Caves and Canoes:

Managing Cave Resources
In a Recreational Park

By Christopher M. White

Editor's Note: The following is an edited version of
the paper given by Christopher M. White Supervisory
Park Ranger (Intetpreler] at Ozark National Scenic
Riverways, Van Buren. MO, al the National Cave
Management Symposium at Rolla. MO, in Oclober
1984.

Over eons, the Current and Jacks Fork rivers (lo-
cated in southeast Missouri} cut into the slowly uplifi-
ing dolomite and imestone underlying the area. Water
flowing underground slowly cissolved and carved out
numerous caves. A remendous amount of the under-
ground water reappeared as enormous springs, one
flowing as much as 200 million galflons & day. Steep
bluffs, sharp hills, and rocky soil were a resuit. Most
of the "hills" are actually knobs left from the early
streams and rivers. Early man probably followed the
rivers upstream to settle the floodplain. Indians settied
in several places along the Current where a broad
bench made for enough fertile soil to raise crops.

During the Civil War, caves in the area were put to
several uses. Powder Mill Cave is reported fo have
been used for saltpeter production. Hospital Cave got
its name when both sides used it for a recuperation
facility. Courthouse Cave was used to hide records
relating to the town of Eminence. Qther caves were
used by civilians to hide possessions or themselves
as roving bands of quasi-military troops from both
sides swept through on periodic raids. Jesse James
and his gang are purported to have used several
caves for hideouts, These caves are now within the
boundaries of Ozark Riverways.

During the late 1890s, extensive cutling of the
enormous stands of virgin timber caused a boom
period that lasied into the late 1920s. The cutting prac-
tices of the time resulted in gravel-chcked streams,
clogged springs, and the discovery of many of the
caves we explore today.

Coinciding with the lumber era was the arrival of
the railroads, opening the area 1o easy access; fisher-

performed and as the “bugs” are removed from the
data base, the degree of correspondence between
predicted and observed species occurrence undoub-
tedly will increase.

We feel that WHR systems can be useful to re-
source managers working in NPS locations through-
out North America. Any NP that has not yet conducted
a Resources Base Inventory (RBI) can uiilize this sys-
tem to query what wildlife would be expecied to occur
within the park. However, WHR is not a substitute for
first-hand knowledge or on-site experience.

The WHR system also can be utilized by resource
managers 1o assess the potential impact on wildlife
of vasious management decisions they might make.
As WHR becomes available to more NPS areas, a
Systemwide usage coufd occur. Moreover, NPS man-
agers who choose to utilize WHR, would put them-
selves in contact with numerous state and federal
agencies and would thus fosler more cooperative
work with other management agencies.
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men, hunters and recreationalists took full advantage.
People began to notice the scenery; clear sireams,
big springs, well-decorated caves, and talk began
about setting aside the area.

During the 1930s and 40s, the State and U.S.
Forest Service acquired cut-over forest land that had
been abandoned by the timber companies. The State
purchased land along the Current and Jacks Fork
rivers at Round Spring, Alley Spring and Big Spring.
These were designated as stale parks and developed
by the Civilian Conservation Corps in the 1930s. Ce-
bins, campgrounds, restrooms, museums, picnic
shelters and a dining locge were built. Branson Cave
near Alley Spring also was purchased and developed,
wilh a walkway leading into the cave.

A Corps of Engineers study in the 1940s identified
the Current and Jacks Fork rivers as ideal for a dam.
Threatened with deveiopment, the rivers were the
subject of many columns in the regional newspapers
supporting the idea of setting aside the rivers under
the protection of the National Park Service. In 1955,
a serious push began, and after a long series of polit-
ical manuevers, legislation was passed in 1964 dec-
laring the two rivers to be pari of Ozark National
Scenic Riverways. An area one mile long on each
side of the towns of Eminence and Van Buren was
left outside the Park boundary. Public Law 88-492
specifically menticns both air and water-filled caves
(read springs) for preservation.

But in some ways, the job had just begun. Many of
the caves in the long, narrow Park boundary were
well-knowr to focal residents and had been subjected
to much use and abuse. Designation as a unit of the
National Park System brought increasing visitation.

There are three categories of cave users. The first
is the experienced caver who comes to go caving.
Properly prepared, this group has few problems and
does little disturbance to the resource. More potential
for abuse lies with some local residents. Trips into a
cave are oflen the measure of cne's macho image
and evidence of such visits is available in the form of
broken cave formations and empty liquor bottles.
However, not many caves are visited and this impact,
athough perhaps heavy on a few caves. is not a
problem compared to the largest group of users. This
third group is the "incidental caver” one whose caving
experience is only a small pan of the reason to visit
Qzark Riverways. Of the incidental cavers, the largest
group are canoeists.

In 1973, there were 1.5 million visitors to the River-
ways. Of that, 9.7 percent, or 146,000 were canoeisis.
Ten years later, ictal visitation was 1.8 million, but the
percentage of canoeists had aimost doubled - 10 16.7
percent. or 303,000. This is important to cave man-
agement, since many of caves in the Riverways are
easily accessible andor visible from the river.

Over one-third of the canoeists are in groups of 20
or more. Most use the upper Current on summer
weekends. They have little or no formal canoe hand-
ling {raining, have one or two flashlights, and often
are drinking copious amounts of beer. [t's not unusuai
in July or August 1o have 600-800 canoes launch from
one landing to float a river the width of five cars parked
side by side.

Caves in the Riverways are in dolomite, lend to be









