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 President’s Column 

 

 

 

 

Breakdown Cave, which SPG manages, is closed during the winter months so that hibernating bats are 

not disturbed. The cave will open for the year on April 1st, so those of you who joined the grotto over 

the winter will now have a chance to get an introduction to the cave. It’s a GREAT cave to cut your 

caving teeth on, if you haven’t had a chance to yet. And remember, Breakdown Cave is accessible to 

members anytime from April 1st to November 15th. You just need to get in touch with Treavor  

Bussard or Jon Beard to get the key. 

 

 

We’re almost three months into 2017 and it’s 

already shaping up to be a great year for SPG 

members.  

On a regular basis, we’ve got multiple members 

doing different things every weekend. There is  no 

shortage of things to do. We’ve got the recurring 

monthly Cave Research Foundation trips to caves in   

Buffalo River National Park,  monthly Barry County 

ridgewalking weekends, work at the Ozarks National 

Scenic Riverways, the on-going Shoal Creek Cave 

survey, not to mention other multiple surveys Jon, 

et al have in progress.  

If any of you have any specific trip requests for this year please let me know. I’m kicking around a few 

ideas, but haven’t made any concrete plans yet. I’d really like to have at least one major out of the 

area trip. One idea is a trip to Fall Creek Falls State Park in Tennessee. Or, maybe a weekend at Ennis 

Cave in Arkansas. 

Keep in mind that 

making  these trips 

happen requires 

having members 

express interest, so 

please send me an 

email if you are 

interested in Fall Creek 

Falls, Ennis Cave or 

have another 

suggestions for trips.    

 Matt Bumgardner 

Right: Unusual rock 
layering. Barry County 
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Ivory Gallery, Shoal Creek Cave, 

James River Valley Caves 

By Jonathan Beard, NSS 21408-RL (CO-FE) 

James River Basin,  a Background Story 

The James River Basin, which includes its many extensive tributaries, drains a major portion of 

southwest Missouri, flowing west to the Springfield area, then south toward to the White 

River. The basin covers most of the southern two-thirds of Webster, the southeast third of 

Greene, the north and west half of Christian, northern two-thirds of Stone and northeast half 

of Barry counties, emptying into the White River in southern Stone County. The two major  

tributaries are the Finley River (draining much of southern Webster and most of northern 

Christian) and Flat Creek, draining the northeast half of Barry County. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Garrison Cave #2 - James River Basin’s Most Significant Cave 

The most significant cave in the James River Basin is Garrison Cave #2. At 4.7 miles mapped, it 

is the longest known cave in southwest Missouri. A detailed description of the cave and its 

survey can be found in Missouri Speleology, Vol. 52, Nos. 2-3. Garrison Cave #2 is formed 

primarily in the lower portion of the Burlington Limestone and contains the largest 

documented population of the bristly cave crayfish. The cave also contains some rather unique 

speleothems and other features such as pedunculated coraloids, calcite flowers and a forest of 

fishhook helictites. I have no doubt the Ozark cavefish looms in its nether regions, up until now 

playing hide and seek with us. There are many other opportunities to find these and other rare 

species in this valley. Is anyone game? 
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Smallin Cave - Christian County’s Second Longest Cave 

Another very significant cave in the James River Basin is Smallin Cave, a show cave near Ozark 

known as Smallin Civil War Cave. At an estimated 7,200 feet, it is Christian County’s second longest 

cave. It is well known for its large population of bristly cave crayfish, usually visible from its concrete 

tour path. The cave has one of Missouri’s largest cave entrances, which measures 100 feet wide and 

55 feet tall. Although it is over a mile long, much of it is a very long bellycrawl on chert gravel with 

occasional pools of water.  The cave is the very first one documented in southwest Missouri and 

described by Henry Schoolcraft in 1819. Geologist Edward Shepard described the cave in 1896 and J 

Harlen Bretz used it as the subject of the dust jacket on Caves of Missouri published in 1956. 

Rantz Cave - Fourth Longest in Christian County 

Christian County’s fourth cave at least a mile long is Rantz Cave (5,280.7 feet mapped), formed in 

the Pierson Limestone. It is an anomaly as nearly all other caves in the Pierson don’t even come 

close to being a mile long. Although much of the cave involves wading and crawling in water, its 

terminus is a series of high domes, one of which produces a spectacular perennial shower that is the 

beginning of the cave’s stream. It is one of the longest caves in the state with but one single 

passage. 

Longest Cave in the City of Springfield 

Within the James River Basin, draining southern Greene County is Sequiota Cave, located in a park 

with that name (see-qwee-oh’-tah) in southeast Springfield. It is the longest known cave in the city 

with more than 3,500 feet of passage. Five species of crayfish, including the bristly, have been found 

in the cave along with many other species of fauna, making it one of the most faunistically 

important caves in the county. Careful inspection of its aquatic fauna reveals a beige planarian, 

limpets (cone-shaped snails), isopods and other rare critters. It is also one of the few places in 

southern Greene County attracting summer gray bats. 

Saltpeter Cave - Stone County 

The James River Basin drains Stone County’s entire northern half. The longest cave in the Pierson, 

Saltpeter Cave, has more than 8,000 feet of passage, is a major gray bat maternity site and 

therefore, visitors should not  enter during roosting seasons. The cave has two characteristics —

narrow meandering stream passages and tall upper level sections (where the bats hang out). The 

author has never seen so much deep guano deposits in one cave. The guano supports an ecosystem 

consisting of dozens of small fauna, many of which are found only in a few caves. 

The River Valley  

The James River proves that the rock layers of the Ozarks are not horizontal, but rather the 

rock units are warped, faulted and bent. As the river flows downstream from its origins on 

the west side of the Eureka Springs Escarpment in western Wright County and eastern 

Webster County, it begins in the Ordovician Cotter Dolomite, then flows downstream into 

rock layers that are progressively higher stratigraphically than the Cotter—first the 

Compton Limestone, then the Northview Shale above that, the Pierson Limestone still 

higher, then the Reeds Spring Limestone, then the Burlington Limestone (all Mississippian 

Age) in Christian County. Since rivers don’t flow upward, this signifies that the rock layers   
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are sloping downward at an even steeper gradient than the James River is flowing downstream. After 

the James has flowed through several miles of the Burlington Limestone in Greene and Christian 

Counties, the river turns southward and by comparison, rock units begin to slope at a lesser gradient 

than the stream as the river again flows through the entire above sequence of rocks in reverse order 

as it flows downstream, reaching downward into the Cotter Dolomite again in Stone County. 

 

Water, Soluble Rocks and Vertical Relief 
Equals Caves 

The James River is a gold mine of caves, as is 

most any river flowing as many or more miles 

in the Ozarks. With the exception of the 

relatively thin Swan Creek Sandstone interbeds 

within the Cotter Formation and the non-

soluble Northview Shale, all of the rocks in 

which the James River flows are soluble 

limestone and dolostone (limy rocks with 

dolomite lattices). Any time you have water, 

soluble rocks and vertical relief, you have 

caves. It’s that simple. That’s why there are so 

many caves in so many places around the 

world. There must be more than a million 

caves. And it’s an ongoing process. More caves 

are forming to replace ones that collapse, 

crumble and wash away, a process called 

erosion. 

Webster County 

Of the 86 documented caves in Webster 

County, 22 of them are found directly in the 

James River Valley, not including the tributaries 

to the valley which would account for 

additional caves. Of these 22 caves, the longest 

known cave in Webster County is Clubhouse 

Cave, at 6,319 feet, formed in the Cotter 

Dolomite. Dave Mott, Jon Beard, Bob Taylor, 

Chuck Bitting, Tom Morton et al surveyed 

Clubhouse Cave in the mid-1980s and is over 

three times longer than the second longest 

known cave in the county. Clubhouse is a tough 

cave—most of its mile-plus length is crawlway 

with a number of side passages and loops.  

 

Its unusual features include some helictite bushes in a place called the Paradise of Pain, small vugs 

(pockets) containing galena crystals of lead sulfide, and the cave has interesting paleontology. Jaguar 

teeth have been found in the deep recesses of the cave, suggesting a now-filled paleo entrance.  
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Greene County 

Of the 392 documented caves in Greene County, 20 of them are found directly in the James River 

Valley, which cuts through the southeast corner of the county, switching from Greene to 

Christian to Greene and then Christian again. Most are relatively short caves, the longest of 

which is Siphon Spring Cave at about 2,000 feet in length. Bob Taylor et al mapped Siphon Spring 

Cave in the 1970s. It has two entrances a few hundred feet apart, both of which yield perennial 

streams. If you enter Siphon Spring Cave (otherwise known as Camp Cora or Bad Weather Cave), 

be prepared to crawl in water as most of it is low and wet. As it has been traced from points 

several miles away, it can be assumed a great place to find bristly cave crayfish and Ozark 

cavefish.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although not lengthy, Cannady Cave is a 650-foot mazy cave. Its three entrances lead to upper 

and lower levels and a variety of passages. Another significant cave in Greene County along the 

valley is 1,500-foot Riverbluff Cave which has had its share of media attention due to its surprise 

discovery by a road construction crew and its paleontology that includes remains of short-faced 

bear, flat-headed peccary, tortoises and other extinct fauna. The author had the opportunity to 

be one of the first to photograph desiccated fecal remains of the flat-headed peccary in 2002. 
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Christian County 

Of the 338 documented caves in Christian County, 17 of them are in the James River Valley and 

there are several not yet documented. Of these, the third longest known cave in Christian 

County is Breakdown Cave, at 5,808 feet mapped (with an estimated 500 additional feet 

unmapped), formed in the Burlington Limestone.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bob Taylor, Jon Beard, Bill Heim, Chuck Bitting et al surveyed it in the mid-1980s. This cave 

system, which includes Fitzpatrick Cave, is home to the Ozark cavefish and bristly cave crayfish, 

offering hope that other James River cave systems also contain these rare species 

Cluster Caves 

Another interesting place along the river is the collective Cluster Caves, four caves one-after-

another along a bluff just above the water line.  

Shelf and its three companions (the latter three documented by Eric Hertzler—Shelf #2, Double 

Entrance and Ripple caves) sport seven entrances altogether and more than 1,100 feet of 

combined passage. I actually like these caves. Ceiling stains and “black soil” underneath in one 

of them reveal a former gray bat roosting site. Cobb Cave has several hundred feet of length 

including a low stream passage. 
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Stone County 

There are nearly as many caves documented in Stone County (326) as Christian, largely due to 

the work of Ben Miller et al who for a decade or more systematically sought caves in this 

county. There are roughly 20 documented caves directly in the James River Valley in Stone 

County. One of the more interesting of them is Gentry Cave with over 1,100 feet of mapped 

passage (by Bob Taylor et al). The cave is formed at the contact of the Cotter Dolomite and 

rocks above (Sylamore Sandstone and lower Compton Limestone above that). It is a mazy cave 

with several entrances opening in a long overhang. There is a very spectacular view of the 

James River from the entrance 70 or more feet above the river. 
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Double Arch , Arches National Park.   

Photo Jonathan Beard 

Alicia stands beside Delicate Arch.   

 

Jon stands among  the goblins in Goblin Valley State 
Park, Utah.  Photo Alicia Beard 
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Eric Hertzler at the entrance to Mary Helen Cave, a 
significant biology cave along the Buffalo River. Photo: 

 

Rock Units 

There is a reason there aren’t more mile-long caves in the James River Valley. Thick rock units in 

the Cotter and Burlington Formations, 200 feet thick apiece, provide ample room for long caves 

such as Clubhouse and Breakdown Caves. However, much of the length of the James River Valley 

flows through the Northview Shale, which does not produce caves and the Compton and Pierson 

Formations which are relatively thin (20-30 feet) and sandwich around the relatively impervious 

Northview Shale. There are many caves in the Pierson, perhaps more so than any other rock unit 

in southwest Missouri. But the vast majority of them are quite short. 

Cave Biota 

Despite the river’s close proximity to Springfield, a large metro area with many potential witnesses 

to biology from the public and academic institutions, there is relatively little information on cave 

biota in the area. Until the unexpected faunal discoveries in Fitzpatrick Cave of Christian County in 

2009, no cave in the James River Valley was known to be habitat for the Ozark cavefish 

(Troglichthys rosae). There are undoubtedly dozens of caves and springs along the valley that are 

home to this very elusive species, but there has not been a systematic search for faunal data. 

Missouri has never had a “Missouri biological survey.” Kansas, with only half of Missouri’s tax 

base, DOES. 

Breakdown Cave has more than a mile of passage. However, it is normally a rather dry cave with 

no active cave streams. Add to that a lack of summer gray bats that would add lots of nutrient to 

the cave in the form of guano. One could consider it an underground desert. Ah, but there is 

biology! How about five species of bats, four species of salamanders, camel crickets, heleomyzid 

flies, spelobia flies and other arthropods? Cave adapted species can be found in the forms of 

bristly cave crayfish, grotto salamanders, collembolans, rhagidiid mites, isopods. There are over 30 

species of biota recorded for this cave. Breakdown is the site of the first known photographs of 

grotto salamander eggs (1987) and an annual count of hibernating bats has been conducted for 

several years. By cavers! 

 

Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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 Bats & Caves, a Teenage Perspective in Development 

On January 28, 2017, the Springfield Plateau Grotto held its annual banquet at the 

Watershed Center in Valley Water Mill Park, Springfield. Keynote speakers for the 

banquet were Missouri Department of Conservation Teen Jr. Leaders Deah Powell – 

Seiferd and Branden Powell. Springfield Plateau Grotto member Melvin Johnson 

interviewed Deah and Branden, sister and brother. Melvin is also a volunteer with the 

Springfield Plateau Missouri Master Naturalist and the Missouri Department of 

Conservation (MDC) . It was through the SW Regional Office of the MDC that Deah and 

Branden met Melvin. 

In August 2014, Rhonda L. Rimer, Certified Ecologist and Natural History Biologist with the 

MDC, SW Region contacted Melvin. The mother of two teens had contacted Rhonda, 

seeking a mentor on the subject of Snake Awareness & Safety. The youth lived on a large 

ranch in Dade County, where they were actively interested in catching Missouri native 

snakes and talking with others about them. At the time, Melvin was conducting “Snake 

Awareness & Safety” presentations through the MDC for organizations and schools. He 

was also conducting Bat & Cave Awareness and Outdoor Safety presentations in 

partnership with some dozen partners: 

   Bat Conservation International 

   Leave No Trace  

   Missouri Department of Conservation  

  Missouri Master Naturalist Springfield Plateau Chapter  

   Missouri Poison Control Center 

   National Speleological Society 

   Safe Kids Springfield 

   Springfield Environmental Resource Center 

   Springfield Interpreters Coalition 

   Springfield Plateau Grotto 

   University of Missouri Extension Service 

   Watershed Center 

Still, it proved difficult to conduct all three presentation in one day or setup a display 

booth of all three areas at the same time.  

The introduction to Deah and Brandon began a developing mentorship, which led to 

friendship and a partnership.  

Deah and Branden quickly learned the MDC guidelines on the “Snake Awareness & 

Safety” presentations and the handling of the five to six Missouri native snakes used for 

the program. By the summer of 2015, Deah and Branden were conducting the “Snake 

Awareness & Safety” presentations and booths, allowing Melvin to handle the Bat & Cave 

Awareness and/or Outdoor Safety presentations and booths at the same time. The two 

teenagers also began assisting with the Bat & Cave Awareness and “Outdoor Safety.  

 



13 

 
 

Trevor Bussard deep within Bat Cave Herald moths on rope in Cricket Hole  

Through 2016, the partnership effort included presentations and/or booths at the 
following locations:  Bass Pro Shops Outdoor Fitness Festival in Branson 2015 and in 
Ozark, 2016; Grace the Earth Event in Lockwood, Home school Fairs, Lockwood Library, 
MDC, SW Regional Offices Schools in Bolivar, Dadeville, Lockwood, Rogersville and 
Springfield, Springfield Botanical Center and Springfield Conservation Nature Center. 

Deah and Branden’s bat and cave experiences have included: 

 Bat & Cave Awareness booths, displays and presentations 

 Bat Identification Training via the MDC and Springfield Plateau Grotto 

  Federal Endangered Gray Bat Flights Public Awareness presentations and 

monitoring at Springfield’s Sequiota Cave in Sequiota Park 

 Salamander Training via a Missouri State University Biology Department’s 

Graduate Assistant 

Winter bat surveys at: 

 Giboney Cave Outdoor – Underground Classroom 

 Lost Hills Natural Resource Park’s Caves 

 Ritter Springs Park’s Caves 

 Sequiota Park’s Caves 

 

 

 Cave conservation and why caves are protected 

 Variety of cave life 

 Bat awareness and identification 

 Value of cave history 

 Cave safety 

 Cave formations 

 Caves, karst, loosing streams and sinkholes 

 Connection of caves to water quality 

While Branden has not encountered any aspect of caving that he dislikes, Deah is 

uncomfortable at times in tight crawls and excessive mud. Both teenagers expressed 

that their caving experiences have helped them gain: 

 Awareness education 

 Confidence 

 Experiences 

 Friendships 

 Knowledge 

 Professional contacts 

 Skills 

 Understanding 

 

As Deah and Branden explained at the SPG annual banquet, they feel they have 
learned and continue to learn: 

Brandon Powell 
Brandon Powell 

Deah Powell-Seifred 
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Trevor Bussard deep within Bat Cave Herald moths on rope in Cricket Hole  

 
In 2016, as Missouri Department of Conservation Junior Leaders, Deah and Brandon 

accomplished a grand total of 528.5 volunteer hours.  

Using the national volunteer value, Branden’s 293-volunteer hours were valued at 

$6,903.08 while Deah’s 235.5-volunteer hours were valued at $5,548.38. They 

assisted with or conducted: 

 Bat survey of twenty-four caves and karst features 

 Cave restoration of one cave 

 Federal Endangered Gray Bat monitoring of one cave 

 Twenty-nine booths, displays and presentations 

 Judging four school projects on bats and caves 

Both Deah and Branden thoroughly enjoy their caving experiences. They feel that the 

way to get young people today involved is through awareness knowledge and hands-

on experiences. Both teens are doing their part in assisting with the mentoring of new 

Missouri Department of Conservation Junior Leaders and Conservation Venturing 

Crew 2006 members who express interest. Deah and Branden plan on continuing 

their interest and experiences in caving an bat and cave awareness. 

At the annual Springfield Plateau Banquet, SPG presented certificates to Deah and 

Brandon for their public outreach efforts. In addition, the Missouri Department of 

Conservation, Missouri Master Naturalist Springfield Plateau Chapter and the 

University of Missouri Extension Service also recognized Deah and Branden’s 

accomplishments and issued certificates to the teens “In Recognition for Your 

Outstanding Contribution to Conservation Public Outreach and Natural Resource 

Management.” 
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Eric Hertzler as seen from inside 

 Golden Age of Show Caves in Missouri 

By Jonathan Beard, NSS 21408-RL (CO-FE) 

We’ve all heard of Fantastic Caverns, Meramec Caverns, Bridal Cave and other 

commercial caves in Missouri. But did you know Wonder Cave, Mt. Shira Cave and Honey 

Branch Cave were also commercial caves at one time? 

Missouri and the Ozarks have a long history of show caves, beginning with Mark Twain 

Cave — originally McDowell's Cave. near Hannibal northwest of St. Louis, which first 

opened to guided tours in 1886. Onondaga Cave opened as a tourist destination for the 

1904 World's Fair in St. Louis.  

Fantasy World Caverns was developed as a show cave in 1950, but prior to that, the 

neighbors used the cave as a convenient cellar, to store apples and potatoes. Actually, 

almost anything for which a cave was used during the centuries, was done at the cave. It 

was used as a hideout during the Civil War, it was used by moonshiners, it was used as a 

dance hall and in the early 1900s a skating rink. 

By the year 2000, no less than 42 Missouri caves had been developed as show caves, 

although a few never officially opened due to events that occurred after work to develop 

the caves occurred. 

A book, of course, could be written about all of the show caves of Missouri, past and 

present. That is not the intent of this article, but rather, to talk about why show caves are 

no longer the main tourism draw they once were. 

There was a golden age of show caves, that is, a time when they were profuse and 

thriving throughout the Ozarks. The most successful show caves were literally the most 

popular attractions and even the lesser known of them were doing okay as businesses. 

To understand the golden age, we have to imagine the Ozarks without four-lane 

interstate and other national highways. No I-44, no I-49, no I-70 nor I-55. US-60 was just 

two lanes, and US-65 was a gnarly crooked road linking the modest city of Springfield and 

the small village of Branson. We also have remember that most of the manmade lakes in 

the Ozarks had not yet been constructed. Today, we take the lakes for granted —

Stockton Lake on the Sac River, Lake Pomme de Terre, Truman Reservoir and Lake of the 

Ozarks on the Osage River, Beaver Lake, Table Rock Lake, Lake Taneycomo, Bull Shoals 

Lake on the White River, Norfork Lake, Lake Wappapello and numerous smaller lakes. 

But, there was a time when there were few lakes and these were quiet, serene and 

mostly limited to swimming and fishing. 

Initially the lakes attracted tourism. Some show cave operations probably owe their 

existence to the creation of these tourist Mecca impoundments. However, with time, 

many other developments were built and many of these usurped the tourist dollar from 

the older havens. 
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Trevor Bussard deep within Bat Cave Herald moths on rope in Cricket Hole  

Resorts and small towns have dried up. One of the first lakes built in the region, Lake 

Taneycomo, gave rise to tourism with cabins and such for the avid fishermen. 

Rockaway Beach was such a resort town, but with the development of other nearby 

lakes and the Branson tourism industry not far away, Rockaway Beach is no longer in 

the limelight. 

McDonald County is one example of the passing of the golden age of tourism. Hamlets 

of Ginger Blue, Lanagan, Anderson and Noel were resplendent with canoe liveries, 

quaint motels and restaurants along Indian Creek, Little Sugar Creek, Big Sugar Creek 

and the resultant trunk stream, the Elk River. With the influx of visitors, it seemed only 

natural that some of the many caves in the area would be developed for show caves. 

The mastermind of show caves in McDonald County was J. A. “Dad” Truitt who opened 

a number of small caves for tourism. The list includes Ozark Wonder Cave, Truitt’s 

Cave, Bluff Dweller’s Cave, Mt. Shira Cave, Mystery Cave, Wind Cave and a number of 

others he considered that included Polar Bear Cave. 

Despite the beauty and quaintness of southern McDonald County, the target of the 

tourist dollar was slowly, eventually moved eastward to Branson. Gone are the 

commercial cave operations of McDonald County save one—Bluff Dwellers Cave. Part 

of the decline of the tourism industry in the Noel area is due to the migration of US-71 

eastward, away from Noel, Ginger Blue, Lanagan and Anderson toward Pineville and 

Jane where US-71 is fast being morphed into I-49 as we speak. 

The moving of state highway 37 from downtown Cassville to a faster, straighter 

highway west of the city is one of the primary reasons for the decline in business at 

commercial Crystal Caverns in Barry County. Another reason is surely the booming of 

Branson as the tourism magnet of southwest Missouri after it became the country 

music capital it is today. 

During the 1980s, country music legends Roy Clark and Buck Trent (of TV’s Hee Haw 

fame) moved their live performing to Branson, followed by many other performers 

including Wayne Newton and Andy Williams. Branson is also home to many other 

tourist draws —Silver Dollar City, Shepherd of the Hills pageant, outlet malls and more 

motels and restaurants than you can shake a stick at. With the building of a straighter, 

faster, four-lane US-65 from Springfield to Branson, linking I-44 from St. Louis and 

Tulsa to Branson, the inevitable magnet drew tourism away from Cassville and Roaring 

River State Park. The Park is still a popular spot, especially on the opening day of trout 

season on March 1, but Cassville, the Barry County seat , is left standing, while towns 

along the national highways flourish. Monett (northern Barry County) is such a town 

and is more than twice the size of Cassville now. 

Crystal Caverns closed as a show cave on or about 1994 after 60 years of operation. 

The Missouri Caves and Karst Conservancy began leasing the cave since 1997 and still 

maintains it as a nature preserve today. 

Southwest Missouri’s oldest commercial cave operation is Crystal Cave, first opened by 

Alfred Mann in 1893. Ownership was handed down to the three Mann Sisters, then 

Estle Funkhouser, then to Loyd and Edith Richardson, having stayed in the family all 

those years.  
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Eric Hertzler as seen from inside 

However, the rerouting of US-65 diverted much of the traffic away from Crystal Cave, 

located north of Springfield.  With that, and the passing of the Richardsons, it is now closed, 

for sale and perhaps is a symbol of the decline of the show cave business in the Ozarks. 

By the 1970s, the golden age of show caves was waning. The Headlee Family attempted to 

develop Neola Cave in northern Dade County as Emerald Lake Cave, believing that the 

newly created Stockton Lake would draw visitors much as the making of Table Rock Lake in 

the Branson area resulted in a booming tourism industry. However, the anticipated 

business did not develop. Air circulation problems in the cave exacerbated the family’s 

frustrations and the show cave closed a few years after it opened. 

Although less than half of the show cave operations are still open and some only seasonally, 

Missouri still has more commercial cave operations than any other state with 17. I 

encourage you to visit them when you are inclined, especially if you’d like to get 

underground, but not get muddy and wet. 

Status of Show Caves in Missouri Today 

What follows is an incomplete alphabetical list of show caves in Missouri. Most that are still 

open exist, perhaps, because they are located near major highways and have diversified 

their attractions (offering camping, restaurant, motel, zip line, canoe livery, etc.) to stay 

afloat as businesses. Some show caves are part of local, state or national parks and thus do 

not have the challenge of being commercially successful in order to continue their 

operations. 

Banker Cave (Shannon County) - Closed 

Boone Cave (Boone County - Closed (now known as Rocheport Cave) 

Bluff Dweller’s Cave (McDonald County) - Open 

Bridal Cave (Camden County) - Open 

Cameron Cave (Marion County) - Open in summer (part of Mark Twain Cave operation) 

Cardareva Cave - Closed 

Cathedral Cave (Crawford County) - Open in summer, part of Onondaga Cave State Park 

Cherokee Cave (City of St. Louis) - Closed 

Crystal Cave (Greene County) - Closed. For sale 

Crystal Caverns (Barry County) - Closed, now a cave preserve leased by MCKC. 

Current River Caverns (Carter County) - Open (formerly Cave Spring Onyx Caverns) 

Doling Park Cave (Greene County) - Open in summer (now known as Giboney Cave) 

Emerald Lake Cave (Dade County) - Closed 

Fantastic Caverns (Greene County) - Open 
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Fantasy World Caverns (Miller County) - Closed (Formerly Stark Caverns) 

Fisher Cave (Franklin County) - Open in summer, part of Meramec State Park 

Honey Branch Cave (Douglas County) - Closed 

Inca Cave (Pulaski County) - Closed (Now known as Great Spirit Cave) 

Indian Cave (Pulaski County) - Closed (now known as Roubidoux Cave) 

Jacob’s Cave (Morgan County) - Open 

Mark Twain Cave (Marion County) - Open 

Marvel Cave (Stone County) - Open, part of Silver Dollar City theme park 

Meramec Caverns (Franklin County) - Open 

Missouri Caverns (Crawford County) - Closed (a part of Onondaga Cave) 

Mount Shira Cave (McDonald County) - Closed 

Mushroom Cave (Franklin County) - Closed, part of Meramec State Park 

Mystery Cave (McDonald County) - Closed 

Mystic River Cave (Camden County) - Closed (now known as River Cave) 

Old Spanish Cave (Stone County) - Closed 

Onondaga Cave (Crawford County) - Open in summer, part of Onondaga Cave State Park 

Onyx Cave (Barry County) - Closed 

Onyx Cave (Pulaski County) - Closed (was commercialized as Onyx Mountain Caverns) 

Ozark Caverns (Miller County) - Open in summer, part of Lake of the Ozarks State Park 

Ozark Wonder Cave (McDonald County) - Closed 

Rebel Cave (Wayne County) - Closed 

Round Spring Cavern (Shannon County) - Open in summer, part of Ozark National Scenic 

Riverways. 

Sequiota Cave (Greene County) - Closed except a small window of educational tours 

Sinkin Cave (Shannon County) - Closed (also known as “The Sinks”) 

Smallin (Civil War) Cave (Christian County) - Open 

Smittle Cave (Wright County - Closed 

Stalactite Cave (Howell County) - Closed 

Talking Rocks Cavern (Stone County) - open 

Truitt’s Cave (McDonald County) - Closed 

Wind Cave (McDonald County) - Closed 

Windermere Cave (Camden County) - Open to guests of Windermere Conference Center 

Wonder Cave (Taney County) - Closed 
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Ozark Big-Eared Bat (COTO) Project 

By Jonathan B. Beard, NSS 21308RL (CO-FE) 

Introduction 

The COTO Project is well underway in the Arkansas border counties of southwest 

Missouri. At one time, the Ozark big-eared bat (Corynorhinus townsendii ingens) was 

found in several caves from Ozark to McDonald Counties in Missouri as well as 

adjacent counties in Arkansas and Oklahoma. However, since the 1970s, “COTO” has 

not been reported in Missouri. Around 200 are known in scattered caves in northwest 

Arkansas and 1,800 in northeast Oklahoma. Serious efforts to conserve these COTO 

habitats have been underway in these two states with federal and state agencies 

working with landowners to prevent extinction of one of America’s rarest and most 

interesting bats. The Ozarks National Wildlife Refuge, created in Oklahoma with 

several small units encompassing the known COTO caves, is an example of a symbiotic 

state, federal and private cooperation, working side-by-side to make it happen. 

We can safely assume that bats and other species of wildlife do not recognize human 

political boundaries, at least those without big walls. The bats do not know the concept 

of Arkansas, Oklahoma and Missouri so if COTO are documented within a few miles of 

Missouri, we are hopeful that they are finding suitable habitat in Missouri. Both 

Oklahoma and Arkansas counties that currently have big-eared bats, for example, 

border McDonald County. So why not McDonald County itself? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The COTO Project is Born 

In 2017,  the COTO Project was 

spearheaded by the Missouri 

Department of Conservation and 

the Cave Research Foundation.  

The project began with the hope of 

finding these exceptional bats in 

Missouri for the first time in 40 

years. Five counties were targeted 

and four approximate areas within 

were highlighted, not because of a 

history of having COTO, but rather, 

the lack of documented caves 

within them. All five counties have 

a wealth of known caves, but there 

are large areas within the counties 

with no known caves or only a few 

that are quite small.    

Left: Ozark Big Eared Bat., 3 Forks, OK. 

Photo: Matt Bumgardner 
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Either these areas just don’t have caves for one reason or another or few people have 

worked these areas to document caves. 

COTO - A Two-Stage Project 

There are two stages to the project. The first, conducted in February and March, was to 

visit areas within these five counties and look for caves that might be suitable habitat for 

COTO. They can’t be too small, they can’t have too much human disturbance, they can’t 

flood too much and they can’t be too cold. Bottom line:  They have to offer shelter from 

weather extremes and predators. Like us, they don’t want to live just anywhere. Their 

homes have to be “just right.” 

Stage Two 

The second stage, to be held in May and June, is to check long-documented caves, 

especially those with documented histories of COTO, and newly documented caves in 

the areas to see if there are any COTO roosting in them, to see if there are any signs the 

caves have been utilized by COTO, with volunteers using the most direct routes to the 

caves available to reduce exposure to ticks, chiggers, poison ivy and the heat and 

humidity. Does all the bushwhacking in late winter, then go directly to the caves in 

warmer weather? 

By coincidence, cave mappers have been visiting much of this area the last few years in 

search of caves and mapping many of them for unrelated reasons. Ben Miller, for one, 

has spent many days in Taney, Stone, Barry and McDonald counties. Matt Bumgardner 

has been directing the Barry County Project the last few years where dozens of “new” 

caves have been documented, many of them surveyed. Jim Cooley has also spent 

considerable effort in Barry County leading KCAG trips to document and map caves as 

well as organizing the gating of caves in Mark Twain National Forest under the umbrella 

of the CRF. Brandon Van Dalsem has also hiked dozens of miles within Barry County in 

search of undocumented caves. The author has tagged along on many of these trips 

with the excuse of staying in shape, while his hair grows whiter and whiter. Apparently 

hiking many forested hills does not add pigment back to one’s hair! However, at 66 yeas 

of age, I’m still kicking. 

Limiting factors 

With the exception of major portions of McDonald and Barry Counties, the target areas 

are covered almost entirely with exposures of Cotter Dolomite. With the exception of 

McDonald County, the lakes; Table Rock, Taneycomo and Bull Shoals , inundate many of 

the deeper valleys in the areas. 

Although there are occasional caves in the Cotter Formation that are large and long 

(think Tumbling Creek Cave and Indian Creek Cavern), the rock unit has often been a 

caving disappointment. Like the other dolomites and limestones in Missouri, the rock is 

soluble, so acidized water should, and has, dissolved out caves in the Cotter. However, 

the density of caves within the Cotter appears to be less than that of the other soluble 

rocks. It is relatively easy to find caves in the Pierson Limestone. Hike the exposures and 

caves will be found. Sure, Pierson caves are usually short. Ah, but COTO don’t require 

long caves. The bats are usually found in entrance passages! 
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New Lakes Inundated Many Caves 

Construction of the lakes in the 20th century undoubtedly inundated many caves along 

the White River and its adjacent tributary streams, which would have, therefore, 

reduced the number of ideal roosting sites for COTO and other species of bats. The lakes 

became a magnet for human developments, both businesses and housing. Clearing 

forests for these developments affected the ecosystem and eliminated summer roosting 

sites for many species and the increase of human population in the area may have 

resulted in increased human disturbances of caves. Such disturbance would have 

reduced the ideal environment for COTO on so many levels. So, it comes as no surprise 

that there have been no documented COTO sightings in Missouri in the last 40 years. 

Are There Really No Ozark Big Eared Bats in Missouri? 

Thus, after the 1970s, the Ozark big-eared bat was considered extirpated from Missouri. 

But, some of us are asking “is it really?” 

Undiscovered Caves May Reveal Potential Roosting Sites 

In the last decade or so, over 200 undocumented caves have been added to the Barry, 

Stone and McDonald County totals and only a small percentage of their total land areas 

has been ridge-walked or canvassed for caves. In contrast, although different rock units 

come into play in most of Taney and Ozark counties,  these areas have not received 

nearly as much attention from cavers and agencies.  Plus, there are many more caves 

undiscovered and/or undocumented in all counties. All of our searching for caves in 

these five counties may reveal many potential roosting sites for COTO and maybe, just 

maybe, we’ll find some COTO that don’t know they’re not in Oklahoma or Arkansas! 

 

Ozarks Big Eared Bat. Photo: Matt Bumgardner 
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