
Halloween Cave Rescue Training at Weller Natural Preserve 

Hannah Keith
What spookier way could there be to spend Halloween weekend 
than practicing rescuing someone from underground? 

In late October 2025, while many people were preparing for 
Halloween by carving pumpkins, planning costume parties, and 
stocking up on candy, a group of cavers gathered at the Weller 
Natural Preserve where Rippled Cave is located. At times, they 
did wear costumes, and they did eat lots of candy, but those were 
secondary to the larger, more purposeful goal of becoming better 
prepared to rescue themselves and their party members from a 
cave. Thanks to the generosity and trust of the Western Cave 
Conservancy, for the first time the preserve became the site of a 
Small Party Assisted Rescue (SPAR) class.

Any time a class is run in a new place, there are a lot of logistical challenges. SPAR classes are in high 
demand and require a unique level of organization and execution. This combination of characteristics 
makes them relatively uncommon. The class requires vertical terrain, sturdy natural anchors, underground 
passages suitable for realistic scenarios, and enough space to safely manage a large group over multiple 
long days. It is no easy task to find a site that meets these requirements while still respecting conservation 
priorities. Being able to use Rippled Cave, courtesy of the WCC, speaks highly of the quality of the site 
and the commitment to supporting education to ultimately make caves safer places.

The Site That Made It Possible

I had never visited this site before I arrived to help with set-up for the training. It was clear to me from 
the very beginning why this site was chosen, and it was my impression that this is a special place. The 
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surrounding forest provided an abundance of large, healthy, 
beautiful trees that proved ideal for rigging rope systems. 
Instructors and specialists were able to build multiple lowerable 
systems in the trees, allowing students to practice single rope 
technique (SRT) skills safely and repeatedly. An entire rope 
course was constructed on one of the biggest trees, complete 
with rebelays, J-hangs, and a guided rappel – features that are 
often difficult to replicate outside of a cave environment. 

In addition to the trees, the cliffs above the cave were 
incorporated into the training, adding more opportunities to 
practice vertical work. The cave itself was also used for several 
activities. Boof Truchan, the lead organizer and an NCRC 
instructor, after discussion with Marianne Russo, Weller Natural 
Preserve Manager, placed bolts at a couple of key places outside 
to facilitate exercises and make entering the cave at the vertical 
entrance simpler. 

The on-site building was also crucial to the enterprise. It served 
as a gathering place, an eating place, and occasionally a classroom 
space. However, this class is not one with PowerPoints or 
slideshows, and we only had a couple of whiteboard lectures, 
which were held outside. While space was tight inside the 
building, cavers know how to squeeze into small places.
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Why SPAR Matters

Before diving deeper into the week itself, it’s worth pausing to explain what SPAR training actually is, and 
why so many cavers consider it essential.

Just like the name says, this class focuses on a small party of cavers assisting themselves or a party member 
out of the cave after something goes wrong. The basic premise is simple enough: How can you manage a 
situation to avoid calling a full-scale rescue? If things can be handled with the resources immediately 
available, and it is safe to do so, then a small party rescue is the way to go, because the bigger the rescue, 
the more time-consuming, the more damaging to the cave, and ultimately the safer everyone will be.

Throughout the course, students are encouraged to question everything. Instructors consistently redirect 
discussions back to two core questions: Is it safe? Does it work?

The class trains cavers to assess injuries, analyze problems, and safely move an injured or stranded person 
using only the tools they carry and the knowledge they possess. This is not about replacing organized cave 
rescue. Rather, it’s about buying time, reducing risk, and making informed decisions. This can manifest as 
preventing a problem from escalating, stabilizing a patient, or making later rescues safer and more 
efficient.

Because of this, SPAR attracts a diverse range of participants. Hardcore project cavers attend because 
they often work far from help. Trip leaders attend because they are responsible for novices. Casual vertical 
cavers attend because accidents don’t discriminate by experience level. What unites them is a desire to be 
prepared.

The People Behind the Training

A class is only as good as its teachers, and we were fortunate to have a great group with many collective 
years of knowledge and experience with cave rescue training, representing different aspects. The 
designation of SPAR lead instructor is only given after additional competencies are demonstrated and 
requires a higher level of dedication from the individual. We were lucky enough to have not one, but two 

excellent people who have risen to this caliber: 
Casey England and Ron Miller. Their depth of 
knowledge and calm leadership set the tone for the 
entire week. Supporting them were instructors 
Boof Truchan, David Angel, and Roger Mortimer, 
along with specialists Amelia Fatykhova, Hannah 
Keith, Felipe Roz Brascevicius, and Ben Urbanski. 
Marianne Russo, from the WCC, also worked 
closely with the team to ensure the event ran 
smoothly from start to finish, and we were grateful 
for her help.

About half of the instructors and specialists 
traveled from outside the state, coming from as far 
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away as Alaska and New York. They brought not only technical expertise but also a shared dedication to 
student learning and safety. 

In total, 16 students participated in the class, bringing the total number of attendees to 25. To reduce 
impact on the preserve’s limited infrastructure, portable toilets were brought in, and dinners were catered 
by a local business. These thoughtful choices allowed students and instructors alike to focus their energy 
where it mattered most: on learning and teaching.

Day One: Foundations and First Challenges

The first official day of instruction began with introductions and an overview of what SPAR training is – 
and what it is not. Instructors emphasized that this course would be demanding, both physically and 
mentally, and that success depended as much on teamwork and communication as on technical skill. 

Morning sessions covered optimizing personal SRT systems, pre-planning and decision-making, and 
SPAR-specific medical considerations such as building splints and using the Palmer furnace. Students 
were exposed to concepts in contingency rigging and how small inefficiencies or poor planning can 
compound under stress. Thoughtful preparation can prevent problems.

After lunch, the focus shifted to haul 
systems. Even though this class is open to 
beginners, the curriculum moves quickly, 
and so after a short review of haul systems, 
students broke into teams and rotated 
through stations. These included convert-
to-lower, traveling hauls, diminishing loops, 
and hauls with releasable redirects and 
cross-hauls.

But the day was still not over. After dinner, 
two additional stations were set up: one 
emphasizing minimal gear and 
improvisation, and another focused on 
rigging for contingencies. It was long past 
dark by the time the students left, and the 
instructors still had a debrief from the day. 
Long hours and short nights were part of 
the experience.

Day Two: Halloween in Harnesses

This was another day of drinking knowledge out of a fire hose. While most of us did not eat candy for 
breakfast, Halloween meant bowls of Snickers and Milky Way bars passed out to students as they rotated 
through the many stations set up for the day. The bulk of the day was spent on the following four 
scenarios: end-of-rope and Y-hang convert-to-lower techniques, counterweight climbing and rappelling, 
cave anchors, and patient extraction and movement. Other than the first day, lunch was always eaten in 
the field, squeezed in wherever it would fit between lessons.
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It wouldn’t be a spooky SPAR without costumes, and 
so that evening, students were encouraged to dress up 
and practice pick-offs. This is one of the more 
controversial techniques in vertical rescue because of 
the high risk to the rescuer. This maneuver allows a 
stranded climber to be placed onto the vertical system 
of another caver, who then rappels them both down to 
safety. Instructors issued stern warnings that this 
should be considered a very last resort, and one should 
even think about cutting the rope before doing a pick-
off. Well-intentioned people have died trying to pick-
off a friend stuck on rope. Watching students practice 
under close supervision in full costume was both 
entertaining and sobering, a reminder that even when 
we get a little silly, the stakes are very real. 

Day Three: Complexity and Consequences

On the final day of structured learning, students had to 
tackle advanced systems, such as elevator hauls, spider 
rigs, stacked counterweights (“the dragon”), and 
moving patients through rebelays. A lecture on 
knotcraft and the difference between “good rigging” 
and “bad rigging” sharpened the analytical eye. 

Students learned to critique systems not just based on whether they worked, but how they might fail, 
considering the weak points and the consequences of failure. All of this preparation culminated in a gear 
purge. Students were forced to strip down their SRT kits, limiting themselves to only the bare essentials, 
in preparation for the mock scenarios planned for the next (and final) day. The message was clear: real-
world rescues rarely happen with the ideal equipment.

The Final Day: Putting It into Play

At long last, the opportunity to flex newfound skills out in the field. Students were once again broken into 
teams, and each one was assigned a “patient,” played by an instructor or specialist simulating injury or 
being stuck on rope. Teams had to assess the situation, develop a plan, and execute it safely. 

No two groups approached their scenario in the same way. All were forced to adapt as conditions changed 
and new information emerged. You could see and hear their trepidation as their “new caver friend” got on 
rope to begin descending. It makes you consider things differently when you know something will be 
going wrong, but the lesson there is that we should always operate as if that is the case. 

A moment where I could see the cogs really turning during the scenarios was when Ron and I were 
supervising and the students did not do any contingency rigging. They ended up having a frustrating 
experience with the scenario. At the end, one of them said that after three days of being told to 
contingency rig, they could hardly believe the one thing they had failed to do was create a contingency 
rigging. Sometimes you learn the most from your struggles.
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The class concluded in a sunny cow field, where 
everyone gathered for a final debrief. Instructors 
reminded students that these skills are perishable, 
this class is not a one-and-done achievement, and 
without practice, any caver will struggle to recall 
complex systems under pressure.

Gratitude and Looking Forward

This SPAR class required immense preparation. The 
detailed schedule alone ran to 12 pages. Decisions 
about station placement, timing, and logistics took 
countless hours and much discussion. Instructors 
routinely returned to camp around 10 p.m., only to 
be awake again by 6 a.m. the following morning. But 
as Casey reminded us at the beginning of the class, it 
is not about the instructors, it is about the students 
and their learning experience. Our goal is to facilitate 
that as much as possible. 

Future classes will benefit from this groundwork. 
With station locations documented, pre-planning 
will hopefully be simpler next time, and the next 
SPAR can run even more smoothly. 

Above all, this training would not have been possible without the WCC’s willingness to open this cave 
preserve to NCRC. Your support enabled a high-quality, conservation-conscious training that will have 
lasting benefits for the caving community. It reminds us that preparation, teamwork, and stewardship go 
hand in hand, and I believe that is a legacy worth celebrating. 

THE WCC AT THE 2025 REGIONAL  

Marianne Russo
The San Joaquin Valley Grotto (SJVG) and Mother Lode Grotto 
(MLG) agreed to co-host the 2025 Western Regional. After some 
initial difficulties, we were finally able to secure a venue that would 
work. Thanks to a lot of effort by Paul Martzen of the SJVG we were 
able to reserve the Lion’s Club Rodeo Grounds, located on the edge 
of the town of Three Rivers just outside the main entrance of 
Sequoia National Park. This facility looked like it would work and the 
rental price was quite reasonable.  

A lawn area with trees provided tent space for many attendees, with 
plenty of overflow in the field beyond the arena. Parking was ample 
and a large three-sided pavilion, with stage, electrical outlets and 
lights worked well for the evening activities. In addition to the many 
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picnic tables available, there were several folding tables 
and many chairs which were available for a nominal fee. A 
full kitchen and large BBQ were available for the WCC 
staff to use for meal preparation. It included a 
refrigerator and large freezer as well.

This was one of the best attended Regionals ever. About 
180 individuals were registered and around 160 actually 
were able to show up. On Saturday, there was a full 
program of presentations at the pavilion as well as a 
number of cave trips available. Steven Johnson (WCC 
President) gave one of the presentations, sharing a slide 
presentation detailing the mission and accomplishments 
of the WCC with extra commentary and questions 
answered.

Under the expert supervision of chef Mike Spiess, the 
attendees had the option of purchasing Saturday and 
Sunday breakfasts for a bargain price of $5.00 and a 
generous Saturday dinner meal for $25.00. Breakfast 
consisted of pancakes with blueberries, fruit and choice 
of beverage, with vegan pancakes available for those who 
requested them. The dinner entrée was BBQ pork sirloin (or grilled vegan sausage), with corn, beans, 
green salad, garlic bread, with choice of beverage. Cake and home-made vegan brownies rounded out the 
meal.  

The majority of the attendees purchased the meals and this brought in $4,205. After subtracting the food 
costs, this left $3,018.40 to be deposited in the WCC account. Thanks so much to everyone who 

purchased these meals which made such a large contribution to the 
WCC!

In addition to providing meals, we had the famous WCC popcorn 
machine and a large variety of items that were received from the 
estate of Ray and Gale Beach, who left their large collection of cave 
related memorabilia to the conservancy. Small bags of popcorn were 
free to everyone but the donation can was generously filled. Rather 
than put the Beach materials in the live auction, this time the 
Western Cave Conservancy set up a silent auction table and a T-
shirt table. People could look through the shirts and leave what they 
felt was an appropriate donation. The silent auction items were 
displayed with a sign-up sheet for folks to list their name and bid. 
This tactic worked well and the WCC received over $900.00 from 
the silent auction and donations left for popcorn and T-shirts. The 
WCC owes a great debt of gratitude to the Beach’s for their 
generosity and amazing support to the conservancy over the years.
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We would like to give a shout-out of gratitude to the volunteers who worked tirelessly with Mike to get 
these meals prepared, served and cleaned-up afterward. It wouldn’t have been possible without the help of 
John Tinsley, Barb Maeso Ruble, Steven Johnson, Will Spiess, Ernie Maier, Nick Peters and Tori Morin.

In addition, Ernie Maier and Pete Dickman are thanked for essential assistance in transporting the WCC 
cooking gear to and from the Regional. 

In conclusion, the board and volunteers of the Western Cave Conservancy want to thank all of the 
Regional attendees and WCC members for their generous support.

National Cave and Karst Management Symposium, October 6-10, 2025 

C.J. McKinley
The focus for this year's symposium was “Hidden 
Waters. Hidden Life.”, with a focus on looking at 
the way in which underground water systems and 
adapted organisms play a vital role in sustaining 
life and maintaining ecological balance in regions 
with a scarcity of water and changes due to 
climate issues. These underground systems 
become critical reservoirs to both the 
environment and human populations.  

The perfect setting for this symposium was Ely, 
Nevada and the Bristlecone Convention Center. 
The area is semi-arid and relies heavily on the 
subterranean waters available in this expansive 
basin. It is also home to Great Basin National Park and Lehman Caves. However, there are many more 
limestone caves in the mountains surrounding the basins. It also contains one of the most active 
geothermal fields in North America due to thinning of the crust resulting from the underlying geological 
structure that created the basin.  

The Pre-Symposium Weekend started off with an excellent and fun two-day workshop for Orientation to 
Cave Rescue, led by Gretchen Baker. The first day included lecture and packaging patient practice at a 
local park. Day two was a cave rescue simulation at a local cave. Over a dozen certifications were given 
out. On Sunday the “Microbiology of a Hot Spring” featured the Monte Neva hot spring for some sample 
testing and education in a glorious, special spot with a long history in the basin. The weekend also hosted 
the NSS Board of Governors Meeting, the WCC President’s Reception dinner, and a WCC board 
meeting. Sunday night featured an ice cream social and a trip to a local cemetery for the popular Ghost 
Toast.  

On Monday, the actual symposium started with excellent presentations on a wide range of topics followed 
by a fun and educational trip on the Ghost Train of Old Ely that highlighted the geology up through the 
Robinson Nevada Mining District. Tuesday started NCKRI’s Coffee and Karst roundtable conversations 
where problems and solutions were discussed among managers and owners of caves. These sessions were 
also available on Thursday and Friday prior to the symposium sessions. After the Tuesday sessions, a 
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Bacardi and Tequila tasting was followed by the 
Howdy Party dinner which was catered by a local 
high-school program. The catering was staffed by 
teens learning about food service.  

Wednesday was field trip day. Two trips were 
planned, one to focus on the management of 
caves which included a trip to Great Basin 
National Park. Unfortunately, the US government 
shutdown prevented the planned trip into 
Lehman Cave. However, management issues and 
solutions throughout the park were able to be 
presented. The second field trip was designed to 
show off the geology and hydrology of the Great 

Basin area with a self-guided tour through many 
sites in the area. The busy day was completed with the poster session and social back at the Bristlecone 
Convention Center and a samba dance lesson at a local bar.

Thursday and Friday had many more educational sessions along with the tasty Banquet Dinner and 
Keynote speaker on Thursday night, again catered by the local teen program. The sessions concluded on 
Friday afternoon.  

Many volunteers helped to pull this event together; in particular, a big thanks has to go to Matt Bowers, 
who was the driving force who made the event happen. Tables of vendors with caving products and 
information were present throughout the symposium. And, of course, many sponsors helped make this 
symposium a success. Please visit the NCKMS.org website for more information and list of all the 
sessions presented. The sessions were recorded and will be available for viewing soon.  

Sponsors:

• Western Cave Conservancy

• Great Basin National Heritage Area

• Great Basin National Park Foundation

• National Cave and Karst Research Institute

• White Pine County Board of Tourism and Recreation

• American Cave Conservation and Association

• Karst Waters Institute

• National Speleological Society

• Cave Research Foundation

• Cave Gators

• Southwest Geophysical Consulting
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WCC Member Support is Crucial to Our Mission 

Mike Spiess, Treasurer
WCC remains in a strong financial condition due to the great support of our members.  Ray and Gale 
Beach and Bill Papke left sizable gifts to the WCC in their estates.  WCC invested these funds to ensure 
the continuation of the WCC mission to conserve karst resources. WCC has a conservative investment 
policy which has led to strong earnings that have contributed to our growing financial position (see 
below).  

There are many ways to provide financial support to the WCC. Consider setting up reoccurring payments 
via PayPal or your bank’s bill pay. WCC can accept direct donations from an IRA or donation of 
appreciated stocks and funds. For more information see: https://www.westerncaves.org/ways-to-give

Giving of your time is also important. WCC remains an all-volunteer organization and volunteers are 
needed to carry out our mission.  If you have an interest in an existing project or a new project, please 
reach out to us.  We have a grant program to fund projects related to karst conservation, which can 
provide up to $2,500 in matching funds for conservation or research projects.

Change in WCC Position as of 12/31/2025.

As Of Total Net Assets
12/31/2025 $1,765,688
12/31/2024 $1,636,131
Change $129,756

Vol 19 No 1 Winter 2026 10

https://www.westerncaves.org/ways-to-give


Vol 19 No 1 Winter 2026 11


	Halloween Cave Rescue Training at Weller Natural Preserve
	Hannah Keith
	THE WCC AT THE 2025 REGIONAL
	Marianne Russo
	National Cave and Karst Management Symposium, October 6-10, 2025
	C.J. McKinley
	WCC Member Support is Crucial to Our Mission
	Mike Spiess, Treasurer

