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Another TAG Cave Closed 
 

Pearsons Pit, Boxcar Cave, Arm Pit, 

Kennamer Pit, Caboose Cave, Longs 

Rock Wall Afterbirth Cave are all 

now closed. Common sense says that 

you should change discreetly, 

eliminate somewhere else, save your 

intoxicants for somewhere else, and 

keep your behavior conservative and 

quiet.  

 

Several years ago, The Rumleys 

were wiped out by a tornado. It was 

cavers who happened along that day 

and offered the clothes in their car to 

the hapless couple. It was cavers who 

helped them disassemble the rest of 

their house to salvage the building 

materials. It was cavers that scoured 

the mountain for their belongings. It 

was cavers that helped them rebuild. 

It was cavers through their local 

grottos that pooled personal 

contributions with grotto funds to 

help them recover financially. It was 

cavers that sent clothes that they are 

proud to wear. We felt we had 

cemented solid relations with the 

Rumleys. We really liked them for 

they are good people who have been 

generous and kind to cavers for three 

generations. 

 

I personally sewed Ted Jr's vertical 

gear and taught him about his 

heritage. Then came the infamous 

Speleoturd incident during TAG '94. 

Some nice'un from Ohio literally shat 

in the driveway rather than walking 

six feet into the woods. We were able 

to smooth that one over. We installed 

a register at the parking area. We 

kept the area closed during events. 

So we thought everything was OK. 

Two weekends ago some friends of 

mine went to Arm Pit. When they 

returned, notes were on their cars and 

a sign was on the register stating that 

the caves were closed and not to ask 

questions. It fell to me to try to find 

out what had happened as I am a 

local now and know the Rumleys. 

When I asked Ted, he was clearly 

uncomfortable talking about it but 

finally related a list of incidents that 

embarrassed me. 

 

 First Someone from Indiana came 

out of the woods while Tedôs 

youngest son was practicing skeet. 

The caver angrily accused the boy of 

shooting at him, disarmed him, and 

was threatening him when Ted came 

back from an errand and ran the 

caver off. Next was the Church 

picnic. Their guests kept talking 

about the people on the driveway and 

that they sure seemed to be having a 

good time. When Ted went out for a 

bag of ice, he was greeted with the 

sight of a group of partying cavers 

with open beer, liquor and suspicious 

cigarettes. Next were a series of night 

visits. These would set the dog to 

barking keeping our landowners 

awake at night. Then a group of 

diggers would not give clear answers 

as to just what they were doing up 

there.  

 

The Rumleys were concerned about 

blasting. The final straw occurred 

three weeks ago. The Rumleys 

returned home at about 1130pm 

accompanied by their 11 year old son 

and several of his friends. They were 

greeted by the sight of two cavers 

clad only in spandex holding beers 

and kissing. Of course the fact they 

were the same sex didn't help. When 

Ted stopped and asked them what 

they were doing, they stated they 

were going up to the cave. That was 

the last straw. The Rumleys are not 

prudes. They just donôt believe they 

should have to go through all this just 

to accommodate us. Any cars will be 

towed any trespassers will be jailed. 

Ted means business and I don't 

blame him. 

 

Jim Wilbanks, Rising Fawn, GA 

30738 

_________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fantastic Pit – Ellison’s Cave 
                        

ECHO))))) CHAMBER 

TAG Calendar 
 
Feb 5 
Grotto meeting 
7:30pm L&N Depot                                                                             
 
Feb 9 
Grotto trip 
Rickels Cave. Meeting time TBA 
 
June 17-20 
SERA Cave Carnival 
Hosted by Sewanee Mountain Grotto 
in Grundy County, TN, near 
Monteagle. See the SERA Web site or 
Contact Maureen Handler. 
 
August 2-6, 2010 
NSS Convention 
Essex Junction, Vermont 
 
Oct 7-10 
33 Annual TAG Fall Cave-In 
TAGOTM. Hosted by DCG 
 
Oct 16 
Bridge Day 
New River Gorge, Fayetteville, WV 
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Misery & Joy                        
By Stan Tew 

Those may seem to be contradictory 

terms. And they are. But they are 

sometimes inextricably linked just 

like the black & white portions of the 

Yen/Yang circle. I found this to be 

true on my 1
st
 trip to Ellisonôs Cave 

on 11/28/2009.  

I must admit that even though I have 

been caving for 35+ years and have 

spent the night in a cave this was the 

longest trip I have made at 13 hours. 

Fortunately we had excellent weather 

for climbing the mountain and 

returning to the vehicles.  

As for the misery & joy, they came 

in alternating splashes as well as 

overall. We started out with joy 

climbing the mountain but had some 

degree of misery as it took us right at 

an hour to get to the entrance where 

our joy returned only to be quickly 

replaced by the misery of the 

entrance. Heavy rains in the last few 

months have made for some 

mudslides in the entrance. It is my 

understanding that where we entered 

was actually dug open recently. It 

was squishy-squishy mud with a 

large overhanging rock/mud thing 

that looked like it could fall and plug 

the entrance at any moment.  

It was joyful to have a young 20 year 

old to haul the heavy rope up the 

mountain but somewhat of a misery 

to have to haul it through the cave to 

get to ñFantasticò and back, and then 

down to the cars.  

The ñWarm Upò was fun (joy) until 

you reached the bottom where the 

wind & spray from the waterfall 

started getting you wet further up the 

body (misery) than the walking in the 

stream had done. We went on to the 

ñNuisanceò climb/drop area where 

the climb was short and fun (joy) but 

getting over the lip proved to be a 

challenge (misery).  

Now we are getting to the real 

excitement! Upon approaching 

ñFantasticò we came to the ledge 

around the left side of the pit where 

we had to belly-crawl while pack-

pushing around to the rig point. 

Thankfully there is a safety line to 

clip into to prevent sliding off the 

ledge which very well could result in 

a complete descent of the pit at a 

very fast pace with no way to control 

the rate of descent (MISERY!).     

Although I have done lots of 

rappelling and some deep drops there 

is a real exhilaration about clipping 

on your QAS and rack then swinging 

out over 600 feet of pit (joy). Yes, I 

know itôs really 586 but 14 feet is of 

little consequence here. Rappelling in 

the total darkness is something that I 

may have been the only one to do. 

There was a time when the folks at 

the top & bottom had either turned 

their lights off or had moved away 

enough to prevent my seeing them so 

turned mine off as well. WOW! You 

know you are moving but other than 

feeling the rope move between your 

fingers there is nothing to tell you 

(joy). When the guys at the bottom 

returned their lights it was an 

amazing view to see them so far 

below (joy). Arriving safely at the 

bottom (JOY). Then waiting an hour 

and a half to get back on the rope to 

ascend (misery).   

The waterfall is much larger and 

taller than the ñWarm Upò so there is 

more wind and rain at the bottom 

(misery). Fortunately there is a large 

vertical rock to hide behind that 

provides some protection (joy).  

Misery is climbing the 600 feet to get 

out. Yes the view is spectacular, 

especially of the ñDeath Rockò it is 

very hard work, Joy is getting to the 

top. Misery is getting back to the 

ñWarm Upò and waiting your turn to 

climb while standing around wet, 

cold, and tired. Misery is telling your 

dormant muscles to get busy to climb 

the 125 feet. I had to stop twice early 

on to let my heart rate come down 

due to the long period of inactivity 

but after that I was fine.  

Then back to the muddy entrance and 

down the mountain in the cold air 

with stars shinning on us. What joy! 

Having done the deepest free fall in 

the US ï joy. Being almost 64 years 

old at the time ï joy. Having good 

friends to go with that carried most 

of the heavy stuff for most of the 

time ï a real blessing. 

                    

Ellison's Trip Report     
By Carlos (a.k.a. Sharon Clayton)  

Our Ellison's adventure started quite 

early Saturday morning. (Earlier for 

some of us than for others...for a 

more complete explanation of my 

midnight booty call from Carlos, 

please reference Perry's trip report)  

Suffice it to say that i did not get 

nearly the good night's sleep before 

our trip that I had intended.  (note to 

self: turn OFF cell phone before i go 

to bed next time!)   

Perry and I met up with Scott and 

Harold at the library around 6:30 

AM, loaded up their gear into our 

truck, and struck out for Georgia.  

We met up with Bruce & Josh at the 

Trenton Hardees, followed shortly by 

Stan & Chuck from the Montgomery 
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grotto.  After a bite of breakfast, we 

hit the road again, heading for the 

parking area and our hike up to the 

cave. 

After gathering up our gear and 

making sure everyone had everything 

they needed, we left the parking area 

& hit the trail at around 10 AM.  We 

did have a bit of a false start (due to 

heavy leaf cover on the trail), but we 

quickly recovered & made it up to 

the cave entrance around 11AM.  

Josh decided to "be the Man" and 

carried the big rope all by himself up 

the trail.  Let's hear it for youth & 

testosterone! 

Much comment was made about the 

unpleasantness of the cave entrance.  

There was a lot of mud, rocks, leaves 

and other debris that had to be 

crawled through.  At least after that 

Perry and I could say we had some 

mud on our shiny new helmets. 

The rest of the group took off for the 

warm-up pit, leaving Bruce behind to 

shepherd me as I picked my way 

carefully along the stream bed.  I'm 

sure he has the patience of Job, as he 

didn't once tell me to hurry up, or roll 

his eyes while I got excited about 

seeing bats or shiny rocks. 

The warm-up pit drop went just fine.  

I was one of the last ones down, so I 

didn't have to stay long in the spray 

at the bottom, thankfully.  We 

headed off through the cave passage 

toward the attic (getting more 

nervous all the time, in my case!)  

There were a few challengeing spots 

for me, especially the break down 

just before the nuisance climb.  I'm 

glad they had the rope there to help 

with the scramble over the rocks 

(although I think it might be time to 

think about a new rope...it looked 

WELL-used). 

After that came the one part of 

Ellison's that I did not like at all...not 

one bit!  I know it is largely in my 

head, considering there is a perfectly 

good safety rope to clip both myself 

and my pack into, but crawling 

around that rock ledge above 

Fantastic was not an easy thing to 

make myself do.  I'm not sure how 

Scott managed to do it while getting 

that heavy rope around as well!  I did 

make it, with a bit of encouragement 

from the others, and found myself a 

nice out of the way spot to curl up in 

while the others rigged the rope and 

got ready for the drop.  

   Sharon at the Schreiber Plaque 

At this point it really was just curl up 

and wait time.  Harold planned out 

the rigging, got a safety line hooked 

up and sent Scott out to attach the 

rope to the bolts above the pit (since 

Scott does have something of a 

height advantage).   Josh volunteered 

to be the first one down, even though 

he admitted to being very nervous 

about the rappel.  That actually made 

me feel better.  I mean, if a guy who 

has jumped out of airplanes and done 

Bridge Day can admit to being 

nervous about Fantastic, maybe I 

wasn't crazy to be scared about it 

myself! 

Bruce followed Josh down, then Stan 

and Chuck took their turn.  Those of 

us left up top settled in to wait for the 

first set of climbers to make it back 

up.  Not really needing them for 

anything, we all shut off our lights 

and sat in the dark.  What a very 

strange experience.  I literally 

couldn't tell if my eyes were open or 

closed.  There was a quietness there, 

too, and I had never experienced 

before.  Except for a word or two 

here and there, it was like being in 

my own small, dark, still world. 

After Bruce and Josh made it back 

topside, it was time for Perry and my 

turns at the Big Drop.  Perry went 

first, and I waited anxiously to hear 

his "Off Rope", knowing I would be 

facing my fear soon.  Bruce loaned 

me his QAS to use as a 2nd safety, 

making getting on & off rope at the 

lip safer and easier.  While I was 

getting this attached to my gear, 

Perry radioed up to see if I was ok, or 

had possibly chickened out.  I was on 

the edge of a major "freak out" at this 

point, so perhaps I can be forgiven if 

my "I'm Fine!!!" radio reply was 

something less than cordial. 

Harold went with me to the lip and 

helped me get rigged in.  This turned 

out to be a very good thing, since I 

had never before dealt with that kind 

of rope weight and found I was 

completely unable to lift it.  (Anyone 

know a good arm strength training 

program??)  Harold was also a 

bastion of calm encouragement in my 

storm of terror, as I sat on the edge of 

that freaking great hole in the 

ground.  Yes, Tracy, he took very 

good care of me...thanks! 

I had a very long, slow rappel.  I did 

drop down to 5 bars to be able to 

move at all, but was just too nervous 

to drop down any more, and couldn't 

get the bars on my rack to spread out 

any further.  I spent my time singing 

on the way down, to keep my 

imagination from getting the better of 

me.  I hope the bats didn't mind a 

sour note or two! 

Perry and I explored the bottom of 

the pit and signed the register while 

we waited for our turn to climb back 

up.  I had been afraid I would be 

terribly cold down there, but I really 

wasn't.  There were lots of interesting 

things to see down there.  I enjoyed 

looking at the huge pieces of quartz 

scattered on the floor, and trying to 

figure out where the pool of water 
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from the waterfall left the pit.  (it 

looked to me like it was draining out 

the far right back side, but I wasn't 

willing to wade out there to find out 

for sure) 

Soon enough, it was time for Perry 

and I to climb out.  Perry went first, 

with me following close behind.  We 

eventually found a pace we could 

keep up reasonably well, with plenty 

of rest breaks to catch our breath.  It 

was a bit misty, but not nearly as wet 

as I was afraid it might be.  We got a 

really good look at Death Rock and 

the Balcony, as well as having plenty 

of time to play "Spot the Bat" on the 

way up. (a little like "Where's 

Waldo", except w/small brown furry 

things) 

Scott and Harold were both the last 

to rappel into the pit and the last to 

climb back out.  Then, it was time to 

coil up the rope and make our way 

back out.  By the time I made it back 

to the Nuisance drop, I found I was 

pretty much out of gas.  I had never 

been in a cave for that long before!  I 

managed to smack my very-NOT-

funny knee bone on the way down 

that drop, adding to the drop in fun 

factor.  I was really ready to be out, 

warm and dry again by then!  

Climbing back up the Warm Up Pit 

was harder than rappeling down it.  I 

got a lot wetter and was pretty much 

exhausted by the time I made it up.  

Somehow, I also managed to get a lot 

muddier and nastier on the way out 

of the stream bed & the entrance than 

I did on the way in.  Brrrr!!!! 

We made it out of the cave around 

midnight, stopped long enough for a 

group picture to be made, and headed 

to the parking lot.  We did make sure 

all of our call-outs got made, then 

headed out for the (now traditional 

for me!) trip to the Casa de Waffles 

and the long drive home. 

My thanks to everyone who helped 

make this a grand adventure for me!  

I had a blast! 

                      

Ellison's Trip Report     
By Bruce White  

I guess it is time I told my side of the 

story. Here we go. A short time ago a 

group of eight went to Ellisonôs Cave 

by  now you know who all went I 

can't recall every ones name. The day 

before the trip my son and I were 

having doubts about the trip, my 

friend TinY had told many horror 

stories about the trip he had the year 

before. We were under the 

impression that it was a very long 

and difficult trip to get to the top of 

the pit, so he and I decided to enter 

the cave with as little gear as 

possible. I was already sick from a 

cold or virus or something, I told my 

son you may have to go without me, 

he quickly responded hell no if you 

ain't going I ain't going. So I decided 

to go against my betterjudgment, 

And this is what happened. 

The night before we were up all night 

packing and i was sick, we both were 

a little nervous I didn't get any sleep, 

and that is how we were on time. We 

arrived at Hardees didn't eat because 

we had already eaten two hours 

earlier so, off we go to the parking 

lot. We all start up the hill, right off 

the bat we got lost couldn't find the 

trail ( I thought great way to get 

started ) Josh not knowing these 

people like I do, was a little 

concerned. Soon we were on the trail 

and the pace was very fast for a mile 

hike , I prefer a little slower pace but 

I guessed it would slow down soon, a 

little while later the expedition came 

to rest, I was so tired I new if I 

stopped I would not start back up 

again so I continued on up the hill 

with my strong and healthy son in 

tow. He carried the main rope all by 

himself. He was not going to be 

outdone by an old man if he could 

help it, we pushed on to a pit 

entrance my son wanted to go ahead 

into the hole I had to convince him to 

wait for everyone else and good 

thing it was the wrong entrance. 

When everyone else showed up we 

all headed up the last 100 hundred 

feet to the entrance as TinY had 

explained the entrance was collapsed 

,but there is a small opening under a 

large landslide big enough for us to 

enter. I was a little concerned about 

the tonnes of loose dirt hanging over 

our heads as we slipped into the 

opening of our possible entombment. 

I was last entering the cave and to 

my surprise the main stream passage 

was very nice high ceilings and  

 Bruce ready to descend Fantastic  

plenty of stepping stones to keep 

your feet dry. Sharon was in front of 

me she was very excited to see the 

formations and indigenous life forms, 

she kept apologizing for being slow, 

but I didn't bother telling her I was 

going as fast as I could, she was 

doing me a favor keeping me 

company as sick as I was.  

We came upon the warm up drop 129 

feet I think, At this time I would like 

to thank Harold and Scott for rigging 

everything and having the patients 

with us less experienced cavers. It 

was a piece of cake, very pretty , a 

little waterfall to the left and a pool 

at the bottom, I guess which side the 

waterfall is on, depends on weather 
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you are on rope or not. I then took 

the main rope with me on my way 

into the cave Scott was with me we 

climbed a breakdown covered with 

mud (there is a hand line) and then 

there was a vertical climb with a 

undercut lip( having a practice tower 

in my back yard helped 

tremendously) it was no problem. At 

the top was another hand line for 

changing over to the repel line to go 

down to the balcony, or to go up to 

the attic. this is a dangerous spot you 

can fall either side to your death , but 

all of us were trained for this kind of 

rope work. 

A little distance later Scott and I 

came across a small hole on the right 

side of the path, Scott thought it 

would be a good ideal if we waited 

here and helped everyone past this 

little hole. Little did I know that this 

hole was 500 Feet deep. I was trying 

to help as much as I could because I 

knew later I would be useless. 

Shortly we were at the Big Drop, and 

to my surprise the trip to get there 

was not a big deal. Maybe others 

may have a different opinion about 

this, but this is my trip report. Here 

we are at the big drop, Harold and 

Scott rigged , my son Josh couldn't 

wait to be first in the pit , he did his 

safety checks, and away he went, He 

hit bottom, I went over and rigged 

and swung out over the pit and away 

I went tadaa no big deal. 

Wrong very big deal there was no 

visibility it was like repelling into a 

cloud and dark, the rope was spongy, 

and about some distance in the dark 

there was a waterfall next to me, I 

thought cool and later that waterfall 

turned into rain, it was a very long 

slow repel, not being able to see very 

well I decided to take it slow. Finally 

I arrived at the bottom, my son was 

waiting in the rainstorm, I unhooked 

from the rope called (OFF ROPE 

!!!!!!!!! ) and I went exploring I 

found a very big rock to block the 

rain and wind, looked around the 

corner and saw a registry but really 

just felt like dieing. Soon there were 

4 people at the bottom, we had 

planned on having no more than 2 at 

the bottom a time because of the rain. 

I didn't have any water or food with 

me so I was beginning to feel very 

bad. I didn't realize it had already 

been 7 hours since I last eaten 

anything. 

        Josh at the Warm-up Pit  

I got on rope first, climbed 30 feet 

and waited for my son to start. He 

grabbed his pack and it was open all 

the contents spilled out on to the 

floor of the cave, I waited for him so 

we could climb out together. We 

started climbing using TinY's method 

I have used it many times before and 

it is a very good for when you are 

already exhausted. Josh and I were 

not very impressed with the pit at 

first, the walls are not decorated at 

all, and it was raining at the first part  

of the climb. As we climbed I 

believed my son Josh was about to 

get a lesson in returning fast food( 

meaning I felt like I was going to 

give him my Breakfast ). Later we 

saw what could only be described as 

the death rock, and later I deduced 

the large flat rock we were hiding 

behind at the bottom to get away 

from the wind, is only a small 

portion of the death rock that had 

fallen to the bottom. SO WE WERE 

HIDING FROM THE WIND 

UNDER THE DEATH ROCK!!!!!!! 

the death rock can only be described 

as OMG It is 100 feet tall and as big 

as a house in diameter, this rock is 

sitting on a ledge about three feet 

wide and disconnected from the wall, 

the top of the death rock is leaning 

across the pit propped against the 

opposite wall. A short time passed 

we came across the balcony I 

observed many anchor points why 

didn't we repel from here , we would 

be out now. But, no we had to go to 

the attic, I was exhausted we 

marched on and finally we arrived at 

the top and off rope! 

I had survived... I climbed into my 

trash bag and out I went. I woke up 

with half of my body numb from 

laying on my side, people came and 

went into the pit of despair. Then 

Scott said he heard other people in 

the cave, he was right there were 

other people coming to visit us. A 

girl and boy from Atlanta I think, 

they didn't stay long. The young man 

wanted to look into the pit, the last 

thing I wanted was to watch him fall 

on someone, so I asked him to clip 

on to the safety before leaning out 

over the pit. They left soon after that. 

I cannot apologize enough to Sharon 

for the musical number that was 

being performed at the top of the pit. 

I lay in a state of pure agony, 

dehydrated, starving, fever, chills, 

headache, at one point I wanted to 

leap into the pit without a rope.  

There was a limited space at the top 

of the pit and I had heard earlier 

about having someone leave ahead of 

everyone else, to prevent a traffic 

jam, I knew I was going to be the 

slowest moving out of the cave so I 

volunteered myself and Josh to go 

out ahead of the rest.  

We gathered our stuff and away we 

went, on our stomach crawling 

around the edge of the pit, up and 

away we went, Josh was like a 

Monkey gone out of sight. I had what 

I call tunnel vision when you 

concentrate on what is in front of you 

so much that you can't see anything 

else. This is dangerous but , If it is 

what you have to do to get out, that is 
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what you have to do. Repelling the 

30 feet was scary I was very 

concerned about the muddy rope and 

the climb down the mud covered 

hand line at the breakdown was a 

challenge all by itself. At the bottom 

of the warm up drop I lay on the 

rocks as Josh climbed slowly out of 

sight , I was thinking to myself wow 

can I do this or should I just wait for 

Harold to carry me up to the top. I 

decided it was not his responsibility I 

had came here on my on, I was not 

going to be a burden on these people. 

I remembered what I learned in the 

Marine Corps there isn't anything 

you cannot do as long as you do not 

defeat yourself before you start. I 

was so exhausted it took me 30 

minutes to climb 129 feet, at the top I 

collapsed on a rock that was very 

comfortable sort of like a chair. Then 

Sharon came to my rescue she gave a 

bottle of water to me, that is probably 

what gave me the strength to push on 

to the exit of the cave. I noticed that 

there was very little room at the top 

of the climb, so I decided Josh and I 

would go to the entrance and wait 

there. I thought as slow as I was 

moving they would catch up very 

easily. I knew the outside temp was 

going to be freezing so I had no plan 

on going outside, we traveled very 

slow as not to get our feet wet and 

allow time for everyone to catch up 

with us. I moved like an old woman, 

we reached the exit, Josh and I 

started getting cold waiting the climb 

out was terrible.  

When we got out the temp was 

freezing, I collapsed on the ground 

this is it I can't go any farther. After 

laying there a few minutes I realized 

I can't lay here, OMG!!!! it is 

freezing. Josh and I slowly made our 

way down the mountain, an hour 

later we arrived at the car. Changed 

clothes, drank water, and it had been 

20 hours since I had eat. At this time 

I was so sick I didn't know if I was 

going to ralph in Josh's car or not we 

waited another 20 min. and nothing, 

nobody. Josh wanted to go back and 

get the others he was concerned 

about their safety. I was more 

concerned about my health he didn't 

know how sick I was, I told him all 

the people on the trip were 

experienced. I had to have food 

now!!!!! And we were not any help 

anyhow he or I didn't have any food 

for a day. So we left going to the 

nearest service station for a snickers 

bar. As we hit the main road I looked 

to the right and to my amazement we 

could see the rest of the group a mile 

or more away slowly coming down 

the mountain, I regret not being there 

as the rest of the group emerged from 

the trip from hell. But, as much 

discomfort as I was in I still had a 

good time and thank you Harold and 

Scott and everyone else who 

participated, Sharon, Perry, Stan and 

Chuck. 

                      

Perry in the crawl - top of Fantastic  

Ellison's Trip Report     
By Perry Clayton  

   Sharon was NOT in a good mood.  

ñDonôt you ever call this number 

again!ò  

 

We were both excited the night 

before our first trip to Ellisonôs cave.  

So we used up a good portion of the 

evening double checking our gear, 

making sure we hadnôt forgotten 

anything, and discussing the 

upcoming trip.  Even though we 

knew we were going to have to get 

an early start of it, the excitement 

was enough to keep us up until 

around 11:30 pm on the evening of 

November 27th.   We were due to 

meet Harold and Scott at the library 

at 6:30am on the 28th so it was 

critical that we make the most of that 

few hours to get in some good 

quality shut eye. 

 

But Carlos had other ideas. 

 

ñButhey toll me I could call you at 

thish number,ò said Carlos, the party 

music thumping in the background 

made his slurred speech even more 

difficult to comprehend. 

 

We have an informal rule in our 

family that, if you call after 10:00pm, 

there better be a very good reason for 

it.  So when the phone rings at 12:30 

am and wakes you from a deep 

slumber, youôre first coherent 

thought is ñSomethingôs wrong!ò and 

you get a quick shot of adrenaline 

that wakes you up entirely.  When 

you discover that the ñemergencyò is 

a drunken stranger who, in 

attempting a late-night booty call, 

has dialed the wrong number that 

adrenaline pours into an emotion 

other than fear or concern. 

 

ñDo you understand me?  I said donôt 

you ever call this number again.  Not 

ever!ò 

 

Itôs a rare thing to see Sharon so 

angry.  She turned off both her phone 

and mine and stomped back to bed. 

 

ñSo, um, was that youôre boy friend 

calling?ò I asked, after she got back 

into bed. 

 

ñJust shut it!ò  

 

ñGood night snookems,ò I said in my 

sweetest voice. 

 

Sometimes Sharon doesnôt appreciate 

my sweetest voice.  In time, Iôm sure 

the bruise will fade. 

  

By 6:30am the morning of the 28th, 

Scott, Harold, Sharon and I were in 

my truck heading towards Gadsden.  

At the Trenton GA Hardees, we met 
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Chuck Tice, Stan Tew, (both of the 

Montgomery grotto) Bruce White, 

and Josh Versailles and by 10:00am 

weôre at the parking spot for 

Ellisonôs. 

 

The hike to the cave entrance was 

something I had been dreading.  We 

ended up taking it at a rather 

measured pace, however, and, since 

ñHe-Manò Josh volunteered to carry 

the 650ô main rope by himself, it 

turned out to be much easier than I 

expected. 

 

At the Schrieber plaque, I heard 

Harold say, ñUh oh, Iôve never seen 

that water running like this before.ò  

And Scott, after checking out the 

entrance, said, ñThat looks kind of 

dangerous.ò  These are not the kinds 

of comments that green horns like 

Sharon and I find reassuring.   

 

We plunged forward anyway. 

 

The entrance was an unpleasant, 

cold, muddy mess, but easily 

negotiable.  The ñEcstasyò passage 

was an easy traverse.  It felt to me 

like I was working my way down an 

indoor stream bed.  The water didnôt 

seem excessively high to me, but 

then, I didnôt have any experience by 

which do judge it. 

 

The warm up drop went well.  The 

water at the bottom was like a gentle 

rain shower, easy enough to avoid for 

everyone but Josh, who stayed on 

belay duty as each of us descended. 

  

At this point, I took the opportunity 

to set up my camera.  I had an idea to 

hold the camera shutter open 

throughout someoneôs rappel, 

knowing that Iôd get a streak of light 

where the rappeller was, but hoping 

to get a good shot of the pit.  I was 

encouraged by the results I got, and 

was hoping to use a similar technique 

in Fantastic. 

 

There were hand lines that made it 

fairly easy to reach the nuisance drop 

which was pre-rigged.  It was short 

and easy from there to the lip of 

fantastic, with only one slightly 

dangerous point that required us to 

hug the left wall as the floor sloped 

off to the right.  The ñLip Crawlò 

was pre-rigged with a hand line.  

Scott wrestled the 650ô rope around 

it and rigged in at the overhang. 

 

First into the pit was Josh, followed 

by Bruce, Stan and then Chuck.  

From that point we did a 2-up, 2-

down rotation.  This was the point 

when the long wait begins, much of 

it in the dark.  Once Bruce and Josh 

made it back up, it was my turn to 

rappel down.  Even though I knew 

intellectually that the rope weight 

would be an issue while rigging in, I 

was still little surprised at how heavy 

it was.  In the excitement of the 

moment, I left my pack behind.  It 

had my camera in it, so I was unable 

to get any pictures from the bottom 

of Fantastic, or to experiment with 

the long exposure settings on my 

camera. 

 

               Harold’s Hideout 

 

The rappel itself went fairly 

uneventfully until near the end.  At 

that point, I found myself speeding 

up and slowing down in a very 

regular rhythm.  It wasnôt drastic 

enough to panic me, but it was 

unusual enough to raise my concern.  

At first I thought that Chuck (who 

was belaying me) was having a bit of 

fun, but then I realized that the speed 

up/slow down cycle was too 

rhythmically regular for that, and, 

unless I had misjudged him, that 

would have been out-of-character 

behavior for Chuck anyway.  Then I 

thought maybe it had something to 

do with the way the rope had been 

coiled, but that didnôt make sense 

either, because there had been four 

other rappellers on this rope prior to 

me getting on who would have 

worked out any peculiarities due to 

coiling.  Perhaps something to do 

with the waterfall?  No, the rhythm 

was just too regular for something 

like that.   

 

I later learned that what I was 

observing was a very mild case of 

ñzip-N-stickò, something I had never 

heard of before.  Patrick explained 

that, during my rappel, I had 

somehow initiated a slight bounce in 

the rope which was alternately 

increasing and decreasing the tension 

on the rope.  This perfectly explains 

the symptom I was experiencing. 

 

When I reached the bottom, Chuck 

was shivering and obviously 

uncomfortable standing in the mist so 

close to the waterfall.  I thanked him 

for the belay and said Iôd take over 

for Sharon.  He handed me the rope 

with obvious relief and made his way 

to the warmer climate further back in 

the cave. 

 

It took a while for Sharon to get 

rigged in and begin her rappel, but 

eventually I heard ñon rappelò on my 

radio and answered back with ñon 

belayò.  About half way through her 

rappel I heard a haunting melody 

echoing through the pit.  Now Iôve 

heard ghost stories about such things 

before, but Iôve never been in one.  

In the presence of the noisy waterfall 

it was hard to be certain that it wasnôt 

just my imagination. 

 

ñDid you hear music?ò I asked when 

she finally reached the bottom. 

 

She looked at me sheepishly.  ñThat 

was me,ò she said.  ñI was singing.ò 

 

Then I realized that was just her way 

of dealing with the stress of a rappel 

that was over two-times longer than 

anything she had ever done before.  I 

found it rather endearing and said, 

ñWell, thatôs better than saying óoh 

$#@%, oh $#@%, oh $#@%ô all the 

way downò. 
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Chuck and Stan were both kind of 

cold and didnôt waste a lot of time 

getting on rope for their tandem 

climb out.  That left plenty of time 

for Sharon and me to explore the 

bottom, which pleased us greatly.  

We signed the register and noted the 

large chunks of quartz-like rock on 

the gravelly floor.  We explored to 

the break down, but didnôt climb it.   

 

Most picturesque to me was looking 

up the pit as Chuck and Stan neared 

the top, the light from their head-

lamps occasionally slicing through 

the mist of the waterfall and 

illuminating the walls of the pit with, 

from my perspective, a raking light 

that unveiled the stunning contours 

of the great cylinder into which we 

had just rappelled.  This was truly a 

Fantastic place to be.  I continually 

fretted at having left my camera up 

top. 

 

Soon enough Scott made it down 

followed shortly thereafter by 

Harold, and Sharon and I got on rope 

almost immediately, because it was 

starting to get late, and we knew we 

still had quite  a ways to go before 

getting out.  During the climb up we 

employed a variation of Tiny and 

Nickyôs ñinch wormò technique.  I 

think our variation was probably not 

for the better, though.  My right leg 

got really fatigued, and the climb out 

took about 10 minutes longer than I 

anticipated it would.  Next time weôll 

adhere more closely to the fourteen-

step system they advocate.  I 

experienced some chafing on the 

front of my feet... I need taller boots.   

 

Of course, on the climb we had more 

time to appreciate the features of the 

pit itself.  We noted ñdeath rockò, the 

balcony and many bats.  At one 

point, a smoldering yellow light 

peered down at us from over the lip, 

ñHeloooo!ò I called, but I never 

heard a response.  We later learned 

that our group had been visited by a 

couple who departed before Sharon 

and I made it back to the top.   

 

I know it took a while, but in my 

memory, it was all too soon that we 

were hauling up the rope and 

retracing our steps back out of the 

cave.  After I rappelled the nuisance 

drop, I stayed on belay for Sharon. 

 

ñThat lip is kind of a pain,ò I called 

up to her. 

 

ñAny advice?ò she asked. 

 

ñWell, I found it a bit easier to work 

my way over on my knees,ò I said. 

 

My ñadviceò led to Sharon banging 

her left knee painfully against the 

stone lip, something that slowed her 

down the rest of the way out.  For 

some reason, the hand line just below 

the nuisance drop seemed a lot more 

treacherous on the way out than it 

had seemed on the way in.  This is 

probably in part because I was, by 

then, somewhat tired and because 

working my way down breakdown 

always seems worse to me than 

working my way up. 

 

We hoped to avoid a traffic jam at 

the bottom of the warm-up pit, but 

wound up waiting there anyway.  

Eventually, we heard Bruce call ñOff 

rope!ò and Sharon clipped in and 

clambered up the rope while I stood 

there in the ñrainò from the waterfall.  

As I was standing there, I realized 

that temperature hadnôt been the 

factor on this trip that I had feared it 

would be.  The warm up was a lousy 

climb for me.  I was really tired by 

this point, and somehow I had 

managed to clip my QAS carabiner 

around one leg of my bungee. 

  

After I made it to the top, Bruce and 

Josh headed for the exit.  I later 

learned that Bruce had been quite 

sick during this entire trip, a fact 

which he kept well concealed.  

(Although Sharon did mention that 

things got quite ñmusicalò at the top 

while I was rappelling down 

Fantastic.)   

 

One by one the rest of the group 

made it to the top of the warm up pit.  

I remember Stan giving me a 

delightful discourse on the how his 

last name is pronounced.  ñI tell 

óyouô that itôs óTewô like the ódewô 

and ófewô and ónewô and ópewô but 

not ósewô.ò  We picked our way 

slowly back out through Ecstasy.  I 

was running out of steam at this 

point.   

The entrance, now the exit, now 

becomes a study in mixed emotions.  

On the one hand youôre eager to get 

out and back to the truck and into dry 

clothes.  On the other hand, that 

slimy, cold, muddy mess between 

you and the exterior is something to 

be dreaded.  Just outside the exit, 

Scott got a couple of quick group 

pictures (minus Bruce and Josh who 

had headed on out) and 90% of the 

mud you see on us in that picture was 

acquired at that exit. 

 

The hike down was somehow much 

longer than the hike up had been.  It 

seemed to take forever.  Eventually, 

though, we were in clean clothes (dry 

socks at last), and headed for the 

Huddle House, where Stan treated us 

all to breakfast.  Thanks Stan. 

 

The trip was great fun, and, in my 

heart of hearts I knewé I just knew 

that we had had a lot more fun than 

Carlos. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

 

                       
 

Minutes of the Meeting of 

the Cullman Grotto of the 

National Speleological 

Society 

December 1, 2009  

The regular monthly meeting of the 

Cullman Grotto of the National 

Speleological Society was called to 

order on Tuesday, December 1, 2009 

at 7:45 pm at the Depot by Harold 

Calvert, chairman.  14 were present.  
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The minutes of the previous monthly 

meeting were read and a motion was 

made by David Drake to accept the 

minutes as read and seconded by 

Nikky Manke.  

A treasureôs report was given.   

David Drake asked again for any trip 

reports, photos, or information that 

could be added to the newsletter.   

Vice Chairman Kuenn Drake 

informed the grotto of new links on 

the grotto web page and different 

photo pages linking all the sites 

together.   

Safety Coordinator Mike Manke led 

a discussion of the recent fatality in 

Nutty Putty Cave in Utah.  Everyone 

was reminded that if entering a tight 

and downhill passage, it is advisable 

to go feet first.    

The annual grotto Christmas party 

will be held at Kuenn Drakeôs house 

on December 11
th

 at 7:00 pm.  Bring 

a covered dish.  Dirty Santa will be 

played and a $10 gift should be 

brought to participate.    

Grotto t-shirts are in and are ready to 

be picked up.  A few extra cotton 

shirts are available for $13 each.  

Due to the busy schedule of the 

holidays, there will be no official 

grotto trip during the month of 

December.  The grotto has been 

asked to take a Scout trip from 

Huntsville at some point over the 

Christmas break.  The grotto has also 

been invited to participate with the 

Montgomery Grotto on Jan. 9
th

 to 

Rickelôs Cave in Smokerise.  

Nominations of officers for the 2010 

year were held were opened again 

before the election.  Kuenn Drake 

withdrew his name from the Vice 

Chair position.  This left only one 

eligible person for each position.  

The officers for the 2010 year will be 

as follows: 

Chairman: Harold Calvert 

Vice Chair: Patrick OôDiam 

Secretary: Sharon Clayton 

Treasure: Tracy Calvert  

Trip reports were given by several 

individuals on the recent trip to 

Ellisonôs and to other caves visited in 

the previous month.   

There being no further business to 

come before the meeting, the 

chairman declared it adjourned.  A 

video of a prior Mexico trip was 

shown as a presentation.   

  

Minutes of the Executive 

Meeting of the Cullman 

Grotto of the National 

Speleological Society 

December 1, 2009  

 

 

The executive meeting of the 

Cullman Grotto of the National 

Speleological Society was called to 

order on Tuesday, December 1, 2009 

at 7:30 pm at the Depot by Harold 

Calvert, chairman.   

The purpose of this meeting was to 

vote into the general membership 

new members that have joined the 

group in previous months. In the 

proceedings, Perry and Sharon 

Clayton were unanimously approved 

and welcomed into the grotto.   

A discussion was also held about the 

purchase of a new grotto rope.  The 

600ô foot rope the grotto now has is 

due to be retired and a motion was 

made to auction it to help cover the 

cost of a new rope.  Other ways of 

coming up with funds were also 

discussed.  Prices will be checked on 

in the coming weeks and it will be 

decided if we will purchase a 600ô+ 

rope or a rope of 750ô.  This issue 

will be decided upon at a future date. 

 

Cullman Grotto  

Christmas Party - 2009  


