Cave Exploring 

    Back in my late teens I was living in Missouri; there are some magnificent caves out there made famous by Mark Twain’s writings of Huckel Berry Finn.  About an hour or so from my house there is a river recreation area on the Merrimac River.   My friend & I had taken a bunch of beer & camping gear to get some relief from the hot Missouri summer heat.  There are some large famous caves near the area but were far enough away to be out of our range of ‘do-able’ activities that weekend.   After messin’ ‘round the river for a spell we decided to take a ‘bush-wacken’ hike through the woods, meaning there wasn’t a specific trail we were following.  After some time we noticed a small opening up on a steep hill side & went up for a closer look.  We discovered that there was a larger opening just inside the small outside opening & made our way into this larger opening.  What we saw was what once was a larger cave opening roughly 20 by 20 feet wide & high but had been cemented in with cider blocks.  There at the top of the sealed off entrance was another small opening just large enough to fit through; there were some loose cinder blocks scattered around the ground that we were able to pile high enough to take a ‘look see’ inside.  Of course we couldn’t see anything but just as we were getting ready to leave we heard voices coming from very far away within the cave!  It took about 15 to 20 minuets before the people that we heard finally emerged from the cave.  There were about 4 local guys about our age & a little bit older; we had a flurry of questions about this unmarked & hidden cave that seemed to on for an unimaginable distance.  They asked us if we wanted to have a look & sure we did; we did feel a bit apprehensive going into an unmarked & hidden cave with a bunch of local yocal yahoos, but hey, this opportunity doesn’t come along often in one’s life.   

   So up the rickety stack of cinder blocks, squeezed through the very small opening 20 feet up & back down an even ricketier stack of cinder blocks into the near darkness of the caves first chamber.  My friend & I didn’t have a flashlight but the locals had two tiny, almost dead flashlights.  Once we all made the climb in, they shined their lights around the chamber to reveal a chamber that was about 30 feet high & around AND COVERED WITH BATS!  Oh shoot (& we didn’t say shoot), it looked like a scene from a horror movie!  The bats seemed to be sleeping for the most part; one of the yahoos showed us how gnarly these bats are & started poking it with stick.  This bat looked like a possessed mini-demon!  It looked like a hideous devil creature & was cursing, spitting, hissing & carrying on like a savagely possessed demonic beast…& the chamber must have had thousands of these repulsive creatures!  “What’s this yahoo trying to do?”,  us un-worldly city kids were thinking’.   Soon we left that chamber headed down through a natural tunnel that was about 20 feet wide & tall; the yahoos had to preserve their flashlight batteries so we were walking in total darkness for the most part.  After walking for about 15 minuets we came to a junction of three tunnels; one was the way we came from plus two new ones.  “We don’t go that way anymore”, one local said pointing at one of the tunnels.  “Lester went that way last year; we couldn’t find him & he ain’t never came out”.  Without any further mention of poor ol’ Lester we headed through the other tunnel for about 15 minuets in almost complete darkness, occasionally stopping to check out a rather large chamber that must have been over 50 feet high with some very impressive stalactite formations!…But the thought of poor ol’ Lester was spinning around in my head, “what if they wanted to ‘off’ us?   All they’d have to do quietly walk away with their flashlights & we’d never make it back out…naw, that ain’t gonna happen!”  

   After about 45 minuets into the cave we came to another junction where the tunnel was a about 8 x 8 feet.  This tunnel ran for about 50 yards then one of the locals yelled “ALL STOP!”  The lights were momentarily turned on & we all found a nice bench shaped rock to sit on.  The locals lit up a couple of joints & passed them around.  “Oh Great!”  I thought, this is where they get all lit up & …” Perish the thought!  We had some interesting conversation while I found a small rock & tossed it to my side, but I didn’t hear it land!  I found another rock & gave it a toss; still no sound of it hitting anything!  I asked one of the guys to shine his light over there & he said, “ you ain’t gonna see nuthin’, it goez whay down.”  I shined the light all around & what I saw freaked me out; I had been sitting inches away from a bottomless drop off!  “Don’t fall down there, Elmer fell down there last year; we ran & got some rope but never found the bottom.  The rescue dudes came & tied all their ropes together & never done found the bottom…or Elmer!”  

   A short bit later we headed out; these guys had been going to this cave for years & talked about quite a number tunnels that they had traveled into all day, camped out & returned the next day; never finding the end.  They mentioned more tunnels that had dangerous drop offs that have taken the lives of many friends, most of which were never found.  I never returned to that cave, I was very busy playing my guitar in bands, going to college & then moved to California after college, but I’ve always treasured that day in the cave. 

Roger Curley 
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