ive cavers entered the cave Saturday
morning, April 26, to explore and sur-
vey leads at the northern end of walkable pas-

sage in Snowy River (SR). The team was led
by John Lyles, who, with Chris Andrews, An-
drew Griego, Kat Rix and Carrie Finn, had
first explored and surveyed the northern end
of SR in 2003 (reported in Rocky Mountain Car-
ing, Winter 2004). Along with John this time
was Robin Gurule’, James Hunter, Michael
McGee, and Tanja Pietrass, all from New
Mexico. A permit had been issued to allow
John to lead a team to push a climb lead seen
in 2003 in Lincoln’s Bathtub, a large chamber
at the end of SR, where the character of the
cave changes back to dirty. Unfortunately, no
photographs of this lead existed and John’s
memory of it was so-so, so the team had to
come prepared for a variety of conditions. Mi-
chael, a hydrologist from BLM-Roswell, came
prepared to sample the water at Crystal Creek
for stable isotopes and water chemistry. Crys-
tal Creek emanates from a spring at the north-
ern end of exploration.

32 ROCKY MOUNTAIN CAVING:

Because of the scope of this mission, each
caver carried a large pack, with the necessary
clean gear, and additional project gear. Three
sets of vertical gear (frog systems), climbing
gear (aids and bolts), a power drill and battery,
and the water sampling bailer and bottles were
all carried in, making for some of the largest
packs brought to SR. The team reached SR
just before noon and began to set up plastic
sheets for the new transition zone. About that
time, Donald Davis’ exploration team for SR
south came through Mud Turtle and joined
them in changing over to clean mode. The
Lyles team departed in a northern direction,
and found that the SR section all the way to
Saguaro Dome/Metro junction and a little
beyond was still mostly white or creamy
white, with no signs of the recent flood
episode. It was noted that the plastic sheet left
in 2003 on SR, and used again in 2005, was
gone. The sheet on the bank was still intact,
but the lower edge had been tucked under.
Further on, a few scraps of flagging were
found on the floor. Going north, things began
to change significantly. The floor was

frequently tinted beige or tan as silt had
washed across. Ripple marks indicated the
direction of flow, as the darker silt deposits
remained on the upstream side of each ripple.
More plastic debris was found on the floor,
including survey station markers and larger
sheets and tarps made from white plastic film.
Pools of still water began to appear in the
deepest basins; originally it had been
speculated that there were probably rapids in
this section in earlier times when it was
flooded. This trip confirmed that the recent
flooding had pooled and probably swirled
around and washed against the silt banks. The
team was able to pass the pools by walking
along the edges, staying close to the water
where the crust was thickest. Several pools
had considerable flagging in them. At SRN43
a large boulder bridges Snowy River. This was
crawled under in 2003 and 2005, through a
dry basin. Now deep pool blocked
continuation via this method. John climbed
over the boulder in his socks, carrying his
clean shoes to the other side where it was dry
again. He scouted ahead to SRN67, to make
sure that the way was passable without being
blocked by wall-to-wall pools. The
exploration permit from BLM forbade
walking through pools of water or streams,
leaving the option for future biological
science. It was possible to continue ahead by
carefully jumping or stepping across four
more narrow pools. John returned with the
news and the team was off, crossing the
obstructing boulder, while wearing packs and
carrying their clean shoes. One person at the
north side of the obstruction helped each
caver climb back down into their clean shoes.
As the team continued north through the
uneven sections of SR where rapids had been,
the whiteness changed to dingy beige and
light brown as silt had washed over it. More
plastic sheets and flagging were found at
regular intervals. Apparently the missing
sheets at Priority 7, and perhaps even at the
new Mud Turtle landing, had washed this far
north to account for the number of white
sheets. Any mud or silt that they carried was
apparently washed by the stream so as to
miraculously preserve the pristine floor from
Mud Turtle all the way to north of the Metro
turnoff. Frequent inspection and
cleaning became necessary as the cavers
continued walking north. Some of the floor
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Looking north toward Crystal Creek.
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