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So, You've 'Bought Into' a Sacred Trust
by David A. Hubbard, Jr.

Whether your property and its cave(s) were
passed down through your family or you purchased
them, you have acquired additional responsibility.
Your cave contains a tremendous amount of
information about the past. Perhaps family history is
associated with your cave through social events such
as dances or balls held underground, or an ancestor
mined minerals there, or your ancestors hid there
during an attack. Caves hold secrets far older than
are recorded in the written history of man. Soils and
formations in a cave, if they can be carefully studied,
can tell us about what used to grow in the area, past
climates, and much more. One of the more important
historic uses of many Virginia caves was the mining
of saltpetre for the production of black powder just
prior to and during the Revolutionary War, the War
of 1812, and the Civil War. During these armed
conflicts, coastal blockades halted the importation of
foreign gunpowder. Without gunpowder manufac-
tured from saltpetre, our existence today would be
very different.

To date, some 80 Virginia caves are known to
have been mined for saltpetre. There are few written
records of this mining and much of the oral history
has perished. Artifacts of saltpetre mining have been
preserved underground and may reveal some of this
history. Unfortunately, the most significant and
recognizable artifacts were
made of wood and most
have been removed,
destroyed, or burned by
thoughtless individuals.
Tally marks recording the
number of bags of petre
dirt a miner may have dug
and even the names and
dates recorded by these
miners are commonly
destroyed as vandals carve
and spray-paint
graffiti inside caves.

saltpetre cave.

As an owner of a Virginia cave, you are first in
the line of protection of the secrets and clues hidden
in your cave. The Virginia Cave Protection Act was
enacted to help you protect your cave; unfortunately,
most damage can not be undone nor can lost secrets
be restored. You are the guardian of the beauty, life,
and history of your cave; however, how much do
you really know about your cave? By taking a little
time to talk with visitors who enter your cave, you
can learn more about the cave and convey your
concerns about protecting this natural resource.

Perhaps this article has stimulated your interest in
your cave, but do you think of your cave as truly
sacred to anyone? A few of you may have met an
apparently misguided visitor or two who repeatedly
return to visit your cave and behave as if it is some
sort of sacred entity. As mentioned, caves contain
far more information than one might think and,
looking at how caves have been used in the past, we
now realize that some were far more important than
we expected. Before we learned to use electricity,
caves were used for the storage of food and drink.
The fairly uniform cave temperature provided natural
refrigeration for storing vegetables, meats, dairy
products, and wines. Caves were used as shelters
and at least one Virginia cave served as a fort in the
1750's. In addition to their importance in the
production of gunpowder,
many caves served as
hiding places for supplies,
family treasures, as well as
entire families during
armed conflicts. You may
remember that the Dead
Sea Scrolls were found in
a cave in the Mideast.
Several caves in the
Pyrenees of France and
Spain contain some of the

their Tally marks and the inscription "Samuel Baker, April the 17 finest prehistoric art ever
1862," record historic events in the history of a Virginia found. Have you ever







