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The 2011 NSS Convention

george dasher

This year’s NSS Convention was in Glenwood
Springs, Colorado.  Sarah Hicks and I flew to Atlanta on
Friday, July 15 , where we met Harry Fair. The three ofth

us then flew to Denver and checked into a downtown
motel. I was the only one who had been to Denver before,
and I suggested—for lack of something better to do—that
we visit REI’s downtown flagship store.  We did this.  We
then had a fancy Italian supper and returned to the REI
store a second time.  I guess Harry and Sarah really liked
the place.

We headed to the Amtrak terminal the next morning
to catch the California Zephyr. The train was about four
hours late, but—once it arrived—we traveled by a very
scenic and interesting route. We first went north and then
west, climbing the Front Range and going through al-
most 30 tunnels.  We then crossed the Continental Divide
inside the Moffet Tunnel, which is over six miles long,
and we stopped at the Winter Park Ski Area.  From there
it was west and south through a series of remote river
gorges, following first the Frazier River and then the
Colorado River, until we went through the last gorge,
Glenwood Canyon, which is about 12.5 miles long. It was
a very scenic trip and one I would highly recommend.
There were about 20 cavers on board the train, and the
convention staff sent down three large vehicles to pick us
and our luggage up.

This year’s convention offered three geology field
trips on Sunday, and Harry and I signed up for the
eastbound one to Camp Hale.  We again traveled through
Glenwood Canyon, visited an old volcanic formation (that
had been sadly graded into a flat construction site), saw
a lot of extruded gypsum formations, and stopped at
Camp Hale, the largest of the training camps used by the

10  Mountain Division during World War II. We alsoth

traveled up the Eagle River, which is a very scenic, deep
gorge. Harry and I joined Sarah (and Reuben and Ethan
Gillespie) at the Glenwood Springs hot springs pool after
the trip for an hour or so of swimming, soaking, and
visiting with Geary Schindel and his family.

The Convention started on Monday, and I spent my
time in the Cartography Session and then judging the
Cart Salon. That night was the Howdy Party, which was
held at Glenwood Caverns, a small amusement park on
a mountaintop north of town that we had to ride a gondola
to reach. There was food and beer, thrill rides, 3-D shows,
a maze, and all sorts of other goodies. And of course
there was the cave, which we toured, and which had a
backdoor entrance opening in the cliff high above the
Colorado River. Sarah and Harry abandoned me, and I
rode the gondola home after dark above a city full of
lights. Peter and Ann Bosted were also in my gondola,
and we all agreed this was the best Howdy Party we had
ever attended.

Barry Chute and Beth Webb offered Harry, Sarah,
and I a ride to the Maroon Bells on Tuesday morning, and
the five of us traveled south to Aspen and then up to the
Bells’ parking area.  Sarah, Barry, and Beth hiked around
the first lake, and Harry and I climbed up to the second.
This was a nice alpine hike, and one of the most
photographed places in all of Colorado. The down side, if
there was one, was that we didn’t have time to climb
higher, toward the bare rock and snow, and where the
scenery was said to be even better.  

Once back at Glenwood Springs, Sarah, Harry, and
I went for a 16-mile-long bike ride along an old Rio

Grande Railroad line next to the
Roaring Fork River.  Six miles of the
ride was in the dry, before a big
rainstorm hit. And the other ten
miles? Well, we got soaked...

Wednesday was my big day to
autograph On Station. I was plopped,
book in hand, in front of
Speleobooks, and I sat there for a
full hour and only signed one book.
Nothing else happened until Dave
Hughes sat down next to me to sign
his new book on Lew Bicking. He
was swamped by willing admirers. I,
with nothing better to do, snuck out
to see a talk by Phil Lucas, Mark
Minton, and Nathan Farrar on
Wishing Well Cave.  I don’t think

Downtown Denver, where Cherry Creek flows into the South Plate River.
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Right: A four-foot-
diameter Suunto
compass, in the floor of
the REI store in Denver.
Far-Right: Riding the
California Zephyr to
Glenwood Springs. 
Below: A stop on
Sunday’s geology field
trip.  Below-Right: Our
camp at Convention. 
Bottom-Left: The pool at
Glenwood Springs.
Bottom-Right: One of the
gondolas we rode to
Glenwood Caverns.
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Far-Left: Sarah and Pauline
Apling hunting for treasures at
Glenwood Caverns.  Left: The
treasures.  Middle-Left: Sarah
and I at Glenwood Caverns.
treasures. Middle-Right: The
maze at Glenwood Caverns. 
Bottom: The Crater Lake, in the
Maroon Bells.
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Above: One of the Maroon Bells.  Top-Right:
Bicycling the Rio Grande Trail before the big storm
arrived.  Right: A bighorn sheep at the Colorado
National Monument.  Below: A view at the Colorado
National Monument.
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anyone noticed, and their talk about the digging open and
survey of this almost-five-mile-long Virginia cave was
exceptional. 

Harry and I caught a shuttle to Hanging Lake that
afternoon, which was located about five miles up the
Glenwood Canyon. The trail to this lake is only about a
mile long, but it is horribly steep. There were a lot of good
views, but it was a real struggle to climb to the lake. The
waterfalls above it, which come out of a limestone cliff
face, were in flood and were just-drop-your-jaw impres-
sive.  But there was serious downside to this day: I had
lost my camera—so, no pictures!

I ended my day by helping to judge the Cart Salon.
We gave two Medals this year—one of Bob Richards for
his map of an Arizona cave in the Grand Canyon and one
to Dwight Livingston for his map of Shoveleater Cave.
Bob Zimmerman also won a Merit Award blue ribbon for
his excellent map of Cass Cave (which was also con-
sidered for a Medal).

Thursday began with me knocking on the registration
office door, looking for my lost camera.  And the miracle:
the person who had found it had turned it in to Lost and
Found.  I was back in business as a photographer!

Once that problem was resolved, Beth and Barry
gave Harry, Sarah, and I a ride to Colorado National
Monument in Grand Junction.  This is located west of
Glenwood Springs, and is a desert area of scrub cedar
and deep canyons.  We took a ton of pictures and saw a
bighorn sheep—which was walking down the center of the
road. Once back at the Convention, Sarah, Harry, and
walked up the mountain and visited Doc Holiday’s grave,
and then rode rented bikes upstream along the Glenwood
Canyon Trail—as far as it was open.  Sections of this trail
had been destroyed by flooding along the Colorado River,
and part of the Rio Grande Trail (which we had ridden on
Tuesday) had been destroyed by a landslide. The local
bike-rental people were losing a lot of business because
of this. They were not smiling.

The only place we could rent a car was at the Grand
Junction airport, and Pauline Apling drove Harry, Sarah,
and I back there on Friday. We attempted without luck
(there was a locked gate) to locate a natural gas well
Sarah had read about on the internet. This was a location
where, in the 1960s, an atomic bomb was used to fracture
the gas-producing formation. This worked, but the
produced gas was contaminated with radiation–evidently
much to everyone’s surprise! This may have been a good
thing, considering the alternative was that the oil-and-gas
companies could have been running around the county
fracking wells with atomic bombs. You’ve really got to
wonder who thought that was a good idea.

We rented a four-wheel-drive-want-a-be Ford Escape
in Grand Junction, and we stopped at a meadery on the

way back and purchased several bottles of their finest
mead. We also bought a small, yellow stuffed bee
(ripping it emotionally away from a large hive of stuffed
bees) that we named Bert. Bert obviously had a sexuality
conflict, as almost all bees are female; however, she (or
he?) became our dashboard mascot for the remainder of
the trip.

Up until now this convention had been excellent and
well run, but things kinda fell apart at the Friday-night
banquet. First, it was supposed to begin at 6 PM.  Then
we were kept waiting in a long line for no apparent
reason. We were finally allowed to sit, but were told we
couldn’t eat until 7 PM. But that time came and went. Plus
the wine on the tables was only good for the nasty
expressions it produced on our faces.  And Sarah, tired of
waiting, had time to walk up the hill a half mile, order and
wait on a pizza, and then bring it back to our table. We
happily devoured this and waited some more. Harry left
all together. Supper, when it finally came, was lasagna,
and was very good. The two talks that followed were also
very good and humorous. One was by Dick Mitchell on
early vertical caving, and the other was by Hazel Barton
on the part micro-organisms play in cave formation.  

The Society’s awards followed. Chuck Frostick and
Pat Minnick were awarded Fellows of the Society, Doug
Boyer was presented with a Certificate of Merit for his
hydrological work in the Greenbrier Valley, and Karen
Kastning was given the Bill Stephenson Award, one of the
two highest awards the Society presents each year.
Interesting, Karen was engaged to be engaged to a man,
who after her first caving trip in the 1960s, said, “No wife
of his would be going underground.”  That was the end of
the engagement. Karen continued caving.

Harry, Sarah, and I decamped on Saturday and drove
back to Grand Junction, where we toured a dinosaur
museum with large, animated dinos (including a big T
Rex) and again drove through Colorado National
Monument. I had been agonizing over how to hike the
Serpentine Trail, as someone would have to drive our
vehicle to the other end of the trail to pick us up, but
Sarah suggested the perfect solution—we would just hike
the trail in both directions.  We did this, following an old,
one-time Model T road over sandstone pavement. It was
a great hike.

We also had to deal with a burned-out brake light that
evening. Hertz’s only solution was for us to exchange
vehicles with a Chevy Tahoe (ugh!). We actually started
back to the airport to do this, before we said “the hell with
it!” and turned around at an auto parts store. Somehow
our light had begun working.  It was like magic!

We drove south on the Million-Dollar Highway on
Sunday, which was named because it was constructed
from the waste gravel from the nearby silver and gold
mines.  This is an incredibly twisty and beautiful drive.
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Top-Left: The upper campground at Convention from Doc
Holiday’s grave.  Top-Right: The animated T Rex at the
Grand Junction dino museum.  Middle-Left: Biking the
Glenwood Springs Trail, along the flooded Colorado River,
below where the trail was washed out.  Above: Hiking the
Serpentine Trail, in Colorado National Monument.  Middle-
Right: Me, near the Serpentine Trail. Right: Bert the Bee, on our car’s dashboard.
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Above: The Hanging Flume, a spectacular water flume
constructed to service an unspectacular (and short-lived) mine
in a rugged gorge northwest of Durango.  Above-Right: The
Durango and Silverton narrow gauge steam engine. Right: A
cinnamon-colored black bear we saw from the Durango-
Silverton train. Below: The Durango-Silverton train along the
Animas River in a gorge above (south of) Silverton.
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Top-Left: The railroad route along the Animas Gorge north of Durango. Top-Right: Anasází ruins in the Ute Mountain
Reservation.  Middle-Right: Hiking to some Anasází ruins.  Bottom-Left: The Tree House ruins. Bottom-Right:
Shiprock, New Mexico (in the background) in the rain, with an igneous bedrock wall in the foreground.
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The three of us also toured a small, abandoned silver
mine that was now a tourist attraction. It was only after we
were underground that we realized we were in the wrong
mine—we had wanted to take a larger tour of an old gold
mine. Sarah and Harry, at least, liked the tour.

The three of us camped in Durango that night, and
took the Durango-Silverton stream train the next day.
This is a narrow-gauge rail line that does up the deep
gorge of the Animas River (the river of the lost souls),
and—needless to say—was an incredible photographic
opportunity. We even saw two cinnamon-colored black
bears, and that was a real treat.

We drove to the Ute Mountain Reservation on
Tuesday, and took a tour of their Ancient Pueblo People
(Anasází) ruins. My only experience with the adjacent
Mesa Verde National Park had been in 1986, after that
NSS Convention, when Bob Hoke and I had sat for many,
many hours behind a paving machine.  The park officials
then kept the park open for several extra hours, but we
were now with a very grumpy cast of hundreds (all of who
had sat behind the same paving machine), and it
seriously detracted from our experience. 

Sarah had learned of the Ute Mountain tours from a
National Geographic magazine, and had signed us up.
The end result was that we got our own private guide,
who told us oodles about the  local history, Indian cultures
(there are at least three), and their religions. The ruins
were smaller than in the national park, but we had them
all to ourselves and we got to climb several tall ladders to
some high-up buildings. It was a premier trip, and one I
would highly recommend. We even saw a small herd of
wild horses.

We drove south afterward and into New Mexico, so
that we could visit Shiprock, which is a 1583-foot-tall
volcanic needle surrounded by walls of igneous rock. We
had trouble finding the thing—because, despite the fact
it is in the middle of a flat desert, the skies open up and
the rain came down in buckets. We could only see it as a
misty, surreal shadow in the storm (which certainly added
to its allure and mystique); however, the only road to it we
could find was dirt and a long river of water. It was not
something we wanted to attempt in our two-wheel-drive
vehicle. We learned later that Shiprock is strictly off
limits, as it is a religious site to the Navaho.

We drove north along the east side of the Colorado
Rockies on Wednesday. This was a long day, and
definitely more miles than we had planned. We visited an
underground mining museum in Creede, toured some dirt
roads, endured the world’s most-expensive lunch in Lake
City, and we arrived at our campground in Leadville w-a-
y late. And we then had to do laundry.

The bottom line was that the long day on Wednesday
scrapped our planned climb of Mount Elbert (the highest

peak in Colorado) on Thursday. Enter Plan B—which was
something unique in my life. We got directions from a
waitress in Leadville and drove east into the Mosquito
Range, following a 20-year-old guidebook, and trying to
find Mount Sherman, the state’s easiest Fourteener. The
book called for us to travel four miles up a dirt road, but
we figured this had now been paved. But it led only to a
confusing maze of rough, pot-holed, dirt roads below a
large mine talus pond.

Fortunately, we encountered a lady teaching her
young daughter how to drive a stick shift.  She and her
two daughters had climbed the mountain the day before
and gave us better directions. These (amazing!) involved
following a four-mile-long dirt road to a location above
timberline where an old jeep trail led downhill.  We
parked, and stopped to talk to a local rock hound. I
pointed to a tall mountain to the southwest and asked, “Is
that Mount Sherman?”

“No,” he said.  “Mount Sherman is over there.”  He
pointed to a much-less obvious peak to the southeast. No
map, no good trail guide, and no good idea where the
mountain was. This had all the makings of a memory
making day.

We started up the trail. It led down a slope, across a
grassy meadow, and then up and across a scree slope of
large rocks where the trail had been covered over by rock
fall. I would like to say that we beat our feet quickly
across this dangerous area, but the truth is, at 12,000-
plus-feet in elevation, “beating your feet fast” is actually
pretty damn slow.

Harry was sick and having trouble with the altitude,
and had to turn back. Sarah and I continued around the
nose of a rock ridge, and then climbed up a long, steep
ravine, switch backing over every kind of metamorphic,
igneous, and sedimentary rock imaginable. I would like to
say we climbed well, but climbing at altitude is something
that must be experienced to be understood.  You climb
for ten steps and then rest for two minutes, then you
repeat the process.  

And what to you so while resting?  You look up the
mountain and say to yourself, “There is no way I can do
this!,” because the mountain goes on f-o-r-e-v-e-r. And
you do this for hours. It is truly an experience in tedium.
Thinking about what you are doing is actually the worst
thing you can do.

By and by and by and by we reached a saddle, where
we joined by approximately 30 people who had come up
the other, easier, southern side of the mountain. We all
continued upward, still switching backing, and climbing
over what was now mostly a broken sandstone bedrock.

Next came an arête of broken rock, and then several
false summits.  The last led to a long, flat area, and
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Top-Left: A large chess set at the Pagosa
Springs resort.  Top-Right: Our campsite at
the Sugar Loafin’ Campground, outside
Leadville.  Middle-Left: Crossing a creek on
the way to Mount Sherman.  Above: The
trail leading up Mount Sherman.  Left: The
view west from Mount Sherman, in the
Mosquito Range, to the Sawatch Range.



( 11  (

Above: Climbing Mount Sherman.  Right: On top of
Mount Sherman.  Below: Descending Mount Sherman.
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Above: The view, looking east, from
Independence Pass.  Left: Horseback riding.
Below: Horseback riding, with a view of the
Sawatch Range to the west.
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Top: The yurt where we had our meal of elk. Middle-Left: Our threesome.  Middle-Right: Mount of the Holy Cross
(on the right). Bottom: A view of the Sawatch Range at sunset.
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finally the true summit, where someone had planted an
United States’ flag.  We enjoyed the moment (and caught
up on our breathing), and watched as a dozen or so
teenagers from Chicago stripped and rolled in a nearby
snowbank. They also wrote their names in a felt-tipped
pen on the rocks, something their leaders only
occasionally admonished them not to do, and they threw
rocks over the western side of the mountain—which
Sarah and I repeatedly ordered them not to do. There
was, after all, a trail below—and it was our trail!

The weather had been perfect, but there were dark
clouds moving in from the east. We returned the way we
had come.  Sarah had led on the way up (and, in fact, I
would not have been able to do the climb had she not
been out in front, providing me with motivation), and I led
on the way down. 

It took about an hour, but arrived at the dangerous
scree area.  It was there that Sarah heard a rock chatter
above us, and we looked up to see three bighorn sheep
traversing the top of a high cliff about two hundred yards
above us.  We ended our climb with a 30-foot-high climb
to our car, which we could almost not do—thanks to our
exhaustion and the altitude. So much for the easiest of
Colorado’s Fourteeners! 

Sarah, Harry, and I then ended our day by driving
west and over Independence Pass, which is Colorado’s
highest paved-road pass. The views were just downright
incredible!

Friday was horseback riding, where we followed our
guide through an untold number of meadows, across a
high ridge (with views of the Sawatch Range to the west),
and down through an ancient, huge, silent grove of
immense aspens.  The only bad point was that my horse
ran into a tree, bloodying my right knee. It was also the
most painful horseback ride I have ever down in my life.

Maybe I am getting old and my muscles don’t stretch like
they used to... 

We hiked that evening to a yurt above the Cooper
Mountain Ski Area, and enjoyed a meal of elk while
watching the sunset over the western mountains—which
included the Mount of the Holy Cross.

We decamped on Saturday and headed north and
toward Rocky Mountain National Park; however, we
somehow missed our turn (plus Sarah wasn’t feeling all
that well), and we ended up crossing Berthoud Pass and
taking I-70 east to Denver—there was an immense line of
backed-up traffic heading west on the interstate. The
three of us turned in our rental car (keeping Bert the Bee),
and “camped” that night in a motel near the airport. We
had milked all the “fun units” we could out of Colorado,
and we flew home on Sunday.

And then it was my turn to become sick...

* * * * * * * * *

Hanging Lake, by Harry Fair.
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