Caves

Caving Guidance

First, let’s learn a little about caves and their environ​ments. When you first enter a cave, you may have a strange feeling because you have come into an environ​ment completely different from life on the surface. A cave is a naturally formed empty space under the earth’s surface. Most caves are formed in soluble rock, usually limestone, dissolved by the action of slightly acidic water. Some cave systems have many connecting passages and may extend for miles but a great majority of caves are small and short.  Not every cave consists of walking passages. Caves also have crevices filled with streams, crawlways, waterfalls, pits, and domes.

The majority of caves have temperatures that are nearly constant year round, usually about 50-60 degrees. Some caves, especially in the eastern forests, pos​sess high humidity.  Caves seem eternal. Many have been around for hundreds of thousands of years. However, expanding civilization and technology have brought a new genera​tion of threats: pollution, quarrying, and vandalism to name a few.

Some caves have active streams running through them and are subject to flash flooding during a rainstorm. This can trap or even drown cavers. Sudden flooding of cave passages has resulted in fatalities in the past. It is always wise to avoid caves after significant rains and to check the weather forecast before entering this kind of cave. If in doubt, visit some other cave.

Formations

Cave formations (called speleothems) are very delicate and fragile. Some common formations are called stalac​tites (hang from ceiling), stalagmites (rise from the floor), flowstone, rimstone dams, and bacon rind. Others are helictites, gypsum flowers, gypsum nee​dles, boxwork, columns, and soda straws. Formations grow very slowly. Some are no longer growing at all. Every cave is sensitive, whether commercial or wild. When visiting a cave, remember that formations damaged, even by accident, will not regenerate. Avoid damage to the cave and injury to yourself and you can really enjoy your visit to the underworld.

Cave Life

Many people visit caves without being aware that other life forms are sharing the cave environment with them. Cave life is not as abundant as that on the surface, so the life in a cave is as delicate as the formations. Cave life can be placed into three categories commonly known as tro​globite, troglophile, and trogloxene. The troglobite is a true cave dweller, an organism that never leaves the cave and never sees the light of day. A troglophile is an animal that can complete its life cycle inside or outside the cave. The trogloxene, on the other hand, will visit a cave for a period of time, but must always return to the outside environment to sustain its life.

Caves, because of their unusual environment, afford transitory or permanent sanctuary for an extensive range of living organisms, and the variety of critters in a cave is a lot narrower than in the surface surroundings. In addi​tion to humans, cave life includes various types of insects, spiders, salamanders, fish, crayfish, isopods, amphipods, snakes, harvestmen, birds, pack rats, and bats.

Many of the organisms that live their entire lives in the cave environment are colorless or blind. These residents, specially adapted to darkness, provide biologists with insight into biological processes such as evolution. Other species live only part of the time in caves. Because of the lack of food, many cave organisms are delicate and fragile, and occasionally rare or endangered. Therefore, utmost care should be taken not to disturb them or their environ​ment. Some cave life, like the blind cave fish and the blind crayfish, never leave the cave and must live on the little food that is washed in from the surface.

Bats, on the other hand, will leave the cave each night to feed, except when hibernating. Most North American bats are insect feeders, consuming nightly a quarter of their weight of such insects as flies, mosqui​toes, and 
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moths. In fact, bats are the only significant nighttime predators of insects. Many bats require the constant environment of caves for either hibernation or breeding, and cannot survive elsewhere.

Safety

A reporter once asked me about the risk involved in caving. My response was, “If you’re foolish enough to buy a two-dollar flashlight and go into a cave, it may be as danger​ous as putting on a blindfold and walking across Times Square in New York. However, if you go caving properly equipped and with the proper attitude and training, it can be a safe, adventurous, and rewarding experience.”

Caving is not necessarily a high-risk activity, but in certain situations and particular conditions it can be. The level of risk involved in caving is, to a very large extent, related to the risk-taking behavior exhibited by the indi​vidual caver. It can also be affected by the wide variety of conditions that may be encountered in a cave. The bulk of caving accidents result from lack of training, lack of proper equipment, lack of preparation, or poor judgment. The Boy Scout motto “Be Prepared” applies here. Proper training, being properly equipped, and exercising good judgment will reduce the level of risk when caving.

Caving alone is foolhardy and dangerous. Caving is a noncompetitive team activity. It is an interdependent group of people moving together through an alien and potentially hostile environment. The actions of a single member can jeopardize the entire team. There should be a minimum of four cavers on a team. In the event of an accident, one can stay with the injured person and two can go for help. That way no one is caving alone. Teams larger than eight tend to be too slow and difficult to manage. A larger group of cavers can be divided into several teams to explore separate sections of a major cave system. Some groups like to have a designated trip leader, although my experience has shown that most cavers will follow the lead of the caver most experienced in that sort of cave or the one who dealt with the landowner.

The team should move as a unit and only as fast as the slowest member, stopping periodically for a rest. Stay in voice contact with your teammates by not wandering off on your own. A fragmented team with poor communica​tion is an invitation to trouble so use the buddy system. Remember, no solo caving! After negotiating a tricky climb or traverse, don’t take off until you are sure the team member behind you has made it also. Team mem​bers should be aware of their companions’ situations and be prepared to extend a helping hand.

Caving is extremely demanding physically. You should be in reasonably good shape. A person in poor condition will tire more quickly, slow the team, and ultimately shorten the trip. Know your limits and do not attempt trips beyond your capabilities. Beginners should start with shorter trips of two to four hours and work up to more challenging ones. If you have any doubts about the demands of a particular trip, talk to an experienced caver who knows the cave.

If you have a serious medical condition or a chronic disorder, it may be wise to consult a physician and con​sider his advice before caving. If you go caving, inform your caving companions about your condition before the trip in case of a problem.

Hazards

The intent here in discussing hazards is not to discour​age you, but a little apprehension for a novice before a cave trip is healthy. An awareness of possible hazards will help you avoid them. Caving as a whole has a better safety record than many active outdoor sports. Above all, respect the cave and exercise caution.

Falls are the most common type of caving accident. Slow down and watch where you are stepping. Running, jumping, and other fast moves are not recommended. A simple twisted ankle can require a major rescue effort to bring out an injured caver. Test handholds and footholds before committing yourself to your next move. Boots that supply ankle support and hard lug soles can help keep you from slipping and are great caving footwear. Some climbs require the use of a hand line or belay (a safety rope held by a companion), but free-climbing a rope (hand over hand) is foolish at best and could be fatal. It cannot be done safely and should be discouraged. Get vertical train​ing from a competent instructor before doing any climb​ing in a cave.

Be aware of falling objects while caving. Avoid unstable breakdown and very steep rocky slopes. Standing under anyone doing climbing or other vertical work places you in a vulnerable position so be sure to stay off to the side of any climber above you. Secure all loose gear to prevent your accidentally dropping it on someone when climbing. It is good practice not to start moving until those who might be hit by something you dislodge have moved to a safe place. If you do dislodge even a small rock, drop your flashlight, or your cave pack, warn those below you by shouting “ROCK!” loudly and clearly.

As you go through the cave, you will encounter some crevices and very tight places. Avoid forcing yourself into places you cannot back out of or where your teammates will be unable to reach you. Descending a tight passage feet first is the best option, as you are better able to climb back out if you need to.

There is little excuse for getting lost but it happens. It’s usually because a rule of safe caving practices was ig​nored. If it does happen, stay where you are and don’t move around trying to find your way out. Conserve your light by turning it off. Turning your light on occasionally will help keep you calm and alert. Stamp your feet, pound a rock on the floor, and call out occasionally when you hear someone who may be searching for you. A better idea is to carry a whistle with you and use it to save wear on your voice box. You may need your voice to thank those who will spend hours trying to find you.

Always leave word with a reliable party as to what cave you will be visiting and your expected time of return. Leave a margin of extra time, as most trips take longer than originally planned. An unnecessary rescue results in bad publicity and doesn’t sit well with the cave owner.

It is an embarrassing thing to be deep in a cave without any light. Any caver lost because of light failure should be embarrassed, to say the least. That caver is now stranded in total darkness until help arrives. Every caver should carry three sources of light. The primary source should be attached to the helmet. At least one of your secondary light sources should be sufficiently convenient and dura​ble to be used to get you out of the cave. Spare parts, like batteries and a bulb for a flashlight, are required to produce a reliable source of light. Food and drink may be very important, depending on the number of hours you plan to spend in the cave.

Important Leave No Trace Practices

1) Caves are very fragile and easily damaged by careless visitors.  Natural features such as stalactites take millions of years to grow and some are quite fragile.  Watch your head and where you step and put your hands to avoid touching them.  The dirt or oils from your hands can also stop their further growth.  No writing or scratching on cave walls, throwing or rolling rocks, or breaking cave formations.  Stay on the most well-traveled routes and don't venture off to explore more pristine areas.  Don't take anything out of the cave.  Remember the adage "What if everyone did that" and understand that we are visitors on private property.  We want the cave to be as pristine and beautiful in 100 years as it is today.  

2) There are bats hibernating in caves in the winter, hanging from the walls and ceiling.  Look at these from a distance but don't disturb them or wake them up.  Look for them hanging from the ceiling and give them a wide berth, let others behind you know of their presence. They have just enough stored energy to get them to the spring to make ONE flight out of the cave to search for food.  If you disturb them they will fly about and lose valuable energy; there is no food for bats inside a cave.  

3) It is best not to eat in caves but if we do, be sure to put your pack or trash bag in your lap to catch all litter and food crumbs.  Very little organic matter gets into caves so a few crumbs from each visitor can dramatically alter the natural dynamics of cave fauna (such as attracting mice or rats into caves, which then eat rare cave insects).  Carefully inspect the areas where you sit and pick up all garbage, including micro-garbage.  Pick up any trash left by others as well.

4) If we see others in the cave get to a wide place and stop so they can more easily pass.  Keep your voices down, a large group in a cave can be noisier than you think!

5) Be sure to relieve yourself just before going into the cave.  Some folks may want to carry a wide-mouthed bottle with a secure lid for emergency use.  

Safe Caving Practices

Although the following list of safe caving practices is meant to help you, there is nothing—and make no mis​take about it—nothing that will replace using good judgment and com​mon sense. Some items listed below may have already been covered, but it wouldn’t hurt to mention them again. We cannot cover every conceivable situation you may encounter while caving, and additional reading on the subject will benefit you.

•
Never go caving alone (a minimum of four people on a team).

•
Wear a good-quality hard hat with a chin strap and the primary light source attached. Protect your light source from bumping the cave ceiling. 
•
Carry three sources of light (should one source fail) – two sources are OK if in a larger group.

•
Always leave word as to which cave you will be visiting and your expected time of return, allowing a few hours for any unexpected contingencies.

•
Follow the lead of the more experienced caver or the one who knows the cave well.

•
If all your lights fail, sit down and wait on the spot for help to come.

•
Be careful when climbing, keeping three points of contact with the rock at all times.  Sit on your butt and slide when traversing slippery surfaces.  Increase surface friction by placing the palms of your hands and your feet flat against the rock.  Avoid jumping; cave floors are seldom level and a short jump may result in an injury. If you lose your balance fall or roll to your stomach and put as much of your body in contact with the rock as possible so the friction will prevent you from sliding. 
•
Practice ropework (vertical caving) under the guidance of an expert before doing any vertical caving.

•
Caving is extremely tiring: know your limit, rest fre​quently, watch for fatigue in others.

•
People with chronic medical conditions need to take that into consideration when deciding to go caving.

•
Carry a small first aid kit. A large garbage bag or poncho will make a good heat tent using the heat from one candle or carbide lamp.

•
If an immobilizing injury occurs, treat for shock (keep the injured caver warm) and contact the local cave rescue organization.

•
Sitting still can cause shivering after a period of time, the first symptom of hypothermia. Initiate stationary physical activity or place a trash bag over your body with a hole cut for your head and perch yourself over a candle – the candle warmth will heat up the inside of the bag.
•
The slowest caver sets the pace. Go only as fast as you can be followed, and check on the cavers behind you.

•
If lost in a cave, panic is your worst enemy. Remain calm, conserve your light, and if you followed the rule about leaving word, you have little to worry about.
Suggested Caving Equipment

•
Helmet: A hard hat equipped with a chin strap and mounted with your primary source of light is required. The hard hat should be of good quality. We have 15 caving helmets to distribute but only 12 headlamps, so if you have a relatively bright one bring it along to use or carry as a backup. The headlamps we use cost $75 so please handle them with care, don’t force anything, bang it on rocks, or get it muddy. They require 3 fresh AA batteries; bring a spare set as well. 
•
Back-up lights: At least two sources of backup light are mandatory for safe caving, carried so as not to fall and break. Install brand new batteries and carry one full set of spare batteries. With a back-up lighting source, compactness and dependability are more of a concern than intensity. 

•
Footwear: Shoes should be sturdy hiking or work boots with non-slip, lug soles made high enough to provide ankle support. Tennis shoes are fine if you don’t have boots. They’ll probably get wet and muddy, so use only old footwear.

•
Clothing: The temperature inside caves runs from the 40s up north to the 60s in Florida, so dress accordingly in layers so you can regulate your temperature. By the way, your cave clothes will get muddy so use old clothing.  It’s easiest to simply shed your outer muddy layer of clothes (place in a plastic bag) for the ride home, and/or bring extra clothing to wear. I generally wear long underwear bottoms and synthetic pants and a thin and thick long-sleeved shirt on top.  

•
Gloves: The protection of gloves will keep your hands clean and help minimize the number of cuts and scrapes you may get on your hands.  Leather work gloves are the best. Please always remove gloves when adjusting your headlamps to keep them clean of mud. 
•
Cave pack: A fanny pack of substantial strength or an old military pack is helpful in carrying needed extra equipment (water, food, flashlights, batteries, plastic bags, camera and the like).  The Army Surplus gas mask bags are great as they ride above your hip and don’t catch on the ceilings when crawling.  Army surplus stores generally carry these.   
•
Large plastic trash bag: A large trash bag can be used for emergency warmth and is ideal to carry dirty cave clothes home. Carry a small trash bag as well to carry any trash you find inside or outside the cave.
•
Kneepads: Pads are optional, but they surely will make your knees happy.  Lowes and Home Depot carry these (more important for adults than youth…). 
•
Food: Carry high-energy food sufficient for the length of the trip. It is wise to carry some extra in case the trip takes longer than expected or in the unlikely event that you become lost. Dropping trash or crumbs is completely unacceptable…
•
Camera:  Optional - carry in a well-padded case and store it in a place where it won’t be smashed.

•
Rope:  Sometimes necessary for safe traverses or to ascend/descend short distances.  Can tie overhand knots with hand loops.  

•
Trip Leader: First aid kit, Nalgene pee bottle, flagging tape, rope, and phone with emergency contact phone numbers. 
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