
  



By Sydney Cromwell

Humans have explored nearly every 
jungle, desert, peak and depth across 
the earth’s surface. But underground — 
that’s a different story.

For cavers, every time they venture 
underground to explore a new cave or 
passageway, it’s likely that they’re one of 
only a few — or even the very first — to 
lay eyes on it.

“It’s one of the few things left on 
the planet that one can do that there’s 
still potential to find and explore new 
things,” avid caver and Birmingham 
Grotto member Bradley Jones said. 
“Below ground, they’re making new 
discoveries every year.”

Underground, cavers can find new 
wildlife, signs of Native American 
and prehistoric life and a variety of 
geography from rivers to stalactites, 
all lit only by the passing sweep of a 
headlamp. Even when new discovery 
is off the table, caving also offers 
adventure and the appreciation of caves’ 
strange beauty.

“There’s unlimited potential,” Jones 
said.

There’s also unlimited potential 
for danger, both for humans and 
for the caves and their inhabitants. 
Underground ecosystems are fragile and 
easily damaged, but they also present 
hazards that can leave experienced 
cavers lost, trapped, injured or even 
dead.

That’s why the Birmingham Grotto 
— the popular name among cavers for 
a chapter of the National Speleological 
Society (NSS) — closely protects the 
locations of the caves it finds, and the 
group puts heavy emphasis on teaching 
safety and the consequences of litter, 
graffiti and other damage.

“People think if it’s underground, they 
can do anything they want,” Jones said. 
“After you do a couple cleanups and see 
stuff destroyed, you really understand 
the why.”

In January through March 2018 
alone, members of the Birmingham 
Grotto discovered three new caves, dug 
out an inaccessible cave, donated to 
preservation efforts and helped study 
White Nose Syndrome, a fatal disease 
in bats. The Grotto also hosted the NSS 
Southeastern Regional Association 
summer cave carnival in May.

Conservation work is an important 
part of the Grotto, but it’s also about 
enjoying the adventure underground. 
Living in the Birmingham area puts 
would-be cavers in prime location. 

While the city itself only has a handful 
of local caves, Jones said the TAG 
(Tennessee-Alabama-Georgia) region is 
considered to have one of the highest 
concentrations of caves in the world, 
and the Grotto makes frequent trips to 
some of the furthest caves in the region. 

“TAG is the hotspot in the nation,” 
Jones said.

Ray Merrill, a Birmingham Grotto 
member and caver of about seven years, 
goes underground about once a week 
when he’s able. 

“I think everybody, especially kids 
— and everybody is a kid at heart — 
everybody is interested in a hole in the 
ground. … When it’s something that’s 
just unknown, it’s fun to explore,” Merrill 
said.

Sometimes, what appears to be a 
hole only a couple feet wide can lead 
to miles of caving, and passages with 
soaring ceilings, large enough to walk 
through or even camp in. Other times, 
the caves feature chasms to rappel 
down and “squeezes” so tight that if 
you exhale while you’re in between the 
rocks, there’s not enough room to inhale 
again until you’ve crawled through to 
the other side.

It takes the right equipment and a 
large dose of boldness to go caving. 
Merrill even said he has a fear of 
heights, but that doesn’t stop him from 
rappelling into the dark to see the 
depths of vertical caves. 

Most cavers join their local grotto 
not only for access to caves, but also to 
swap tales with others who understand 
why being cold, wet and in dark and 
dangerous terrain can be completely 
satisfying.

“It’s something that words cannot 
describe,” Merrill said. “It takes you away 
from all your problems aboveground. 
When you go underground, you go in a 
different world, and there are challenges 
and things that take your focus.”

Visit bhamgrotto.org for more 
information about the Birmingham 
Grotto and the National Speleological 
Society.

Local Birmingham resident and National Speleological Society Birmingham Grotto 
leader Bradley Jones enters the Bryant Mountain Cave. Photos by Sarah Finnegan.
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