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2014 Winter Holiday TAG Trip
By Bob Ausdenmoore

Photos by Tama Cassidy and Tammy Otten
Bob Ausdenmoore, Tama 
Cassidy, Mark Ostrander and 
Tammy Otten

A TAG trip idea was born at a 
DUG vertical group supper 
that included many local 
vertical cavers.   Six or seven 
of us talked at that supper 
about taking a break from 
Ohio’s bleak winter and 
heading to the deep limestone 
and warmer wea the r o f 
Tennessee, Alabama and 
Georgia.  As the travel date 
approached some of the group 
found unavoidable work and 
family commitments and the 
group shrank to just three: 
Bob, Tama and Tammy. 

Ta m a a n d Ta m m y w e r e 
planning a post TAG survey 
expedition at Mammoth Cave.  
So we met at Hamilton Valley 
where Tama left her truck and 
all their HV “clean gear”.  We 
then loaded all of the rest of 
the camping, caving and 
vertical gear, including 1200 
feet of rope, into Bob’s truck.

A gas station conversation with 
some tanned northbound 
travelers indicated that they 
had enjoyed fantastic weather 
the previous week down south.  
Alas, a cold front was moving 
in and with it was coming the 
coldest and wettest weather of 
the year.  None of us were too 

excited about setting up camp 
in the rain so we called our 
Huntsville Grotto friends, 
Mark and Sherron Ostrander, 
to see if they  would accept our 
company.  With a warm and 
dry sleeping space secured, we 
decided to spend a couple of 
r e l a x i n g h o u r s a t t h e 
Mammoth Cave visitor center 
before re-commencing the trip 
south.

Our plan was three days of 
activity to include a mix of 
open air pit yo-yos plus some 
vertical and horizontal caving.

The first day started with a 
pleasantry: Mark was joining 
us.  He had made arrangements 
with the Southeastern Cave 
Conservancy  (SCCI) to visit 
Lost Canyon Cave near Rising 
Fawn, Georgia about two 
hours from his house.  We 
brought four ropes of length 
50, 150, 190 and 240 feet.  The 
longest rope was used for the 
entrance drop; it was rigged to 
a bolted anchor, backed up to a 
tree and re-belayed to a bolted 
anchor about 50 feet down to 
allow the final 150 feet or so to 
be rappelled free from the 
wall.  The shortest rope was 
anchored to a rock to allow 
climb down through a tight and 
muddy space.  The final two 
ropes were used to gain access 
to the deepest recesses of what 

is one of Georgia’s deepest 
caves.  The bottom-most rig 
po in ts were reached by 
chimney climbing along a 
mildly exposed canyon first to 
one rig point and then back 
along the canyon wall to the 
other rig point. At one point 
while chimneying Tammy said 
“ouch my kneepad is in the 
wrong place” and Tama replied 
“so are mine.” Tama’s knee 
pads had been accidently left 
in Kentucky at HV.   Once the 
r o p e s w e r e r i g g e d , t h e 
foursome split  into two groups 
that each did a through-trip.  
Tama and Tammy rappelled 
one rope and climbed the 
other.  Mark and Bob did the 
opposite.  The two groups 
passed each other in the 
bottom of the cave where mud 
choked the passage. Mark 
dropped a hand line so Tammy 
and Tama could get up the mud 
slick climb. It took a lot of 
effort to manage the logistics 
of de-rigging and climbing out 
all of the equipment.  There 
was some popcorn that had an 
unnatural attraction to Bob’s 
rope, which defied being 
pulled up  a drop.   Back at the 
entrance rope, Bob was first up 
with the 190 rope. (since he is 
an iron man we thought he 
needed   the  extra   challenge). 

(Continued on page 7) 
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(BEDFORD, IN) - Hoosier 
National Forest officials have 
decided to continue to keep 
caves closed to recreational 
use.

Officials closed caves in 2011 
in an effort to protect bats 
from white-nose syndrome. 
White-nose syndrome has 
since been found in most caves 
on and around the Hoosier. 

White-nose syndrome is 
caused by a fungus 
( P s e d o g y m n o a s c u s 
destructans) and affects most 
bats, including Indiana bat, 
gray bat, little brown bat, 
northern long-eared bat, and 
tri-colored bat. According to 
the USDI Fish and Wildlife 
S e r v i c e , r e s e a r c h e r s 
understand more about the 
disease than ever before and 
continue to look into ways to 
control it. 

Mike Chaveas, Forest 
Supervisor, says continuing 
the closure will limit human 
access to the caves and will 
help slow potential spread of 
white-nose syndrome

"There are several ways the 
disease is spread," Chaveas 
says. "We cannot control bat-
to-bat transmission or the 
spread from already infected 
environments to bats. By 
limiting access to the caves, 

however, we can try to slow 
the rate at which humans 
spread the disease to 
previously uninfected areas."

Most areas on the Hoosier are 
thought to be infected with 
white-nose; bat surveys show 
decreased numbers of 
hibernating bats for the last 
few years. 

The cave closure prohibits the 
public from entering National 
Forest caves. Those found in 
the caves can receive a citation 
with a mandatory appearance 
in Federal Court. Scientists 
and researchers may acquire a 
permit to enter caves for study 
purposes. Permits require 
proper decontamination 
procedures before and after 
entry.

Gray and Indiana bats are 
currently listed as Federally 
Endangered species, and the 
northern long-eared bat is 
proposed for listing. A 
determination is to be released 
in April of this year.

"We work closely with the 
Fish and Wildlife Service to 
improve and maintain habitat 
for species protected under the 
Endangered Species Act,"says 
Richard Winstead, Wildlife 
Biologist - Hoosier National 
Forest. "We follow restrictions 
and guidance on vegetation 

removal, prescribed burning, 
and other Forest management 
activities."

White-nose syndrome has 
killed more than five million 
cave-hibernating bats across 
the northeast and mid-Atlantic 
states and Canada and has 
been steadily progressing 
westward in its spread. 
Infected bats are easily 
recognized by a white 
substance around their nose, 
ears and head. It is thought 
that the fungal infection 
disrupts the bats hibernation 
which causes them to use fat 
reserves more quickly. Wing 
membranes are also impacted 
by the fungus. A bat's wings 
help maintain water balance, 
temperature, and blood 
circulation, so these 
combinations of impacts to the 
bat's systems increase 
mortality. 

Bats play a key role in the 
ecosystem.

"Bats help with pollination and 
seed dispersal and are great at 
insect control. One bat can eat 
up to 6,000 insects in one 
night. The US Department of 
Agriculture estimates pest-
control services provided by 
bats to be around 
$3,000,000,000. We need to do 
all we can to protect them." 
says Winstead. 

Hoosier National Forest Cave Closure Continues
(http://www.wbiw.com/local/archive/2015/01/hoosier-national-forest-continues-cave-closure.php) 

http://www.wbiw.com/local/archive/2015/01/hoosier-national-forest-continues-cave-closure.php
http://www.wbiw.com/local/archive/2015/01/hoosier-national-forest-continues-cave-closure.php
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continued from page 5)

We didn’t get out of the cave 
until after 10 PM  and we were 
happily whipped.  It felt great to 
settle into the car with friends 
after a day  of hard caving. Some 
food and road pops helped with 
the two hour drive back to 
Mark’s house.

The second day started late.  
Mark had gone to work by  the 
time Bob, Tama and Tammy 
began to stir.  None of the 
remaining trio had showered 
after the previous day’s arduous 
adventure and the remnants of 
that day were obvious: we were 
filthy, dog- tired and moving 
very slowly.  Eventually we 
gathered enough energy to 
reorganize the car and our muddy 
belongings that had multiplied in 
size and we began another 
journey.

We were planning to cave to the 
bottom of the 404 foot deep 
Surprise Pit within Fern Cave.  
Along the way to Fern we 
stopped at a superstore to pick up 
missing items and safety pins to 
hold tattered gear together.  We 
didn’t arrive at SCCI’s Fern cave 
Preserve until the middle of the 
afternoon and once there we 
s p e n t c o n s i d e r a b l e t i m e 
navigating and getting the truck 
unstuck from the deeply rutted 
Jeep trail.  Our directions to the 
cave were questionable.  We 
knew that a long, steep  hike plus 

our vertical gear plus 50 pounds 
of rope were awaiting us.  And 
we only had about 3 hours of 
daylight left.  We agreed that we 
weren’t feeling good about the 
situation so we decided to leave 
the rope and vertical gear behind 
and spend our energy on finding 
the entrance.  We took our cave 
gear with us in the hope that 
there might be enough time to 
pop into Fern and find our way  to 
the top  of the pit.  It turned out 
that the directions were pretty 
good and we found the cave 
fairly  quickly.  Once there, 
though, we encountered a 
tremendous amount of water 
cascading down the mountain, 
over falls and into the cave 
entrance.  We elected to not go in 
as temperatures were in the 30s 
and the sun was getting lower in 
the sky.  So we spent a fun late 
afternoon hiking around and 
taking pictures of the spectacular 
scenery of Fern Valley.

That evening we rented a cheap 
hotel, showered, ate some 
Mexican food, drank some beer 
and got a good night sleep to 
enable an early next day start. 

The third day was to be our final 
day in TAG and it was New 
Year’s Eve.  In the room, we Jet-
Boiled some delicious French 
press coffee  ate pastries, cereal 
and yogurt  and headed toward 
Princeton, Alabama where Hall’s 
Pit is located.  We had just 
decided on Hall’s Pit the 
previous night while reading 

information about some of the 
TAG caves.  We stumbled upon it 
only because its information was 
on the same page as some of the 
other pits we were considering.  
What a great  choice it turned out 
to be.

On the way  up to the pit, we met 
the nice landowner and his son as 
they were coming down the 
mountain on their ATV.  They 
had just shot a nice buck and the 
young boy  was ecstatically 
happy.  The owner gave us 
detailed directions, wished us a 
good day. We quickly  found the 
pit and rigged the 190 foot depth 
with a 190 foot rope, fully 
expecting that we would need to 
changeover while on rope.  
Presumably, the pit depth had 
been measured from the high 
side because, luckily, the rope 
just barely touched bottom, 
allowing us to get off rope and 
peek around a bit.  The pit was 
beautifully decorated from top to 
bottom with flowstone and 
stalactites.  We agreed that this 
pit was perhaps the nicest pit we 
had ever bounced.  The 190 foot 
climb-out seemed way too short; 
there was so much to look at.

Back at the car, we celebrated 
with a beer and began the seven 
hour trip back north.  Tama and 
Tammy unloaded their gear at 
Hamilton Valley  and prepared 
themselves for Mammoth Cave.  
Bob arrived home with a couple 
o f hours to spa re be fo re 
midnight.    
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Photos from the Winter Holiday TAG Trip
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