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Robber Baron Cave: Status Report on Gate Repairs
by George Veni

In the fall of 2001, TCMA received a grant from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to improve the
gate on Robber Baron Cave and modify the grounds for better management of the federally listed endan-
gered species that live in the cave. During inspection of the gate to begin the modifications, it was discov-
ered that the massive structure is on the verge of collapse. Access to the cave was immediately closed.
Bexar Grotto’s Robber Baron Committee formed a Cave Gate Subcommittee to rebuild the gate and rees-
tablish access to the cave. The Subcommittee is comprised of Rick Corbell, Bob Cowell, Steve Gutting,
Kurt Menking, Alan Montemayor, Linda Palit, Carl Ponebshek, Chris Vail, and George Veni.

The subcommittee is planning to remove “The Bunker,” the large gate structure, from the cave’s
entrance in order to remove the rotting underlying railroad ties. The current plan is to replace the ties with
vertical manhole standpipe. The bunker will be installed on top of the standpipe with some modifications to
improve ecological and air quality in the cave. No date has been set thus far for the repairs. The committee
is now seeking donations of materials and equipment. Once these are lined up, cavers will be notified and
invited to help with the work. In the meantime, if anyone has contacts for donations of manhole standpipes,
cranes, dumpsters, or other heavy equipment, please contact me at gveni@satx.rr.com or call 210-558-
4403.

The subcommittee has been looking into sources for these materials but there is no guarantee our
sources will produce anything so alternative suggestions are welcome. Repairs on the gate were stalled
when it seemed a construction company would provide all of the support, but then had to withdraw for
reasons unrelated to TCMA. The subcommittee is now moving at full steam to finish this work as soon as
possible. All contributions to TCMA are tax-deductible and TCMA can provide you with its tax numbers
upon request. Announcements will be made to call for help when the repair work will be performed.

Robber Baron Cave is the longest cave in
Bexar County. It is also the only cave in the county
that has been open to the public as a tourist at-
traction. From 1926-1933, an estimated 300,000
people toured the cave, which was then located
outside the city of San Antonio on the Old Kings
Highway to Austin in what is now Alamo Heights.
Since closing due to the Great Depression, the
cave served to commercially grow mushrooms but
mainly fell into disrepair. As the city grew around
the cave, it became a local playground for chil-
dren who risked injury to themselves while van-
dalizing 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 ex-
plored and mapped the cave and documented its
rich history. Geological and biological studies were
also done in the cave, discovering six blind inver-
tebrate species found nowhere else on Earth. In
December 2001, two of these species were listed
as endangered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice.

When the caveÕs 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 caveÕs manager. The
grotto has led many educational trips into the cave
and conducted many clean-up projects both be-
low and above ground to be good neighbors to
the surrounding homeowners.
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The Robber Baron entrance before the installa-
tion of the current gate. Photo by David Nash
Photo from the Caves of Bexar County Second
Edition by George Veni. Used with permission.
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Last March, Bat Conservation Interna-
tional hosted a symposium for cave managers in
Austin Some 120 participants from all levels of
state and federal bureaucracies, private managers
and local people attended the three day meetings.
The symposium gave participants a chance to
present and assimilate material concerning bats,
caves, and bat conservation. The Texas Cave
Management Association was asked to sponsor
and conduct a tour of gated caves in the Austin.
This was a Thursday continuation of the sympo-
sium scheduled for March 7, 2002. It began and
ended at the Red Lion Inn, symposium headquar-
ters.

A 55-passengere bus rolled into the park-
ing lot at 9:00 am and once loaded, began the first
run to south Austin. Goat Cave Karst Preserve was
the first stop and Mark Sanders, biologist for
Austin Parks and Recreation, presented the new
fence around Goat Cave and discussed the eco-
nomics and aesthetics of the project. The next two
stops were the Western Oaks Karst Preserve and
Midnight Cave. If you haven’t seen Western Oaks,
you are missing a great little park with a gravel
trail and several caves. Interpretive signage is
scheduled soon. The tour continued past District
Park Cave and Whirlpool bypassing Cotterell
Cave in the Spicewood Springs Preserve due to
lack of time. These caves are well worth the time
it takes to stroll down the path.

A fabulous sit-down lunch of Southwest-
ern chicken was catered by Tastebuds. The flow-
ing waters against the backdrop of limestone cliffs
at Bull Creek provided a soothing view of pris-
tine Austin. All too soon, the bus was loaded and
the tour continued.

At the corner of Highways 2222 and 620,
Mike Warton pointed out the trail to Tooth Cave.

TCMA Sponsors Successful Gated Cave Field Trip
 by Ron Ralph
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This small grotto contains more endangered spe-
cies than any other in the Austin area and was the
impetus for many environmental laws pertaining
to caves and endangered species. The tour con-
tinued past Lakeline Cave at the mall and stopped
at the Buttercreek Karst Preserve for a look at
Animal Canyon and Cedar Elm Cave. Fern Bluff
Cave, with a classic “A-frame” design gate, sits
alone in the middle of a brush-cleared Municipal
Park. Last on the list was Beck Ranch cave where
obliging locals equipped with flashlights and low
batteries turned out to show participants there
really were vandals in the suburbs. The tour re-
turned to the symposium hotel at 5:00 p.m. in time
for happy hour.

Rune Burnett visited all gated caves to fig-
ure mileage and drive times and to photograph
the entrances. Rune also helped assemble the
guidebook and figure the route. William Russell
put together data for the guidebook and helped
with final editing. Jim Kennedy was invaluable
answering questions about the symposium and
visited several of the cave localities to help in the
decision making process. Mike Walsh, with Texas
Cave Conservancy, showed many of the newly
gated caves under TCC management and helped
out with the tour by answering questions on site.
Mike Warton, an involved cave gate builder and
as a presenter at the symposium was on the bus
with a rolling dialogue on each cave gate. Logan
McNatt and Michael Moore assisted with logis-
tics and Don Broussard assisted with the luncheon
arrangements.

A second printing of the guidebook is in
press and will be available at the next Texas Spe-
leological Association meeting. It contains a great
road log to many nice Austin area caves and pre-
sents historical footnotes never before published.
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TCMA hosted a Karst Project at the Bracken& Reeh
Ranch Property north of the Cibolo Creek in far
northeast Bexar County on February 1 and 2.  Vol-
unteers attended Saturday and/or Sunday to search
for caves, karst features, and any other significant
land feature worthy of note.  A total of 25 volun-
teers worked for approximately 175 hours search-
ing the 400 + acre portion of the property.

Near the Cibolo Creek the Kainer formation
of the Glenrose Limestone is predominant.  This is
not ideal for extensive cave formation. Further north
is the Basal Nodular Member  of the Edwards Lime-
stone.  This is an exceptionally hard layer of the
Edwards, where voids existing underground often
do not have passages to the surface.  Limited re-
charge probably takes place on the property, but the
presence of creek beds indicates some water runs
off to Cibolo Creek.  The main creek is intermittent,
with some recharge probably occurring in some ar-
eas of the creek bed.  Overall, the land has the ap-
pearance of karst meaning there are many areas of
limestone pavement, areas of limestone rock with

significant weathering and holes, and areas of very
little topsoil. This indicates that rainwater infiltrates
into the ground recharging the aquifer.

Significant cave features were sparse. Two
small caves were exposed with minor movement of
rocks. One cave was approximately 15 m in length
and was located at approximately 1107 feet eleva-
tion on the central northwest flat area of the cave.  It
was a relatively uniform feature of crawl space and
may have been a paleospring.  A second cave was
found at the front portion of the property on the
southeast portion of the property at approximately
1050 elevation.  It was a low small room of approxi-
mately 10 m long with a dirt choke at the end and a
well-formed stalactite.  This cave might be exca-
vated and expose more passage.

Features included limestone crack with
moist air flowing out and a frog and cave cricket.  It
was located at the coordinates 0560333 and 3287252
on the ranch road area not too far from the pipeline.
A second feature was located at 0560602 and
3287409; it was about 2 m off the ranch road run-
ning east of the pipeline; ended at a formation choke
of flowstone and a stalactite.
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Bracken & Reeh Ranch
by Linda Palit

ABOVE: The TCMA Board met along the Cibolo
Creek (seen in the background) at the Reeh
Ranch.

RIGHT: Kate proudly shows off the results of her
digging at Froggies Fissure.

PHOTO BY ALLEN COBB
PHOTO BY KATHY SCANLON


