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Note from the Editor: 
 
Here is the first Cairn of the fall semester! There are often many questions about ROC that new 
members ask, such as where is the climbing wall/pool/pit, what is the policy for signing out gear, 
what is a patch member, and so on… I’ve attempted to provide a single source for all answers 
about the club in the first article of this issue. 
 
Cairns are the newsletter of the ROC, for club members by club members. Issues come out as 
often as possible---realistically once or twice a semester. Writing for the Cairn doesn’t have to 
be difficult. Anything club related, such as trip reports, interesting stories, crossword puzzles, 
pictures, and any other interesting items can be submitted.  
 
A big thanks to all those that contributed to this issue of the Cairn!  
 

--Michael Chu 
 

 
 

Front Cover Picture – Mosaic of a Little Falls 2007 rock climbing picture.  
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Message from President: 
 

ROCers, 
 
Hello and welcome to another year at good ol’ RPI!  I hope that all of you have had an 
active summer and are enjoying the beginning of classes. 
 
I would like to encourage you to take advantage of all the opportunities you have here at 
RPI both in and outside of classes.  These first few weeks always seem to have lesser 
workloads than the middle of the semester and it’s an excellent time to get out and 
enjoy the outdoors. It’s also an especially great time to try something you’ve never done 
before; we’ve got a great group of leaders ready to teach and help beginners in 
practically any outdoor endeavor imaginable.  To top it off, the club has all the gear to 
outfit most sports.  It’s a win/win and there’s no better time than now… 
 
There are two things that I would like to highlight at the beginning of the semester.  
First, is Fall Lake George our an annual island camping trip where (literally) hundreds of 
college students from all over the North East come together to hike/boat/etc.  This year 
Pat McKenna is in charge of the event and has been doing a great job of organizing it.  
For more info, checkout:  www.outing.org/flg_info or just sign-up and enjoy it!  I would 
also like to commend Mike Chu for his outstanding work putting together this Cairn and 
making updates and changes to our database.  It’s great to see the Cairn up and 
running again!  Thanks Mike! 
 
Lastly, if you have any questions, concerns, or ideas for the club, feel free to let me or 
any of the other leaders know.  We have a tremendous opportunity as a student run 
organization to organize events based on members’ ideas and wishes.  My e-mail is 
Youmas@rpi.edu or you can find me before or after any meeting. 
 
Lastly, please NEVER, EVER make trail mix entirely out of dried fruit.  I learned the hard 
way and hope that you will not do the same.   
 
 
Scott 
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Sponsored by IOCA (Intercollegiate Outing Club Association) and featuring the 
attendance of college outing clubs from all over the northeast. 

 
FRIDAY – SUNDAY       SEPTEMBER 21, 22 & 23 
 
FRIDAY: 

• Canoe/motorboat out to Turtle Island 
• Set up camp 
• Roast marshmallows, stargaze, sing, meet fellow outing-clubbers from other schools! 
 

SATURDAY: 
• Explore Lake George by Canoe 
• Hiking BLACK and TONGUE Mountains 
• Swimming 
• Cliff Jumping 
• Steak/Chicken Dinner (veggie burgers available too!) 
• One hellu’va SQUARE DANCE with a LIVE BAND (squares, contras, circles, chicken dances, 

and all foot stompin' country dances known to men and women) 
• Apple cider  

 
SUNDAY: 

• Explore some more 
• Pack up and head home (all GOOD THINGS have to end) 
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10 useful things to know about ROC 
 

1. Executive Committee (E-Comm) 
These people are the students elected to run the club. They meet after every other regular club meeting 
to approve leaders, activity chairs, patch members, and discuss rules changes. They also manage how 
the club spends its budget.  
 
These meetings are open to all, so if you are interested in seeing what goes on, or if you have something 
you want to say, stop by. 
 
President    Scott Youmans   youmas@rpi.edu  518-321-8942  
Vice President    Ashley Corker   corkea@rpi.edu  571-277-7941 
Secretary    Ben Waxman   waxmab@rpi.edu 518-421-7020 
Treasurer    Jonathan Davis   davisj4@rpi.edu  732-882-3846 
Equipment (Pit) Chair   Jeff Cain   cainj@rpi.edu  978-852-2411 
Cairn Editor    Michael Chu   chum2@rpi.edu  518-312-3669 
Member at Large   Pat McKenna  mckenp2@rpi.edu 631-357-1268 
 

2. Activity Chairs 
Activity chairs are individuals who are very knowledgeable of a given club activity. They are in charge of 
inventorying, repairing, and purchasing equipment (spending club money) for their activity. Chairs also 
play a crucial role in deciding what new gear to get in future budgets. If a spot is VACANT and you’re 
interested, contact other chairs or any of the ROC officers. 
 
First Aid    Jonathan Davis   davisj4@rpi.edu    
Canoeing      VACANT 
Rock Climbing    Matt Villani   villam@rpi.edu   
Caving     Michael Chu   chum2@rpi.edu    
Cross Country Skiing   Monica Blount   monica.calph@gmail.com   
Kayaking    Ben Waxman   waxmab@rpi.edu  
Ice Climbing    Steve Bornhoft   bornhs@rpi.edu   
Rafting      VACANT 
ROC Wall Chair   Matt Spencer  spencm@rpi.edu  
Winter Mountaineering   John Lembke   lembkj@rpi.edu   
Mountain Biking   VACANT     
 

3. Leaders and trips out 
A trip leader is something we hope everyone will strive to become. They have shown the E-comm that 
they have some ability in a particular activity and are capable of leading beginners on the appropriate 
trips.  There are several levels of leadership for each activity, allowing leaders to take out trips at varying 
difficulty levels.   
 
Trip leaders announce upcoming trips at meetings for which members can sign up for. These trips will be 
sent out in the weekly ROC email, as well as on the website at www.outing.org     
 
To sign up for a trip, fill out the trip sheet (when available) after the ROC meeting or send the leader an 
email as soon as you can. Beginner trips early in the semester often fill up quickly.  
 
Why should you become a trip leader? If you are interested in one of our activities, and believe that 
you would like to pursue it further, it is worth your while to become an Outing Club trip leader. Even if you 
don't think you want to take trips out on your own, becoming a leader carries other benefits for you. First 
of all, it brings a more complete knowledge of the activity. For instance, you can learn how to rig ropes for 
climbing, sharpen skis, or how to fix lamps in a cave. This knowledge will allow you to continue in the 
sport once you are out of Rensselaer. 
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Also, by being a recognized trip leader in a certain activity, you are allowed to take out the technical gear 
for that sport, which allows you to go on trips whenever you like. So, if there is ever a nice, sunny day and 
you want to go climbing, you can grab a rope and some other gear from the Pit and go. 
 
However, the most important reason for becoming a trip leader is to keep the club alive -- to return to it 
some of what you have gotten out of it. If we have no trip leaders, we have no trips and the club dies. 
Now, don't get me wrong, we’re not trying to lay a guilt trip on anybody. If you don't feel that you are ready 
for the responsibility of leading trips, that's fine. 
 
What we would like you to do though, is to think about becoming a trip leader anyway, in whatever activity 
you enjoy. The skills you learn will give you all the benefits that have been mentioned, and hopefully, you 
will someday reach the point where you want to lead trips. 
 
How do you become a trip leader? The requirements are different for each activity, and the specifics 
are on the ROC website. However, there are certain requirements for all ROC leaders. First off, there is 
the first-aid requirement. Rather than requiring a specific certification we instead have a set of first-aid 
skills that a person must have to become a leader. How you acquire these skills, whether through our 
SOLO course, with the American Red Cross, or on your own, is not important as long as you can 
demonstrate them to us. 
 
As far as the skills needed for becoming a leader in a specific activity, the most important thing to 
remember is that you don't necessarily have to be good in that activity to lead trips in it! You don't have to 
be a great climber to lead rock climbing trips. What is more important is an ability and desire to lead 
others in the sport. Each activity has a certain set of skills that you need; if you have gone on a couple 
trips in the activity, you can probably guess what they are. 
 
So please, if you have any interest in becoming a trip leader, or have any questions about what it takes or 
what specific skills are involved, please talk to the E-comm or activity chairs. Better yet, on your next trip, 
tell the trip leader that you are interested in becoming a leader; he will be more than happy to show you 
the ropes. Remember, the survival of the outing club, your outing club, depends on it. 
 

4. WIMP  
The designated "Worry If Missing Person”, or WIMP is a ROC member who remains around campus on 
dates when official ROC trips are taken. They are usually ROC members with too much work to do 
anything fun on a particular day. The job of the WIMP is to verify the safe return of the trips, and to sound 
the alarm when the designated worry time of trips has passed. 
 
For reference:  
 Clarksville, Onesquethaw, Knox Caves Albany County, NY  
      Thatcher State Park, Pinebush   
 Deerfield River: Dryway, Fife Brook  Franklin County, MA 
 Hudson Gorge, Chimney Mtn  Hamilton County, NY 
 Little Falls    Herkimer County, NY 
 Grafton Lakes State Park,   Rensselaer County, NY 
     Bentley’s Cave, Petersburg Pass  
 Sacandaga River, Hadley Mtn  Saratoga County, NY 
 Plotterkill Nature Preserve   Schenectady County, NY 
 Gage, Schoharie, Benson’s Caves  Schoharie County, NY 
 Gunks, Sam’s Point Preserve  Ulster County, NY 
 
 
 Albany County Sheriff  (518) 487-5400 
 Northeast Search and Rescue (518) 664-2909 
 RPI Public Safety   (518) 276-6611 
 NYS Adirondack Rangers  (518) 891-0235 
 NYS Catskill Rangers  (518) 357-2161 
 Search and Rescue Emergency (716) 343-2200 
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5. Patch Membership 
Patch membership recognizes an active member of the club, and allows the individual to wear the patch 
on a red shirt. The red shirt distinguishes the patch member as a person who "knows" about the outing 
club, and can possibly answer questions of new members. It is therefore strongly encouraged for the 
patch members to wear their patch (and shirt) to meetings.  
 
Patch members are also allowed to vote at elections and such. To become a patch member, the 
requirements are as follows: 
 

• Must have participated in at least three (3) different club activities. 
• Must have done one overnighter with the club. 
• Must do approximately 3 hours of service for the club. 
• Finally, pass the approval of the Executive Committee. 

 
6. Dues 

Dues are:  $21/semester or $32/per year for students.  
$32/semester and $50/year for everyone else. 

 
• There are no additional costs for regular ROC trips. (Although gas money for drivers is 

appreciated.)  
• Dues include access to non-technical club gear for free as well—see item 9, “The Pit” for more    

information. 
• Dues also include access to the ROC Wall—see item 8, “ROC Wall” for more information. 

 
7.  Website and Email 

The ROC website is located at www.outing.org. It contains basic information about the club, policies, 
leadership requirements, upcoming trips out, recent news, as well as hours for the pit, pool sessions and 
climbing wall.  Nearly everything you could want to know about the club.  
 
Each of the individual activities and nearby locations for each activity, suggested clothing/gear, and other 
useful information can be found on the website too.  
 
A photo gallery is also available for members to upload their trip photos at www.outing.org/gallery/. Use 
roc/roc as the username password or create your own account. 
 
A cave database is also found on the ROC server, at www.outing.org/cavewiki/  Use roc/roc as the log-in 
information for that too. 
 
The ROC mailing list is: outing-l@lists.rpi.edu   As a means to prevent spammers, only members can 
send to the email list. We encourage adding “[wall]” in the subject line of climbing wall related emails so 
that non-climbers can filter out messages easier.  
 

8. ROC Wall 
The ROC wall is a bouldering wall located in the '87 gym next to the Quad. Bouldering is a type of 
climbing done without ropes at low heights named for the fact that when done outdoors it is a variation of 
climbing practiced on large boulders. The climbing wall is open Monday thru Friday during many different 
hours of the day, a schedule of which can be found on the ROC website.  
 
Though the ROC wall is meant for club members, anyone may feel free to come down and try it out and 
then look to become a member of the outing club if they are interested. Indoor rock climbing was 
originally created as a way for climbers to practice their skills and train for outdoor climbing. In recent 
years it has gained autonomy as its own sport.  
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9. The Pit 
The "Pit", as the ROC equipment room in the basement of the Armory is known, houses an excellent 
selection of gear that members can sign out for personal use.  There is no fee for members to sign out 
gear.  

Fall 2007 Pit Hours are: Mondays 6:00-8:00PM and Fridays 4:00-6:00PM 
 
Rules for signing out gear are as follows:  
 

• Club trips have precedence over gear, so equipment signed out for personal use may be 
recalled at any time if needed for official ROC trips. 

 
• Most equipment can be signed out for up to two weeks*.  

 
• Each ROC member may take gear for themselves and one other person.  

 
• Technical equipment such as ropes, climbing hardware, ice tools, and rafts are restricted for use 

only with permission from the acting Pit Chair and an approved ROC leader in the activity of the 
desired equipment.  

 
• Equipment may be borrowed over winter, spring, and summer breaks by special permission.  

 
• ROC members are responsible for the equipment signed out under their name and must return it 

clean and intact. Lost or damaged equipment will be billed at repair or replacement cost to the 
borrower.  

 
 

*The club is authorized to charge a replacement fee for gear that is missing, overdue, or otherwise in 
violation of the aforementioned rules, at the discretion of the pit chair.   
 

10.  Pool Sessions 
Pool sessions hours are posted on the ROC website and are generally Mondays and Thursday evenings 
from 8:00-10:00PM. This pool is situated in the basement of the 87 Gym, one floor below the level ROC 
wall.   
 
At pool sessions, you can learn basic kayaking techniques such as wet exits and rolls (flipping right-side 
up after you have been turned over) before kayaking on a river for the first time. 
 

                87 Gym Map                          Armory Basement Map 
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Little Falls – May 2007 
by Jeff Moss 

 
Really not that early Thursday morning of study 
days, I had a group of nine people waiting in front of 
the Armory for their fearful trip leader to come inform 
them of where they were going to climb today.  I had 
a large response to my offer to take a trip, so I 
decided to take a large group.  After running around 
all morning getting gear together and filling out trip 
sheets and such…off to Little Falls we went. 
 
Little Falls is a small climbing area (relatively 
speaking) but really the only climbing that is West of 
the East of the state…right.  There are a few cliffs, 
but the most popular cliff is on a small island in the 
Mohawk River called Moss Island (no relation.)  It is 
right near the town of Little Falls.  The rock is really 
nice gneiss1.  Actually it’s nicer than nice gneiss- it’s some of the nicest gneiss there is.  The cliff is short, 
easily top-roped2 with gear, really long webbing or static rope, and is just a superb quality rock. There is a 
WIDE range of difficulty levels from extremely easy 5.2 toprope-able/newbie-lead-able routes to 5.12b/c  
fingers-of-steel routes.  There area also some sweet boulders on the opposite side of the island that few 
people know about.  
 
So we set up a good range of routes, starting with a veritable staircase and ending with some steep 
overhanging madness that Dan Skellie wanted a piece of.  David Hallock, David Hussey, Mike Miller, Pat 
McKenna, and Megan are all qualified belayers now as far as I’m concerned.  Matt Oakley has officially 
been “on lead3”, pink-point4 style, and is itchin’ for that onsite5 lead which I’m sure we’ll see soon.  And 
everyone was looking really strong on the rock and I think everyone had a real good time. 
 

Directions to Little Falls are very simple:  I-90 West to 
exit 29a (drive past 29 and get off at exit 29a) for Little 
Falls, NY.  Take 169 north for not much more than a few 
sees, and make a quick left RIGHT before the giant 
bridge over the Mohawk river (*a see is where you look 
at as far as you can see, drive to there, look as far as 
you can see again, and drive there again, etc.)  Once 
you make the left, park under the bridge, walk over the 
bridge/lock (can’t miss it) and down the river a little 
ways, until you see some dark colored rock. (this is a 
lock on the Erie Canal #17 that is a 40 foot+ elevation 
change in the upper water level to the lower… I think it’s 
one of the biggest on the whole canal) You walk right 
over it to get to the cliffs…it is quite cool. 

 
Keep your eyes peeled for more trips, and get on my case if you want more climbing lesson sessions 
down at the ROC Wall. 
 
1. Gneiss is a kind of metamorphic rock that’s excellent for climbing. 
2. Top-roping is when the rope goes from the climber, through a carabineer at the top of the cliff and back down to 
the belayer on the ground. 
3. Lead climbing is when the lead climber ascends a route without an anchor at the top (as in top-roping) and instead 
places and clips in to gear (nuts, cams, etc) to catch him/her in case of a fall.   
4. Pink-pointing is when a climber climbs the entire route, using pre-placed gear, without falling or hanging on the 
rope.  
5. Onsite climbing means that a climber is leading a route that he/she has never attempted before. 
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ACROSS 
2   The name of the river section (class III-IV)located in the Adirondacks, near Lake Abanakee, that ends  

with a 3-mile flatwater paddle to the takeout  
7   A vertical 360 degree rotation of the kayak in flat water  
9   The name of the upper section of the Deerfield River (class III-IV)  
10  The name of the lower section of the Deerfield River (class II-III)  
12  A piece of clothing that is used in cold weather that keeps you dry even when in water  
14  Located near Jamaica, VT, this river begins below the Ball Mountain Dam  
15  A spot on the river behind large rocks or other obstacles where the water is actually moving upstream.  
16  Vertically stalling the kayak on its bow (for as long as possible)  
18  Holes in your boat to put gear in. Not usually found in whitewater kayaks  
20  A section of river with large standing waves, usually right after a section fast moving water due to the  

constriction of a river  
21  The most reliable way to recover from a capsized kayak  
22  A move in which the kayak uses its own speed to force the bow of the boat under the water to get vertical  
  
DOWN 
1   Front end of a boat  
3   Usually made out of neoprene, this stretchy device help keeps water out of your kayak  
4   Neoprene shoes  
5   These are made for surfing waves and holes, and are designed mainly for doing tricks and more advanced 

kayaking moves. They tend to have less volume then other types of kayaks  
6   One of the most basic skills that all paddlers who wear sprayskirts (most people) must know how to perform.  
8   Another term for braces found inside a kayak for your feet to push against  
11  An object in a river that catches floating objects and holds them  
12  Waterproof bag made out of strong plastic or PVC.  
13  A piece of neoprene clothing that is intended to keep you warm when wet  
17  A movew in which radical weight shift is used to get the boat out of the air during a surf  
19  This isnt a kayak, but people take them down rivers too  

     Kayaking Terms 
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Caving History at RPI + An exciting new cave 
by Michael Chu 

 
ROC is a wonderful organization for meeting new people and trying out different outdoor activities. I 
encourage all members to give each ROC activity a try---you might just find that it is THE sport for you! 
 
History of caving at ROC:  
 
Historically speaking, several well known cavers 
have had connections with ROC, including Bob 
Addis (founder of the Northeastern Cave 
Conservancy), Bill Stone (inventor of the 
underwater rebreather1), Ken Davis (world renown 
cave photographer), and John Mylroie—in fact, 
Mylroie’s PhD thesis (Speleogenesis and Karst 
Geomorphology of the Helderberg Plateau, 
Schoharie County, New York, 1977) has been one 
of the major references books on actual and 
theoretical (yet undiscovered?) caves in the areas 
in Albany and Schoharie Counties. 
 
ROC has had a fairly rich caving history, which is 
evident in back issues of the Cairn. Flipping 
through them, you’ll find stories on winter trips to 
Skull Cave in the 1960’s, long distance caving 
trips to Mexico and West Virginia, and articles on 
the discovery of Barrack Zourie (3rd longest cave 
in the NE) in the 1990’s… the list goes on.  
 
ROC is (still) in the unique position of being one of 
two college outing clubs who are also official 
grottos2 of the National Speleological Society (the 
other being Syracuse University Outing Club). To 
maintain our grotto status, we need at least a 
handful of NSS members in the club at any given 
time, which is usually not a hard requirement to 
meet. We’re grotto number 15 of over 220 grottos!  
 
An exciting new cave: 
 
Outside of academia, caving has slowly evolved to 
become my favorite sport. I just love being 
underground…whether it be the technical 
challenge of rope work3, the adventure of 
exploring the unknown, the sheer beauty, the 
peacefulness of the underground world, or just the 
fun of playing with water and mud—I find myself 
increasingly involved with caving.  

                                                 
1 A rebreather is a closed-loop device for underwater diving that recycles the air one breathes by removing the CO2 
and adding Oxygen while leaving the rest of the gasses alone. With it, a diver can carry a tank of pure oxygen instead 
of air and stay underwater for MUCH longer. 
2 A grotto is another term for a chapter of the NSS. 
3 Rope work includes handling of rope, usually for the purpose of descending and ascending pits, hauling gear (or 
rocks, when digging), as well as rigging traverse lines around pits. 
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The highest densities of caves in NY are in Albany and Schoharie Counties, found in the band of 
limestone that runs through those counties as shown in the tectonic map above. Those caves are nearly 
all solutional, meaning they were formed by moving water, and hence are generally wet and with a 
singular passage and occasional breakdown rooms4.  Most of the major NY caves lie in this region, due to 
the expanse of limestone.  
 
Few caves exist elsewhere in NY, and most of the caves are 
smaller and shorter in length than the caves in Schoharie 
and Albany.  Rensselaer and Columbia Counties are no 
exception, with many stubby holes in the ground, but never 
anything significant. As shown in the map, the area east of 
the Hudson River (Rensselaer, Columbia, Duchess 
Counties) is geologically interesting, with several narrow 
strips of bedrock and tectonic thrust faults5 between them, 
however very little of the bedrock is limestone.  
 
Last February, John Dunham (Marlboro College), Bob Dion, 
and Mike Telladira were poking in one of such holes when 
they managed to knock loose a wedge shaped slab of rock, 
opening up just enough space to slip past the  blockage at 
the end of the cave! Once John squeezed through, he saw 
that the passage not only continued, but ended up at the top 
of a waterfall drop, with much larger cave looming ahead!!  
 
The new section of cave was quite extraordinary, with lots of 
vertical extent in addition to horizontal length. As they 
followed the passage, they noted passing dome 
1…2…3…4….and it just kept going. On top of that, there 
were passages off in every direction; the cave had significant 3D extent!  
 
I was fortunate to be invited on the trip back there the following weekend, mainly as a photographer to 
help document some of the pristine formations in the cave.  Words can’t start to describe the nature of 
that cave…so very different than most other caves in NY, especially being in Columbia County, where 
caves like that do not exist!.  
 
The following week, we continued to explore the cave. By now, John and some others had discovered a 
4th waterfall drop in the main passage---it was clear by now this cave had significant depth. The purpose 

of this trip was to continue to check out going 
leads…this time focusing on the upper stuff in the 3D 
maze. To our amazement, John popped into an 
absolutely HUGE room up and adjacent to the known 
cave passage. After studying the room for a while, we 
noticed that a second stream intersected the one we’ve 
been following. We soon realized that we were 
standing on top of a tremendously large breakdown 
pile6, probably at the junction of two large stream 
                                                 

  4 Breakdown rooms are rooms caused by the collapse of the 
ceiling. They’re often formed when two stream passages 
intersect and end up eroding the limestone underneath 
enough such that part of the ceiling can’t support itself and 
falls down, forming a large open room with broken slabs at 
the bottom. 

    5 A thrust fault is a low-angle geological fault in which rock 
has been pushed upward by compressive forces.   

    6 A breakdown pile is a pile of loose and broken bedrock 
which has fallen from the ceiling. 

      (Photo of me by Art Palmer) 
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passages. WOW.   In addition one end of the room dropped a good 40 ft down and the “borehole7” 
passage clearly continued. With bats too! (Bats are a good sign this far in the cave, since it means there 
must be a second entrance somewhere near…).  
 
On subsequent trips the following weeks, we began to survey the cave to get an accurate figure for depth 
and length. Currently the cave stands at -115ft below the surface and over 500ft of passage---with much 
more to do.  
 
The neatest thing of all is that after looking at the tectonic maps, we realized that the cave likely located in 
two of the thrust faults---meaning we’re actually seeing what it looks like underground in between planes 
of bedrock!!! 
 
The cave is closed as of 8/2007 while negotiations with the landowner ensue. Stay tuned! 
 
7 Borehole passage is a term reserved for extremely large passages, usually in terms of cross-sectional area and 
length.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 15

NCRC 2007 
by Pat McKenna 

 
Day 0 

 
 I woke up at 5 am to catch a 6 am train to New Jersey from Long Island.  Three and a half hours 
later I met up with Scott Stepenuck in New Jersey and ten hours after that we made it to Roanoke, 
Virginia.  All this was for the 2007 NCRC Cave Rescue Seminar.  I got my tent set up and then headed to 
the VTS (vertical training session) to work on my SRT (single rope technique) skills so that I would be 
ready for the check in the next day.  I was going to be a level one student and before I was allowed to 
enter into the course, I was required to be able to tie about 10 different knots necessary for rescue work, 
ascend 10 meters on rope, changeover, and rappel down. 
 
 Before I start explaining the details of the week, I should probably give an overview of what the 
NCRC is and what the following account is going to be about.  The NCRC is the National Cave Rescue 
Commission, which is an organization that was chartered by the National Speleological Society.  One of 
the many challenges of Cave Rescues is dealing with and organizing personnel.  One group of people 
present at cave rescues is the police and fire departments; these individuals may be very well trained in 
medical and rescue techniques but are not familiar with the cave environment and the challenges a cave 
presents.  The other group of people at a cave rescue is cavers, who are usually very comfortable in 
caves and have many cave related skills; however, they may not know much about medical or 
organizational techniques.  The goal of the NCRC is to bring these two groups of people together to 
guarantee that everything runs smoothly and all resources are used effectively.  The NCRC’s cave rescue 
seminar is a weeklong course designed to teach the techniques necessary to ensure a successful cave 
rescue to all people who will be participating in them. 
 

Day 1 
 
 Today, and every day this week, began with breakfast at 7:30.  Most of the day was spent inside 
doing classroom work, and we were given lectures on ropes and devices, first aid, and the cave 
environment.  The most interesting lecture was the one on ropes and devices; it was taught by a fireman 
who has been doing rescue work and lab tests on these pieces of equipment for years.  Before this 
lecture I usually thought about ropes and devices as simply being “strong enough” to support what they 
were doing.  Our teacher taught us terms such as MBS (minimum breaking strength), which is determined 
by calculating three standard deviations below the mean of several lab tests.  When you first start to look 
at the MBS of devices you may start to fall back into the “strong enough” train of thought until you really 
look at your system as a whole.  A steel carabiner has an MBS of around 9000 pounds, but that is only if 
it is loaded along its spine.  If the gate is open or if it is loaded along a different axis the MBS could 
decrease to 2500 pounds.   If you tie a figure eight in rope you will decrease its MBS from 9000 to 6300 
pounds, and that is only if it is dressed correctly.  This may still sound “strong enough” but once you start 
rigging things at angles and applying rescue loads you could get yourself in trouble. 
 Every night including this one was spent doing check offs to test that we knew the material we 
were taught.  The check offs tonight were medical check offs.  We were not expected to know much 
about first aid, so after taking the solo course this check off was very easy.  I got to bed around 11 to 
wake up at 7:00 the next morning. 
 

Day 2 
 
 Today was a lot more fun than day 1.  We started off with a lecture on how to package a patient 
and then got to actually do it out in the field.  We used two different types of stretchers, a Ferno and a 
Sked; the Ferno is big but easier to carry and more comfortable for the patient, and the Sked is smaller, 
therefore easier to get through tight spaces but harder to carry and very uncomfortable.  When I describe 
the comforts of these two devices I am meaning relative to each other because both are extraordinarily 
uncomfortable to be in.  The patient is packed extremely tightly and they have virtually no ability to move.  
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They are both designed to haul the patient either vertically or horizontally so they must be this tight to 
insure that the patient will not fall out. 
 After we got the patient packaged we practiced different movement techniques.  I was 
immediately amazed at the sheer number of people some of these techniques took and began to 
understand why so many people are required in some rescues.  We moved the package around an 
obstacle course for a while that was supposed to 
simulate a cave environment but I couldn’t wait to 
actually try it out underground. 
 After that we had another lecture from an 
older guy named Ken.  This gentleman has 
reportedly “forgotten more about knots” than Greg 
Moore will ever learn.  His lecture was on cave 
rescue hauling and lowering systems and I have to 
admit it was especially overwhelming.  He said he 
just wanted to give us an idea of what we were in 
for and get a general idea of how the system 
works.  I was very excited about learning how to 
operate and build these systems and couldn’t wait 
to get into it in more detail.  After that lecture Ken 
taught us how to build three or four different 
anchors out of both webbing and static line. 
 We checked off patient packaging tonight in groups of four.  My team was a little slow, taking 10 
minutes to get the patient packaged, but we still made it in under the 15 minute time limit.  After practice, 
we were expected to be able to pack the patient in 6 minutes or less. 
 

Day 3 
 
 Today was a great day.  We started off with lectures in the morning, which broke down the 
system Ken taught us last night.  We learned how to build a couple of different hauling systems with 
mechanical advantages of up to 3:1.  We also learned how to build and operate a tandem triple wrap 
prusik belay with a radium load releasing hitch. This is an ingenious belay system that can be built from 
items most people have with them anyway; two prusik loops, two carabineers, and about 10 feet of 8 mil 
rope.  More specialized belay systems can cost over two hundred dollars and work no better then this 
system.  The job of the belay is to catch the load if the main hauling or lowering system fails.  If the main 
line does fail, the prusik loops will catch and the belay line will become loaded.  Once the main line is 
fixed the rescuers will have to transfer the load from the belay back to the main line by using the radium 
load-releasing hitch.  The rescuers can untie the knot holding the hitch and slowly lower the patient until 
the main load is loaded.  The hitch is then tied up again and the haul or lower can continue. 

 After we learned all of this we got to head to the 
cliffs to put all of our knowledge together to create a 
working rescue system.  Learning about the individual 
components separately was one thing but seeing it all 
come together was amazing.  On the cliff face we had a 
main line set up for hauling or lowering, a belay, two 
ropes for edge guides, and one rope for SRT.  We got a 
patient packaged and began the process of learning how 
everything works together.  When everything goes right it 
is almost flawless.  It takes about 10-15 people to run 
properly and everything works together seamlessly.  
Once again though, I couldn’t wait to try this stuff out in 
cave. 
 This night for check offs we did anchors.  
Everything went smoothly. 

 
 
The next four days of this week were all spent underground and will be continued in the next cairn… 
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