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Few Iowa spelunkers have had the chance to see any caves other than 
those in l:inestone and do~omit.e and eve fewer realize the immense beauty, 
rivalinf-; V1 at of the spar caves of Dubuque, ",ot!':' ch can bl; found in these other 
caves . The "different" t ytle 0: cave :r cUll talkint~ about, are those found 
in lava flows and !mown primaril~r as lava t.'J.bes . 

\'.'hile traveljng to Se uoi l~aticlnal Park i, . California for my umrner 
job with the National Park Service, I pas~ed through Craters of the ~oon 
National ' .onu."Tlent in Arco, Idaho. Aft er t&lkinE; wi tr. the mon~nt 
Superintendent , an the naturalist o f ~~e monume t, I expressed my desire 
to see some of the lava tubes in the mom.un.=m t. Hr. Hen<ierson suggested 
that his son, P rter K. (Ke~t) Henders ,n might llke to accompany me into 
the caves . 

The next morning, June 6, 1 met Kent Henderson and we pr epared our 
speJunking gear and were off for Areo Tunnel , the mos e ns;ve known 
tube in the monument . Because Kent an 1 I ware b th NPS employees, were 
granted permission to see this cave, which is closed to tr~ public by 
a gate 150 feet inside the cave mouth . The cave has been closed to the 
publ ic because of its outstanding scientific value. 

J.he entrance to the ca e, known for many years, is a large collapse in 
a pahoehoe lava flow. The c~ve floor is about 30 feet beneath the surface 
of the flow. This cave was formed as all other lava tubes, when the 
surface of a molten flow cool ed but the lava inside the flow remained in a 
fluid state. 'l'he s till mol ten internal lava continued to now when the 
source had ceased. This then left a ca':e beneath - he hardened lava crUBt. 
after all the mol ten intenor had gone on its way. The cave is very 
peculiar in that it is not one tunnel b It has many b anch tunnels connect­
ing with it that may be entered and has several places where entire loop 
may be made in the cave passages. 'fJith this cave possessing over uCX>O 
feet of mapped passage, it is one of the lonepst known lava tubes in the 
country. 

After we had gone through the gate, Kent and I came to an area ccvered 
and coated with all and floor ice stalagmites an:i stalactites. A very 
fine reticulated pattern was etch d into the ice du. to the bri f r~rioda 

of freezing and thawing. Numerous fine, vertical st iatio s were present 
on one 3-foot tall ice stalag;:lite. These caves have a tendency to star 
coldness for a considerable period for the cave tem,'l9rature i3 a bout 28-35 
~egree3 F. ~he year round in this section. 

In anot.her 100 feet -we c CIrne to the apparent end of the ca e. It was only 
a few years back that someone had notic~d tt low cra10iJ her and enitered 
it to find thou3ands of feet of virfin l ava tube. Beyond this the crawl 
ope ed ..:..nto rooms )0 f eet high and 4(, feet wiru. fhe !Joor t.L-rI d from the 
s mcoth ranC'f''1o€' 1 T3. itl'" (. rOll?',h, sr '1::..... "-li;+i r ll :a. ~oon to tRaJ' the helll 



from rtIY caving b ,and in the low crawlways rip ( sweatshirt to shreadJi. 
Kant showed me plac s where edges of lava indicated periods of cooling 
and fl owing the caTe's genesi.t. He showed me how many of the olmnk8 of 
breakdown vere mel ted into the floor to show that the collapses had occurred 
whilo the noor still hot. Near the end of the cant collapse has permit d 
a .-all hole the sise of silver dollar to let light into the cave. A 
ne t of a wood rat yas found near this hole. 

The back are of the cav is decorated in profusion with lava.t aetiw.. 
While the wall and celling lava vere still in . heated a.'ld very rlBCO~ 
form, after the canty had been created, this lava, through the force 
of gravity, tarted to now from the ceiling. These then hardened after ~me . 
had reached a length of 01080 to 12 inches and after most had obtained a 
needle sharp point. Some have bulbous ood.s indicating a second melting 
period. 'When the dripping 1 :va fell to the floor before it hardened, the 
accumulated pile of irregularly rounded lava resembled the shape of 
copralitea (fossil excreta). 

In one r 'lent showed .. a large wall accumulation of a lIhite JU.terial. 
cold &I soow whioh did not ae.l.t. It possessed a somewhat metalic taste 
and tuBed under the heat of a oarbids n.n.. 'l'h.e m.ineral hu been 
identified by another naturalist in the onument, P ter Sanche , as being 
thenardite. The aineral poaseesea a very high vater of crystalisation 
and will rapidly turn into a vhi t.e powder when it is relllOVed from the cave 
When Mr. Sanchez 1I8de hilJ determination he had to keep his specimen under 
refrigeration in 100% hwnidit to siInulate ca e conditions so th speei.man 
would not change. 

Anil11al life in the cave was not abundant. Droppings and urination point. 
of wood rata were setm. The cave possease vhi te apiders and millipeda 
of which we Say one each. 

We then left the caYe arul Kent ~howed lilt some lIOre of the surface reature. 
of the laTa fields. One of tbs IlO t interesting of thes vu a r atun 
oalled a patter cone. Spatter cones are formed rro. accumulatiol'UJ of clot. 
of Tiacous lava adhering to one another . They are te p sided cone8 af 
small height and d:1 ter. I vas intrigued by one that vas listed on the 
tope map of the park. It was called Oryat&1 Pit. 

Cr,rst&l Pit is a spatter cone for which the thro :\ bu not been.f1lled th 
a8h and cinders. The entrance is about a three foot d.iaIIeter hole a t 
.p of the cone. Upon dropping a rock into the hole and not hearing it 

land, Kent and I decided to explore it the next dq. The pit waa known 
to have been entered about 1922 by Bob Limbert and S. A.Paisley about 1925. 
No one rscenUy h been in it according to the records at the monument. 

The next morning, June 7, I showed Kent the methods of rappeli.ng and 
prussiking and we were onlt our ~ to the c one. Our ropes wer e tied to 
several large lava blocks t the entrance. I vent in first vi tll Kent 
sa!et,-:1ng me and. he followed on prussik safet;r. The throat-like entrance 
drop went down 60 feet with gradual enlargement in di_ter fro 3 to 
7 r eet. Here it belled out into a large room about 35 fset wide, 35~ 
feet high and about 70-80 r ept l ong. Total distsnce f r oD surface to c 
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fioor is a bout 100 feet. Upon reaching the bottoM I took quick 
prelim.i..n.a..ry look about a."1d had Kent come down. We saw tha.t the room wa.s the 
main part of the cave. A small room existed in the SE part of the cav 
and a tunnel went in a NW direction. Ledge were viaible on the waJ..la 
indicating the presenc of shorelines of ancient cooling and subsiding 
lava pools. One main ledge entirely encircles the main room and can be 
leen on the map. At least 4 other lava pool levels were pres nt. 

The Jrlneral present were truly beautiful and fantastic. Lava stalactites 
were over 12 inches long and hung in profuaion. Most of the walls re 
encrusted vi th crystaline gypsum upwards of one inch in crystal length. 
Some l ava stalactites had been covered with gypsum so it looked like 
they were stalactites of gypsum crystal s. Same . trent '.ei eoated j t looked 
like they were stalactites of gypsum. One appeared to be a gyspUJI 
stalactite with no lava center. Thenardite waa found in abundant profusion. 
The SE roOll held a great deal along with the NW end of the big roea. 
These depositi vere up to 6 inche thick and covered areas greater than 
a square yard. Some ~ sho d rounded depressions and 1rregularitie. 
as if it had been water erroded, but was probably only to solution 
of the 1IIiDeral at wet season.. A yellow wall .rfiorescenc. wa:s found in 
the NW corner of the big roaa and in the upper level. of the far Nil 
passage . It did not burn 80 it was not sulfur. A sample was collected 
and given to the I'IIOnument I11WSeum for later ident ification. It could 
possibly be copiapi te, a mineral sometimes found in the Dubuque, Iowa 
area.. 

Evidence of animal habitation was f01md in the form of pack rat dropping., 
a skull, possibly of pack rat, a nest with open top like that of a bird 
and a skull of a large bird of prey. A piece of fiber composed of woven 
grass 1IU found that was out 2t inches long and 1. inch wide. TP.U VAS 

most likely made by Indians of t he area and brought into the pit by rats. 

The noor of the pit is mainly cinder and lava chunks beneath the entranc 
as show by the Ilap and the original depth c an be seen on the map in the 
noor levels of the two adjacent rooms. 'l'he lava possessed great deal. 
of iron which had a very noticeable effect on the Brunten COmpU8 bearings, 
but the whole cave extends in a line, that line also being t he ri1't through 
whioh all of the lava p1lU.red in the several devutating eruptions in the 
lIlOnum.ent. S01lk! of the breakdown on the floor was mel ted to the floor 
showing the collapBe had occured when t he rock waa still fluid. 

After Kent and I finished our prelimi.nary investigation of the pit we 
prussiked out and went to town to get supplie. We again WIlt down mld 
began mapping and completely photogranhing t he can. Of the $lJ..OO spent 
on photo supplies only S pictures were considered worth keeping f or T1lY" 
camera was very inaonsidera~y on the blink. With t he assistance of K t 
and some pitons I vas able to slimb up into the upper chambers in the 
NW passage. The walls of t hese roOl1!8 consist of three inch orU3 of laTa 
and under that are red un.fu.sed cindeT'B. It i s believed that this area 
underlies the adjacent spatter cone. 
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After we aga:in came out, we reported our findings to the monUl1lent 
headquarters and deposited the nU..."1eraJ.. and rock S~8 we bad oQllected 
wi th them for la.ter ci.terlirl.na.ti6n .and an&lysu. ~aase of the great 
scientific Dlpartanc8 of this pit, permission to enter V"....J.l be denied 
to all except qualified scientists when accompanied by an employee of the 
l1lonumen t. 

1 would like to express my appreciation to Monwr-ent Superintendent 
nenderson and his son Kent and the Monument Naturalist David Ochsner for 
the help and cooperation they gave me during my st~ in the monument. 
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The mineral wh1ch you bro~t under refr1gerat1on from 
Crystal P1t Lava. Cave 1n Craters of the 1-1oon National ¥.onl.l­

~ent 18 m1rab111te, Na2S04 ·10H20. The white powder which 

torms from the m1neral when 1t dehydr tes 1s thensrd1te, 

N&2604. Th1 property xpl 1na the pr v10ul 1d ntltloatlon 
of the m1ne~ by t~e University or Utah a8 thenard1te. 

In 1951 I stud1ed some of tho white powder hlch occu:t'll 

1n gypsum cave b11sters in Soldiers Cave by opt1cal methods 
and found gypsum. oalol te, and opal. I would like 0 re­

examine thiB mater1al by x-ray methods 1f 1t 1s possible for 
you to oollect Bome. Slm1lar mater1al from the larger cave 
blisters ln Palmer Cave would be even better 1f ou sh~uld 
be planning to go there~ 

Copy: NPS, San FranCisco 
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