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Mark Jones squeezes out  of a  breakdown 

entrance in Cra ters o f the Moon Nat ional  Monu-

ment and  Preserve in Idaho .  See Mark ’s report  

on this year ’s expedit ion in this i ssue.   Photo by 

Fred Wilkinson.  

President’s Column 

By: Kayla Sapkota 

Hi Friends,  

“Mapping i s  more than measurement —it ’s  

the t ransformation of  mystery into  kno wledge,  

turning vo ids into  da ta and darkness  into  under -

standing.” - -  unkno wn  

Sometimes I  th ink to  mysel f,  why caves?  

Maybe you do  the  same.  Maybe our  anc ient  an-

ces tors did ,  too.  There 's  something about  taking 

the unkno wn and making i t  fami liar  -  shining a  

l ight  into  darkness,  i f  you wi l l .  We make maps 

using our  table ts,  ske tchbooks,  Distos,  BRICs,  

Tandems,  and  tapes.  We ga ther  data to  br idge  

the unkno wn.  But we do  other  things that  are  

jus t  as meaningful .  We make memories.  We 

bui ld  teams and las t ing fr iendships.  And those 

are a  b ig par t  o f answer ing the question for  me.  

So,  why caves?  I t ' s  about the  connect ions  made:  

both scient i fic  and human.  

Muddy Smiles,  
Kayla Sapkota,  President  

Dani Lotz in  a  decorated passage in  an Ozarks 
cave.  Photo by Nathan Curran .  
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REGIONAL EXPEDITION REPORTS 

Craters of the Moon National Monument & Preserve 
Butte County, Idaho, September 2025 

By: Mark Jones 

September 6:  
The 2025 September  Cave Research Founda-

t ion Cra ters o f  the  Moon National  Monument  & 
Preserve Expedit ion began wi th Andrew Er ick-
son,  Mark Jones,  Paul  McMullen,  and Fred Wil -
kinson hiking out  on the  Blue Dragon Lava to  
survey severa l  caves ident i f ied by Todd Stefan-
ic ,  the Wild li fe  Bio logis t  and Research Coord i -
na tor ,  wi th the he lp o f the Wilderness Volun-
teers.   Mark and Fred surveyed a kno wn cave 
doubling i t s  length to  over  200 fee t  and  two re-
cent  f inds –  one  for  80 feet  and the other  to  100 
feet ,  so  far .   Meanwhi le  Andrew and Paul got  
f ive new caves inventor ied for  a  total  o f  350 
feet .    

September 7:  
Returning to  f inish thei r  previous survey 

Mark and  Fred planned to  knock i t  o ff quickly,  
but  instead they spent  the ent ire  day crawl ing 
350 feet  on their  bel l ies .   The effor t  was worth 
i t  though wi th s igni f icant  bat  guano be ing 
found.   Nearby Andrew and  Paul knocked off 
three more caves for  500 feet  o f survey.   They 
also spent  the day surveying in low crawlways.  

September 8 -9:  
The Archeological  Team of Craig Wil l iams,  

Bre Henderson,  and Chase Barber  joined    An-
drew, Mark,  Paul ,  and Fred surveying and con-
ducting archeologica l  assessments  o f two caves 
in  a  remote area in  the  monument.   T he pop -up  
trai ler  served as the headquar ters o f  the  
campsi te  for  the three -day excursion wi th tents  
surrounding i t .    

The fir s t  cave was  in an unusual  spot  but  
was  wor th the e ffor t .   After  two days  crawl ing 
through sur face tubes ,  we were re l ieved to  be 
spending two days  walking in a  s igni f icant  lava 
tube for  over  2 ,700 fee t .   Some ce il ing break-
down was encountered ,  but  i t  was  not  much of a  
nuisance.   This cave  i s  an important  re fuge for  a  
var ie ty o f animals,  bo th terres tr ia l  and  sub terra-
nean.   The most  impor tant  were the f ive Town-
send ’s b ig -eared ba ts that  were documented.   
Histor ica l  graffi t i  was documented in i solated  
sec tions o f  the  cave.  

September 10:  
The third  day of  camping had the  team ven-

tur ing to  ano ther  nice  lava tube wi th walking 
passage.   A trench co llapse separa ted the cave 
into  an eas tern sect ion 75 feet  long and a west -
ern sect ion near ly 1 ,000  feet  in length.   The las t  
200 feet  dropped to  a  comfor tab le hands -and -
knees  crawl  in sof t  sand .   This cave was very 
popular  wi th birds as  well  as woodra ts.    

September 11:  
Returning to  the monument ’s headquarters 

the group sp li t  wi th Andrew lead ing Chase,  Bre,  
and  Craig out  to  document  so me lava fea tures 
south and Mark taking Paul  and Fred on a hike 
around  the  Nor th Cra ter  Trail  to  knock off some 
of the smaller  leads.   Andrew ’s  team surveyed 
one  cave  for  70 feet  and  monitored four  o thers.   
Mark ’s team surveyed four  kno wn caves,  two 
that  had important  fauna  usage.        

September 12:  
Andrew,  Chase,  Bre,  and Craig spent  the day 

document ing an impor tant  s i te  from the monu-
ment ’s f i les.   Paul  and Fred cont inued to  survey 
the caves in  the  Nor th Crater  Flow.   In the even-
ing the  4th Annual  CRF Fish Feast  was  held  in 
apprec iat ion of the s ta ff  at  Cra ters o f  the  Moon.   
Fol lowing the meal  a  presenta t ion was given by 
Cra ig and Bre on thei r  a rcheologica l  work.  

September 13:  
Although the archeological  team departed 

for  ho me,  Eric  Har r i son joined Andrew, Mark,  
Paul ,  and Fred  for  the weekend to  survey more 
lava fea tures.   Mat  Gornentz and Ar iana Mallery 
wi th  the  National  Park Service a lso joined our  
team for  the day.   Andrew,  Mat,  Eric ,  and Paul  
surveyed four  caves wi th over  130 feet  o f  sur -
vey.   Mark,  Ari ,  and Fred knocked off a  hanging 
survey from July for  over  150 fee t  before Paul  
and  Mat joined in surveying 200 feet  in an inter -
es t ing sur face tube wi th two leve ls.   Obvious 
bat  and woodra t  usage was no ted.   Nearby An-
drew and  Eric  got  a  re la ted 70 - foo t  sur face tube 
recorded.   Meanwhi le  Paul  f inished another  70 -
foo ter .      

September 14:  
Andrew and Er ic  met  Jessie  Mendoza to  sur -

vey a small  p i t ,  the shor test  survey of the expe-
dit ion at  12.5 feet ,  but  were rewarded wi th a  
surpr is ingly nice cave for  200 fee t .   Mark,  Paul ,  
and  Fred continued  to  survey three small  caves 
along the North Crater  Trail .   This team was a l -
so surpr ised  wi th 370 feet  o f survey as wel l  as 
bonus cave faunal  usage .     

September 15:  
After  the  very successful  mule train f rom 

2024 Todd worked wi th Ryan Edwards ,  a  loca l  
packer ,  to  provide the services we required to  
document and monitor  lava features east  o f  Echo 
Cra ter .   Gage Merkel  joined  Andrew, Mark,  
Paul ,  Jess ie ,  and Fred for  the week.   The  2nd 
Annual  CRF Mule  Train Expedi t ion began wi th 
Ryan and Cody Hamilton loading the  caving and  
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camping gear  whi le  we sauntered down the Wil -
derness Tra il .   East  o f Echo  Crater  Andrew,  
Paul ,  and Jessie  cut  across broken lava  wi th 
their  ver t ical  gear  to  survey some caves whi le  
Mark,  Gage ,  and Fred batt led sagebrush to  wait  
for  the mule tra in to  de l iver  their  cave gear .   As  
we wai ted Gage discovered a new cave in a  
mound of  lava that  measured  s ixty fee t .   The 
kno wn cave was  a  dusty dry crawl wi th plenty 
of woodra t  sca t  that  to ta led 300 feet .   The  other  
team had success wi th the ir  ini t ia l  cave,  but  ice  
and  loose rocks  prevented them from surveying 
in  the  second.   The knowledge ga ined from this  
wi l l  be  used to  prepare for  future explorat ion.   
Both teams arr ived at  the campsite  before  sun-
down.   

September 16:  
By camping close  to  a  c luster  o f signi ficant  

caves the group was ab le to  begin surveying 
wi thin a  few minutes o f camp.   Mark,  Paul ,  and 
Fred surveyed a large lava tube wi th excessive  
breakdown tha t  fi l led most  o f  the passage.   Sev-
eral  lava formations were encountered  in the 
400 feet  o f survey.   Mountains o f  woodra t  scat  
and  numerous middens were found in the en-
trance area.    

At a nearby cave Andrew,  Jess ie ,  and Gage 
doubled the length of  a  kno wn cave to  400 fee t  
when they no t  only pushed through a maze of 
breakdown but found a backdoor!  Three Town-
send ’s b ig -eared ba ts were found during the  
survey.   Woodra t  sca t  and middens in this cave 
would r iva l  any o ther  in  the monument.  

September 17:  
Andrew,  Jess ie ,  and Gage surveyed two 

small  caves and two nice lava tubes ,  both over  
200 feet .   One of the larger  caves boasted  a  
peeled -wall  crawl,  a  var iety o f  lavac icles as 
wel l  as o ther  lava  fea tures.   The o ther  had a 
large roo m fi l led wi th  b reakdown in the middle.   
Bat  guano and woodrat  scat  were discovered in 
both these caves .   Mark,  Paul ,  and  Fred focused 
on surveying the Br idge  of Tears as  the  monu-
ment wi l l  be ce lebrat ing the centennia l  vis i t  by 
the Limber t  Expedi t ion next  year .   In addi t ion,  
a  comfor table 200 - foo t  cave and  an unco mforta-
ble 100 - foo t  cave were surveyed.   Woodrat  ac-
t ivi ty was noted in  al l  the caves.  

September 18:  
Andrew,  Jess ie ,  and Gage surveyed several  

dusty,  dry small  caves with l i t t le  redeeming 
va lue,  but  d id  find  three  new sur face tubes that  
were more inte rest ing.   Unfortunate ly,  there  
wasn ’ t  enough t ime to  survey them.  Meanwhi le  
Paul  had d iscovered a nice hands -and -knees 
crawl  sur face tube that  Fred helped  survey.   
Later ,  Mark and Fred  r idgewalked the a rea but  
were skunked by the Blue Dragon Lava .  

September 19:  
After  a  fabulous camping tr ip  in the wi lder -

ness,  i t  was t ime to  trek seven mi les back to  
rejoin socie ty.   On the way seven caves  were 

surveyed,  five known and two newly discov-
ered.   There was l i t t le  to  pique our  interest  in 
the smaller  caves,  but  the longer  caves cap tured 
our  at tent ion.   The longest  cave was  two hun-
dred fee t  long wi th ra fted blocks,  lava gutters,  
extruded lava,  and color ful  lavac ic les.   Signi fi -
cant  bat  guano and woodrat  sca t  and  middens  
were also no ted.   While  both new caves  were 
100 - foo t  dusty dry crawls,  one had  a large bone 
bed fi l led  wi th elk bones,  the o ther  had  a ro w of  
webworm strands along a damp wal l .    

This concluded a very successful  week of 
work a t  the monument.   We ’re  looking forward 
to  the  2026 CRF 3rd Annual  Wilderness Mule 
Train next  Sep tember .  

September 20:  
Samuel DeGrey joined  Paul  and Fred in sur -

veying and moni tor ing more cave leads a long 
the North Crater  Trail .   One of the numerous 
possib il i t ies was  a  lo w prior i ty lead in the red 
cl inker  ra ther  than in the pahoehoe .   Instead of 
being a bust ,  this  was the biggest  discovery of 
the expedi t ion!  A mishmash of  lava mixed to  
form three t ier s o f narrow canyons wi th f ive 
entrances.   A large perennial  poo l  wi th sub-
merged ice was found at  the lowest  leve l .   The 
convoluted passage  required three days  to  
properly survey.   Not fa r  away Andrew and Jes-
sie  were surveying o ther  cave leads.   Unfor tu-
na te ly,  their  leads  were less  spectacular ,  but  
they did  enjoy a nice day on the lava .   Mark 
spent  the day enter ing data.  

September 21:  
Paul,  Jess ie ,  and Fred re turned to  survey 

and  inventory yes terday ’s interest ing discovery 
whi le  Andrew and Mark hiked out  the  Cave 
Wilderness Tra il  to  map  and moni tor  a  Wilder -
ness Volunteer  d iscovery fro m July.   Both 
teams were  rewarded wi th  surveys  that  wi l l  
make interes t ing maps.     

September 22:  
Paul and Fred f inished the ir  survey in the 

North Crater  Flow.   Nearly 300 feet  were rec-
orded in this new d iscovery.   Meanwhi le ,  Mark 
and  Andrew hiked through thick sagebrush to  
document three caves in  a  northern sec tion of  
the monument.   350 feet  were  garnered by this 
team.        

September 23:  
Andrew,  Mark,  Paul ,  and Fred hiked out  the 

Cave Wilderness Trai l  to  survey some caves 
reported by the  Wilderness Volunteers in July.   
Andrew and Paul surveyed two caves  for  350 
feet ,  whi le  Mark and Fred got  400 fee t  in four  
caves.   Both teams spent  the day on their  bel -
l ies in lo w, t ight ,  “cheese grater” crawls.   The 
only reward was the discovery of bat  guano in a  
few caves.     

September 24:  
The final  day of the expedit ion was  spent  by 

Andrew,  Mark,  Paul ,  and Fred surveying f ive 
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small  caves wi th l i t t le  redeeming va lue excep t  
for  some ba t  guano.  

Summary:  
The September  2025 CRF Cra ters Expedi-

t ion was very successful  wi th 74 caves surveyed  
for  a  to ta l  o f 12,880 fee t .   The surveys  ranged 
from 12.5 feet  to  2 ,701.4 feet ,  wi th 41  less than 
100 feet  long and two over  1 ,000 feet  in length.   
Most  o f the caves were pr is t ine wi th l i t t le  o r  no  
vis i tat ion.   Very l i t t le  graff i t i  was found in the 
caves and much of i t  was his tor ical .   A separa te  
report  wi l l  be fi led by the archeologica l  team.  
During the expedi t ion the CRF confirmed that  

the caves in  the  Monument are important  to  a  
var ie ty o f c rea tures including woodrats,  bats,  
p ika,  marmots,  coyotes ,  owls,  ravens,  pigeons,  
camel cr icke ts,  spiders ,  webworms,  and ants.    

The team is  gra te ful  to  the s ta ff at  Craters  
of the Moon Nat ional  Monument and  Preserve 
for  al l  their  help,  wi th specia l  thanks to  Todd 
Stefanic for  his  assistance during the  year .   
Thanks  to  Ryan Edwards and Cody Hamilton for  
providing the mules to  pack our  gear  out  past  
Echo Cra ter .   Dave Jones i s  once again 
acknowledged for  providing the  del ic ious fi sh 
for  the annual  fi sh feast .     
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Top:  #067 Bridge o f  Tears Cave.  His toric  Bob Limbert  photo from h is expedi t ion  in  1926.  Bottom: 

Bridge of  Tears Cave draft  map.  
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Craters  of  the Moon: c lockwise fro m upper le ft:  Cody Hamilton  rocks  Jenny ’s pack whi le  Ryan 

Edwards watches;  Gage Merke l  surrenders!;  Ari  Mal lery in  a  “comfortab le” crawl;  Paul McMullen 

enjoys be ing on po int;  Fred Wilk inson in  a  dusty  dry crawl;  Ari  Mal lery in  a  new d iscovery.  Photos 

by Mark  Jones.  
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Craters  of  the Moon: c lockwise fro m upper le ft:  An aler t  Townsend ’s Big -eared Bat;  Delicate  lava 

format ions;  Lava tube with  a  roo ted cei l ing;  Frosted deep  canyon.  Photo  by Paul  McMullen;  Lava 

roses;  Coated ce il ing.  Photos by Mark Jones  except  where indicated.  




