority
Conservation Landscapes. It encompasses the valley
westward into Huntingdon County. According to the
WPC, “This is one of the most unique landscapes in the
state and includes a mixture of pitch pine-scrub oak sand
barrens habitat, dotted with its vernal pool; the Spring
Creek Valley with its alkaline soils, limestone cliffs, and
rich vegetation; karst (cave permeated) valleys under-
lain with limestone aquifers, sinkholes, and solutional
caves.”

It goes on to say, “The outflows from groundwater re-
serves form some of the largest natural springs in the
region and are the source for high quality streams such
as the cold Spruce Creek. These unusual ecosystems
harbor rare species, such as Stellmack’s cave amphi-
pod and Franz’s cave isopod, crustaceans known from
few other places on earth.”

The Conservation Targets for this area are as follows.

. Six important ecosystems: vernal pools, caves, lime-
stone springs, limestone cliffs, barrens, alkaline creeks,
etc.

. 22 occurrences of globally rare plants, invertebrates
and vertebrates including the northern metalmark but-
terfly and the golden warbler.

. Four Biological Diversity Areas totaling 13,400 acres
and harboring species and ecosystems above

. 17 miles of important stream ecosystems.

Just in case you didn’t know, the Stellmack’s Cave
Amphipod (Stygobromus stellmacki) is named for our
own Jack Stellmack. And just in case you never saw the
critter, see the photograph below.

Partnering with the WPC in this area are the following.

ClearWater Conservancy
The Pennsylvania State University
Pennsylvania Game Commission

If you would like to know more about this subject you
can access the WPC website at www.paconserve.org

This information was excerpted from Conserve, Vol-
ume XLIX, Number One, Spring 2006 published by
the WPC. The photo below was copied from the Clear
Water News, Fall 2006, published by the ClearWater
Conservancy
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Attendees: Gregg Clemmer, Bryan Crowell, Phil Davis, Gary
Dunmire, Sara Fitzsimmons, Tara Gallacher, Trevor Kupstas,
Samantha Lloyd, Thad Martin, Katy McGuire, Kyle McMillan,
Larry Moore, Jeff Morrissey,  Scott Olson, Stephanie Ronin,
Ben Smith, Hans Turnquist, Keith Wheeland, and Melissa
Woortman

Butler Cave is full of different challenges and opportuni-
ties for both our student and non-student grotto mem-
bers. The Nittany Grotto’s planned trip for the weekend
of November 3rd, 4th and 5th was a must for many fellow
cavers. Katy and Melissa’s plan to get a Butler trip to-
gether instead of a trip to the Seneca area of West Vir-
ginia was a very good idea. I hope a Butler Cave visit
will become a tradition in the Grotto. The homestead
where we stayed does not offer much in the way of
modern conveniences but I’m sure that all that attended
had the time of their lives.

Butler Cave is a very nice cave in the mountainous area
of Virginia, just a couple of miles into Bath County from
the Highland County line. There is a preserve run by the
BCCS with a multi-mile cave containing some of the
world’s nicest and prettiest formations.

It was a cold but enjoyable weekend with beautiful clear
skies and a full moon. There was even some Frisbee
tossing in the moonlight because the moon was so bright.
We managed to fill the bunks in the homestead, and Crow
slept outside in his truck. There wound up being 14
people in the house Friday night and 16 on Saturday
night. Kyle from WVU and Scott (a member of the
BCCS) showed up Saturday morning. Keith came with
his friend Phil, giving us 19 people entering the cave on
Saturday the 4th.

We got going in the morning a lot earlier than I thought
we would, but trying to sleep in 19-degree tempera-
tures can get a little rough! You could tell that for a cer-
tain part of the morning no one was tending to the
woodburner, and it got pretty cold in the bunkroom up-

stairs. Everyone was up by 9 o’clock. A short while
later Kyle and Scott show up. There was some discus-
sion about trip size and numbers of people. There wound
up being three groups taking three different trails. The
trip I took was a scenic route up to the Natural Bridge
then into Huntley’s Cave for some photos of the thin
needle like crystals. Then we would head down to the
Moon Room and the Hanging Dong. Gregg led a trip
down to the July 6th Room and Keith led a trip in the
original entrance to Sand Canyon and back out. Scott
led the trip I took. Along with Scott and I were Jeff,
Hans, Crow, Stephanie and Tara. We all managed to
get into cave around 11 o’clock. We followed Gregg’s
group into the SOFA Entrance to the first side passage
to the right. There Gregg explained about the tight lengthy
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crawl that awaits the person that might go that way. But
that only intrigued most of the Nittany Grotto members.
Trevor jumped forward looking for a little taste of Penn-
sylvania caving as he climbed his way up into to the small
hole. Our Huntley group made our way around and
headed down to the Rimstone Passage. There we
stopped to take some pictures of the impressive rimstone
dams and Crow showed us the Sediment Bridge that
formed up above the Rimstone Pools. After a short look
around off to Sand Canyon we went. Once there, Scott
talked about some of the geology. He was saying some-

Coming down the SOFA Entrance.

Photos by the Author.
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thing about chert nodules in the streambed. The rest of
the group wondered around looking at the vast layout of
the large passageway we were in. Making it a short stop
we made our way up Sand Canyon through the stream
passage. On the way Scott pointed out the entrances to
Complaint Cave and Pennsylvania Cave. By the time
we get our group to the Natural Bridge the Pennsylvania
caver in us realized that we just covered more passage
than most of us have done for a while in one single cave.
We stopped at the Natural Bridge for some more pho-
tos and took time to get something to eat and drink.

thin needle like crystals and stopped again to try a few
macro shots with the camera. Then, deeper into Huntley’s
Cave we went. We got to a junction with a couple of
intersecting passages and split up in smaller groups to
explore. I noticed a deep pit with a stream at the bot-
tom. The walls were covered with white and orange
popcorn with sheets of calcite flow running down them.
The bottom was a good 25 to 30 feet down. A few feet
away I found a slot to work my way down to the stream
and on the way down I found Scott was already on his
way down there. Scott and I poked around in the stream
canyon and then headed back up to meet the rest of the
group. We found everyone else at the junction. Jeff said
he found a waterfall with a garden hose-sized flow of
water coming out the wall. He took me up into the side
passage he had explored to show me. It was an impres-
sive dome type passage with a window above the wa-
terfall. You look down into a pit 30-feet deep. The walls
were layered in calcite. And the floor was rubble cov-
ered with water being sprayed all over it.  When Jeff
and I got back, everyone was very well rested and ready
to get back to Sand Canyon. About a third of the way
out of Huntley’s passage, Hans noticed he didn’t have
his backpack. After some discussion between Steph and
Hans, it was determined that it got left at the junction.
Hans and I raced up to get the pack and then raced
back to rejoin the rest of the group. They were waiting
right where we left them. It was a quick hike back to
Sand Canyon. I somehow managed to be in the lead
when we got back down to Sand Canyon. I wound up
dropping down into the streambed sooner than I should
have. It was either go back up and over the boulders in
our way or take the small slot between some of the boul-
ders. I decided to slide through the hole between the
suspended boulders to stay at stream level. It turned out
to be a long hike down to the Moon Room. Scott took
us through some stream passage for a short distance
and up a left side passage into the Moon Room. I think
he was looking for those chert nodules in the stream,
which he’d talked about earlier.

After some pictures and standing there in awe over the
size of the flow-covered floor, we heard Gregg’s group
coming up into the Moon Room. We moved our group
along up farther into this side passage to the Hanging
Dong so the incoming group could gaze at the Moon
Room for awhile. By the time I managed to get a couple

While the others were resting and finishing up their food
and drink I scouted around to see if I could find the
passages that Keith had showed me to on an earlier trip.
A couple of looping passages led to a gallery of
speleothems with a black glossy look to it. It didn’t take
me long to find what I was looking for, and so I headed
back to get the rest of the group so they could enjoy and
photograph the group of formations as well. Scott men-
tioned that he wasn’t sure that he’d seen this part of the
cave before. We checked out some of the looping pas-
sages and then Scott took us to the Awesome Orange
Room. On the way up to it you get the chance to see
rimstone pools with beautiful dogtooth spar crystals. On
the way back out I noticed some small helictites on one
of the walls, and got some pictures and pointed them
out to the rest of the group so they could see them. We
were traveling at a very good pace and it was easy to
miss some of the pretties that Butlerhas to offer.

We headed off to Huntley’s Cave where row after row
of short stalactites and stalagmites, most forming col-
umns, greeted us on the way in. We got to the wall with

At the Rimstone Pools.

Butler  Cave Weekend
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of different profile pictures of the Hanging Dong, Gregg’s
group was already up by us. The conversation of food
was brought up and heading out of cave was what we
all were ready to do. On the way back to Sand Canyon,
I led us up over a mud mound on the right wall and kept
us out of the stream. I didn’t realize how much uphill it
was heading out of cave. When we got to Sand Canyon
Camp, we found Keith and part of his group waiting on

Gregg suggested that it was too far to get a refill on his
beer so a couple of the Nittany members moved the keg
to one of the levels at the fire pit. After awhile Gregg
mentioned that this might have been the first keg at the
new fire pit. Leave it to the Nittany members to find a
way to do a “first” with a keg of beer. One by one people
started to bed down for the night. Once all the wood
from the neighboring camp was burnt and a couple of

Yule logs added, I headed to bed as
well. I think there were only two or
three people left standing when I
crawled into my sleeping bag. Sunday
morning seemed to arrive way too
quickly and when I woke up the farm-
house was, I bet, 80 degrees. Half of
our group was already awake by the
time I got up. A lot of people were al-
ready packing their vehicles for the long
rides home. The place was a little
messy that morning and it took awhile
for people to feed themselves and get
cleaned up. I think the farmhouse was
much cleaner when we left, and I
would like to thank those that cleaned
and hauled the trash and recyclables

us. They were sitting there in the dark listening to us
stumble over the rubble stones laying in the streambed.
He told us we were very silent cavers and that we weren’t
really making very much noise making our way up through
the passage. We didn’t spend very much time there at
the Sand Canyon Camp. Hunger was setting in and most
of us were anxious to cook dinner and drink some beer.

It was around 5:00 p.m. when we finally saw daylight
again. What little sunshine was left of the day didn’t last
long, and soon we were cooking dinner in the moon-
light. I had cooked a large pot of ham, greenbeans and
potatoes for the weekend and I tried to get as many
people fed with it as I could. Gregg and Scott went over
to the trailer-camp and got a pickup load of scrap wood
so we could have a good-sized fire in the fire pit. When
they got back I saw to it that they also got some of my
ham, greenbeans and potatoes and some beer. Most
everyone had gotten something to eat and was huddled
in the house to stay warm. Gregg and Scott got a big fire
going in the fire pit and got everyone to move outside.

At Natural Bridge out of there Sunday.  It was 10:30 or

so when Hans, Steph, Samantha, Tara and I headed
back to State College. As soon as we hit Rte. 220 the
girls in the back seat were asleep. Hans tried to study
for awhile but I don’t think he was into it. After all, Hans
found beer in the keg in the morning and started drinking
it. (The breakfast of champions) It wound up being only
a 4½ hour ride home. We were back in State College
by 3 p.m.

Butler Cave is one of the nicest caves in the U.S. and
needs to be preserved for future generations to enjoy. It
offers a variety of challenges for all cavers with the ex-
ception of BIG vertical. I have been to Mammoth Cave
and would put Butler Cave right next to it as one of the
best caves I have ever been in. I’d like to thank the
Butler Cave Conservation Society for letting the Nittany
Grotto squat at the farmhouse that weekend. Keith, with-
out your support of the grotto we’d be stuck in Pennsyl-
vania! The trips provided to the grotto allowing us into
such a spectacular cave is well worth the journey from
central Pennsylvania.

Butler  Cave Weekend
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Limestone Corrosion and Sulfur Cycling by Biofilms in the
Frasassi Caves, Italy

Jones, D S; Macalady, J L; Albertson, L K
Pennsylvania State University, Geosciences Department
Druschel, G K; Eastman, D D
University of Vermont, Department of Geology

In a paper presented a the American Geophysical Union
conference in December 2006 in San Francisco, the
authors explained how a microbial-based ecosystem
thrives on energy derived from hydrogen sulfide oxida-
tion.  The research was conducted in Frasassi Cave in
Italy.

The cave supports microbial life in films that form on the
walls above and below water. The form of life depends
upon whether the film is above or below water. Because
of the chemical reaction (hydrogen sulfide and oxygen
produce sulfuric acid), the films become very acidic and

the microbes somehow thrive in this environment. They
even speed up the acid production perhaps as much as
100 times normal. This in turn dissolves the limestone
faster than normal, and is the major factor in the forma-
tion of the cave.

It is believed that this is the same process that formed
Carlsbad and Lechuguilla Caves in New Mexico, but
there the hydrogen sulfide reactions and the biofilms have
ceased to occur. Study of the Frasassi Cave system can
provide insights as to how Carlsbad and Lechuguilla
were formed and how much time it may have taken.

The films are termed biofilms because they support life.
Other scientists are interested in them, not for their cave
forming properties but for how they may have relevance
in studies of medicine and for industrial uses.

Guatemala Sinkhole CollapseGuatemala Sinkhole CollapseGuatemala Sinkhole CollapseGuatemala Sinkhole CollapseGuatemala Sinkhole Collapse
Keith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. WheelandKeith D. Wheeland

By now you have probably heard of the sinkhole col-
lapse in Guatemala that killed two teenagers and their
dad and swallowed cars and buildings. How many of
you have taken the time to search the web to see pic-
tures of the collapse? For those of you who have not
taken the time and for those of you who don’t have ac-
cess, I am printing this photograph that I found on the
web.

Many of us cavers who saw the photographs were itch-
ing at the chance to bottom out this 330 ft. deep chasm.

Perhaps there will be more published about this in other
caver publications.
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The Nittany Grotto is planning a low-key picnic for May
12-13 at the traditional site near Whipple Dam. The
owners, Nevin W. Davis and John Sweet have given us
permission with the usual instructions. Be cafeful with
fires, clean up after the picnic. I say low-key since it is
not slated to be as grand as picnics when we would
have 60-80 attendees. There is no plan to roast a pig
nor will there be any Brady Beer. And as of now, there
is no auction planned. This will be a chance for students
to socialize and do some local caving before they head

home for the summer.

Gary Dunmire will probably cook up some hamburgers
and hot dogs. There may be some legal beverages to
consume, and there may be a bonfire if the conditions
are not too dry.

There is plenty of room to tent among the trees, but be
sure to bring your own water. This is a primitive camp-
site, after all!

On Dec. 16th, I dragged along four of my friends to
McAlisterville Cave for my traditional ‘semester’s end
cave trip’.  With me on the trip were Garett Estadt, Mike
Nalevanko, Justin Schultz, and Lindsay Dickey.  Garett
and Mike had both been to McAlisterville Cave before.
I had taken Justin caving just once before.  And Lind-
say, this was her first time underground for some real
caving.

We arrived at the pipe entrance by late morning.  Lind-
say and Justin were a bit shocked that they were de-
scending into the earth via a metal tube.  They were
even more worried when I locked the cave’s gate closed
behind us.  Mike, a bit hungover, was just happy to get
away from the midday sun.

Justin started the exploration, leading us towards Bour-
bon Street.  Garett and Mike followed, while Lindsay
and I pulled up the back.  While we made our way down
an angled walking passage, I quickly noticed that Lind-
say was avoiding the muddy walls.  I teased her about
this.  She told me, “I don’t want to get to muddy” to
which I obnoxiously replied with laughter.

Newbies… they never believe me.  I say, every time,
“You will get very muddy.  Bring a FULL change of
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clothing.”  And yet, they are always surprised that they
get very muddy.

We continue down the passage to the formation and
pool.  The column is only a slight obstacle, and every-
one climbs and wriggles past.  Justin then leads us into
the mud-sculptured passage and we take a break to
admire.

After a short while, Justin resumes his exploration, but
he soon calls back, “I think it ends here.”

Ha, I love novice cavers.  Here my lanky friend is telling
me that the passage ends, yet I know it continues.  I also
know that someone a lot bigger than me can get through
as well.

“Wha?  We’re going through that!”

After some minor crawling, we all arrive at the top of the
flowstone slide.  I encourage Justin to go first, but he’s
afraid he’ll surely slide down into nothingness.  …no
trust…

Garett is the first one to go down and slides remarkably
slow.
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Soon, we’re at the end of the passage with nowhere to
go but a muddy hole in the floor.

Ok, down you go.  Gar and Justin lower themselves first
to the crystalline room below.  Lindsay is adamant that
she won’t go.  Again, my friends surely think I am the
ultimate assassin.  Not only do they think I’m trying to
kill them, encouraging them to fall into blackness; they
think I’m clever enough to have them dispose of their
own bodies in some never-to-be-explored pit.

Well, I go down next.  By some miracle, Lindsay relents
and follows.  She’s down (safely) in no time.  Mike comes
down next.  I take some pictures and then we begin
climbing out.  Not only did Lindsay climb up and down
the muddy passage, she did it all on her own.  Yay for
new cavers!

Time to return to the formation slide!  With foresight, I
tied a webbing aid for the ascent should we need it;
however, I was hoping that we’d attempt it without.  By
the time I turned my back, Justin was already at the top.

“I didn’t use the webbing.  I didn’t use the webbing.”

Sure you didn’t.  Garett then felt like he absolutely had
to climb it without.  He came quite close, but acqui-
esced to the human ladder.  I had hoped that we could
do team building using the human ladder!  Woot!  We
pulled Lindsay up this way as well.

After friendly greetings with the other cavers, we were
back to the main passage in no time.  Next we headed
to the Wind Chamber.  In order to get there, one must
bypass a 15 ft. pit by crawling in between or on top two
horizontal slabs of rock.  With some guidance for Justin
and Lindsay, they were quickly on the other side.

Once on the other side, however, we weren’t entirely
sure where to go.  Mike, Garett, and I had all been to
the cave before, but we couldn’t remember if we had to
climb down.  Although Garett demonstrated climbing
down and back out, we decided to skip it and continue
to the Voodoo Dome.

The passage to the Voodoo Dome is a narrow solutional
canyon.  Regardless of how one follows the passage, it

requires a bit of chimneying in order to traverse.  Lind-
say didn’t like the chimneying at all.  Cave climbing can
be counterintuitive, because a muddy wall often pro-
vides a more reliable grip than a small flowstone hold.

Seeing that she was tired, I thought better of encourag-
ing her too far down the passage.  We holed up about
halfway down the canyon to the dome room, while Mike
and Garett led Justin back towards the dome and the
Window.  In the meantime, Lindsay got to enjoy the
first-timer ‘cave blackness’ ritual followed by traditional
warrior paint.

The voices of our friends returned to us in the black-
ness.  First echoes and then the reflecting glows of
headlamps in the canyon.  I stood up and began to lead
my caving comrades out of the canyon.  I slowly made
my way across a very tricky part of the traverse think-
ing, “Wow, this was rather difficult.”

Only then did Lindsay point out the perfectly flat step-
ping stone beneath me.  Guess I didn’t see that…

Well, the return to the surface was unremarkable.  On
the way back to Penn State, there was an essential stop
at Sheetz.   Justin and Lindsay really wanted to wash the
last bit of mud of their hands… newbies.  I wear my dirt
with pride.

B
en

 S
m

ith

Justin Schultz enjoying McAlisterville

New Cavers are Fun!
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Lindsay Dickey contorting in McAlisterville Cave. Photos by Ben Smith

New Cavers are Fun!
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