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Cave Stewardship Rejuvenated
by William Keith

Virginia Cave Board

Approximately twenty years ago, Danny and
Laura McGlothlin purchased the property that
contained the entrance to Grays Cave in Russell
County, Virginia. In those first few years, they
explored the cave and removed some trash, but
eventually the cave became somewhat forgotten.
That changed in the spring of 2001 when I met with
the McGlothlin’s about installing a conservation
buffer around the cave entrance to help filter out
potential pollutants. Being an avid caver, my
conversation with Danny immediately focused on the
cave. I had driven by the entrance twice a day but
had never met the owner to get permission to visit the
cave. I explained to Danny how significant the cave
was in relation to the local hydrogeology. He noted
my excitement and we started planning our first cave
trip together.

In addition, my wife Sharon, who is also an avid
caver, had not had an opportunity to go caving since
the birth of our daughter in March 2001. The trip to
Grays Cave provided an excellent opportunity to visit
a cave that I had much interest in, to establish a
relationship with the owners and to get Sharon
underground again. On a Saturday in June, Danny
and Laura McGlothlin, Sharon, and I went on our
first trip to Grays Cave.

The fifteen-feet wide, eight-feet tall entrance is
located in the bottom of sinkhole and gives way to
nice passage of walking height. A low crawl is
encountered approximately two hundred and fifty
feet from the entrance. Once we were beyond the
crawl, we were standing at an intersection with a
stream passage and an upper-level passage. The
stream that appears in the cave is a “sinking creek”, a

surface stream that sinks nearly two miles away
upstream.

We decided to go downstream first, so we made
the climb into the upper level where we encountered
a well casing that passes through the passage. This
gave us even more opportunity to talk about the
hydrogeology. We proceeded toward the back of the
cave where we encountered the “other” low point.
At what appears to be a terminal room, a low
crawlway through mud and standing water gives
access to the far downstream section. This
immediately became the highlight of the trip!! A thin
layer of mud and water that creates a perfect
hydroplane surface covers the firm sub-layer of the
crawl. A person can move through the passage very
quickly by using only two fingers. When we
reached the terminal siphon, we noticed the only
severe graffiti in the cave. We discussed manage-
ment and the pros and cons of installing cave gates.

The only mishap of the day was when Laura
made a significant discovery in the upstream stream
passage. There is a least one place where the depth
of the stream exceeds normal body height. We
agreed that a non-swimming caver should NOT make
these types of discoveries! The cave trip was a
success and the desire of the owners to take care of
the cave was reborn.

The next year was filled with a flurry of activity.
The first project was to clean all of the old debris and
junk from the steep sinkhole entrance. This would
have been a worthy project for a scout troop. It was
a tremendous undertaking considering the couple did
all of the work themselves. Their next step involved






