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Austin Caverns, Travis County, Texas

James R.Reddell

Austin Caverns, presumably once one of Austin's environmental gems, serves as a
classic example of the destruction of a valuable natural resource through neglect and
irresponsible urbanization.

The earliest history of the cave is unknown. An 1840reference in the Telegraph
and Texas Register has been ascribed to the cave. Thiscertainly is in error and the cave
described there probably refers to Bandit Cave in Rollingwood.

It is unknown if Austin Caverns ever had a humanly accessible natural entrance.
The first recorded entrance was in the wall of a quarry. Early referencesindicate that the
cave was known prior to the quarrying operation but no reliable information hasbeen
found. In 1932,Frank Chote of Houston opened (or enlarged) an entrance in a large
depression about 180 ft. north of the quarry entrance. A stairway and electric lights were
installed and the cave was operated commercially. This venture failed after a few months,
as did several other commercial caves inTexas during these difficult times. Thecave was
considered a hazard and at some point the sinkhole entrance was sealed. Thisentrance,
however, re-openeda few years later.

The cave was mapped in 1941by Carl Clayton. This map shows about 500 ft. of
passage, including several rooms, the largest more than 50 ft. in diameter. The cave
reportedly contained numerous attractive speleothems.In 1948 whenthe first description
was published most of the speleothems were broken.

Two passages extended from the bottom of the 25 ft. deepentrance.One to the
south extended about 180 ft. to an opening in the quarry wall.The other passage led north
into a series of passages and chambers. The first systematic exploration of the cave for
which there is reliable information was in 1952by the University of Texas Speleological
Society. At that time they found a large part of the cave blocked by collapse. Additional
collapse occurred in 1953and in 1954the sinkhole entrance was again sealed.About 200
ft. of passage was still accessible from the quarry entrance until about 1959 whenthe
quarry was filled and houses built on it.

The contemporary history of the cave began in1963 when plans for development
indicated the need for a storm sewer drain to prevent flooding of the depression in which
the sinkholeentrance had been located. The old sealed entrance was re-openedand storm
waters channeled into it by a drain. Unfortunately only a portion of the fill was removed
and only the small southern section was available for direct entry by water.The first
exploration by cave explorers of the cave revealed only about 30 ft. of passage. Flood
waters entering the cave openedup the passage to the south to the sealed quarry
entrance.

In recent years trash, leaves, and silt have blocked entry into the southern passage.
As a result water is undermining the sinkhole fill to the north on which the street is built.
Early in 1995settling of the fill damaged the street.Rather thandeal with the problem
correctly the city simply placed metal sheets over the street.The only long-term solution to
the problem will be to remove more of the fill to allow water to enter the main part of the
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cave. Failure to do this will result either in serious collapse of the street or complete sealing
of the cave with resultant flooding of houses built in the depression in which the cave is
located (William H. Russell, personalcommunication).

Inaddition to the obvious undesirability of channeling road and yard runoff with its
load of pollutants into the aquifer, any endemic cavernicole fauna has been extirpated from
the system.It is remotely possible that cave-adapted speciesstill exist in the northern part
of the cave. Thisis unlikely because of the intense urbanization abovethe cave. The high
degree of impervious cover will have reduced water entering the system. In addition,what
water does find its wayunderground will carry a heavy load of pesticides,herbicides,
fertilizers,and other pollutants. Thisisolated limestone region doubtless containedan entire
community of cavernicoles,many of which were probably limited to this small area and are
almost certainly now extinct. Explorations prior to the most recent blockage of the cave
found an incredibly repulsive passage containing everyconceivable kind of trash and
pollutants. The cave teemed with life, but the only species found were forms adapted for
urban life (cockroaches,hot house millipedes,earthworms, pillbugs, etc.).

Insummary, a large attractive cave potentially of great biological and geological
interest hasbeen converted into a source of direct pollution of the aquifer. Furthermore a
failure to consider the consequenceshasalready led to damage to the street and the
potential for more serious problems is great.




