A Caving Fatality at Carter Caves State Park
By Chris Chandler NSS #53206 and Terry Waechter NSS #31482
The following account relates the experiences of two members who participated in the recovery of Nicholas Booth who sadly drowned during a flash flood event at Carter Caves State Resort Park in northeastern Kentucky. Terry”s account will be in parenthesis.
As I recuperate physically from the past 48 hours I thought I would take the time to document all that has taken place and the role of ESSO Grotto in the location, extrication, and evacuation of a caver killed June 16, 2003 at Carter Caves State Resort Park.
On Monday, June 16, a 22 year old began a trip through Horn Hollow with two first time juvenile cavers, ages 16 & 13, members of his church. The 22 year old leader had approximately three months of largely self taught caving education and experience. He was recently exposed, however, to the organized caving community during a cave gating that occurred at Carter Cave’s Saltpeter Cave. At that time he had been strongly encouraged by experienced cavers to join an organized caving group and advised about the dangerous nature of caving by oneself, without proper training, and without the appropriate protective equipment.
At approximately noon on June 16 park personnel noted a rapidly rising water level in Laurel Cave (at the base of Horn Hollow) during a kid’s trip through the cave. So at or about 1:00 PM the decision was made by park personnel to stop issuing permits for wild caves at the park due to the increasingly dangerous conditions. The conditions continued to deteriorate as the afternoon progressed. At approximately 4:00 PM the rain became heavier in nature. At about this time park personnel noticed two vehicles belonging to the victim and his group parked near the entrance to Laurel Cave.
The two survivors reported that they did not enter Laurel Cave or Lower Horn Hollow Cave and continued following a trail north into Horn Hollow. They also report that the leader was looking for a specific cave he had not been in before. The conditions of the creek had not seemed a cause for concern to them, as the actual creek bed was free of flowing water in many places at the time.
At approximately 5:00 PM the leader located the cave which he had advised the party of earlier. This cave is nearly one full mile from the convergence of Horn Hollow Creek and Cave Branch. (Most local cavers refer to it as Boundary Cave.) The victim was equipped with: a bicycle helmet to which was attached a retail headband light; large armored elbow pads; thin (khaki) pants; and a cotton T-shirt. The rest of the party was clothed with T-shirts, jeans, and cover-alls, and carried hand held flashlights. It is unclear as to whether either of the survivors had helmets, pads, or backup lights.
The survivors advise that a black backpack containing several flashlights and some food was placed on a ledge outside of the cave. Then the party walked down into the 2 foot deep water and into the 4 to 5 foot high insurgence passage. This cave has a general footprint of a long (shallow) “C” with the insurgence approximately 75 yards from the resurgence. The survivors report that the leader was the first to go inside followed by the two survivors about 10 feet behind. Approximately 30 feet inside the cave the two survivors reported hearing the water become suddenly louder at the entrance. They turned towards the entrance to see a “wall of water as high as the ceiling” rapidly approaching them. They then turned and yelled loudly at the leader, exclaiming to him that they needed to get out. As the water hit the two survivors they reported being knocked back into the walls of the passage. They watched the victim stumble under the force and disappear into the water. The two survivors state that they struggled severly to maintain an upright position and had to hold their breath several times where the passage was completely water filled. Upon exiting the cave the survivors were unable to make contact with the leader either verbally or visually. They decided to throw the backback containing flashlights and food into the cave in the hopes that the victim had found an air space and could intercept it.
Once clear of the cave the two survivors began traveling back toward the Welcome Center. The pair made it back to the Welcome Center between 6:00 PM and 6:30 PM at which time they reported the incident to park personnel.
Several phone calls were made to additional park personnel as well as fire/EMS and at roughly 7:30 a group that included a Carter County Ambulance Service EMT, a park naturalist, one of the survivors, two cave guides, two Search and Rescue team members, and Olive Hill VFD firefighters walked north from Cave Branch via Green Trail. This group was equipped with a Stokes type rescue basket, rappelling gear, basic life support medical kit, and battery powered suction device. The survivor examined Laurel and Lower Horn Hollow Cave but felt that the cave where the incident occurred was much further north into Horn Hollow. However, he tired very quickly and could not continue past the insurgence of Lower Horn Hollow Cave.
Part of the group continued north to the area of Horseshoe Cave as the survivor’s description roughly matched that of it. This description included an entrance and exit through which water flowed in and out of respectively, and that was separated by a distance described by the survivor as “short”. At the time of arrival to the area of this cave the water in Horn Hollow Creek was chest deep in some spots and described as “dangerous to cross” by the first team.
The next few hours resulted in a bit more organization in that Lelana Tierney, wife of retired head natualist John Tierney, began calling some local cavers in an attempt to form a rescue team. Some of those cavers she contacted in turn called National Cave Rescue Commission (NCRC) personnel as well as still more local cavers from mainly the ESSO Grotto of the National Speleological Society. Meanwhile the Olive Hill VFD and Carter County Search & Rescue established a command post near the resurgence of Laurel Cave.
(It was about 10:30 PM Monday evening, June 16, when Ann Honaker called. Marlene answered the phone and immediately got me on the extension. Ann said that Lelana Tierney had called her to report that a caver was missing at Carter Caves State Park after heavy rains had hit the area. Ann said that the grotto was not to come yet but was on standby. She also said that she had sent an email out to her ESSO Grotto list concerning the incident. I checked my email and saw it. I added “IMPORTANT” after her subject heading and forwarded it to my grotto list in case mine was more updated then hers.)
At about 10:55 PM Chris Chandler arrived at the command post and was met by Ike Rayburn, a past ESSO member. They were briefed about the current situation by an Olive Hill VFD officer and told “ we’re just waiting on the water to go down at Horseshoe Cave”.
The cavers present at the time ,Chris and Ike, recommended that a quick search of Laurel Cave be made if for no other reason than to rule it out as the actual location. Almost simultaneously Don Kemper and Bruce Bannerman, both NCRC personnel, arrived at the command center. Both the officer in charge and the cavers present briefed Don about the situation and discussed with him the idea of a Laurel Cave search. Don agreed and so Chris Chandler, Ike Rayburn, and newly arrived ESSO member Allen Blair entered Laurel Cave. The roughly 45 minute search yielded no evidence of a lost caver and concluded back at the command center with a report to Don Kemper that included the condition of Horn Hollow Creek. There was extremely high water flowing into both H20 and Laurel Caves.
During this time Bruce Bannerman went to the lodge and interviewed the survivors. Besides clarifying some unclear details of the incident Bruce found that one of the survivors was rested and willing to go with rescuers to identify the cave in question. A group led by Don Kemper and consisting of one of the survivors, the survivor’s father, a friend of the survivor, Allen Blair, Chris Chandler, a park maintenance electrician, and 2 Carter County Search & Rescue members left the command post at approximately 12:30 AM. The team allowed the survivor to approximate roughly the route his group took when they entered Horn Hollow.
(Marlene is the grotto’s safety and rescue officer. She is an RN and has taken several NCRC classes. She decided that she needed to be at CCSP. As grotto president I thought that it would be useful to be at the scene to monitor the situation in case a general call up was needed.We agreed that we would call the park as we approached to see if we were wanted as I didn’t wish to contribute to a possibly chaotic scene. We paused at the I-64 rest stop east of Grayson and called. The lady answering told us the caver was still missing and after a minute’s wait ,she must have contacted the command post, she told us to come in.)
( Just past the park’s entrance we encountered a park ranger. We explained who we were and he let us through. We found the command center set up in the road in front of Laurel Cave. The time was about 1:15 AM. We met John Tierney, Bruce Bannerman and Dennis Robertson from the NCRC, and Rodger Haney, in command from the Carter County Search and Rescue. They explained all that they knew at the time regarding the incident. There must have been a lot of initial confusion as one CCS&R member told me that they entered the park believing someone had been swept out of Laurel Cave into Cave Branch. He said that they spent some time examining the creek with infrared equipment before being informed otherwise. The missing caver I was told was Nick Booth. He was reported to be in great physical condition.)
(John Tierney was soaking wet. I understood him to say that he had checked out H20 Cave. Cave Branch was roaring right beside us, the usual rocky bed completely covered in deep rushing water. Rain came and went intermittently. Bruce Bannerman was monitoring the situation.)
While enroute into Horn Hollow the team stopped at all karst features and caves allowing the survivor uninterrupted time to contemplate the scene and make conclusions as to whether we were at the right cave. At several locations he initially reported that he felt “this was it”. However, after reasoning further he advised those locations could not have been the location. (Radio transmission was very broken but we could tell they weren’t having much success yet and there was a sense of frustration.)
When the team arrived at the resurgence of Horseshoe Cave they met the remaining initial response team consisting of Coy Ainsley, a park naturalist, and two other park guides. Coy and his team had stationed themselves at the resurgence in order to both monitor the water level as wll as to watch for a possible victim being washed through the cave. They advised that while the water level had indeed receded somewhat Horseshoe Cave remained water filled.
Upon his inspection of both the insurgence and resurgence of Horseshoe Cave the survivor reported the strong sense that again the team was not at the right location. It was at this time that he concluded strongly that the cave his group entered was in fact on the west side of the valley and not on the east, as had been previously reported. This left only two real choices: Boundary Cave or Upper Horn Hollow Cave. The team continued allowing the survivor to guide them and was encouraged to recount any tree, bush, or landmark he might recognize. He continued to recognize the trail until we arrived at the resurgence from Boundary Cave at which time the survivor became much more emphatic about having been at this cave. It was at this time that a team member spotted a blue hat that was identified by the survivor as having belonged to one of the two teenagers. The team then continued north toward the insurgence of Boundary Cave. Once there the survivor became completely convinced that this was the cave. He began identifying and pointing out features of the surroundings that he remembered, such as “this is where I sat down” and “this is where we sat the backpack”.
Being convinced to a high degree of the accuracy of the survivor’s account the team discussed the options at hand. The water level of the cave was such that an air space of 1 ½ to 2 feet existed at the entrance with moderate velocity water flowing into the cave. The level appeared to remain stable during the time the team was present. However heavy rain had begun falling about 15 minutes prior and the National Weather Service was reporting a convective cell forming near the area with an unknown speed and direction of drift. As the terrain the team was standing on had been inundated with water in the past 12 hours to a depth of at least 1 foot, as evidenced by plants and debris, both the cave and the general area were deemed too dangerous at present. The decision was then made to withdraw back to the command center for rest and rehab and to wait for an improvement in the weather conditions.
(At base everyone was waiting. Looking around I saw some park personnel and some S&R personnel. Not really a lot of people at all and no cavers other than John Tierney, Bruce Bannerman, Dennis Robertson, and ourselves. No one was outfitted to enter a cave and I saw no such equipment out. Talking with Rodger Haney I mentioned that ESSO Grotto was on standby if needed. He seemed shocked and said that he’d thought they had been called out. I asked him if he wanted them to come, he said yes, and I made the call to Ann.)
(Within an hour ESSO cavers started coming in. Mark Walker showed up, then Dave Junker and Lisa Thorner. Still not many cavers, all in all. When Lisa learned the name of the missing caver she was shocked. She had become friends with him at the Saltpeter Cave gating and had given him a list of equipment that he should have. She had invited him to our grotto meeting, talked enthusiatically about him there, and was disappointed when he did not come. Ann and Bob Honaker showed up. Marlene, Lisa, Mark, Dave, and myself got ready, presuming another party would be sent out to relieve the incoming party.)
The team arrived back at the command center at approximately 4:45 AM. At this time cavers from ESSO were present. (Everyone was exhausted. They said conditions were very bad. Most caves had high torrential water flowing through them and the creek was deep and dangerous. Trees were down EVERYWHERE from the ice storm last winter. Travel was very difficult.) It was generally agrreed at that time that a fresh group of cavers would travel to the site at first light while the first team rested and rehabbed.
(We had assumed that we would be dispatched immediately and were very disappointed when Don said no one else would go out that night. We had been chomping at the bit to go. But Don was in charge and I knew it was important for one person to have ultimate control or chaos ,or worse, could result. Around 5:00 AM it was decided to move the command center to the parking lot at the Welcome Center. The cavers moved their vehicles to the parking lot across the road. I called Brent Ray hoping to get more information regarding Boundary but he wasn’t very familiar with it either. Marlene and I got in our van, reclined the seats, and took a nap. It was around 5:45 AM. Suddenly at 6:15 AM Marlene was tapping at the window saying we were to head out immediately. I headed over to the command center. There I met Mark, Lisa, Dave, and Marlene. We were it – all cavers. Lisa was given a radio and I got a GPS unit. We were told to search for, mark by GPS, and bag anything that we found which might be related to the incident. Unknown to me Marlene was also given a camera. The last thing we were told was that there was a flash flood warning and a storm cell was expected that morning. “Peachy keen” was all I said.)
(We all loaded into my van and drove down to Laurel Cave. I wanted to do a thorough search of every cave we could enter and also search the valley wall to wall now that we had daylight. Evidence or Nick himself could have been washed downstream. Laurel was wet but not really flooded. There was an intense soaking waterfall about ¾ back. We climbed out over a log jam into the valley to an impressive sight. The almost always dry stream bed from Lower Horn Hollow was filled with over a foot of water, 30 feet wide and swirling down a hole into H20 Cave in a big whirlpool.. There were many trees down, even in the stream. We wanted to stay in the stream because that was where evidence or even a body was most likely to be found. The thought was in our minds that Nick was possibly drowned.)
(Travel up the stream was slow and methodical. We had to plant each foot solidly against the rushing water. We encountered numerous log jams blocking our way and searched each one. We also looked under all the bank overhangs. We arrived at the resurgence from Lower Horn Hollow Cave. A huge roaring torrent was pouring from the entrance. I personally felt it was important to attempt to pass through the cave because all waters from Horn Hollow had to come through there. I asked the others to hold back while I tested an entry. I got to the sloping entrance where a torrent up to my knees was rushing out. I tentatively walked up the slope several feet and saw that things did not improve inside the cave. The water was trying to take my feet out from under me. This was dangerous and not a safe place at all. That cave would have to wait. Hopefully Nick wasn’t in there.)
(We climbed the bank, struck the trail, and went over the top of the cave. As we came down the backside I suggested that we should check nearby Rimstone Cave for flooding. I believe it was Dave and I who went down to it. Although it was very wet we saw no sign of flooding. We didn’t enter far. Next we went to the insurgence at the back of Lower Horn Hollow Cave. We carefully peered in for several minutes, looking for anything unusual. The incoming water was deep and rushing and we gave no thought to risking ourselves by attempting an entry. We proceeded up the valley. There were trees down everywhere, log jams everywhere. It was reminisent of the damage created by a tornado which had struck the area a few years previously. Travel was difficult. Everything had to be checked. The water was back down to within its banks but still deep. It had previously risen far over its banks, some places 3-4 feet as evidenced from the debris seen in the trees. Things must have been very confusing and trying for that tired teenage guide last night, especially in the dark. He did a wonderful job.)
(About this time it entered my head that if Nick was not drowned he could be lying badly injured somewhere in the valley. So we started to occasionally call his name. Near the resurgence from Horseshoe Cave we came to a stock pile of emergency equipment, including a sked, left by the previous search party. I was very impressed with the amount of equipment they had lugged up the valley. I didn’t see how they had managed to penetrate through the tangle in the dark. We looked into the Horseshoe Cave resurgence but did not enter due to strongly flowing high water. Horseshoe Cave is a low hands and knees crawl for several hundred yards. From water levels I felt the cave was still likely sumped much of the way. Slowly moving and searching from wall to wall up the valley, and through the stream bed, we came to Horseshoe’s insurgence but saw the same dangerous conditions.)
(So far it had not rained but I realized a little rain could change things in the water logged valley very quickly. The caves were still either very dangerous or impassable, the valley was obviously in a dangerous condition. We could easily lose some of the rescuers if this dragged on. We needed a quick resolution to the crisis. I began to seriously pray to God that our party would find Nick.)
(We were spread out across the valley, searching everything, looking everywhere. We were getting close to Boundary Cave. I was slowest and behind the others. I heard them shout that they had found the blue hat left by Kemper’s party as a marker. Almost immediately they shouted that they had found another hat. I caught up to them. It was a nice Reebok Denver Broncos ball cap, wet and dirty but obviously new. Tension was rising. We could not get our radio working to report. I marked the location by GPS, we recorded the readings on paper, and then we bagged the hat.)
(Almost immediately we came to a resurgence from Boundary Cave. I had been in Boundary once years ago, only remembering it as being wet and muddy, low and small, and not desiring to return to it again. Lisa had also been into it once with the same resulting impression. The resurgence was triangular, with a sandy gravelly floor beneath an outpouring of water. A hands and knees crawl. I figured that if Nick had drowned his body might well be near this point, so I decided to take a look. As I entered the floor started sloping downward quickly and the sand kept sliding from beneath my hands and knees. The water was high up my chest. Looking 10 feet ahead I saw a narrow 4 inch air space with a short log across it. I did not like this one bit and backed out quickly. We walked up the valley a little and came to a karst window. Water was welling up out of a submerged hole in the ground and pouring back into a larger opening. Indications were that the water had surged out of the submerged hole, not only filling the cave downstream but welling up over the 3 ½ foot high bank by a foot. Vegetation evidence showed that water had swept across the valley from that point to rejoin the stream on the opposite side of the valley. I bent down to look in and saw a somewhat wide passage with a foot of airspace over the water. I think Dave and Lisa may have gone further up the valley at this time because I only remember Mark and Marlene being there when I said that I was going in. There was a good chance Nick was in there, we needed to find out. I got in and things weren’t too bad. Water was flowing but the current did not feel dangerous. Looking back out I asked for Mark to come in and keep my light in sight (in case I got into trouble) but also to keep the daylight in sight in case it started to rain. Marlene stationed herself right at the entrance. I quickly encountered a low spot in the ceiling. The water got deeper and I was up to my neck. I was wondering if I would need to swim. Still good breathing space though. The low ceiling lasted 20-25 feet then rose and I stood upright near a little sand bar. About 75 feet in I crossed over a small debris jam and immediately saw a foam bicycle helmet floating against the wall of side chamber. My heart sank so deep. There was no sign of Nick. I retrieved the helmet and saw a headlamp on it. I pushed the switch but nothing happened. Batteries worn out, I thought to myself. I yelled to Mark of my discovery. Didn’t notice a chin strap on the helmet.)
(I continued on, very nervous and expectant now, looking everywhere. I came to a spot where the ceiling went up into a dome like crack, maybe 12 feet high. Lots of foot and hand holds and no sign of high water up there. I was waist deep in water. I looked below it and to the right was a keyhole shaped passage, roughly 3 feet in diameter. Immediately my light shown brightly on the white sole of a boot at the far end, approximately 20 feet back, where the passage appeared to make a 90 degree turn to the left. I shouted to Mark but he had trouble understanding me. There was lots of echo and flowing water noise. I started crawling back into the keyhole. The main tube of it was just above the water. Then I saw what I’d failed to see before – a leg. Nick was wearing khaki pants which had blended with the cave wall from further away. I knew I’d found Nick at last. I backed out and tried telling Mark. I had to shout very slowly several times to get my message through. I was roughly 125 feet into the cave. I then crawled back to Nick. There was no sign of bleeding from a large wound on his back and no breathing. He was wedged on his side, partially into the slot of the keyhole. Mark showed up with flagging tape from Marlene and we marked a trail through the cave to the body. When I finally got out of the cave our entire party was there. We could not get the radio working.)
Reporting to the command center was hampered by a malfunctioning handheld VHF radio. However a park employee believed he heard a partial transmission that mentioned finding a body around 9:00 AM. Two Search & Rescue team members were sent north into Horn Hollow to attempt contact and a park employee with a mobile radio was sent via road to a location somewhat above the rim of the valley on Route 182. The park employee with a mobile radio was able to receive a contact and confirm the team’s discovery at approximately 9:10 AM.
( I asked Dave and Lisa to go back to inform the team while Mark, Marlene, and I stayed at the cave. It was close to 9:30 AM. A short while later it began to rain . We went to an overhanging cliff face partly up the valley side to stay “dry” and keep off of the valley floor “in case”. I thought it would be noon or later before a rescue crew would show up. The rain came harder, then stopped.)
(Surprisingly, shortly after 10:30 AM, we heard chain saws then saw a large party coming towards us. Lisa and Dave had met them at the stash of emergency equipment. They had started up the valley some time ago clearing a trail as they went. A park ranger came up with a Polaroid camera and said that photos needed to be taken before the body was disturbed. He asked for volunteers but no one immediately spoke up so he decided that he would do it. I think that most hesitated to take “official” and “evidential” photos in case they would prove inadequate. I saw that he had no equipment and was dressed only in slacks and a park shirt. I knew that he would need to be guided through and told what to expect in the cave. Someone handed him a helmet with a light and off we plunged. I felt that the low ceiling would be a challenge and told him about it. This would be rough even for some cavers. As I passed the low spot and stood up I told him so and that reassurance seemed to help him. We got to the keyhole passage. He crawled back and took 4 or 5 pictures. As other cavers were entering the cave I let him go back on his own and stayed behind. I went back to Nick once again.) By all appearances the victim had become either deceased or completely incapacitated closer to the entrance and then had been washed into the narrow passage while in that condition. This assessment seemed to fit with the account given by the survivors when they saw the victim fall under the rushing water.
(As I backed out I met Chris Chandler who also has EMT training.) Terry Waechter and Chris Chandler did a close inspection of the body and found him to be tightly wedged in a seven inch crevice. It was decided that webbing would be utilized to assist in lifting the victim out of the crevice and passage. However, due to the dimensions of the passage only one person could work directly on the victim at any one time. While the victim was being readied for extrication Lisa Thorner, Mark Walker, and Dennis Robertson entered the cave. With the victim prepared for removal Terry Waechter and Chris Chandler , now positioned at the head and feet of the victim respectively, began the arduous task of manipulating the victim through the confined space and toward the main passage. (It became very important to me to support his head with my arm. I did not want to scrape his face on the rough stone of the passage.) Once in the main passage there was enough space to easily place the victim into a Stokes rescue basket and secure him with straps. We then slowly headed out of the cave. The victim was removed from the cave at 10:50 AM. The preparation and extrication took roughly 35 minutes.
( By the time I’d emerged they were zipping Nick up in a body bag. I felt suddenly very sad and looking over at Lisa she seemed to have the same feeling. I didn’t help carry Nick back. I just hung back at the rear sorting through things in my mind. The horror of the situation had completely vanished and a deep sadness replaced it.)
Don Kemper organized the evacuation from the cave back to the command post. The evacuation was rendered much easier by the work of the trail crew and by the efficiency of the volunteers. They included Bob and Ann Honaker of ESSO as well as many park employees, firefighters, and EMS personnel. The trip back to the command post was accomplished in approximately two hours, much ahead of estimates of around 4 hours. Upon arriving back near the command post a roped off secluded area had been established at the direction of Don Kemper so that, among other reasons, the victim could be placed in the coroners’s vehicle away from the media. Chris Chandler gave a brief report to the coroner, the teams checked in at the command post, and the operation terminated.
(As the procession went behind Laurel Cave I remembered my van parked out front and left the group, taking a solitary walk through the cave. Channel 8 was out front and of course caught me. I really had no idea how that one turned out. I was beat. I wanted to gather my team together and go up to the lodge to eat and unwind. Arriving at the Welcome Center there was lots of commotion. TV stations were everywhere but I managed to side step them and gathered my team. Everyone thought that the lodge sounded like a good idea. Just as we were about to leave we were informed of a mandatory debriefing meeting to be held in the meeting room. Frustrating for some hungry people but it was worthwhile. I learned some things. At least one of the teenage boys was much older than I’d initially thought. Dave had found a black backpack floating in the cave. We had thought Nick was wearing it but we learned that the boys had thrown it into the flooded cave when Nick failed to emerge. There was food and lights in the pack. The boys had good sense. I pray that they recover from this ordeal fully.)
(Don told the story of his team and I told my group’s story. Several others added things. Finally it was over and we headed out Our group finally got to the lodge and Chris also joined us. The food was very good. Coy, park naturalist, part of the initial response team and ESSO member, came in briefly and after he had left we found that the park was covering our lunch. Thank you! After we left for home late Tuesday afternoon we encountered very heavy rain in eastern Carter County which stayed with us for the next hour. There were often torrents, nearly walls of water, sweeping across the road off of the hills. The Lord took care of us. We recovered Nick before anything bad could happen again.)
(The entire event was marked by cooperation. Park personnel, Carter County Search and Rescue, NCRC, volunteer firemen, and local cavers were all involved. There were no turf battles that I observed. Everyone cooperated and helped. After the initial confusion all efforts were efficiently directed at achieving an effective and safe rescue. I do not know the reason for the initial confusion. I strongly suspect it was due to the confusion and trauma the two teenage boys were undergoing. Conditions were dangerous but everyone made wise decisions. It would have been nice to have a radio that we knew worked. Turns out that the batteries went bad. The leadership team did a good job keeping things progressing. Don Kemper was effective even when out in the field guiding the efforts. Bruce Bannerman was key in getting the teenager to go back out. The trail crew was amazing in creating a passable trail out to the cave. My hat is off to the park ranger who entered the deep waters of Boundary Cave with me to take pictures. Chris Chandler did an excellent job with the initial body extrication. Thanks to Mark Walker for hanging in there with me when I first entered Boundary Cave. My team of Marlene Waechter, Lisa Thorner, Dave Junker, and Mark Walker were just tops. They were highly effective, sensitive, and took care of each other. You’re the best.)
(S&R personnel are not currently trained or equipped for deep cave rescues. Until they are it would be a good idea to call out local cavers sooner. Apparently we need to get ourselves put on some statewide list. We’ll do that. Even after training, unless some S&R people become true cavers, we will still be needed.)
(Regarding the tragedy itself. First Nick did not attempt to get a wild cave permit. He would have discovered the perceived dangerous conditions if he had. This may have been the most important part of the entire episode. On the other hand I am well aware that many in our own grotto often go up Horn Hollow without first getting a permit. Secondly, it was reportedly raining, sometimes quite hard, during the afternoon. It had been raining more than anyone can remember all spring and many grotto plans had to be canceled due to it. The ground was totally saturated. Apparently an extremely rare and dangerous cell dumped its load in the area where Nick wanted to cave. Nick and his group were unaware of the dangerous conditions as the creek bed was mostly dry. This bed is 3 – 3 ½ feet deep. Also keep in mind that this was not the only drowning death by flash flooding in the county. These were extreme and sudden conditions. The more experienced cavers among us are aware of the area’s inclination for flash flooding. Although Boundary Cave is known, it is not that familiar to most just because it is low, wet, and feels like it can flood easily. No one wants to go there. There was apparently no warning at all before the wall of water hit. They were not far into the cave at all. Just a two minute delay somewhere in their journey and they would have been safe. Here plain old inexperience is at fault. If Nick had come to our grotto meeting would he have learned that night about the dangers of Boundary Cave? Not likely. Could his coming to one grotto meeting have prevented the tragedy? No one will ever know. I do know that members of our grotto and other “expert” area cavers have been in that valley when flash flooding has occurred. Thankfully none of them have gotten in its way. Thirdly, it was apparent from the body’s condition that Nick’s foam bicycle helmet without a chin strap was immediately swept from his head when the wall of water struck. This left him underwater in the dark. I do not know if it would have helped him at all if he had a good caving helmet on. There were other serious wounds to the body. He was battered. Maybe it would have given him a slight edge, just enough to save him, but I have my doubts. I don’t believe that he got to his final resting area in the cave, just beyond the high safe dome, alive. I don’t know the intention of his little expedition. Was it just scouting out the potential of this cave, the same as when we go ridge walking? If so, he was wearing as much equipment as I usually see when we go ridge walking. “There but for fortune goes you and I”, as the song goes. So I am not going to be condemning of Nick. He was young, very strong and supple, and knew no fear. How many young cavers have you met like that? Can you keep up with them in a cave? Do you want to do the dangerous maneuvers that you see them do without protection? I hear stories about them constantly. Nick was of the same ilk. But I sure do wish that we could have drawn him in and guided him somewhat.)
Some other observations. This is hard on the rescuers. It really is.I don’t know if I’ve seen that aspect covered in American Caving Accidents. I don’t know if NCRC deals with it seriously. There is the initial horror of the situation. Some never go beyond that point. Others may manage to bond with the victim and they really go into a kind of grieving that may last weeks. In my book grieving is much better and healthier than remembering the horror. I think everyone feels some sort of guilt. Usually it is about something very trivial and silly that no one else even notices. Some in our party felt guilty because they presumed that he was dead. Some felt that maybe they needed to do more. Some thought they said something out of line. Some felt they could have made more of a difference when he was alive. The guilt feelings are there in different degrees in everyone. It may come down to “that caver is dead and we aren’t, despite the mistakes that we have sometimes made.” But yes, if you are on a cave rescue and it doesn’t end nicely, be prepared for some emotional turmoil. By all means seek comfort and help. Our team has gotten together again over supper to deal with the event’s aftermath. We talked nearly 4 hours and hated to leave. We may do it again! Some of us have also talked with our pastors or doctors or crisis counsellors. Crisis counselling WAS provided to all of the Carter County professionals involved in this rescue attempt. The cavers fell through the cracks but they are attempting to fix that – thank you NCRC.)
