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BGN Calendar Details at meeting and on egroup
Dec 11‐13
Dec 12

Dec 19‐20
Every Sat.
Jan 12,
2016
Feb. 26‐27

th

10 Annual Moses Tomb Camp Out (Howdy/Puff/Weevil‐fest)Jeff Harrod or egroup
for details
Grotto Trip Johnsons Crook. If interested please let Ray know so that you can sign
necessary paperwork. 3 groups are allowed with limitations of 12 per group. More
info to be provided in the egroup.
NSS HQ work weekend – contact Maureen Handler for details
See the Tumbling Rock Christmas Tree decorated and lit every Saturday through the
Holiday Season. Email tumblingrock@scci.org for more information.
2nd Tues Grotto Meeting 7pm, Ruffner Mtn Nature Center, 1214 81st St. S. 35206.
Grotto Getaway, Paint Rock Valley Resort, Sat. ridgewalk, cave trip, dinner and
auction. Fenn Spencer or egroup for details.
75th NSS Convention, Ely, NV, see http://nss2016.caves.org for more info.

July 17‐23,
2016
Have items for the calendar? Just let us know ‐ Editors

Disclaimer
Caving trips are led by volunteers. No Grotto committee reviews any trip leader’s
qualifications. New cavers should inquire about the nature of the trip and the
experience of the leader in advance. Those participating in the trips should be aware of
their limits. On vertical trips all participants are expected to supply their own gear and
be knowledgeable about rigging and safe practices.

On the cover...
Three Amigas in Anvil ‐ see trip reports from two of them in this issue
(Bruce White)

The Birmingham Grotto Newsletter is published twelve times a year by the Birmingham
Grotto, Inc., of the National Speleological Society, Inc. Other NSS Internal Organizations
may reprint material provided credit is given to this publication and the author.
Annual dues are $15.00 per individual and $20.00 per family, which is payable on
October 1st. Dues are prorated for anyone joining during the year. The subscription rate
is $15.00 per year. The Birmingham Grotto will exchange publications with other NSS
Grottos. Exchange newsletters should be sent to:
Birmingham Grotto
P.O. Box 59607
Birmingham, AL 35259
Articles, Trip Reports, Graphics, Poetry, and any other speleo‐related material should be
sent to the Editors via the email address given. Submissions via email should be directed
to: editor@ bhamgrotto.org. The deadline for publication is the 27th of the month;
however, the Newsletter is limited to 12 pages per month and material may be held for
future issues.

More About Caves and Caving
National Speleological Society
The Birmingham Grotto recommends that all grotto members consider joining our
parent organization. More info can be found at http://www.caves.org/
Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc.
The SCCi is a wonderful organization led by cavers for cavers which purchases and
protects caves with reasonable management. Find out more at http://www.scci.org/
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Birmingham
Grotto Officers
President
Alan Cook, NSS 34617
Vice‐President
Ray Merrill, NSS 5 63940
(205) 478‐7701
Secretary
Bradley Jones, NSS 63915
nss63915@ gmail.com
Treasurer & Member List
Lindsey Bean, NSS 65520
lindseyb1024@ yahoo.com
205‐913‐1650
Immediate Past President
(Executive Committee Member)
Fennigan Spencer, NSS 61677

Birmingham On‐Line!
Find us on Facebook,
CaveChat or
www.bhamgrotto.org

Newsletter Staff
Editors
Dave Howell, NSS13926 FE
& Valerie Howell, NSS 18128 FE
vdshowell@ yahoo.com
(205) 591‐5127
Proofreaders
Scott Fee, Jimmy Sims, Bradley Jones
(Will accept corrections to the posted
version through the end of this month‐
Eds.)
Archivist
Thank you David Caudle for serving as
archivist these many years!
Conservation
David McRae, NSS 51358
dirtydavesmcrae@ gmail.com
Webmaster
Jeff Harrod, NSS 37101
webmaster@ bhamgrotto.org

Prefer Paperless?
Grotto newsletter e‐subscriptions are
now available on request. Just let the
Treasurer and Editors know, confirm
your email, and you can get the next
issue, in color, before the meeting.
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Birmingham Grotto Meeting Minutes
November 10, 2015

Visitors
Jordan Olschan, Amy Strickland

Minutes

Save Grassy Cove | Tennessee Parks and G
Help TennGreen conserve the caves, bluff
Bear Den and Brady Mountains. Protect G
National Natural Landmark, Cumberland T

October 14, 2015 Meeting Minutes were accepted.

Treasurer’s Report
Treasurer Lindsey Bean reported the following activities on the grotto
account since the last meeting
Beginning Balance:
Income:
Dues
TAG Meal
Total Income:
Expenses:
Stickers
Total Expenses:
Ending Balance:

$4,798.42
$336.00
$57.00

Grotto Trips
+$393.00

$69.20
‐$69.20
$5,302.22
Unpaid 2015 Auction Debts

11/14/15 – Anvil. Details on egroup.
12/12/15 – Johnsons Crook. If interested please let Ray know so that
you can sign necessary paperwork. 3 groups are allowed with limitations
of 12 per group. More info to be provided in the egroup.

Trip Reports

Barry Skelton $35

Jeff Harrod $62.75

James Rule visited Iron Hoop and Gourdneck

Chris Leggett $8.50

Gladdens $45.50

Tim Harris visited Roaring River with Bruce White, Juan Santiago, Ray
Merrill, and Talley Ditch with Juan Santiago and Ray Merrill.

Clay Challendar $40.50

Teresa Barnett $15.00

Cobbs $39.75

Chris Garrison $47.00

Eric Howell $11

Announcements
You may choose if you wish to begin receiving electronic copy of the
monthly newsletter via email pdf instead of snail mail and or meeting.
By opting for this you should get your copy moments before those at
the meeting and will also save the grotto some money on printing and
postage. If interested please let Valerie Howell know.
Wanting to join or renew your grotto membership? If so you can send
payment to PayPal account, bhamgrotto@gmail.com. You may also still
mail in a check to P.O. Box 59607, Birmingham, AL 35259 or hand deliver
to the treasurer, Lindsey Bean, at the next meeting. $15 Single/$20
Family. Add $1 if paying by PayPal to cover convenience fees. Once paid
you will receive or continue receiving the award winning newsletter and
access to the Yahoo group for latest date on caving trips.

Old Business
Bryant Mountain – Access is still being investigated.
Birmingham Grotto stickers are in. $3 for 3” and $2 for 2”. See Alan
Cook.
Grotto President, Alan Cook, signed Gheorge Ponta’s paperwork to be a
sponsor for his planned Vietnam expedition in February 2016.

Ray Merrill visited Graves with Gary Barnes and NSS Vice President, Curt
Harler
Alan Cook and Cassie Perry visited Eufaula and camped out at Florence
Marina State Park.
Bradley Jones visited and cleaned up Tripoli with Chris Beard, Ariel Byrd,
and Scott Fee after landowner reached out to the both of us, cleaned up
Rockhouse, Copperhead, Little, Shelf, Shelf2, and Triangle with Brandon
Crawford Smith, Tim Harris, Ben Wanagat, currently working on a dig
project with Jennifer Potts to reenter an undisclosed long lost cave, and
went to further push some virgin leads in Marsh Mountain and Marsh
Mountain Sister Cave with Tim Harris and Juan Santiago.
Want more detailed trip reports? I think we all do so write a trip report!

Program
Ray Merrill presented some of Jeff Harrod’s photos from 2008/2011
Anvil Trips.
Respectfully submitted,
Bradley Jones

New Business
2/26/16 – Paint Rock Getaway Weekend Trip with Saturday night dinner
and auction. $70 per person for 2 night stay + dinner in main rooms or
$60 per person + dinner for man cave. Fennigan to start a signup sheet
and Lindsey to collect money soon.
Grassy Cove – 1 year option ending July 2016 to purchase 1000 acres of
headwaters including 8 known caves. Save Grassy Cove | Tennessee
Parks and Greenways Foundation
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Love in Anvil Cave
(Valerie Howell)
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Grotto in November

This month’s issue is all about the Anvil Cave trip, which became four separate adventures, at least as reported
in text and photos

The trip began with a roughly three‐mile flat water paddle. (Ryan Carlson)
We stopped to catch our breath…and took a few photos. (Judy Ranelli)

Bruce (Judy Ranelli)

A chainsaw on the river; now, that’s
something most paddlers don’t see every
day. Whitewater paddlers especially.
(Ryan Carlson)

Team “Chainsaw” (Jeff Harrod, also TC
member)

Team “Stringers” L‐R: Dave, John and Jackie (Valerie Howell)
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Becky (Judy Ranelli)

Team “Newbies” L‐R: Ann, Becky, Joan, Joy, Bruce, Judy (Valerie Howell)
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Anvil Cave Trip Report
By Joan Steed

Last weekend I was invited to join the Birmingham Grotto on their trip
to Anvil Cave. One of my paddling friends, Judy Ranelli, is an avid caver
so when she mentioned this trip I jumped at the opportunity. She told
me that Anvil Cave was one of the longest caves in Alabama and that it
was a maze cave. Sounded good to me!
We met in Hartselle, AL at the Flint Creek put‐in at 9am Saturday
morning. By 10am we were on the water paddling the hour and 45
minutes towards the cave entrance. The weather was chilly, but the
skies were blue and there was no wind. It was quite a pleasant paddle.
There were however, a fair number of downed trees that we had to
navigate around or scoot under. There was one pesky tree completely
blocking the creek, but as luck would have it one of the grotto members
brought his chain saw! This was a first for me. I’ve been paddling 16
years now and this was the first time anyone has whipped out a chain
saw on the river! I must admit I was a bit nervous watching him operate
the chain saw while he balanced himself between the tree and the
canoe, one leg on the tree and one in the canoe! I breathed a sigh of
relief when that project was finished!
We arrived at the cave entrance at about 11:30 and gathered into
groups based on how much adventure one was willing to take on. One
group said they were going to take a more challenging route so if
anyone was scared of heights they might want to choose a different
group. I was interested, but since I had never been in a cave before I
stayed silent. Maybe next time. Besides, my friends Ann Armstrong, her
friend Becky, Joy Carter, and Judy Ranelli were ready to go and they had
recruited long time member Bruce to take us on a kinder gentler route.
No big drop offs and ledges for us today!
Now that that was sorted out it was time to organize our gear for the
cave. Judy had advised us to wear old clothes with layers (caves are not
as cold as you would think), knee pads, plastic coated gardening gloves,
and a small pack containing water, snack, compass, map, extra batteries,
helmet, and a headlamp. I noticed some folks had a dry bag with
shoulder straps which would come in handy if you in small spot and
needed to drag your pack separately. I used a small day pack on my
waist and that seemed to work fine. Once we were suited up we
scrambled up the wooded hillside to a cliff area. We ended up using
Entrance 2 marked on the map which was a small opening on the
ground about 24 inches in diameter. Judy waited to see our reaction.
We were all pumped and ready to go, no problem!
We crawled into the cave and it immediately opened into a long
chamber that was tall enough for us to stand up. The first thing we

noticed was THE STRING. Apparently, many folks use the string
technique to find their way around in the cave. They go in with a ball of
string and unwind it as they go in and follow it back out. For some
reason they leave it behind. There was also a bit of graffiti, but that
didn’t bother me. We were in a CAVE! As soon as we were all gathered
together in the first chamber, Bruce gave us a little Caving 101: Watch
your step, Don’t jump, Don’t roughhouse, Don’t touch the
formations, Don’t take anything, Don’t mess with the bats, and follow
Leave no Trace Protocol. Check. We made our way deep into the cave.
We saw a couple of bats and some cave crickets. Many times we would
have to brace our hands and feet on the sides of the walls to get across
tiny chasms in the cave. Sometimes we crawled, sometimes we climbed,
and sometimes we slid in the mud. I loved it!
After a while Bruce showed us the numbers burned into the wall with
carbide. These numbers are used to find your way on the map. It was a
good thing we brought map and compass as we definitely needed them
when it was time to make our way out of the cave. As it was, we would
all take turns going off in different directions to locate the way out. This
was kind of scary as you would at times be all by yourself in the dark in
the maze‐like chambers of the cave. I was careful not to make too many
turns. We spent a fair amount of time going in circles, but that was part
of the adventure! We ended up exiting the cave at Entrance 7. Once you
are out of the cave you can’t imagine you came out of such a tiny dark
hole. It’s another world down there in the cave!
We climbed down a small ridge and were able to see the creek. Our
boats were waiting just a short walk to our left. We quickly changed
clothes and were back in our boats by 2:30 or 3pm. Paddling back was
much easier now thanks to grotto member David McRae. We were back
at our cars by 4:30pm. Thanks again to the Birmingham Grotto for
allowing us newbies to join you!

Joan (Judy Ranelli)

Team “Challenging Route” (Ryan Carlson)
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L‐R: Ann, Becky and Judy (Joan Steed)
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Anvil Cave – An A-mazing Trip!
By Joy Carter, First-Time Caver

On the way home last night I asked Judy what her favorite part of the
day was. She said, “The look on your and Joan’s faces when you saw the
entrance to the cave and seeing that you were excited and not, like, ‘No
way! I’m not going in there!’”
But I’ll get to that in a bit.
The day started literally at dawn‐thirty, double checking my list to make
sure I had everything:
 Boat and paddling gear. Check. (I kayak, so that was easy
enough.)
 Caving helmet. Bike helmet close enough. Check.
 Two headlamps and back up batteries. Check.
 Hiking boots with good tread. I chose semi‐waterproof hiking
shoes. Check.
 Nitrile dipped gloves. Had no idea what those were but found
them in the garden section at Wal‐Mart. (Explains why I didn’t
know what they were, right?) Check.
 Knee pads. Check.
 Small backpack. I thought my camelback would be ideal, until I
talked to Judy, and she said the mouthpiece would get trashed in
the cave. Hadn’t thought about that. Ok small backpack and
bottled water. Check.
 Clothes. Judy’s note said clothes we wouldn’t mind throwing
away after the trip, so I wore some old leggings and paddling
shorts. The high for the day was in low 60s, which meant it
would be cool on the water, and I assumed cooler in the cave,
although Judy had said she would be wearing a t‐shirt. So,
deciding what to wear, what to take and what would fit in a
small backpack wasn’t easy. But check.
 Camera. Check.
Okay, good to go. So this is what I knew about Anvil Cave: It would be
roughly a three‐mile paddle to the entrance. There would be some
crawling, mostly at the entrance of the cave. And Anvil Cave is a maze
cave; that is, even our experienced cavers would get lost, but with a
map and compass would be able to lead us out. The getting lost part
was the most unnerving for me.
I met Judy and a few other members of the local grotto (caving club) at
7:30 a.m. in Fultondale to carpool to the put in north Alabama, where
we would launch for the three‐mile paddle. (Cavers avoid giving the
specific locations of caves to protect the caves from vandals.)
When I walked in to the restaurant, I recognized the cavers right away
by their clothes – hiking pants and rubber boots. I introduced myself.
The nicest guys – Ray, Tim, Juan, Ryan and John. Judy arrived shortly
after I did. We grabbed a quick bite, and then we were off! Ryan was
kind enough to haul my boat for me, so I could ride up with Judy. (Judy
had borrowed a Jackson Coosa flat water kayak – a large boat ‐‐ for the
paddling part of the trip, so both of our boats wouldn’t fit on her car.)
We arrived at the put in around 9 a.m. Our friend Joan Steed, also a
first‐timer caver, and a couple of her girlfriends, Ann and Becky, met us
there, along with several other members of the Birmingham and other
grottos. There were about 20 of us in all, a large group, I understand, for
a caving trip. We loaded our boats and shoved off the bank around 10
a.m. It was a beautiful day for a paddle. A little cool, around 55 degrees,
but I was comfortable in a thermal layer underneath my splash jacket,
and tucked into my XP 9, a hybrid cockpit kayak with retractable skeg. It
was a little breezy, so I was glad I also had my pogies (neoprene hand
pockets that attach to the paddle) to keep the wind and chill off my
hands.
The river was itself a maze of downed trees. We weaved our way down
– or maybe it was up; it was so flat I couldn’t tell. At one point we
encountered a downed tree that posed a challenge to pass, especially
for the heavier boats. With some effort and a little help, three or four of

us were able to clear the tree, but getting everyone “over the hump”
was going to take some time. Thankfully, Dave (McRae) had a chainsaw.
Yes, I said chainsaw. Joan and I agreed that it was the first time we’d
ever seen a paddler with a chainsaw on the river. Thank you, Dave!
It took about two hours to reach the foot of the cave’s bluffs. The bank
was muddy and slippery. I didn’t know it at the time, but that would
pretty much be the trail conditions for the next couple of hours. I had
worn my paddling boots on the water and opted to change into hiking
shoes. In hindsight, my neoprene, thick‐treaded paddling boots might
have been a better choice. But the shoes were fine.
We donned our caving gear – helmets, headlamps, and packs – and then
divided into three groups of six‐to‐seven people. Bruce, who would be
leading the beginner group gave a few ground rules: First, (Sorry, Bruce,
I don’t remember number one.) Second, don’t take anything from the
cave. Third, don’t leave anything in the cave. And fourth, and most
importantly, don’t let anyone talk you into doing anything you don’t
want to do. (In paddling we call this “challenge by choice,” and my
paddling friends will tell you, I’m not shy about taking “cheat lines” – the
easy way down – or portaging a rapid all together if I don’t like it, so this
would not a be hard rule for me to follow.)
The more experienced cavers opted to head to the right. My group –
Judy, Joan, Ann, Becky, Bruce and I – headed straight up. We made our
way to the base of the rock wall then walked a short distance to the
cave entrance. This is where the story “gets memorable” as Kent Ford,
one of my paddling instructors, would say.
Let’s call it what it is – a hole. As we stood and looked at it, I could feel
my heart start to race. This hole was, at most, three feet tall, and staring
down into it, all I could see was ‐‐ well, nothing; just blackness. I looked
at Joan, and she at me, and she said, “I’m excited!” I agreed with a smile
on my face, but I’m not sure that’s really how I felt. Crazy anxious was
more like it.
“Who’s first?” Judy asked. Becky, I think, volunteered. We turned on
our headlamps and started in. This was not going to a hands‐and‐knees
crawl, as I had thought, but a full‐on belly crawl. I unattached my
camera from the front of my shoulder strap on my backpack and asked
Joan to tuck it in my pack.
Just inside the cave, we were able to pull our feet underneath us and
reposition to a sitting position to descend the sloping rock wall. As we
scooted forward, the mouth of the cave began to open up. “Your eyes
will adjust to the dark,” Judy said. It was a little scary, but my feet and
hands found their way. Others – many others – had been here before;
some tracing their steps with string. Several lines of string ran from the
cave’s entrance, entangling our feet as we made our way down. A little
further down, we dropped to the cave floor. (I’m not good with
distances, but my best guess is about 25 feet from the entrance to the
floor.)
We stood together. I remember seeing my breath in front of me. The air
was cool and damp, and there was a slight musty smell. My headlamp’s
not on right, I thought. Bruce was giving us instructions: … three points
of contact at all time. “My headlamp is not on right,” I said. Bruce
adjusted it. “Who are our newbies?” Bruce asked, as if my headlamp
had not just given me away. Joan and I raised our hands. “Then one of
you should lead,” he said. Reason being, if we came to a point where we
weren’t comfortable going forward, the rest of the group wouldn’t
already be past that point. Made sense, just the same, I was not going
first.
I’m not sure who led, but I followed, and Judy came behind me. The
cave floor went from hard, packed dirt to wet, sticky mud. The walls
were narrow, providing support as we walked over rocks and through
Anvil A‐mazing, continued on page 72
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Anvil A‐mazing, continued from page 71
the mud, up and over mounds in the cave floor. It reminded me of the
Fun House at the fair. Every 10 to 20 feet or so (again, I’m not good with
distances), we would reach an intersection. “Which way?,” Bruce would
ask, delighted that none of us – including him and Judy ‐‐ knew where
we were or where we were going.
A little ways into the cave, we came to drop in the trail. It was about six
or seven feet to the floor below and about six or seven feet across.
Bruce led. Becky followed, and then Ann, and then Joan. I stood and
looked at the cave floor, then at the trail across the way, and then back
at the floor. It wasn’t that far to fall, but it would hurt. “I’m not sure
about this, Judy,” I said.
“Bruce,” Judy called ahead.
“Coming,” Bruce said.
Bruce headed back to me, and when he reached the opening, he
jumped down to the cave floor. “One foot here,” he said, as he pointed
above his head to a crease in the rock wall. “A hand there,” he pointed
to a knob higher up on the wall. I followed his instruction: a foot here, a
hand there, a foot here, a hand there. Slowly, I made my way across the
opening to the other side. My legs were a little shaky, but I had done it.
Yay for me!
As we went, in no particular direction, we made our way seemingly
deeper and deeper into the cave. “The string is an indication we are not
far from an entrance,” Judy said. Wait, I thought, as I started to pay
closer attention to the cave, we’ve been here before. I remember seeing
this symbol on the cave wall, or this unusual structure in the cave. Then,
we’d go another way. The trail would open into a “room,” then collapse
like an accordion into a small passageway, at times shrinking to just
enough space to squeeze through.
As we went, I began to feel more comfortable in the snug walls of the
cave. Joan was eager to determine where we were. “Who’s got a map?,”
Judy asked. I think this was a test to see who of us had been resourceful
enough to find and print out a map. I pretty much knew no one
expected me to have a map, so although I had found one online, I hadn’t
printed it out. And even if I had, you should see this map. Anvil is a
massive, very complex cave. The map was, to me, undecipherable.
Joan had a map, neatly folded in a zip‐lock baggie. “I have one,” she
said.
Bruce told us that caves are surveyed and marked every 100 feet in
some of kind of special, never‐fade cave marker. Starts with a “b,” I
think. So we started to hunt for numbers on the cave walls. “There’s
one!” someone said. “Very good,” Bruce said. This was starting to get
fun. Once, we stopped and stood and looked for a marker only to
discover after a few minutes that one of our group was standing in front
of it.
Time passed quickly. It was 2 p.m. and time to make a concerted effort
to find our way out of the cave. The paddle back, with all the downed
trees, would be difficult in the dark. Bruce sat, opened his pack and took
out a dry box. “I have everything in here,” he said “…first aid…a
compass.” He showed us how to find north on the compass, then how
to align the compass and map to show us where we were.
To orient ourselves to the map and to be sure we were where we
thought we were, a couple of us spread out. I took one passageway.
“What do you see?,” Bruce asked. “A dead end,” I said. “And in the
other direction?,” he asked. I explored further. “Another dead end,” I
called back. Joan had gone another way, reporting back on her route.
“Then it’s this way, I think,” Bruce said. “Back, then right, then right at
the third passageway.”
Wait, this is where we were. This couldn’t be right. We started to fan
out, keeping within ear or eye sight of each other. At one point, as Ann
and I stood together, we could hear Joan to our right and see Bruce’s
headlamp in the distance in front of us. Judy joined us. “This says ‘out’,”
she said, pointing to, literally, the handwriting on the wall. We
regrouped and agreed to follow the sign. In a short distance, we saw
string; we were near the entrance.
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But was this really it? I stared up at a hole in the ceiling of the cave.
“Climb up there and see,” Bruce said from behind. So, I did. Judy
followed. “I’m not sure,” I said. It would be a climb to get to the top, and
if it wasn’t the exit, getting back down would be a pain. “I’ll go,” Judy
said. In a few minutes I heard her say, “This is it. This way.”
I called down to the others behind me, “This is it.” They started up the
cave wall behind me. I headed towards Judy’s voice, no longer able to
see her in the distance. Where did she go?, I thought. I couldn’t see her
or an opening. Then, a ray of light peeped into the cave. Seriously?, I
thought. That’s the exit?
It was a hole smaller than the one we had entered through a couple
hours earlier. It would be a squeeze to get out. I took off my helmet and
tossed it outside, then squeezed my head through. Judy was crouched
outside the cave with a camera. We laughed. “I never would have
imagined you doing this,” she said. Now she tells me, I thought. I
searched for something to grab to pull myself forward. Like an
earthworm breaching the surface, I wiggled and pushed and pulled to
get through the hole. And then I was out. Big smile.
The ladies followed, and then Bruce.
We exchanged high fives. That was awesome, we agreed. I was ready to
go again! After a brief celebratory moment, we started down the hill to
our boats. It was now almost 2:30 p.m., which meant we would be lucky
to make it back to the put in before dark.
We made our way to our boats. One of the other groups was already
back; the third arrived shortly after we did. We changed clothes, pausing
for a few quick photos, and then loaded up our boats. “We need to go,”
Judy said.
As I was putting the last of my gear in my boat and closing the hatch, I
heard “On no!” I looked up to see Judy’s boat floating away from the
bank without her in it. We all laughed. Ann, I believe, paddled over to
the boat and pushed it back to the bank.
Soon, we were all on the river and making our way back to our cars. I
think we may have been paddling down river on the way back because it
seemed a little easier, but it was still flat – really flat – so it was hard to
tell. We didn’t have a clear path, but thanks to Dave and his chainsaw,
we didn’t encounter any limbs or tree trunks that were impassable.
We made it back to the put in around 4 p.m., so we had definitely made
better time getting back. Lots of smiles and laughs as everyone changed
clothes and loaded up their gear for the trip home. Some of us had our
hearts set on a margarita toast, so we headed to a nearby Mexican
restaurant. Only to learn we were in a dry county, and there were no
margaritas to be had. Oh well, the food was excellent and the stories of
this and other caving adventures made for great dinner conversation.
Many thanks to my dear friends Judy and Joan, new friends Ann, Becky,
and Bruce, and the rest of the members of the Birmingham and other
grottos for sharing this experience with me. It was a‐mazing! And while
there will be other caves and many other “firsts” for this new caver,
there will never be another very‐first cave trip, and I will always
remember this one fondly.

Joy (Judy Ranelli)
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News & Notes
Dave Howell

*** Ah, December and CHRISTMAS season,
with its brightly colored lights, Santas
everywhere, and familiar carols: "Angels we
have heard on high / Urging us to go and buy."
Yes, the season can be oppressive with the
neverending ads, commercials, music that
sounds good the first dozen times we hear it in
the stores, but then... However, the season
can be magical, too. Whether you consider
Christmas a celebration of the Christ child's
birth or of the winter solstice, a demonstration
of faith that the Redeemer offers salvation or
that the gelid darkness of winter will
ultimately give way to the regeneration and
renewal of spring, the season is a poignant
one. Look past the crass commercialism and
enjoy the lights, the decorations, the overall
spirit of the season, no matter what you
perceive the nature of that spirit to be. On
that note, may you have a merry/fun/holy
holiday season, and may your heart's desire be
waiting under the tree the morning of
December 25.
*** The Grotto's Grotto November 14 trip to
ANVIL CAVE went well, with 21 people in
attendance, 19 of whom entered the cave. The
weather could not have been nicer, and the
group, who traveled to the cave entrance in 17
boats (15 kayaks, 2 canoes), encountered only
one river blockage severe enough to hold us
up. Thanks to DAVID McRAE for his foresight in
bringing a chain saw, sledge hammer and maul
to clear blockages – these tools were only
used once, but when they were needed there
was no substitute. We found the cave to be
heavily littered and graffitied, with probably a
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couple miles of string marking previous
spelunkers' ways through the maze. We
removed a good bit of string and litter from
the cave and more from the river, but there's
still a lot there – cleanup trip, anyone?
*** The December 2015 issue of NSS News
contains several items of particular interest to
TAG cavers. As reported in the Underground
Online column, our colleague ANDY ZELLNER
states that SCOTTSBORO MOUNTAIN is once
again open to cavers for camping, gate
combination unchanged. Andy points out that
the property is for sale, 154 acres priced at
$400,000. The same column further reports
that the SOUTHEASTERN CAVE CONSERVANCY
(SCCi) is leasing 1,300 acres of JOHNSON'S
CROOK in Dade County, Georgia, this tract
containing several known caves including
JOHNSON CROOK CAVE, LOST CANYON CAVE,
and GYPSY CAVE, with Johnson Crook Cave to
be a permitted cave under the supervision of
the Johnson's Crook Management Committee.
The third item the column reports you are
probably already aware of, but it can't hurt to
reiterate it here: a significant part of National
Natural Landmark GRASSY COVE in
Cumberland County, Tennessee has been
acquired by the Tennessee Parks and
Greenways Foundation (TennGreen),
protecting many of the Cove's caves and
archaeological resources; the task of
protecting this irreplaceable natural resource
is not done, however: 1,000 acres on the
flanks of Brady and Bear Den Mountains are
for sale for $2,200/acre, which property
contains at least 8 known caves. TennGreen

has purchased 100 acres of this tract and a 1‐
year option on the remaining 900 acres, and is
now raising $2 million to purchase the 900.
Check out the Grassy Cove Campaign at
tenngreen.org/website/ – wouldn't it be great
to know that you helped preserve Grassy Cove
from development, clearcutting, or whatever
other perils it faces?
*** And while you're browsing through this
month's NSS News, be sure to notice our own
BRUCE WHITE's contribution to the question
"what is your best caving scar story" in the
Cave Chronicles article on page 25. (Some
would say that folks who spend their spare
time crawling into holes in the ground are
psychologically scarred, but that's another
discussion.)
*** Hot on the heels of Christmas comes NEW
YEARS, a party to celebrate what the year past
has brought us (or to celebrate our survival as
we prevail over misfortune the year brought
us), and what the year to come might bring.
Like Christmas, New Years is a festival of faith
that our goals will be accomplished, that we
will prevail, and/or that the future does indeed
look bright amid the present darkness and cold
of winter. (Sound familiar? Maybe that's why
the Christmas and New Years holidays are
chronological brothers.) As we mark the
passage of another year, may your loftiest
goals be realized, may your worst fears prove
to be the phantom mind trips that they most
likely are, and may your 2016 be filled with
blowing leads, new pits, and virgin walking
passage. Peace.

