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   President’s Column 

 

 

As I write this, some of our members are getting ready to head 

to the 2016 NSS Convention in Ely Nevada. It’s looking like the 

convention will be a great one, in a spectacular area of the 

country. I’m still disappointed that I won't be able to make it this 

year, but hopefully the caves in Slovenia and driving through the 

Dolomites, will make up for that. I had wanted to plan a few 

larger caving trips this year, but my trip to Europe is eating up a 

very large chunk of my vacation time (not that I’m complaining). 

Next year, I hope SPG can get three or four out of state trips 

planned and would like to hear from you, if you have any 

suggestions.  

 

So far this year, we’ve accomplished quite a bit and have a couple of great trips lined up for the coming months. 

In August, hopefully, we will be able to finally make it o the Oklahoma cave that  is on SPG member, Clayton 

Russell’s property to check out a lead and maybe see an Ozark Big Eared Bat. The following weekend, if the 

weather cooperates, we’ll go to Garrison Cave  #2 for the first time in over a year for some monitoring and 

photography. I’m looking forward to both of those trips and hope many of you will join me. There will be plenty of 

other opportunities to get underground. There will be multiple survey trips in July and August that anyone is 

welcome to help with, regardless of the amount of experience they have. The hot summer months are the perfect 

time of year for any caving activity as it’s a great way to be outside without dealing with the heat, other than 

getting to and from the cave that is. One good thing about the current surveys is that none of them require a 

lengthy hike. In fact, most of them aren’t very far from where you park. 

The past few months have been eventful. We’ve had multiple CRF related trips to the Buffalo River and the Ozark 

National Scenic Riverways, both of which are always fun times. Jon has kept his usual schedule of working 

regularly on restoration in Fitzpatrick and we’ve had a steady stream of visitors to Breakdown Cave. 

I finally made it to Big Bear and Little Bear Caves a few weeks ago when Jon and Brandon were doing some 

surveying. Those were two really fun and mazy caves. Also, the caves have a larger population of Slimy 

Salamanders than I have seen anywhere else. In certain areas of those caves, the salamanders were everywhere. 

A number of members helped Jim Cooley with his June gating project at Carter Cave ,which was quite a large 

project and I know Jim appreciated the help. Also wanted to mention at the last Goodwin cleanup day, volunteers 

made more progress in the cave. Jon reported that the area he was digging in now has blowing air and open 

passage versus being clogged completely with debris. While the passage is not humanly passable, yet hopefully 

it’s just a short time before it is. If you haven’t volunteered on one of the work weekends there yet and won’t be 

on the trip to Clayton’s, you ought to help at Goodwin on the weekend of the Aug 12th. If you’re interested, send 

an email to Klaus Leidenfrost, project manager. 

A few members agreed to help manage some of the caves that SPG oversees. It’s great to have new people 

sharing in these responsibilities. For quite a while, one person has been managing all our caves. While managing 

each cave isn’t that much work, when you put them all together ,it adds up. If any one is interested in helping, 

we’ve still got a few caves available to be managed. 

On a closing note, I want to challenge those who have been on recent trips to write a description of the 

trip and send it to Maria for inclusion in the next issue of Subterranean Journeys or submit photos from 

past trips. The list of article authors in each issue has been quite short lately. It would be nice to see new 

names included. Remember, the issues of Subterranean Journeys provide a record our grotto’s 

achievements and adventures. Kudos to those who regularly submit items to Maria. And, kudos to Maria 

for continuing to put out a great grotto publication. Without you, Subterranean Journey’s wouldn’t 

exist. 

 

 

mailto:journal@spgcavers.org
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Nine Days on the Buffalo 
By Jonathan B. Beard, NSS 21408-RL (CO-FE) 

Two days later as I write this, my spirit and body are still overwhelmed after an epic voyage down the 

lower 122 miles of the 153-mile freely flowing Buffalo National River with Eric Hertzler. It is difficult to 

take in all of the sights and sounds of America’s first designated national river, a river saved from 

concrete dams and excessive commercial exploitation in a country where, for many, the almighty dollar 

is more important than anything else. It is largely the same wild river that it was 300 years ago save for 

the occasional highway bridge spanning its cobble strewn streambed and the put-ins/take-outs 

accessed by paved or gravel roads. America needs rivers like this, to remind us that rivers can be all 

about tall bluffs, boulders, trees, birds, fish and map turtles and not about how much money can be 

made by exploiting non-renewable natural resources while forever scarring the landscape to do so. 

Nine days without radio, TV and internet guarantees you have something better you can do, something 

you find more attractive, meaningful and healthier for your body and spirit. What if your only 

responsibilities were to paddle a canoe, listen to and observe the sights and sounds of Mother Earth? 

How soothing would that be? 

The Bucket List 

On Eric’s short bucket list was the desire to float from Ponca to Buffalo City on the Buffalo National 

River, a continuous, winding 125-mile canoe trek, armed with paddles, a camera and a fishing rod (and 

a whole lot of supplies!). One could do this alone I suppose, and I’m sure there are those who have 

done so, but Eric wanted to share his adventure and found a retired, white-bearded man with time on 

his hands in me. Whereas Eric had spent a lot of time on the Buffalo on shorter excursions, my 

experience on the river consisted of two one-day trips on the upper Buffalo, a fair amount of hiking 

and some caving for the Cave Research Foundation (CRF). I had never made a bucket list as my life has 

not so much been about where to go and what amusements I can find as much as it is about what I can 

do for friends, family and the Earth if I spend the time and effort. 

On a personal note, many years ago my right arm had all but fallen off—bone spurs, torn muscles, 

surgeries, physical rehab over a four-year span. In the aftermath, I had limited mobility and residual 

aches and pains. I learned to crawl with one and half arms in caves and had given up vertical caving for 

years. A decade later, nine days of paddling a canoe would be a formidable test . Were my shoulder 

and elbow were up to the task?  

To give Eric and I something to accomplish to benefit man and nature, Kayla Sapkota of the CRF in 

Arkansas gave us a dozen known caves to GPS and monitor for biology. if we had time and could find 

them. Most, if not all, were minor caves, not receiving any attention by those seeking great caving 

adventures, hadn’t been checked in a long time or were located only approximately. The list gave our 

voyage an official purpose to add to all of the unofficial purposes we were really seeking. 

The dates were set weeks in advance, and we checked the ever-changing weather prognostications 

daily to see what the meteorologists’ crystal balls predicted for us. With too much rain, the river floods 

and becomes a dangerous monster, a floater’s worst nightmare. I’ll take a sunny day over a rainy day 

any day. Yes, the rivers and springs must be refreshed—for every gallon they issue a gallon must be 

added or else they run dry and the trees and flowers wilt and disappear. As it was, the river was so low 

that instead of our first choice of Ponca, we chose to put-in at Steel Creek some 2.6 miles downstream 

because we envisioned dragging laden canoes seemingly weighing a ton across many vast stretches of 

boulders and cobble. 
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Day One, a Misty Saturday Afternoon 

I met Eric at his house at 5:15 a.m., which seemed like the middle of the night. After some last 

minute adjustments, we were off to Arkansas with both canoes fixed to Eric’s truck, his green 

16-foot Buffalo and my 17-foot orange-red Coleman. The first order of business was to drive to 

Buffalo City to drop off my Explorer, where it would spend the next nine days in waiting at the 

White Buffalo Resort under the watchful eyes of the proprietors. Then, we and canoes would 

travel to Steel Creek many miles away to put-in. We were both familiar with Steel Creek as the 

CRF home-away-from-home cabin being there, where Eric would park his truck after all 

manner of stuff was unloaded. 

As we loaded our canoes with gear and supplies, I was amazed that we were able to stow as 

much stuff as we had into the front and middle portions of each canoe. Weight-wise, it was like 

having two additional people in each boat (except these inanimate non-people would not 

benefit us with paddling skills). The term “dead weight” comes to mind. 

We launched the craft into the water at noon, making for a relatively short first day. The water 

was indeed low, requiring us to walk our boats through very shallow riffles right at the start 

and perhaps 30 times altogether in the 11.6 miles we floated the first day. The day was cloudy, 

spitting mist occasionally with brief, light sprinkles. There were lots of people on the river this 

first day, mostly rental kayaks that were taking the shallow riffles much easier than our two 

fully laden battleships. I nicknamed my battleship the Titanic and hoped it would not have a 

close encounter of the violent kind with the proverbial iceberg, that there was no rock with my 

name superimposed upon it. How easy would it be to steer a canoe seemingly weighed down 

in concrete? 

Upper Buffalo Landmarks 

In just two miles, we passed Big Bluff’s 560 feet  perhaps the most impressively commanding 

bluff on the river.  

 

 

 

 

Hikers could be seen 

high up on the trail , 

looking down on what 

appeared to be a thin 

blue ribbon of a river 

below. I was there 

once with wife Alicia 

on one of our many 

hikes and remember 

how tiny the ant-like 

canoes below looked 

to us. In the eyes of 

hikers above, Eric and 

I were now in one of 

those miniscule plastic 

boats.  

Big Bluff. Careful search of the photo will reveal hikers roughly half way up. 
Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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In another three miles, we floated by the mouth of Hemmed-in Hollow, the tallest waterfall to be 

found in the Ozarks and very impressive after a big rain. Eric had not yet seen Hemmed-in, but we 

weren’t sure we had time to hike to it and back and still find a decent campsite in a timely manner, 

so it was skipped this time. As dry as it had been, I knew the falls would be a thin, wispy, wind-

swept, curling ponytail of a waterfall. We also passed the less renowned Eye of the Needle, a 

narrow sliver of rock overhead on the right, waiting for an excuse to spall away from the parent 

bluff. I remember it well from a float trip I had taken with former MCKC president Hall Baker a few 

years ago. We passed Kyles Landing Access at 5 pm and paddled another three miles to the site of 

our first camp opposite a nice bluff. Gravel and sand bars can be found all along the river, so there 

is no shortage of places to camp, therefore Eric and I could be discriminating, waiting for bars that 

were horizontal and the cobble only gravel-sized. I was somewhat surprised to learn I had cell 

phone coverage at our campsite that was seemingly in the middle of nowhere, and until Buffalo 

Point some days away, would have it available at every campsite/put-in during our journey. Thus, 

the soothing words of my life partner were only a phone call away. 

Day Two, Canoes Bleed Too 

After a breakfast, we took off at 9:05 a.m., our latest start so far. Perhaps all of our driving the day 

before made us wearier than the paddling or perhaps our 30 portages the previous day took their 

toll. We actually caught a glimpse of the sun for a minute during the morning and took a 

celebratory photo as if we were amazed; in case it might be the only time, we’d see the yellow orb. 

The sun’s momentary appearance was just a teaser—clouds dominated most of the remainder of 

the day. It was our last day of multiple canoe walking or dragging as the river slowly became easier 

to navigate. Without much notice, we very soon passed Erbie, the site of an old church and where 

cavers have camped for decades when recreational caving flourished in the park. 

The Brits would have called it a bloody canoe 

After noticing water in his canoe, Eric was alarmed to find a 10-inch crack in the bottom of his 

Buffalo beneath his seat just before we arrived at the Ozark Access. After some checking, he could 

see that water was leaking into the boat. With occasional use of his sponge, Eric made it to the 

Pruitt Ranger Station at Hwy 7 bridge. By asking around, both people floating the river and those on 

shore, he was able to find a person to drive him to Steel Creek to get his truck. Turned out to be a 

guy among professional musicians. I waited by the canoes for roughly an hour watching kayaks pass 

and folks fishing, while reminiscing about times when my family spent a day here, swimming at this 

place. When Eric returned with his truck, parking it at the Pruitt Access, we paddled the canoes just 

past the Pruitt Ranger Station further along where we unloaded his canoe at the confluence of the 

River with Mill Creek. Eric then drove his truck with wounded canoe back to Springfield and 

exchanged it for his green 17-foot We-no-nah canoe. By nightfall, he arrived back in Pruitt, using my 

Mini Maglight to navigate the quarter mile to our campsite. I eyed a lone light in the watery 

darkness slowly moving toward me—an eerie sight as if from a mystery movie of old. Perhaps the 

broken boat event and its associated delay would be the last serious opportunity for a trip killer. As 

I did for all the potential rainy nights on our trip, I planted a stick at the water’s edge to mark the 

level of the river. We had roughly two hours of gentle rain that night, but according to my stick, the 

water level had not risen. 
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Day Three, Top O the Falls  

Due to a noon start on day one, the interstate canoe exchange on day two and 45-50 episodes 

of walking our canoes through riffles in the upper Buffalo, we found ourselves behind schedule 

by several river miles at the start of day three. We were only averaging 12 miles a day, so we’d 

have to average 15 miles a day to arrive at Buffalo City by Sunday afternoon. Turns out, we 

paddled a surprising 22 miles on day three, catching up to our schedule in just one day, despite 

having a number of short distractions—small caves and having to battle a persistent wind that 

either blew us off to one side or as a head wind, slowed our progress. Because we used double 

paddles we made good progress anyway. 

Caves, Caves, Caves 

Very soon, after we embarked for the day, we found a short cave. Not knowing if it was 

documented or not, we recorded its GPS location and pressed on. We learned later the cave 

was documented as Pipe Crawl Cave. Just 500 meters downstream, we encountered another 

unfamiliar cave and another GPS location which I assigned the name Right Bank Cave, new to 

the cave files. However, as good as that sounds, we had also missed finding a cave Kayla had 

suggested for us called Mr. Clean Cave. 

Yet a third unscheduled cave came into view, one we tentatively named Drip Falls Cave, a new 

minimal cave. And then, a fourth that we later learned was Mezzanine Cave,  mapped earlier 

by the CRF.  

 

 

  

Hal Baker at the Dripping Cave 
entrance . Photo: Jon Beard 

Despite its commanding entrance, 

Mezzanine Cave was 30 feet long plus 

a 10-foot side alcove. We found a 

phoebe nest, some mud dauber nests 

and large breakdown blocks.  

Somewhere between cave finds we 

made on behalf of the CRF, we passed 

the confluence with the Little Buffalo 

River, which, when the water levels 

are adequate, is a good float stream in 

itself. It flows through the Newton 

County seat of Jasper, where Eric’s 

wounded Buffalo canoe had been 

made. Little Buffalo River is the only 

tributary to the Buffalo River that is 

given “river” status. Everything else is 

a creek, a cove or a hollow. 

Eric Hertzler stands inside Mezzanine Cave. 

Photo; Jonathan Beard  
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Along the way we found an 

impressive natural arch —not a 

cave, but a karst feature worthy 

of a photograph, once we hiked 

the steep slope up to it. Arches 

and bridges are worth noting 

because some, if not all, were 

once parts of features long 

enough to call caves. 

 

Right: Natural Arch—An 
impressive natural arch found 
high up a bluff. Photo: Jonathan 
Beard 

Kayla Cave 

Downstream from there, we found our 

first Kayla-assigned cave, Top o The 

Falls Cave. The first thing we saw and 

heard was a tall waterfall—at this time 

a noisy little fall despite not issuing a 

great quantity of water. A large 

entrance some 50 feet above the river 

and above the falls at first appeared to 

be inaccessible—we had not brought a 

rappel rope or any climbing gear. 

However, as usual, Eric was first up the 

steep slope and managed to find a way 

to the entrance and shouted “I can get 

there.” I followed that pronouncement, 

fighting through thick vegetation and 

other obstacles. We found a short cave 

shrouded in maidenhair fern, a 

geranium-like plant with wide shiny 

leaves and club mosses. Some 20 feet 

inside, the cave dimensions did shrink 

to a low bellycrawl in water, something 

we weren’t motivated to push. Inside 

the cave Eric found a crane fly, three 

mosquitoes and then in the water 25 

isopods under a rock. 
The entrance area of Top o the Falls Cave is shrouded in 
maidenhair ferns. Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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We missed another Kayla cave by floating by without seeing a cave entrance, but found 

another unknown cave which we GPSed, a Left Bank Cave as I would call it, another minimal 

cave. Hopefully monitoring four “unknown” caves would make up for missing two others on 

the list. 

We passed the Carver Access and kept paddling, eager to catch up on mileage. At 4:15 p.m., 

we reached the Mt. Hersey Access, but opted to find a campsite away from any human 

conveniences or disturbances, finding a nice gravel bar opposite Clair Bluff. Eric cooked fish 

and taters under a large tarp shelter we had fashioned to keep dry from a persistent light rain. 

It would rain about two hours, and again, it was just a nice gentle rain of small drops with no 

wind. Sure enough, we continued to have cell phone coverage so that we could converse with 

our wives, who gave us the latest weather forecasts. It appeared we would only have to deal 

with a chance of rain maybe two more days. My newest planting of a stick at river’s edge again 

revealed no change in river level that night despite our wives’ telling us of chances of major 

storms somewhere in the vicinity of the river. 

Day Four, “The Nars” 

We awoke at our almost usual time of 6 a.m. At that time, the chorus of songbirds begin 

chirping and tweeting and coastal fish crows calling nyuh-ah in earnest and as we were capable 

of seeing the detail within our tents due to increase in the sun’s light, we knew attempts at 

additional sleep would probably be futile. After a breakfast and stowing things in the boats, we 

paddled on in a slightly foggy morning. We passed the John Reddell Bluff and then 

unexpectedly found an abandoned aluminum canoe. By the large gashes in its sides, perhaps 

the better description would be “wrecked” canoe. We both wondered what the story was 

behind this float trip relic. Eric propped it up on a fallen tree, climbed in, asked for a paddle. I 

took fanciful photos of Eric playing the “air canoe” with a faux determined face.   

 

Eric Hertzler working hard to paddle an air canoe found along the way.  
Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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Nars separating the Buffalo River and Richland Creek.  Skull Bluff can be seen in left center of 
photo in the background. Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Before long we arrived at “The Nars,” (officially, the Narrows) a high, extremely narrow, 

precipitous ridge of rock separating the valleys of the Buffalo River and Richland Creek which 

flow most of another mile on a semi-parallel course before joining the Buffalo.   

Hiking to the Top of the Spine 

We found a way to climb to the top of the thin spine of rock. Taking care not to take a disastrous 

false step, we tiptoed and hiked the entire spine to small pinewoods on top where we found a 

couple of fire rings. ‘What! Previously trekked by others?’ I thought in jest. Is there a square 

inch remaining on the surface of North America that has never been under foot?  

I picked up a rock and said I would try to throw it onto the opposite gravel bank of the river 

below us. Eric bet me $5 I couldn’t do it. Hey, in my dreams as a child, I was a hard throwing 

fastballer in the major leagues. Oh well, my rock landed safely in the gravel some ten feet 

from the water on the opposite shore despite my inflated childhood dreams. Eric looked 

surprised and then tried his own hand, his rock landing some 5 or 10 feet further than mine. 

At two-for-two, we left it at that, perhaps not as challenging as we had first imagined, 

returned to the canoes by the same route by the same route along the axis of the Nars and 

then down to our boats. 
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Skull Bluff, Bat House and Hissers 

We paddled less than a mile to Skull Bluff, one of the more iconic places along the river. The 

“skull” is a rounded buttress of rock with two eye sockets at the water line. I guess you’d have 

to imagine that there is a jaw and sets of teeth below the surface, ready to devour the 

unsuspecting and hapless canoeist. 

But first, we had some official business. A short cave, perhaps 60 feet in length preceded the 

eye sockets of the skull.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After recording the GPS coordinates, Eric searched for fauna etc., finding 11 mud dauber nests, 

rat feces and some mud graffiti from the years 2009 through 2011, all remaining features 

despite repeated and often catastrophic flooding of the river. Skull Bluff is also known as the 

Bat House, so we concluded the cave was the Bat House Cave in case the eye sockets don’t 

count as a cave. Skull Bluff itself can be entered by canoeing into one opening, then after a 

hard turn, one can paddle out one of the eye sockets.  

The process is called “speleonoeing” as Oz Hawksley coined it or “canaving” as I call it, so the 

naming of my canoe the Ozark Canaver as stenciled on it, has been validated yet again. 

Immediately downstream, there seemed to be a cave higher up, so Eric checked it out. No, 

apparently too small to call a cave, but don’t tell the black vultures nestled inside. Momma 

flew off when we approached, the pair of chicks hissed as Eric stepped near, but he took a 

photo anyway of the fuzzy beige hissers. 

Eric Hertzler as seen from inside Bat House Cave.  Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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The Eyes of the Eagle 

We stopped for lunch opposite Jamison Bluff sometime after passing Woolum Access. A bald 

eagle flew to a tree not far from us, staring at us for the longest time. ‘Maybe those humans 

will have fish for lunch and leave some scraps for me?’ No, just a PB and Nutella sandwich, 

trail mix and such for us and no scraps. Mr. Eagle flew on, perhaps in disappointment that we 

didn’t leave him anything. At 1:30 pm., we were paddling again toward Peter Cave Bluff, our 

day’s end destination. Meanwhile, we encountered more caves along the way. The best cave 

of the day was right on the river. 

Beavers and Slides 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the pool is a sharp left turn and yet another steep silt climb upward in a passage up to 15 

feet tall or so, an area where I didn’t want to slip and fall into the pool. The climb back out of 

the dark abyss may have been too much of a challenge. After the next steep silt climb, 

another turn to the left and the passage became too small. At most, the cave is 100 feet in 

length. Biota found included one beaver, beaver scat throughout, three small gray bat ceiling 

stains and five pipistrelles.  

The limestone is thin-bedded and wavy, typical of the St. Joe Limestone.  

At Peter Cave Bluff, (the cave for which the bluff is named was not visible from the river), we 

camped on a nice gravel bar with no rain during the night. Supper consisted of deer steak 

and mac and cheese provided by the honorable Chef Hertzler. 

Eric first noticed the cave, which he named 

Beaver Slide Cave,  on a previous canoe trip 

he had shared with his wife Charity.  

The entrance is nine feet high above the river 

surface; five feet deep below the surface.  

I floated in to park my canoe and was off to 

see what the cave had in store. First, a steep 

silt climb up after stepping through flood 

debris (or beaver building materials?), 

followed by a steep silt climb down to a small 

pool, presumably connected to the river by 

way of a beaver submarine course. Then, 

another steep silt climb up, then a precarious 

straddle over a much deeper pool.  

A beaver dove into the water, leaving me to 
fend for myself without geological challenges 
and no biological ones.  

The entrance to Beaver Slide Cave leads to 100 feet 
of cave and is accessible only at low water stage. 
Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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Day Five, Of Squeezes and Domes 

After waking up, a breakfast and loading the canoes, we put in at 8:05 a.m. Eric quickly 

checked a cave opening on the other side of the river, finding a short cave we later learned 

was Elephant Cave.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Don’t ask me how it came by that name. The entrance was six feet wide, 3 feet tall, leading 

15 feet to water and a total of 30-35 feet of cave. Eric said the cave was “very beavers” with 

sticks and other building materials. Perhaps a beaver lurked within, waiting for the arrival of 

someone to slap with its tail or chomp with its sharp, woodcutting teeth. 

At Long Bottom, in a gentle light rain, we stopped at a short cave Eric named Long Bottom 

Cave. He said the entrance was 7 feet high, 5.5 feet wide and cave length 24 feet. Biologically 

the cave contained rat feces, a harvestman, a snail, two slimy salamanders and eight camel 

crickets. I chose to stay at the boats, waiting for a claim from Eric of a large, long cave, a 

claim that did not materialize. Immediately downstream was a wide shelter at stream level, 

enabling us to get out of the light rain while remaining in our boats. At the back end of the 40

-foot deep shelter, was a large collection of sticks and such, signaling yet another beaver site. 

Sure enough, we saw a beaver in the water. The entrance dripline is some 150 feet wide and 

12 feet tall over water. The cave might extend beyond the beaver sticks, but we weren’t 

willing to check it out for sure (see last sentence of previous paragraph). Eric and I named it 

Long Bottom Shelter. 

Eric Hertzler checked Elephant Cave for biota, finding mostly beaver nest material.  

Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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Scott and Paul Tillman at the Cannady Cave Entrance. Photo: Jon Beard 

Eric Hertzler views a tall, narrow passage 

in Switchback Cave Photo: Jonathan 

Beard 

Our first success was something we thought was Fools 

Crawl Cave, but it turned out to be Rattlesnake Cave 

where Eric counted five camel crickets, three snails, 

two orb weaver spiders, one healthy pipistrelle and 53 

gnats.  

The first part of the cave had a skylight immediately 

inside and not much further, the cave became a low 

crawl. The real Fools Crawl Cave is on the other side 

of the reentrant from Rattlesnake; something we 

didn’t think was a cave and might have been too 

tricky to climb up into. On the other side of the river, 

we failed to find Skylight Cave but did find Switchback 

Cave. It has a low wide bellycrawl in a shelter that 

after a short rocky crawl (with no kneepads between 

us) pops into a tall, narrow, joint-determined dome 

that reminded us both of many of the caves in the 

Pierson Limestone in southwest Missouri.  

A tight narrow squeeze over gravel and cobble led us 
to a second tall, narrow dome that pinched out to end 
the cave, probably a total of about 60 feet of passage 
paralleling the bluff face. In the cave, we counted 
seven orb weaver spiders, 2 cave salamanders (one 
light orange, the other red orange), one pipistrelle, 
one snail, one beetle, three camel crickets and one 
Ozark zigzag salamander. And we enjoyed the short 
tight crawls without kneepads on rocky floors on the 
way out. 

We took out at a nice gravel bar at 6 p.m. one or two 

miles downstream of Red Bluff at the 104-mile mark 

(72 miles from Steel Creek). The gravel bar at Red 

Bluff was too sloped and/or cobblestones too large 

for our liking, hence the campsite further 

downstream. Eric heated a chili supper for us. Other 

than a 30-minute light gentle rain just before dusk 

and the 2-hour gentle rain at Long Bottom, the day 

had been mostly sunny. We photographed a nice 

double rainbow after one of the rains. After the 

clouds parted, we had a very nice full moon that lit up 

the gravel bar. Eric noted that water had gotten into 

his GPS and phone and they were not working 

properly, which would plague him. The GPS had 

enough condensate inside the display that he spent 

much of his time trying to read maps and coordinates 

through a very small window of opportunity on that 

display. 
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Day Six, a Day for Mary Helen 

As if the birds were cuing us, we awoke at six a.m. It was very foggy roughly 100 feet above 

river level. We ate breakfast and put the tent away by 7:15 a.m. and shortly after, we were 

again paddling. 

One of the last caves on Kayla’s list was one called Mary Helen Cave. We weren’t sure what to 

expect, but we instinctively put on our caving coveralls for the first time during the trip as if 

we knew this cave would be different. We began hiking through the jungle (thorny vines, 

canebrake, poison ivy) up and down the hill, finding only a spring at river level. Perhaps we 

wore caving gear just to protect us from the dense foliage? Eric hiked back to his canoe to see 

if he could find better information on finding the cave amongst his supplies, while I hiked the 

steep bank upstream in the jungle, running  abruptly into a cave entrance.  

 Eric returned with additional cave 

gear, and we entered a hands and 

knees crawl on soft moist river silt. 

No need for kneepads here, but 

we were wearing them anyway. 

After 150 feet or so, the passage 

split three ways, two of them 

going nowhere. Perhaps this was 

the extent of the cave. No, door 

#3 led Eric to some breakdown 

and a climb into the St. Joe 

Limestone and a whole different 

character of cave.  

Scott and Paul Tillman at the Cannady Cave Entrance. Photo: Jon Beard 

 Another climb into the upper section of the St. Joe and we found the main cave, perhaps 

2,000 feet of cave altogether.  

Eric Hertzler at the entrance to Mary Helen Cave, a 
significant biology cave along the Buffalo River. Photo: 
Jonathan Beard 

Above: Eric searches for aquatic biota in a puddle in 
Mary Helen Cave. Right: Perhaps the most 
picturesque speleothems in Mary Helen cave. Photos: 
Jonathan Beard 
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Some speleothems here and there, but nothing to shout about. Some of the thin-bedded rock 

broke off as thin slabs, tainted deep red by iron oxide. Biota included 133 camel crickets, one 

spider, two snails, one epigean millipede 1.25 inches long, 39 living pipistrelles (3 with WNS), 

two dead pips still hanging from walls, two harvestmen, 23 house flies, one dipluran, a small 

brown millipede 6mm long, three spelobia flies, 19 gray bats (9 and 4 in clusters), one 

northern bat, two grotto salamanders, one cave-adapted harvestman, two springtails. We also 

saw three or four data loggers. I assume Mike Slay of the Nature Conservancy has something 

to do with those. 

Maumee, Maumee 

We stopped for lunch at 12:15 p.m. at South Maumee Access. There is irony here. South 

Maumee Access is actually a half mile north of North Maumee Access, but a check of a 

detailed river map showed that south is accessed from the south, north by way of north by 

roads regardless of their relative position. We passed Spring Creek Bluff at 2:15 p.m., but as it 

was not an ideal gravel bar, we kept going three or four miles to Kimball Bluff, a much nicer 

gravel bar, arriving at 3:15 p.m. Kimball is the highest bluff downstream of Buzzard Bluff (9 

miles down from Steel Creek), some 460 feet high. Eric’s menu included a shoestring spaghetti 

dinner. 

Day Seven, The Duck’s Head 

We awoke to an almost opaque fog at 6:09 a.m., a sign that high pressure is in control—cool 

air is sinking and condensing. This signaled the potential end of any chance of rain the rest of 

our trip. It didn’t take long for the fog to lift just after putting in at 8:05 a.m., revealing bright 

blue sky by the time we passed Tie Slide Bluff just downstream from Kimball. Soon after, we 

passed under the Hwy 14 bridge at Dillards Ferry and a while later we stopped at Buffalo Point 

to refill water containers and for Eric to use  a vending machine. To my surprise, there was no 

cell phone service here (but perhaps uphill at the campground?). We paddled into the Duck’s 

Head, a seven-mile stretch of the river that swings northwest from the nape of the neck, 

northeast, southeast, northeast along the bill then southwest and south to the throat to come 

within a half mile of the start of the loop. Still floating along the back of the head, we passed 

Rush Landing Access, the last sign of mankind before Buffalo City over 30 miles downstream as 

the river passes through the Lower Buffalo Wilderness. 

While at the nape of the neck of the Duck’s Head, we searched in vain for a cave I had visited 

some ten years ago. Eric did find a small undocumented cave, one he named Little Rimstone 

Cave. It was 25 feet long with a four-foot wide by three-foot tall entrance. Water poured out 

of it over moss-covered rocks. It ends too low over flowstone at the end of a rimstone terrace. 

Eric found a bullfrog, a pickerel frog, five camel crickets and a cave salamander. We never did 

find the cave I had seen ten years ago. Anyone who knows me well understands my long-term 

memory is not to be trusted. 

A Cave or a Mine? 

One of Kayla’s caves is known as Rush Landing Spring Cave. However, I miswrote the GPS 

coordinates (doh!), so we paddled up a small creek, warily watched a cottonmouth that 

returned the favor, while we were hoping very much it wouldn’t crawl into one of our canoes 
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while we hiked around (with bogus coordinates in mind) to look for a cave. Oddly enough, 

the coordinates in error placed us at an old feed shed. Eric eventually found an adit to a 

mine 35 feet long with a pool at its inner half. Still, we found 13 camel crickets, one 

pipistrelle, one snail and about 100 mosquitoes, so a biota monitoring task anyway. Drill 

holes and tailings piles outside of the mine gave its origin away. 

We looked in earnest at the Duck’s “beak” for a camping area, but continued onward, 

stopping just downstream of the Duck’s throat just past Lonely Hollow. 

Day Eight, The Elephant Head 

Raring to go on our second Saturday, Eric and I were on the water at 7:50 a.m. The 

morning was a foggy morning again, but not quite as foggy as the previous one. With just 

19 miles remaining at the start of the day and two days to get it done, we felt no pressure 

to arrive at any specific destination on this day. We had proven on day three that we could 

go 22 miles in one day. There were no more Kayla caves to find and monitor, only 

unscheduled caves we might find along the way. With this in mind, we mostly let the 

current of the river take us at that speed, only steering as needed. Eric spent some time 

fishing for supper, getting one goggle eye (rock bass) while I spent some time scouting 

ahead for fish, finding mostly suckers that do not normally go after a baited hook. Not a 

cloud in the sky, watching bald eagles and other raptors riding the thermals. 

We found a cave that we learned later was Wheeler Cave.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scott and Paul Tillman at the Cannady Cave Entrance. Photo: Jon Beard 

Eric lends scale to the entrance to Wheeler Cave, a short cave with a 
sandstone ceiling.  Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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The Wheeler Cave entrance is 16 feet high and 10 feet wide, leading to 60 feet of passage. I 

noted its sandstone ceiling and dolomite walls, while Eric surveyed its biology, finding a crane fly, 

ten camel crickets and one phoebe nest. The cave has what looks to be iron sulfide boxwork in 

the ceiling. 

We paddled past impressive Spencer Bluff, Sheep Drop Bluff, opting to paddle ahead of several 

leisure weekend floaters. We stopped at 3 p.m., across the river from the Elephant Head Rock, 

aptly named for its general appearance from upstream. It looks like an elephant head with its 

non-existent trunk apparently hidden by trees.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

At this point, we were just 4.5 miles from the mouth of the Buffalo River, its confluence with the 

White River. It was another great camping spot, our last of our journey, some 117 miles from our 

beginning at Steel Creek. We would have fish and spaghetti that included Eric’s rock bass and a 

smallmouth bass donated by a friendly fisherman earlier in the day. 

Day Nine, The Last Few Miles 

. 

 

A panorama showing Elephant Head Rock. On the left section is a plane in the air. Eric is fishing 
in the lower center edge of the photo.  Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Even though we had only five miles to go, 

Eric and I awoke at our usual time and after 

breakfast, we headed downstream at 8:05 

to sunny, almost cloudless skies. By 10 

a.m., we passed the final precipitous 

Buffalo River bluff on the left and could see 

the mouth of the Buffalo ahead. By 10:30, 

we had paddled furiously up the swiftly 

flowing (and noticeably colder) White River 

past the White Buffalo Resort to the state 

public access. To get to the access, we tried 

paddling as close to the west bank as we 

could, then crossing the river diagonally to 

our take-out after it had come into view. 

Eric found someone to snap some photos 

of us beside our canoes. We hiked from 

there to the resort to pick up my car key, 

chat a bit with the owners, drive to our 

canoes and begin loading our tonnage into 

my vehicle, while Eric installed the 2 x 4 

boards to serve as the canoe carrier.  
On day nine, Eric and Jon stand beside their canoes on 
the bank of the White River. 
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Tales of the Grim Crawler – Stone Barrier Cave 
By Jonathan Beard, NSS 21408-RL (CO-FE) 

Brandon Van Dalsem first documented Stone Barrier Cave while ridgewalking in the Piney Creek 

Wilderness of Barry County in March 2016. On April 9, with my acting as lead tape, Brandon 

sketched his first cave survey in Roundabout Skylight Cave not far from our second cave of the 

day, Stone Barrier Cave, one that I later mapped with Brandon’s help. 

Unlike Brandon’s more spacious cave, Stone Barrier was a cave with an average ceiling height of 

around .9 feet for most of its 70 feet. Having seen four cave salamanders in the cave, we could 

easily have concluded the cave was one only salamanders could appreciate. It could have been 

named Crappy Crawlway Cave, Cobble Crawl Cave or even What-the-heck-am-I-doing-here Cave, 

but Brandon chose the equally appropriate name of Stone Barrier Cave. 

 

Manmade stone barriers at the entrance to Stone Barrier Cave. Photo: Jonathan Beard 

The cave has a 20-foot wide arc shaped entrance dripline that is roughly in-line to the main 

passage, which goes hard left. Neatly stacked stones just inside the entrance foretold of a 

previous human visitor at some point and are actually the basis for the cave name, but it could 

have described the low cobble strewn floor throughout nearly the entire cave, which was a 

barrier to pleasant thoughts. The passage is plenty wide at five to ten feet, but much of that 

width is too low to traverse without moving a lot of stones to increase passage height. 

The lack of height forced us to crawl in zigzag fashion where possible. The first survey shot from the 

dripline was short, just to position a station that would facilitate a long survey shot of 35 feet to a Y-

junction. As Brandon waited patiently in prone position, I attempted to sketch as I slithered into the cave. 

Often it was very difficult if not impossible to hold the sketchbook far enough away for my eyes to focus 

on the sketch to draw anything. It bordered on the ridiculous as is often my fate. At one point. I just 

couldn’t see my sketch, which could cause a sketcher to feel depressed, but Brandon offered a 

spot in the floor ahead of me where the floor itself was depressed enough to allow me to sketch 

without feeling depressed. 
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I took a distometer shot to the left to capture the short length of the cave’s lone side passage, 

much of it too low to enter without having to move a lot of cobble out of the way. As I could see 

all that needed to be seen from my perch at my depression, I was content (or is that relieved?) 

not to try to go there. 

The next shot would be the last shot involving two cavers. Brandon stretched the tape, gave his 

back sight compass and clinometer readings to me, then crawled back to join me and crawled 

out of the cave, to leave me the solitude granted to the sketcher. As I moved forward out of the 

depression, the total ceiling height became less and less. Mind you, two inches less height is 

insignificant in a tall, vaulted passage—perhaps undetectable, but in a passage barely tall 

enough already, two inches less height means hard, sharp stones scratching me enough to be 

almost excruciating. No, scratch that. It IS excruciating. Lots of scratches and bruises. I fought 

every inch to get to a drippy place ahead where I could see breakdown. I could hear the drips. I 

could see the drips. Only a few more feet, but yet so far away. I had to get there because the left 

wall disappeared from view and I just had to see into this drippy breakdown area to draw in the 

details. 

I had to back up and try again. Picture a man on his belly, his back pressed against the ceiling, 

one hand holding onto the sketchbook, compass and distometer with the remaining hand trying 

to coax large cobble off to the side where there was only a little room to accept yet an 

additional piece of rock. Other rocks were in the way and I began telling the cave what it could 

do with itself. 

I finally made it through the tight constriction about which Brandon had forewarned me. To add 

insult to my many small inconveniences, the lone place to sit up in the cave was the very most 

southwest part of the cave, but to do so, I would have had to sit under a very drippy waterfall. 

As the rest of the cave had pretty much doused any enthusiasm I might have had, perhaps the 

dousing by cold water would change my attitude. It would not. 

There are times when one must visit a very attractive cave and there are times when one must 

visit a very unattractive cave, all in the name of documenting our cave resources. 

I have concluded I will not have any great need to revisit Stone Barrier Cave in the near future. 

However, there is the finished map, a map for future interested parties to consider when 

planning a trip to an easy cave of which this is not one. 
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Shadow in the Moonlight 
by Jonathan B. Beard, NSS 21408-RL (CO-FE) 

Charley Young 

 

 

 

Crossing the Stream Dry! 

The Barrier Crawl  

Photo: Brandon Van Dalsem 

The Lowell Cave Stream   

Photo: Charley Young 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Flyer of the night, as you flitter by 

Your shadow in the moonlight, is such a moving sight. 
You mother your brown child, Myotis soft and mild. 

You know your pup’s will to live, grows more as you give. 

 

Shadow in the moonlight, I wish your world was right. 
Shadow in the moonlight, don’t surrender your will, continue flying in the night. 

 

Man’s fear often kicks you down; men stone you to the ground. 
The only things you devour, are hundreds of insects every hour. 

You rid the world of pests; each night is an insect fest. 
Flyers extraordinaire, how do we make people care? 

 

Shadow in the moonlight, I wish your world was right. 
Shadow in the moonlight, don’t surrender your will, continue flying in the night. 

 

As a fungus gnaws at you; is there something we can do? 
There are those of us who care, who want to see you everywhere. 

The world depends on you; everything you are and do. 
Good luck to you my friend, as I watch you fly again. 

 

Shadow in the moonlight, I wish your world was right. 
Shadow in the moonlight, don’t surrender your will, continue flying in the night. 

 
© JonAli Music 
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