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A new entrance sign welcomes visitors to TCMA’s 
Robber Baron Preserve.

Photo by Joe Mitchell

See ROBBER BARON p. 12

One of TCMA’s longest running projects is 
nearing completion – the restoration of Robber 
Baron Preserve. Only one more work day remains 
on Sat., Oct. 25 when the remaining tasks and a 
final cleanup of the property will be conducted. 
Then on Sat., Nov. 8, TCMA will hold an Open 
House and Dedication Day to mark the conclusion 
of the project. The Open House will provide neigh-
bors and volunteers a chance to visit the cave and 
for TCMA to thank the many cavers and volunteers 
for the thousands of hours of work they put in. 

The restoration project was initiated in 2003, 
partly by the listing of two invertebrate species in 
the cave as endangered, and partly by erosional is-
sues undermining the bunker entrance gate. The 
projects goals were: create a more ecologically 
friendly cave entrance to enhance species habitat, 
re-landscape the property to remove exotic vegeta-
tion and restore native plants, promote educational 
use of the preserve, and correct and improve condi-
tions inherited from the previous owner.

Although the details of the plan changed some 
along the way, the project goals are essentially 
complete. On recent work days in May and June, a 
stone wall was constructed along the front fence to 
prevent water flooding into the sinkhole from the 
adjacent street and some improvements were made 
in the trench. September saw the largest turnout of 
any work day yet, when 53 volunteers planted more 
than 60 plants and shrubs, finished the final clean 
out of the sinkhole, graveling the steps, and made 
other miscellaneous improvements of the property. 

Cheryl Hamilton headed up the landscaping effort, 
assisted by the Master Naturalists and Native Plant 
Society, putting in many hours preparing beds and 
selecting drought tolerant native plants. All that 

SEE ALSO
The Robber Baron Restoration Story       p. 6
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VIEW FROM THE PALIT
By Linda Palit

Congratulations, Texas cavers!  Within the next 
10 months we will finish paying off the mortgage 
for the Deep and Punkin Cave Preserve—over 
$120,000.  Donations from cavers contributed a 
significant portion of this mortgage.  The Spring 
TCMA Auction raised substantial funds for the 
mortgage.  Donations for breakfast at TCR and at 
TSA Spring Convention have also helped.  We need 
to pay off the note by September of 2009 to avoid 
a jump in our interest rate and an increase in our 
monthly payment. 

In addition to raising funds through donations, 
Texas cavers have also donated countless hours to 
improving the cabin and the property.  Maintaining 
our property is important, and sometimes improving 
a particular preserve is one of the TCMA goals.  But 
all this takes money – lots of money.

The Good News – TCMA has Money!
The Bad News – We’re never sure if TCMA has 

enough money, and ENOUGH changes with each 
new economic crisis and each new cave we have the 
opportunity to purchase.  

TCMA has primarily used Caver Donations to 
pay for Deep and Punkin.  Luckily, TCMA has a 
contract with the US Army to do cave maintenance; 
some of the money from this contract has been used 
for Deep and Punkin or other cave preserves, but a 

substantial part has also gone into savings.  Each 
year, we are not sure if the contract will be renewed, 
but we have been lucky so far, receiving renewals.  
With the changing economic realities, it is never 
certain that this will continue.

Saving money is important for TCMA, since 
one of our primary purposes is to purchase caves 
for preservation and for caver use.  But we also 
want to be sure we have caver support, and that if 
we have the down payment, we will be able to make 
the payments to service any loan we get on property 
with caves.  With the current financial crisis, it is 
likely that higher down payments will be required 
and loans will be more difficult to get.   

I believe that if a cave Texas Cavers want is put 
on the market, TCMA has a good chance of having 
enough money for the down payment, and has the 
ability to get a loan and purchase the cave.  We won’t 
know if that is true until we find the next cave to 
purchase.  But if we did not have savings, we would 
have a much slimmer chance of success. 

What does all this mean?  TCMA needs you to 
contribute whatever amount and way you can to 
help us finish paying for Deep and Punkin Preserve.  
TCMA needs you to watch for a great Texas Cave 
that needs to be preserved for the sake of the cave, 
and for Texas Cavers.  

ICS 2009
TCMA is a proud 
sponsor of the 
Internat ion-
al Congress of 
Speleology to 
be held in Ker-

rville, TX in July 2009. TCMA 
will award one conference reg-
istration to a TCMA member. 
Watch for details in the monthly 
TCMA E-mail News which comes 
to members around the first of 
every month.  
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Lost Oasis is TCMA’s smallest preserve in the 
Austin area at 3.6 acres. It’s located on the western 
edge of what is now a large south Austin subdi-
vision, and right across the street from a middle 
school. Lost Oasis cave is a small, basically one 
room divided by old, dry formations, remnants of 
the cave’s earlier history. The cave has had little 
recreation use due to its size, and because of that 
had been used mostly as habitat for karst species 
of concern that inhabit the cave. The cave is moni-
tored on a routine basis and reports are submitted 
to the Fish and Wildlife Service and Travis County 
and are protected as part of the Balcones Canyon 
Lands Conservation Plan mission.

For several years I had been trying to engage 
some interest from the middle school, in the cave 
preserve and in developing an environmental edu-
cation curriculum that was heavily based on the 
aquifer and the karst.

I am not a teacher but in my capacity as the 
preserve manager, a TCMA volunteer, and my job 
as an environmental educator I have given several 
presentations and short tours of the cave to vari-
ous classes of 6th, 7th, and 8th graders from the 

school.  Finally, this past year I developed a rapport 
with one of the teachers and we’ve put together not 
only a class curriculum that will include the karst 
and the aquifer but, we will be able to involve the 
students in doing some actual monitoring of karst 
invertebrates as well as some rain fall, air and hu-
midity monitoring on the surface and in the cave.

 In order to insure the safety of the stu-
dents and their ability to get into the cave, it 
became necessary to make alterations to the 
cave entrance resulting in the need for a new 
cave gate. The initial trips to the cave were 
quite interesting as none of the kids had ever 
been in a cave, except for the one blind student 
whom I had taken with several other students 
into Whirlpool Cave the previous summer-
that’s what I said, blind student. Being typical 
teenagers, they all had to display some level of 
either ‘machismo’ or ‘freaking out’ before they 
unanimously decided that it ‘was the coolest 
thing ever!’ By the second visit, even seeing 
the cave scorpion didn’t ‘freak them out’.  The 
level of enthusiasm has been so great that the 
teacher has started a ‘caving club’ and we’re 
planning on a class tour of Whirlpool Cave 
later in the fall.

Students visit Lost Oasis Cave.

Photo by Julie Jenkins

TCMA’s Austin Preserves: Lost Oasis
By Julie Jenkins
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Whirpool is TCMA’s most visited cave, and 
like the Lost Oasis Preserve, it is located in the 
central of all kinds of urban development from 
the residential neighborhoods that surround the 
preserve on two sides, to the recent commercial 
development across the street to the north and the 
preserves unique location directly under a highway 
overpass.  Nonetheless, the cave is very frequent-
ly visited and utilized for everything from caver 
recreation, aquifer and karst education with area 
school kids, rescue training by local area emer-
gency response teams (Austin Fire Dept, City and 
County EMS), to summer recreational youth pro-
grams with the City of Austin’s Parks Department. 
The cave is very ‘friendly’ and is relatively easy, 
except on the knees. It’s a great training cave for 
‘newbie cavers’, surveying and mapping practice, 
and perfecting digging and photography practice 
techniques.  Whirlpool receives on average about 
1000 visits annually and has been ‘star’ of various 
syndicated and local access TV channels. If any 
cave can be said to have been the main resource 
that was used to educate the general public about 
our aquifer and the fragile underground, it’s got to 
be Whirlpool Cave. In Austin, Whirlpool Cave is 
almost a household word.

TCMA’s Austin Preserves: Whirlpool
By Julie Jenkins

Photos by Julie Jenkins

Exploring crawlways and rooms in Whirlpool, TC-
MA’s most well-known and visited Preserve.
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Although TCMA does not own the Village of 
Western Oaks Karst Preserve, we do partner with 
the Barton Springs Edwards Aquifer Conservation 
District (BSEACD) to do some minimal upkeep 
of the educational kiosks, and monitoring the cave 
access and species monitoring. We provide this 
pro-bono service to the City of Austin in order to 
insure caver access, a caver voice and input to the 
city when there are karst issues and decisions to be 
made.

October 25th, 2008 we will be the celebrating 
the 7th Annual Austin Cave Festival at the pre-
serve.  VWO has 4 caves and a nice size, pretty 
sinkhole. Each year TCMA and the BSEACD host 
this festival which, now draws some 1500 visitors 
with presenters including TX Parks and Wildlife, City of Austin Parks and Watershed Departments 

as well as the Wild lands Conservation Dept. 
(whose responsibility is management of all of 
the karst/water quality preserve lands), Tra-
vis County Natural Resources Dept, Balcones 
Canyon lands Preserve, Lower Colorado River 
Authority, Ladybird Johnson Wildflower Cen-
ter, and various environmental groups from 
Austin and the surrounding Hill Country.

Although many booth activities take 
place during the festival, the caving and rope 
climbing in the trees are the major draws of-
ten resulting in long lines of kids and parents 
waiting for their turn into the underground or 
climbing rope.  

TCMA’s Austin caves are not large caves 
or preserves yet they have become important 
resources for education as the city builds up 
around them. The entire area where our caves 
are located sit on the recharge zone for the 
Barton Springs segment of the Edwards Aqui-
fer and in Austin’s development protection of 
this zone has long been a sensitive issue with 
environmental groups.  These caves and pre-
serves serve a major role in the education of 
the public and occasionally we get a few good 
cavers out of the effort, making it all worth-
while.

Photo by Julie Jenkins

Visitors at Live Oak Cave during the Austin Cave 
Festival.

TCMA’s Austin Preserves: Village of Western Oaks
By Julie Jenkins
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Robber Baron Preserve – An Urban Cave Restoration Story

By Joe Mitchell
It was a very popular cave with over three hun-

dred visitors per year. It was especially popular with 
new cavers and youth groups. To enter the cave, 
visitors descended into an 8 meter deep sinkhole to 
find a concrete bunker. Entering via the steel plate 
door, a caver would climb down 5 meters of stacked 
railroad ties that supported the bunker and held back 
the old debris and dirt that filled the bottom half of 
the sinkhole. Ducking through a low spot, the caver 
would enter Robber Baron Cave 
for a trip though its 1500 meters 
of mazy interconnecting pas-
sages. Yet, in the Fall of 2001, 
during a meeting to discuss future 
improvements to the property, a 
problem was found – the railroad 
ties no longer had any support 
on the bottom, and were begin-
ning to collapse. For safety, the 
cave was closed, and the Texas 
Cave Management Association 
(TCMA), which owns the cave, 
now had a difficult task. Robber 
Baron is not only a popular cave 
for cavers, it is located in the 
middle of a highly developed 
residential neighborhood and 
also contains six blind inver-
tebrate species found nowhere 
else on Earth, two of which are federally listed as 
endangered. 

Robber Baron Cave is the longest cave known in 
San Antonio, Texas and is also the only cave in the 
county that has been open to the public as a tourist 
attraction. From 1926-1933, an estimated 300,000 
people toured the cave, which was then located 
outside the city on the Old Kings Highway to Aus-
tin. Since closing due to the Great Depression, the 
cave served to commercially grow mushrooms and 
even served as a speakeasy during prohibition, but 
mainly fell into disrepair. As the city grew around 
the cave, it became a local playground for children 
who risked injury to themselves while vandalizing 
the cave.

In 1980, members of the San Antonio Grotto 
gated the cave for the owner to limit his liability and 
stem the tide of damage. They explored and mapped 
the cave and documented its rich history. Geological 

and biological studies were also done in the cave, 
discovering six blind invertebrate species found 
nowhere else on Earth. In December 2001, two of 
these species were listed as endangered by the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service. When the cave’s owner 
died in 1994, his bequest had the cave donated to 
the Bexar Grotto, whose members arranged for the 
TCMA to own it with Bexar Grotto as the cave’s 
manager. TCMA and the grotto have led many 

educational trips into the cave 
and conducted many clean-up 
projects both below and above 
ground to be good neighbors to 
the surrounding homeowners.

Now with the cave closed, 
TCMA formed a committee to 
develop plans for the future of 
the cave. TCMA had recently 
received a grant from the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service to im-
prove the cave gate and modify 
the grounds for better manage-
ment of the listed species and this 
was to be major factor guiding 
the plans for the cave. The old 
bunker gate allowed very little 
airflow and had no provisions 
for water or nutrients to enter 
the cave. After months of discus-

sion, the committee developed an ambitious plan to 
restore the sinkhole and property to a more natural 
and native state. Furthermore, access to the cave 
was to be made safer for cavers and the property 
surface would be improved for use as an educational 
resource and park for the neighborhood.

Central to the plan was the restoration of the 
sinkhole to its original state. During the period 
when Robber Baron was a commercial cave and 
in the following years, a great deal of trash, debris 
and sediment had filled the sinkhole with fill rang-
ing in depth from 3-8 meters. Removal of this fill 
would open up the main entrance and a blocked side 
entrance to allow a more natural flow of organic 
material, water and air into the cave. Further, visitors 
to the cave would no longer have to climb down a 
set of potentially slippery and dangerous railroad 
ties to enter the cave but could walk directly to the 
entrance.

Heavy equipment was needed to ex-
cavate the trench and sinkhole.

Photo by George Veni
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Excavation began in the spring of 2003 with 
regularly scheduled work weekends attended by 
volunteers ranging from cavers from all over Texas 
to families who lived in the neighborhood and just 
wanted to help out. Through several work trips that 
spring, heavy construction equipment was used 
to build a trench into the 
sinkhole for removal of 
the fill. The old bunker 
entrance was also demol-
ished and the old entrance 
was temporarily filled to 
prevent unauthorized ac-
cess to the cave. During 
the summer, work pro-
ceeded with removal of 
material from the sinkhole 
using a bobcat and excava-
tor. This proved difficult 
and slow due to the steep 
grade, narrowness of the 
trench and small work area in the sinkhole. However, 
by the end of the summer, about 200 cubic meters 
had been removed and completion of the sinkhole 
seemed to be in sight. Then the rains began.

Over the next year, the city of San Antonio 
would receive a record 44 inches of rain – one and 
half times its normal rate! This brought the Robber 
Baron project to a complete halt 
due to the impossibility of work-
ing in the sinkhole during rain. 
Not until mid-summer 2004, was 
there again a dry enough period to 
resume work. During an intense 
work-week in early August, an-
other 100 cubic meters of material 
was removed from the sinkhole. 
A couple of weeks later, another 
long work weekend finally made 
the big breakthrough and reached 
the natural entrance to the cave. 
Over the last weekend of the month, 
more hard work uncovered the 
smaller side entrance to the cave 
that had been blocked up by debris 
for decades and removed the last of the fill reaching 
the bedrock bottom of the sinkhole. Zara Environ-
mental, which builds cave gates throughout Texas, 
donated its time to construct a new gate for the cave. 
The new gate is composed of spaced angle iron 
embedded into the surrounding bedrock and deeply 

buried below the entrance providing a secure gate 
that still permits airflow and nutrient flow. The small 
side entrance that was uncovered was permanently 
gated to allow airflow and animal access, but not to 
be used as a human entrance. During the fall, there 
was a return of the rains, but during this time, the ma-

terial that had been placed 
in the entrance to block 
access was removed along 
with other miscellaneous 
cleanup activities. At last, 
the cave was reopened to 
at least limited visitation.

With the completion of 
the entrance, work moved 
to the surface of the prop-
erty. The first portion of the 
surface work was stabiliza-
tion of the trench edge and 
the interior of the sinkhole. 
During rain events, the 

trench funneled water into the second cave entrance, 
forming a lake within the cave and slowly filling in 
the second entrance. The initial effort to reduce ero-
sion was to dig back the soil at the edge of the trench 
and stack large rocks to form a retaining wall. A sec-
ond retaining wall was also constructed on the slope 
above the second entrance, which has reduced the 

amount of fill deposited into it. 
The trench presented another 

issue however. It was observed that 
it funneled water directly from the 
surface in a rapidly flowing stream 
straight into the cave, resulting in 
lots of erosion, lots of sinkhole fill, 
and a very treacherous climb out 
when wet. To address these issues, 
it was proposed to turn the trench 
into a long staircase providing 
much easier access to the sinkhole. 
This portion of the project ended up 
taking a significant amount of time, 
requiring eight months to complete. 
Starting at the bottom of the trench, 
a series of step-height rock walls 

were built with fieldstones that were mortared into 
place. Short lengths of PVC pipe through the walls 
control drainage through each step. The steps were 
then backfilled with gravel through which water 
could slowly percolate. At the top end of the trench, a 

Final removal of the demolished bunker entrance.

Photo by George Veni

Rick Corbell at the new gate.

Photo by George Veni

See RESTORATION p. 8
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high rock retaining wall was constructed that diverts 
surface water away from the trench.

Although the steps largely stopped erosion along 
the base of the trench, a new erosion problem materi-
alized during the unusually rainy spring and summer 
of 2007. Water flow over 
the sides of the trench was 
causing small portions of 
the walls to slowly slough 
off. It was evident that 
a more comprehensive 
solution was needed, so 
recently the property was 
re-graded to better con-
trol water flow. The most 
significant change was to 
greatly raise the surface 
along the trench and sec-
tions of the sinkhole, form-
ing a berm that gradually 
slopes away from the edge. 
Only time will tell if these efforts are successful in 
finally stabilizing this area.

Meanwhile, a number of improvements were 
underway on other parts of the property. A major 
project was replacement of the old industrial-style 
fence around the property which had been slowly fall-
ing down over the years. 
Initially, the section along 
the alley was replaced with 
a new chain link fence. 
Replacement of the main 
portion along the street 
front with a decorative 
wrought-iron fence was 
the objective of an Eagle 
Scout projects - the first 
of several at the cave. The 
fence, which has greatly 
improved the appearance 
of the property, features a 
single person gate along 
the Camilla side and a larger, gate at the corner with 
the alley. A stone block wall was built up along the 
central section of the Nacogdoches fence to prevent 
flooding from the street from entering the sinkhole. 

With the excavated sinkhole now over 30 feet 
deep and being in the middle of a residential neigh-
borhood, it presented a potential safety hazard for 

RESTORATION (from p. 7)

Building steps into the sinkhole and using the 
bridge to transport materials.

Photo by Joe Mitchell

which a second fence was required. In another Eagle 
project, a fence around the sinkhole was constructed 
from wooden posts set in concrete bases with four-
foot high “no-climb” fencing material. It features a 
gate on the backside of the sinkhole to allow for hoist-
ing materials in and out of the cave in the future.

Another major improvement has been the 
bridge over the trench, 
which makes it easier to 
get across the property and 
provides a way to raise 
and lower buckets during 
digging and construction. 
Linking the bridge to the 
gates and the trench is a 
stone trail around the prop-
erty. The trail was built as 
another Eagle Project, as 
was a gravel parking lot 
that was installed to pro-
vide less muddy parking 
area. A picnic table and 
welcoming entrance signs 

make the property more attractive to visitors.
Over the years of working on the project, we been 

busy removing a great deal of non-native ivy, shrubs, 
and trees, as well as hauling off numerous loads of 
brush and trash from the property. In the final phases, 
we have conducted a major landscaping effort. A 

new layer of topsoil was 
spread across the property 
and over 80 new xeriscape 
plants and shrubs were 
placed at various locations. 
When established they 
will make the surface of 
the Robber Baron not only 
more ecologically friendly 
but also a pleasant and at-
tractive place to visit.

It has been only through 
the hard work of many vol-
unteers along with dona-
tions from individuals and 

organizations that this project has succeeded. Robber 
Baron Preserve will be a centerpiece for TCMA for 
its unique biological and historical resources, for its 
educational and scientific functions, as a recreational 
cave for cavers, and as a place that people can visit 
for enjoyment and to learn about the world beneath 
our feet. 

New trail, picnic table and sinkhole fence.

Photo by Joe Mitchell
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The Devil’s Sinkhole LIDAR Project is 
progressing. The project is a cooperative venture 
among TCMA, Texas Parks and Wildlife 
Department, the Texas Bureau of Economic 
Geology (TBEG), Kevin McGowan Photography, 
and now Real Earth Models, LLC. Real Earth 
Models (http://www.realearthmodels.com/) has 
recently joined the LIDAR mapping project as 
a partner. They are a welcome addition because 
of their expertise in applying digital photos to 
LIDAR cloud point data to create photo real three 
dimensional images.  Bobbie Neubert and Xuming 
Xu with Real Earth Models have been working 
on applying this technique to the Devils Sinkhole 
data.

Real Earth Models is incorporating the TBEG 
LIDAR data with additional data collected from 
their LIDAR unit and digital images from Kevin 
McGowan to make the three-dimensional color 
map of the cave.

Real Earth Models joined us for the February 
2008 project weekend.  Work was performed on 
Saturday, Sunday, and Monday and included 
scanning in the North Lake Room and the main 
chamber to tie into the TBEG LIDAR data.  
Additional data were collected on the breakdown 
hill in the center of the sinkhole and also on the 
surface around the pit.  On Saturday, the Devils 
Sinkhole Society provided pizzas to the cave.  In 
what may have been a first at Devils Sinkhole, 
pizzas were lowered into the cave for hungry cavers 
to feast on. The pizza was much appreciated by all. 
Saturday night, Real Earth Models put on a very 
impressive show of their capabilities at the Devils 
Sinkhole Society Visitor Center in Rocksprings. 
Real Earth Models showed a demonstration of work 
they have performed at Mount Rushmore. The 3-D 
imaging was so realistic, it seemed that you could 
reach out and scratch George Washington’s nose. 
There was an excellent turnout at the visitors center 
of members from the Devils Sinkhole Society 
including the Mayor of Rocksprings.  So many 
people came to see the show; the program had to be 

presented twice because there wasn’t enough room 
for everyone. 

Another work weekend was held in March 
when some additional photographic images were 
collected by Kevin McGowan along with LIDAR 
images by Real Earth Models.  This weekend 
completed the first and primary phase of field data 
collection efforts for the project.  Some additional 
field work may be required after data processing 
determines if there are any gaps in the data.

In April, Real Earth Models met with Kevin 
McGowan at the Edwards Aquifer Authority in 
San Antonio.  The weekend was spent printing 
and registering photographs so Xueming could 
insert them into the digital model.  Since the April 
meeting, Real Earth Models has been working on 
assembling the model.  

In September, Real Earth Models made a 
presentation on LIDAR processes for ASCE 
Sinkhole Conference in Florida and displayed 
a partially completed model to demonstrate the 
process.  Real Earth Models is hoping to be able 
to present the completed model in mid October to 
the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department and the 
Devils Sinkhole Society in Rock Springs.

LIDAR Project Update
By Allan B. Cobb and Geary Schindel

View of the �D point-cloud data for Devil’s Sink-
hole acquired from the LIDAR survey.
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New ‘Loo and Porch with a View at Deep & Punkin

By Geary Schindel
Over the August 29 to September 1 Labor 

Day weekend, more than 40 people attended 
the work and caving trip to the Deep and 
Punkin Nature Preserve.  The goal of the 
weekend was to have fun, do some caving, 
and work on the property.  It appears that all 
three goals were obtained, in spite of some 
nasty road conditions from rainfall during the 
previous few days.

In particular, we had a number of major 
accomplishments.  First and foremost was the 
removal and cleaning of the water storage tank.  
This tank collects rainwater from the roof gut-
ter system for use in the cabin.  Generally, the 
water is used to wash and bath in, clean dishes, 
etc.  However, the water supply had been con-
taminated when some field mice were able to 
enter the tank but not get out.  This resulted 
in a festering mass of gelatinous “stuff” float-
ing around in the tank.  The tank was emptied 
and removed, taken to Del Rio where it was 
thoroughly cleaned with a high pressure hose, 
brought back to the property, painted black to 
prevent algae growth, and plumbed back into 
the water system.  A new plastic cover was also 
placed over the tank to prevent future entrance 
by vermin.

The second major task was the installation of 
decking and bracing on the new structure at the 
back of the cabin.  During previous work weekends, 
concrete piers were poured and steel was erected to 
create a two story frame over the back porch.  The 
superstructure will provide cover for the porch on 
the back of the building and a sleeping and viewing 
loft.  Steel braces were welded to the I-beam and 
trusses already in place.  This helped to increase the 
rigidity of the structure.  In addition, wood strips 
and painted plywood decking were also added to 
create a better work space for the future addition 
of a roof.  This will be a fantastic addition to the 
property once it is completed.  We still need to add 
the spiral staircase as well as the roof and some 
more structural steel and bracing. Hopefully, this 
fall, we’ll be able to utilize the second floor space. 

Currently, it is providing much needed shade at the 
back of the building.  We also plan to remove the 
current porch and replace it with either a wood or 
concrete structure in the future.

The third major task, and the one nearest and 
dearest to my heart, was the completion of the E-Loo 
toilet system.  Soon after the D&P NP was purchased 
by the TCMA, a concrete slab was poured behind the 
cabin for the installation of a toilet system.  TCMA 
was able to raise funds to purchase an E-Loo system.  
This is not a formal composting toilet though there 
is some bacterial action that helps to break down the 
waste.  The system also uses a wind turbine on a pipe 
that extends above the waste container to draw air 
through the system to dry out the waste.  It basically 
desiccates the defecant.  During the Labor Day week-
end, we were able to complete the work originally 
started by Venture Crew 410.  The work included 

Carl’s Comfortable Crapper is the new Loo with a View as 
seen from the cabin at Deep and Punkin Preserve.

Photo by Geary Schindel
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the installation of a limestone block wall around 
the tank, installation of paneling around the E-Loo, 
installation of a roof and stairs, a door, removal of 
some trees blocking the view,  and the installation 
of the all important drop tube.  The toilet system is 
now functional with Joe Ranzau being the first to 
use it.  The comments have been overwhelmingly 
positive from everyone that’s used it.  Because of the 
generous support in helping to fund the system, the 
toilet has been officially named “Carl’s Comfortable 
Crapper and a Loo with a View”(CCC&LWAV) after 
Carl Ponebshek.  The only recommendation that we 
received over the weekend was that we place some 
new reading material in the crapper.  We still have 
a little additional work to complete CCC & LWAV 
including adding some front panels, vent screens, 
maybe a night light.  In addition, we were provided 
an bacterial activation powder by the manufacturer 
but it looked a lot like pancake flour and I’m afraid 
that someone might have eaten it for breakfast.  

In addition to the tasks listed above, other folks 
also made progress on cutting juniper along the east-
ern property boundary along with placing bound-
ary markers.  The interior of the cabin received a 
much needed and wonderful painting and the shed 

received a thorough cleaning.  
In addition, there was some cat 
claw removed along with some 
general improvements of camp 
sites.  Probably the highlight of 
the weekend was the ceremonial, 
almost ritualistic burning of the 
pickle bucket on Sunday.  Taking 
inspiration from Cortez, it was 
apparent that we had arrived at a 
new world order, there is no turn-
ing back, and the pickle bucket 
must burn.

Carl Ponebshek wasn’t able 
to make the trip this time, but he 
did donate some Dutch Ovens 
and other cooking equipment 
from his boy scout days.  They 
Dutch Ovens still have some 
magic left in them as they turned 
out some wonderful desert cakes 
each evening.  They have been 

left at the cabins for use by cabin visitors.  
Among all the work going on over the weekend, 

there were numerous trips into Deep Cave with a 
number of folks visiting the cave for the first time.  
There were also a few trips over to Punkin Cave 
to watch the bats emerge.  Everyone had fun and a 
good workout, whether they went caving, worked 
on the property, or both.

The weather for the weekend was fantastic along 
with all of the folks that attended..  The Deep and 
Punkin Nature Preserve has really evolved into a 
special place for caves and cavers.  

Ben Schwartz, Kurt Menking, Zach Schwartz, and Geary Schindel (left 
to right) enjoy the shade of the new two story structure over the cab-
in’s back porch.  

Photo by Justin Menking

Ceremonial burning of the Pickle Bucket.

Photo by Geary Schindel



TCMA PassagesFall 200812

ROBBER BARON VOLUNTEERS
TCMA would like to thank everyone who helped on the restoration project:

Vianey Amador
Don Arburn
Nicholas Arburn
Jerry Atkinson
Bill Alyn
Gayic Asignacion
Stephanie Avaalos
Stephen Bailey
Randy Baker
Anna Beach
Aaron Beavers
Bryan Beavers
Angelia Bell
Christi Bennett
Sue Bigham
Amanda Bishop
Charles Bishop
Darla Bishop
Karen Bishop
Rose Bishop
Rob Bissett
Journey Bissett
Alan Blevins
Sasha Boudreaux
Brooke Boyer
Troy Brady
Eric Brendler
Ginger Brendler
Amanda Brown
Doug Brown
Tom Brown
Michelle Bryant
Paul Bryant
Stephen Bryant
Bob Burnett
Zach Burowski

Megan Bush
Cade Calcote
Crosby Calcote
David Calcote
Jaime Calcote
Justin Callane
Charles Campos
Jenna Cantwell
Jenny Casares
Catherine Casteel
Sheila Castle
Lauren Cathy
Mark Childre
Allan Cobb
Marlena Cobb
Aaron Corbell
Courtney Corbell
Rick Corbell
Matt Cotter
Bob Cowell
Don Cox
Jon Cradit
Stefan Creaser
Matthew Cross
Michael Cunningham
Robert Davis
Drew De Los Santos
Phoebe Derber
Monique DeVries
Charles DeWitt
Stephanie Downs
Sara Dubois
Deidre Favors
Frances Fehribach
Justin Fell
Mica Fell

Becky Flis
Tom Florer
Danielle Foster
Tristan Fuller
Ruben Garcia
Julia Germany
Eric Goes
Adam Grant
Thomas Gray
Jennifer Gross
Matt Gross
Murphy Grossatt
Tom Grossatt
Jubal Grubb
Erik Grundmann
Steve Gutting
Matthew Haas
Cheryl Hamilton
Lindsey Handley
Brian Harclerode
Chris Harris
Mike Harris
Aliya Henry
Sara Higginson
Brad Hodges
Eric Holman
Jody Horton
Eliot Howard
Andrea Hsieh
Fran Hutchins
Beverly Hince
Daniel Jacobson
Tommy Joe
John Kellogg
Pierce Kellogg
Allison Krause

Trent Kummer
Matthew Lara
Robert Lara
Clay Leiwalo
Jacqueline Lewis
Kevin Lima
Dale LeBeuf
Ted Lee
Bill Lockhart
Vivian Loftin
James Long
Jordan Long
Kerry Long
Melissa Long
Miles Luna
Scott Lytell
Ben Marberry
Courtney Mayer
Bill Maynor
David Maynor
Gary McDaniel
Emily McGowan
Kevin McGowan
Kristopher Megahan
Justin Menking
Karli Menking
Kurt Menking
Chris Menzel
Glenn Miller
Anna Miller
Evelynn Mitchell
Joe Mitchell
Alan Montemayor
Jon Montemayor
Kelly Moczygemba
Ann Murphree

James Murphree
Jennifer Naberhaus
Mark Newman
Amy Nordfelt
Nick Navarro
Lisa O’Bryan
Rebecca O’Daniel
Kelly O’Neil
Gary Olsaver
David Oualline
Anna Padilla
Dave Padilla
Lynne Padilla
Peter Padilla
Linda Palit
Michael Parker
Joe Payne
Cindy Perez
Chrystina Pesterfield
Emily Pettit
Nick Pisarski
Hannah Pobanz
Carl Ponebshek
Jennifer Pothitakis
Nick Powell
Ada Poy 
Jennifer Naberhaus
Mark Newman
Amy Nordfelt
Nick Navarro
Lisa O’Bryan
Rebecca O’Daniel
Kelly O’Neil
Gary Olsaver
David Oualline
Anna Padilla

Dave Padilla
Lynne Padilla
Peter Padilla
Linda Palit
Cindy Perez
Michael Parker
Joe Payne
Emily Pettit
Carl Ponebshek
Jennifer Pothitakis
Ada Poy
Joe Ranzau
Joe Ranzau, Sr.
Leslie Reyes
Matthew Reyne
Delbert Richmond
John Paul Ritiman
Danielle Roberts
Brendan Rowan
Henry Ruiz
Matthew Ryan
Ignacio Ruiz
Philip Rykwalder
Zach Schaudrowtz
Charley Savvas
Aspen Schindel
Geary Schindel
Graham Schindel
Sue Schindel
Chris Schlatter
Jackie Schlatter
Philip Schnerbach
Sharon Scott
Kyle Sherrington
Peter Sprouse
Bill Steele

Lindsey Stephens
Rebecca Stokes
Regan Stone
Julie Sutherland
Claire Tagini
Juliene Tapay
Kellie Toepfert
Diana Tomchick
Alisha Toepperwein
Zacharey Trede
Gary Trode
Russell Trout
Christina Vail
George Vaughan
Matthew Vaughan
Anna Vaughan
George Veni
Natalie Villareal
Guillarmo Vosa III
Mark Wagaman
Russell Walker
Chris Weldon
Roy Wessel
Sarah Weynand
Garry White
David Williams
Jacob Wilson
Trish Wilson
Lauren Wolfson
Larry Woodall
Randall Woodlee
William Woodlee
Ben Zucker
Daniel Zucker
Jaime Zucker
Larry Zucker

ROBBER BARON (from p. 1)
remaining is the installation of an informational 
kiosk that will describe the Robber Baron, caves 
in general, and TCMA. In the longer term, there 
will be some ongoing work including more tree 
trimming, surface maintenance, and upkeep of the 
plants and sinkhole.

Now after 5 years, more than 3600 hours of 
volunteer labor, and $28,500 in donations from in-
dividuals, the Magnolia Charitable Trust, US Fish 
and Wildlife, and Texas Parks and Wildlife, we are 
nearly finished. With this project, we have worked 
to make Robber Baron into a showcase Preserve for 
TCMA, where people can come to learn about, ex-
perience, and enjoy this unique and special cave.

Help TCMA Celebrate the Robber Baron 
Open House Saturday, Nov. 8th, 2008!  
We are inviting Texas Cavers to come as-
sist in the public open house at the cave.  
Then we will have a caver BBQ dinner, 
and trip leader orientation for anyone who 
would like to know the cave better so they 
can lead caving trips to Robber Baron 
themselves.  Sunday morning we will have 
an additional cave trip (site TBD) for any 
who would like to participate. If attend-
ing, please contact linda@tcmacaves.org.  
Tell us if you will be staying the night; we 
will have floor or camping space.  Also let 
us know if you intend to go caving Sunday 
morning.  More details will follow.


