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 President’s Column 

 

 

 

 

The new year will probably be my last one as President —at least for a while. The last two years have 

been great and hopefully 2017 will be another record-breaking year. Having multiple cave trips on 

the same day is becoming the norm again, which is a really good thing. I’ll also remind those of you 

who are new to use of the members@spgcavers.org email to find someone to go caving with on days 

when you want to get outside and do something other than being cooped up inside the house. 

Chances are, even if there’s not something on the SPG caving schedule, there’s still a trip going on 

somewhere. Or there’s also the chance you’ll find someone who’s up for doing something and just 

needs somebody else to go along. 

Here’s hoping to see all members involved in cave trips, community outreach and other grotto 

activities in 2017. 

 

Matt Bumgardner 

 It’s been a great year and April 2016 wrapped up the 

10th year of SPG’s existence. Jon Beard has written a  

wonderful article for this issue that goes into detail 

about what SPG has accomplished since the grotto 

was  first established. It’s quite an impressive list. 

We had the election of officers for 2017 at the 

December meeting and it looks like business as usual. 

I will continue as President, Brandon will continue as 

Vice President, Jon will once again pull double duty  

as the grotto’s Secretary and Treasurer and Max 

White will continue as the MSS Director. 
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Ivory Gallery, Shoal Creek Cave, 

Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Beyond the Hole - Shoal Creek Cave 

By Jonathan Beard, NSS 21408-RL (FE) 

When Bill Luke wondered about the small cave he explored many years ago in his youth in 

Newton County, Missouri, he enlisted me to help him re-explore and map the cave in 2012. We 

made three trips and mapped 577 feet. However, just after completing the map, Bill informed 

me he returned with his brother and dug out the tight spot that had stopped me, a spot we 

would later dub “The Squeeze.” Later we and others pushed the cave in February 2013 to the 

terminal dome and figured we had another 1,500 feet. The strange thing we noticed was that 

we had so much crawling to do (belly and hands and knees), but the final section of cave was 

big and walking height with canyons and domes. The cave is an example of one that begins big 

in its furthest reaches and gets smaller and smaller as it proceeds to the outside world. 

Survey Reincarnation 

The cave was gated in December 2014, and on January 25, 2015, Bill and I re-ignited the survey 

map the rest of the cave, followed by a January 2016 trip. After which, Bill Luke found other 

interests—obtaining his flying license, etc. and in July, Brandon Van Dalsem and Dillon 

Freiburger enlisted to help. We completed the survey of the maze section of the cave with our 

survey arrival at “The Hole.” Between the Squeeze and The Hole, there are a few unblemished 

speleothems the vandals had not found.  

Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Ivory Gallery, Shoal Creek Cave. Using Brandon’s headlamp, 
this beautiful area was photographed in a bellycrawl.  

Surpassing Original Estimate 

When I processed the numbers in 

our survey shots, I was surprised 

to see over 1,600 feet of survey! 

We knew we had a lot of survey 

left to go, so passing the original 

estimated 2,000 feet would be 

guaranteed in short order. 

A Small Portal  

The Hole is a small, awkward 
portal, the only connection 
between the complex maze 
section and the simple, linear 
passage that leads to the back 
section of the cave.  

It is partially hidden behind a breakdown boulder, so it could be easy to miss when exploring 

the cave. Nearly all of the vandalism is found prior to The Squeeze, and beyond The Hole, there 

is but graffiti perhaps scratched or drawn into the rock on just a few events. 

Beyond the Hole 

Treavor Bussard and Phillip Shurtleff joined Brandon, Dillon and me on December 4, 2016 to 

begin our latest survey beginning at The Hole. Brandon and Phillip tackled the 100 feet or so to 

the left (southeast) of The Hole,  while Dillon, Treavor and I  began in the  northwestern  
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Passage that would lead to the rest of the cave, reaching station 44 at the end of what was called 

the First Formation Room. By the end of the day, the two survey teams amassed over 600 feet, to 

bring the survey total to just under 2,300 feet.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

After plotting the day’s surveys onto the previous surveys the cave map began to take on its very 

bizarre shape—a giant “V” with the right half being the 1,600 feet of maze and the left half being a 

singular linear passage going northwest (with a couple of short tributary passages). 

Brandon, Treavor and I would return January 4th, 2017, with two objectives—continue the survey 

where we had left off in three places and to see what was ahead in one of the side passages we had 

passed on our previous trip. It was a cold January day, so it was nice to be in the warmer 

environment of the cave. Burning calories by crawling through the Maze would also keep us warm 

to The Hole. 

At The Hole (station 27), Brandon continued down the main passage to explore the side passage 

that intrigued him, bringing a small collapsible shovel to assist him where needed. Treavor and I 

added some profile and a cross section near The Hole before crawling onward to survey the first side 

passage on the right some 60 feet past The Hole at station 29.  

We Pass the 2000-foot Mark 

Not only had we easily passed 

the 2,000-foot mark, but the 

others, upon checking out much 

of the rest of the cave beyond 

station 44, surmised we still had 

perhaps 1,000 additional feet to 

map! 

 

Left:  The largest flowstone  found 

in the First Formation Room. Photo 

Jonathan Beard 

The Bathtub Passage 

The side passage, which was named 

the Bathtub Ring Passage, was only 

43 feet in length before a non-

negotiable rimstone dam stopped us.  

The entire passage is apparently 

ponded during wet seasons as we 

could see a bathtub ring with 

subaqueous flowstone underneath 

that adorned the walls.  It reminded 

me of the larger, but otherwise 

similar features in Hall Branch Cave 

in Greene County.  
The bathtub ring  tops six inches of subaqueous flowstone in 
the Bathtub Ring Passage.  Photo Jonathan Beard  
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Brandon’s Folly and the Tiniest Salamanders 

By the time Treavor and I reached Brandon’s side passage that diverged from station 40, it was 

already approaching noon. Treavor crawled into the passage in an effort to find Brandon who had 

apparent found a significant addition to the known cave. Turns out, Brandon was already on his 

way back to join us. I could hear the two conversing, their voices muffled by mud covered 

crawlway. When they rejoined me, Brandon, who had taken his distometer with him, proclaimed 

there was 300 feet to the crawlway before it ended in mud-covered breakdown. Prior to 

Brandon’s efforts, it had been virgin passage. When one finds virgin passage in a cave explored 

for decades by untold numbers of explorers, it is a major find. The passage was named Brandon’s 

Folly. 

The three of us crawled forward just a few tens of feet to the December end of the survey at 

station 44 and resumed mapping from there. We amassed some 300 feet of survey, mapping a 

short side loop and some main passage to station 50, almost to Black Chert Falls. One small 

puddle in the side loop contained absolute newly hatched salamander larvae. They were scarcely 

a centimeter in length, colorless with short stubby legs that hadn’t fully developed. Of course, we 

took pictures!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Newly hatched salamander larvae. Photo: Treavor Bussard 
 

The survey now stands at 2,652 feet. There are hundreds of feet ahead in the main passage and 

all side passages leading from it as well as the 300 feet of Brandon’s Folly. We were beginning to 

think 4,000 feet wasn’t out of the question. 

Not bad for a cave we initially believed in 2012 to be 577 feet in length! 
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 Return to Rantz Cave 
By Jonathan Beard, NSS 21408-RL (FE) 

The First Time Ever I Saw Its Face 

My first visit to Rantz Cave occurred on December 28, 2012 when an MSU student made the 

arrangements and invited me to see a cave I had wanted to see for many years. It was the very 

first cave in Christian County to be mapped a mile (5,280.7 feet) in 1976, a status it would hold 

for ten years until Bob Taylor mapped Breakdown Cave to 5,808 feet.  Ken Thomson mapped 

Rantz Cave, one of several caves developed in the Pierson Limestone that he would devote many 

hours to survey.  It remains the second-longest mapped cave in the Pierson in the state, second 

only to Saltpeter Cave in neighboring Stone County, another cave of which Thomson would direct 

the survey. 

My first visit to Rantz Cave would involve my taking my Pelican case containing all manner of 

photographic equipment to the furthest reaches of the cave.  It was a long, exhausting trip in 

what amounts to a single-passage cave with only a few very minor off-set breakdown areas and 

meager cross jointing.  The first half of the cave is large enough to walk save for a couple of short 

duck-unders and stooping.  However, as one progresses into the cave, there is a very gradual 

diminishing of ceiling height and increasing depth of mud beneath the slow-moving stream, all 

the while dragging that cursed Pelican case so that I might take quality photographs. I am not 

aware of any other photographs taken in the nether regions of this challenging cave. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The persistent caver with enough grit 
and determination is rewarded. In the far 
back region of the cave, there is a series 
of very tall breakout domes with large 
piano-sized breakdown blocks littering 
the floor, and at the furthest point from 
the entrance, a 20-foot tall perennial 
shower in a developing genesic dome!  

My 2012 photographs of the outer 

sections of the cave were disappointing 

—some were not completely in focus and 

I wanted a return visit someday. The 

MSU student leading the 2012 trip  

graduates and move away and I 

wondered if I would have the window of 

opportunity in my busy schedule to visit 

the cave again. 

 

Left: At the end the cave, a mile away from 
the entrance, is the site of the Shower 
Room, a perennial waterfall coring out a 
genesic dome. December 2012 photo: 
Jonathan Beard 
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Hal Baker at the Dripping Cave 
entrance . Photo: Jon Beard 

A Chance to Visit Rantz Cave Again 

Then, in Fall of 2016, Rhonda Rimer of the Missouri Department of Conservation contacted 

me and wondered if I wanted to accompany her to the cave to count bats and allow another 

biologist to collect a couple of crayfish for study—not the bristly cave crayfish so familiar to 

me, but what is suspected to be the Williams crayfish, a species not found in many places. My 

response: SURE!  So, on December 13th, five of us assembled at the Southwest Offices of the 

MDC at 9:00 a.m. Rhonda, Cesare “Chez” Kleeman and Dusty Swedberg of the MDC, Brandon 

Van Dalsem and me from SPG. We drove in a three-car caravan to the road from which Rantz 

Cave is most easily accessed.  

There was some confusion as to how we would access the cave, but eventually we parked 

where a neighbor would allow us to hike, and hike down a steep hill we did. The all-too-

familiar “ball bearing” cover of chert gravels provided less-than-graceful footing until we 

reached the bottom of an average-looking Ozarks hollow. However, walking down the hollow 

provided a sudden and dramatic change to the scenery. A couple of climbable descents and a 

20-foot drop quickly changed the lazy hollow to an impressive canyon. One accomplishes the 

latter drop, using an aluminum ladder that has been stationed there for several years. 

Arrival - a Drop to the Cave 

The drop to the cave is actually the eastern section of a wide, sweeping arc of the entrance 

dripline. Under the dripline are the emerging cave stream and a wall showing the lowermost 

section of the Pierson Limestone, the modest Northview Shale and below that the Compton 

Limestone. The entrance proper to the actual cave passage is entirely in the Pierson amidst 

some breakdown blocks resulting from frost-wedging, a common sight at many cave 

A Series of Deep Pools Inside the 

Entrance 

Almost immediately inside the entrance 

is a 300-foot series of deep pools held in 

place by tall, pumpkin-orange rimstone 

dams that contrast remarkably with the 

deep aquamarine blue of the water and 

the pale off-white color of the cave walls. 

Here we began looking for biology, 

specifically hibernating bats and small 

yellow-tan crayfish. We would find both 

as well as several other species of critters 

often found in caves.  

 

Left: Chez Kleeman, Dusty Swedberg, 
Brandon Van Dalsem and Rhonda Rimer 
stand just inside the entrance to Rantz Cave.  
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Rhonda Rimer, Brandon Van Dalsem and Dusty 
Swedberg sit on ledges above rimstone pools 
up to five feet deep.  Photo Jonathan Beard 

Negotiating Deep Pools 

The deep pools can be negotiated two ways—

wearing chest waders and wading the pools 

slowly in search of aquatic fauna or trading 

between bridging the walls—feet on one side and 

hands on the other—and stepping or crawling 

along narrow ledges. While all of this was going 

on—trying to stay as dry as possible while looking 

for animals, I was attempting to photograph the 

passage, the rimstone dams and pools while 

making every effort to keep my Pelican case from 

falling down into the pools. I failed once—my 

sealed orange box fell four feet into a pool. 

Luckily, it floats and is watertight or else my 

Canon Rebel XSI would have suffered an evil fate. 

Some 300 feet into the cave, the deep pools and 

linear passage is replaced by a 40-foot tall 

breakout dome that extends upward into the 

overlying Reeds Spring Formation characterized 

by its alternating thin layers of chert and micritic 

limestone, with a steep sloping floor that angles 

upward from the babbling cave stream below.   

We spent some time here counting bats in 

the lower and eastern sections of the room 

before pressing upstream in what would 

become the amazingly consistent character 

of the rest of the cave—wide sweeping 

meander curves with slanted floors and 

ceilings.   

I left my orange Pelican case and its 

contents in the breakout dome room and 

would rely on my waterproof, pocket-sized 

Olympus Tough camera to document 

biology and other features as we waded up-

to-thigh-deep water along the way. 

The next 700 feet or so remains walking 

passage where we passed up to nine large 

bat guano deposits covering the wall ledges.   

Left: Rhonda Rimer and Dusty Swedberg stand 
in the 40-foot tall Big Room about 300 feet 
inside the cave.  Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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Chez Kleeman stands beside one of several old, large guano deposits 
within the first 1,000 feet of the cave.  Photo Jonathan Beard  

Guano Deposits From 

Gray Bat Colonies 

The gray bat colonies 

responsible for the guano  

deposits abandoned the 

cave a few decades ago, 

judging by the condition 

of the guano. Old enough 

that there is no reeking 

guano smell, but young 

enough that the small rice

-sized dark gray pellets 

are still well-defined.  

Eventually, we counted seven small crayfish and two were retained for study in the lab. The 

crayfish were about two inches long—small by comparison to other crayfish species, but not 

Missouri’s smallest. They were indeed different in appearance from such common epigean 

species as the golden, Ozark and ringed crayfish we often see in southwest Missouri caves. 

 

We stopped our forward progress at a wide, pumpkin-orange rimstone terrace where I 

photographed it as well as shooting a short video of the terrace teeming with small pools 

overflowing with water flowing down from above. The terrace nearly fills the passage save for 

two small places to crawl or duck to go onward. However, we met our objectives for the day.  

A pumpkin orange rimstone terrace lies about 1,000 feet into the cave. 
Photo Jonathan Beard  
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Final Wrap Up 

We recorded and collected crayfish. counted bats and other forms of fauna were 

acknowledged. Time to return to the civilized world, but not before we photographed a 

guano deposit and a serious attempt at photographing the big room (where we counted an 

additional 33 bats in the western and southern portions of the room.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A close-up of an eastern pipistrelle.  Note the eggs of mites on the face and ear. 
Photo Jonathan Beard 

Double Arch , Arches National Park.   
Photo Jonathan Beard 

Alicia stands beside Delicate Arch.   
Photo Jonathan Beard 

 

Jon stands among  the goblins in Goblin Valley State 
Park, Utah.  Photo Alicia Beard 

Once again outside, we hiked back to the vehicles, removed wet gear or changed into dry 
clothing and drove to a local restaurant for a late lunch (I behaved myself with a vegetable 
plate).  It was a great place to warm up before traveling onwards to home/office. 

I want to thank Brandon and the others for assistance in carrying/holding/operating my 
camera equipment and to Rhonda, Dusty and Chez for their inviting us to partner with 
them in monitoring our fragile cave biota. 
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Eric Hertzler as seen from inside 

The Little Engine That Could 

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

You might remember the little bedtime story book entitled, “ The Little Engine That 
Could,” a Little Golden Book published by Western Publishing Company (and other 
publishing names since then). It is a story of a little steam engine train that had a big hill 
to climb and as it chugged up the hill it kept repeating to itself “I think I can, I think I can, I 
think I can” and after it reached the top of the hill and began its descent down the other 
side, it chanted “I thought I could, I thought I could, I thought I could.” 

The Springfield Plateau Grotto held its first meeting on April 12, 2006, a small caving club 
then with less than 30 members, but we had big dreams. Lots of adventures lay ahead, 
lots of accomplishments to achieve and memories to build. So many caves to see, so 
many cave critters to count, so many vandalized caves to repair, so many undocumented 
caves to discover, to survey, to gate and manage. So many photographs to take and so 
many people to teach about the importance of cave and karst resources —a big hill to 
climb from the starting line. But, you start by looking upward and onward and you climb 
that hill one step at a time. 

SPG has completed its eleventh year of caving and has nearly 70 members now. In the 
span of 11 years, there have been over 2,200 documented caving events involving one or 
more SPG members, an average of over 200 a year. The events involved hundreds of 
caves, primarily in southwest Missouri but extending as far away as the Great Basin, the 
Guadalupe Mountains of New Mexico, the TAG region of Appalachia, Central America’s 
cockpit karst and even the Dinaric Alps of Europe. To date, there are 21 founding 
members who continue to be SPG members, more than half of all original 2006 members. 
It is a tribute to the founding members who shared an interest in caves and had 
ambitious, big dreams. As is often said, to accomplish anything, you must have ambition, 
motivation and dedication to make things happen. 

Since 2006:  

 SPG cave surveyors have produced finished maps of over 200 caves. That is no 

small feat in itself. Many of these caves are short caves requiring only one or two 

survey trips each, but some are classic long caves. Garrison Cave #2, at 4.7 miles 

and Lowell Cave, at 1.3 miles, are on the Missouri Long Cave list and required 

dedication, multiple trips and years to complete the surveys. 

 SPG members have participated in restoration efforts in dozens of caves whether 

picking up trash out of caves, removing graffiti, cleaning speleothems or rejoining 

dripstone formations broken by vandals.  

 SPG members have contributed to the gating or repair of several cave gates 

installed to protect wildlife habitat and other cave resources.  

 Dozens of public outreach events ranging from educational displays, public 

presentations and guided educational field trips have been conducted by SPG 

members to promote a cave conservation ethic. We believe that if we can instill a 

conservation ethic, we can prevent vandalism and uncontrolled endangered 

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

 

 SPG has published and distributed much of 21,000 copies of its full color “Caring for 

Your Karst” to the residents of the Ozarks. It is no wonder that SPG has been 

nominated for so many conservation awards in its brief history. 

 SPG’s skilled photographers have taken thousands of photographs in caves, some of 
which have won national and local photo salon awards. SPG members’ photographs 
include amazing close-up photos of the Salem cave crayfish, Ozark cavefish, bristly 
cave crayfish and Ozark big-eared bat. Many spectacular photographs have been 
taken of incredible speleothems, large cave rooms and passages. Many of our 
activities have been documented with photography as well. including cavers on rope 
or cable ladder, friends squirming through tight crawlways or standing in awe beside 
giant dripstone columns. 

 SPG members have recorded more than 2,000 records in the Missouri cave fauna 
database managed by the Missouri Speleological Survey, and they have documented 
several rare Ozarks species of cave-adapted fauna found nowhere else in the world. 
It is no wonder that a bristly cave crayfish is the centerpiece of SPG’s logo. 

While SPG is not a large caving club (some clubs have more than 200 members!), we can 
recall its history and believe it is a giant among organizations, given its many 
accomplishments.  
 
Congratulations, SPG, on climbing the hill. We always knew we could. 

 

Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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Photo: Alicia Beard 

Right: Rimstone  Terrace, 

Pearl Cave 

Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Left: Treavor Bussard  gazes 
at a decorated dome in Hall 
Branch Cave. 

 

Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Trevor Bussard deep within Bat Cave 
Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Herald moths on rope in Cricket Hole  

Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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Decorated Dome, Genesic Dome Cave  
Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Puffball Metropolis.  Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Trevor Bussard deep within Bat Cave 
Photo: Jonathan Beard 

Herald moths on rope in Cricket Hole  

Photo: Jonathan Beard 
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Subterranean Journeys is a 

Springfield Plateau Grotto (SPG) 

quarterly journal published in 

Springfield, Missouri. 

 

Editor:    Maria Thompson 

Email: journal@spgcavers.org 
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Email:  treasurer@spgcavers.org 

Springfield Plateau Grotto Officers 

President        Matt Bumgardner 

Vice President       Melvin Johnson  

Secretary/Treasurer          Jonathan Beard 

MSS Director       Max White 

About SPG  

Springfield Plateau Grotto (SPG) is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization made up 

primarily of southwest Missourians who share a common interest in cave conservation, 

surveying and management. Project-oriented, the group works in tandem with public 

agencies and private landowners to enhance understanding of caves and foster 

awareness of the importance of conserving the cave environment. SPG works in 

cooperation with the Missouri Speleological Survey to document, map and study caves 

and is a cooperating member of the Missouri Caves & Karst Conservancy. 

SPG is very serious about our commitment to the well being of Missouri's caves and the 

cavers who visit them. Our members are active in cave exploration, mapping, 

restoration, gating and management.  

SPG membership in the organization is not automatic upon payment of the dues. If you 

are interested in exploring membership with us, please visit the SPG website and 

attend our monthly meetings.  

mailto:journal@spgcavers.org
mailto:treasurer@spgcavers.org
http://www.mocavesandkarst.org
http://www.spgcavers.org

