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Dear Reader!
The biggest year in History is upon us!
To be clear, that's capital-H History, as in the
subject, not lowercase-h history, the thing itself. There
have certainly been bigger years in history, like 1066
and 1492 and 1776. And, to be honest, there may
have been bigger years in History, the study of the
things that happened in years like those.

But point being, locally at least, 2019 is going to be a
big year for the celebration of History, and 2019 is now
upon us! The gradually escalating three-year
celebration of Alabama's Bicentennial reaches its
crescendo in 2019 with the celebration of the 200th
anniversary of statehood. And, for those of us in
Huntsville
and
Madison
County,
the
noise
surrounding that anniversary will be joined by the
celebration of another anniversary's - July's 50th
anniversary of Apollo 11, the first moon landing,
powered by Huntsville's might Saturn V rocket. The
40th Anniversary of Alabama A&M being established as
a University.

It's a great time to be a fan of local history, but it's
also going to be a great time for those who don't know
yet that they're fans of local history - ambient history
will be unavoidable over the next year.
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The Society is proud to be part of several recent
efforts that are helping push history into the
mainstream, from a partnership with the local
Conventional and Visitor's Bureau that saw Mayor
Tommy Battle declaring this past October the first-ever
Huntsville History Month to the refurbishment of the
sunken sidewalk on the Courthouse Square downtown
to the new Marker Trail Challenge, including our work
to share that engaging activity with local teachers
through our HOPE project.

2018 has been big, but 2019 will be even bigger! I
encourage you to enjoy it, but also to share it with
others.
Let's make History together!

David Hitt
President
HMCHS
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Uncivilized War Comes to Huntsville
By Marjorie Ann Reeves

With the first invasion of the Yankees into North
Alabama came destruction the citizens had never
experienced before. The Yankees swept into Alabama
quickly destroying as they came making many of the
citizens of Alabama refugees in the year of 1862. The
war flowed into Alabama on the Tennessee River after
the Fort Henry loss as the first invasion in Alabama
took place when the Union gun boats, the Lexington,
the Conestoga, and the Tyler, bombarded Florence
under the direction of Commodore Andrew H. Foote on
February 6, 1862. On land, the Yankees came from
Nashville, Tennessee, into Huntsville early in the
morning on April 11th, with Gen. Mitchel's Army of
8000 Union soldiers capturing the city Huntsville of
less than 4,000 individuals.
Local Huntsvillian Mrs. Chadick wrote in her journal
that, “Truly our town is full of the enemy. There is a
sentinel at every corner. Everybody keeps the front
door locked, and I make it a point to answer the bell
myself, not permitting children or servants to open it.”
No one knew whom to trust with family members
against family and neighbors against neighbors. Gen.
Mitchel's efforts to control the citizens of North
Alabama included an attempt to force them to take the
oath of the United States Government to send items to
the mill, bring in provisions, go out of town, or buy
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food. All businesses had to take the oath of loyalty of
the federal government within three days or lose their
business. He declared he intended to starve the city
into submission.
On September 11, 1862, The Huntsville Advocate
resumed their publication after the Union left
Huntsville and summed up the past occupation. “We
were under absolute military rule, subject to the
orders of provost marshals, having to obtain passes to
go outside of town, and at times to pass from place to
place in town; pledges and oaths were extracted under
dire compulsion; marketing was prohibited, provisions
not allowed to come in; citizens ordered to be off the
streets; arrested, kept in prison for days and weeks,
not tried, and then discharged on pledges; negro
evidence threatened against them, and arrests made
on such evidence. Citizens were sent off to Camp
Chase without trial or notice; houses searched,
property taken without compensation or even
receipted for; houses robbed, horses stolen, negroes
decoyed off, wanton injury indicted upon many of our
people and no redress given.” Gen. Mitchel sent Col
Turchin to Athens to rid it of Confederates. The city
was ransacked, pillaged, and citizens abused. "Not
during the remainder of the war was such wanton
destruction of property seen by those men," wrote
participant Sgt. George H. Putenney of the 37th IN yet
Gen. Mitchel had no concern about Col. Turchin's
devastation of the town of Athens. Years later the
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citizens rejoiced in the news that Turchin died in an
insane asylum.
Cassie Fennell was a young girl 18 years old
attending school in Washington when Alabama
seceded. She returned home to Guntersville and
started a diary. She wrote, “Refugees from Madison
County began to come to Marshall County. They felt
safe on this side of the Tennessee River. With
Huntsville captured, mail became erratic, but the
refugees by land and water spread their news. The
Yankees treat the negroes very badly in Huntsville.
The Northerners were ruthless to all Huntsvillians by
looting, trashing, burning homes, businesses,
churches, and regularly jailing citizens without cause.”
Miss Rowena Webster from Tennessee who had come
to Huntsville because the invasion of her home now
was caught in the invasion of North Alabama. She
was arrested for carrying a tiny Confederate Flag and
brought to Gen. Mitchel's tent. She wrote “He said,
Don't you know that you are in open rebellion?”
My reply, “I am a Rebel.”
His response was “Don't you know that I could send
you to Fort La Fayette?”
“He was surely no gentleman but an arrant coward
and a tyrant. He seemed particularly bent on insulting
the women and children and went into the Army for
gain.” The Huntsville Daily Confederate newspaper
reported on November 12, 1862, the death of “his
detestable lowness, Maj. Gen. O.M. Mitchel” died from
Yellow Fever.
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Families of Madison County wrote to their soldiers in
the field about the Union attacks on their home. This
affected the soldiers but Gen. Lee gave orders that the
Southern soldiers could not harm the civilians when
they traveled
north. While walking through
Pennsylvania, Private Henry Figures of the 4th AL
recalled the Federal occupation of Huntsville and his
mother writing recounting the Federal soldiers'
behavior. Figures wrote home that he did not kill any
farm animals assuring his mother that everything he
ate was bought. Mattie Figures wrote in 1870 about
her older brother Henry yearned to visit his family in
Huntsville. Their mother, Harriet Stokes Figures,
sought a pass to go to meet him at the Tennessee
River. Gen. John Logan was the Union Commander in
Huntsville at this time. “My Mother in her despair at
my brother not being allowed to come within the
Federal lines resolved to make a personal appeal to
Gen. Logan. My Father, with influence to aid him,
having failed, gave his consent, it was a last resort.
After much thought it was decided, that my Mother
should go alone, taking with her, one of the smaller
children. I was the one selected, a little girl being
deemed best. I was carefully cautioned as to my
behavior, for the spirit against the Yankees, was strong
in my little breast. As we walked up the broad graveled
walk, I remember that my Mother held my hand very
tightly. We were shown immediately into the large
parlor. The General was seated in an easy chair at a
table facing the window, from whence he could
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overlook the street, he saw us come in and doubtless
drew his own conclusions. I see it all so plainly, the
heavy brutal-looking man, with thick black hair, worn
rather long, small dark sinister eyes, a repellant face
at best, in my young eyes, the embodiment of cruelty,
which proved correct. He received us politely, asked
me my name and I shook hands with him with great
reluctance. My Mother made known her errand in an
agitated voice, he refused pointblank, and as she
persisted, the fiend in him, leaped to the surface, and
he threatened her if she attempted to go he would
send his soldiers and arrest her and my brother, and
jail them both. At this I lost my fear and blazed out
what big brother Henry would do, my Mother quickly
put her hand over my mouth, or there is no telling
what I would have said. Years after at a reception I
heard of his death, and I was not sorry. The scene
around me faded away and for the moment I saw and
heard my Mother pleading to see her boy. I felt that act
of fiendish cruelty had met its reward.” Henry died in
the Wildness Campaign on May 5, 1864, without his
family ever having the opportunity of seeing him again.
In 1864, Mrs. Octavia Otey, Madison County native,
wrote in her journal, “It has been a year of trouble for
our family, and also for the whole country. Anxiety
about something to eat, something to wear, anxiety
about everything... God only knows what will become
of us.” “The other day when soldiers were passing, a
Federal soldier asked Lucy (our little two-year-old) if
she was a little Yankee? She said very shortly, no. I
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told him I had insulted her very much a few days
before, by asking her if she loved the Yankees?” Says
he, "What do they expect to do when the very babies
hate them." “Yes, there is a feeling of eternal dislike,
and hatred, for our oppressors growing up in the
hearts of the babes and children of this generation
that will never be obliterated.”
At the end of the war, Gen. Wilson and his men
created a path of destruction through Alabama. What
was not destroyed from earlier attacks was burned by
Wilson and his men. All of Alabama was demolished
making more people destitute, families made refugees,
scattered with little food or jobs to be had with life
continuing to be a struggle long after the war. For
many years after the war, the people were a captured
populace under reconstruction. It would take many
generations for recovery, with scars and wounds still
in existence, and family histories of suffering
continued to be passed down.

The Author:
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The Huntsville Country Club Celebrating 93 years

By Marjorie Ann Reeves

From playing golf in a cow pasture owned by Dallas
Manufacturing company to having a country golf
course was a dream come true for several
Huntsvillians in 1925. Fifteen men dreaming of a real
golf course became the founders of the Huntsville Golf
and Country Club. The founders were Robert Allen,
J.F. Chambers, Robert Chase, Charles, Dillard, W.P.
Dilworth, Shelby Fletcher, Frank Ford, Lawrence
Goldsmith, William Hall, Willard, Hutchens, Herbert
Johnson, Quincy Love, George Mahoney, Tracy Pratt,
and Augustine White. The Huntsville Country Club
preservation through growing pains, down times, and
bankruptcies continues to survive changes.
Huntsville's
population was
at
10,000
civilians in 1925
and
growing
slowly. Mr. W.L.
Williams
came
from Missouri in
1925
on
a
contract to build
Highway
231
section up Mono
13th Fairway
Sano.
He
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contributed his heavy equipment to build the first nine
holes for the country club making it possible for he
and his wife to play daily golf. The last nine holes
course built on the northside in 1926 was on bare,
hard ground difficult to play on. That portion of land
was sold in 1942. The Club bought the Clay property
in 1950 and the Prince property in 1955 making the
eighteen-hole course complete, opening it up in 1959.
The Huntsville Country Club no longer dwells in the
country since the property became annexed by the city
of Huntsville in 1956.
Huntsville's leading businessmen participated in the
growth of the Club such as Leo Schiffman, Robert Lee
Schiffman, L.B. Goldsmith and others who became
charter members when the Club first organized. One of
the first golf pros at the Club was Robert Lowry, Sr. in
1932 who conducted the annual Tennessee Valley golf
tournament.
He
resigned in 1933 to
regain his amateur
status. He won the
Orchard Place (the
name
of
the
clubhouse)
Club
championship
in
1938 and 39. Later
Senior had to share
Barbara Chapman and Lane
Nichols

winnings with his
son, Robert Lowry,
Jr, until 1957, then
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Jr. continued wining until 1979. Women golfers
championships at Huntsville Country Club did not
come about until 1964. The Huntsville Country Club
has hosted the Women's Alabama Golf Association
Championship (WAGA) several times. The last hosting
event was in 2000 where the 68th state tournament
was held while Huntsville Country Club celebrated its
75th anniversary. The state computation included 128
players from around Alabama.
It is said that Robert Lowry, Sr. enjoyed the Club
and was there so much that his spirit still hasn't left.
He and John McLain's spirit are felt to be still partying
at the Club though their bodies rest in a cemetery.
Golf Pro Milton Ward had a pet Parrot “Pete” who
would announce Ward's arrival by screeching “Get my
practice balls!” Bill Hendricks came to the club
everyday becoming nicknamed “Boss Hogg” from the
Dukes of Hazzards. He was known for his storytelling
and entertaining ways to the extent a statue of him
was placed in the Pro Shop. The oldest member to date
is 93-year-old Claude Dorning who comes to the Club
regularly. Over the years, members have earned
nicknames and left legions.
Several charter members, such as H.K. Doak, Edwin
Jones, Raymond Jones, and Harry Sugg, besides top
golfers, were top tennis players leading to add tennis
courts to the Club property on the original layout. The
Country Club hosted local tournaments and was home
for “Mr. Tennis” Cecil Fain for three years before he
became a team member of the Huntsville Tennis Club.
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Jean Spencer excelled at tennis
and golf; she did well as
partners with Cecil Fain in both
sports. The club no longer host
tennis
computations.
A
swimming pool was not built at
the Country Club until 1952.
After problems developed with
the first pool, a new pool was
built in 1968. The best year of Club Swimming Pool
swimming competition was in
1985, the team won the “C” division. The pool is
mainly a popular spot for families during the summer
now. A young man who worked as lifeguard for three
summers stated he enjoyed his job at the Club.
Huntsville County Club became the place to
socialize. Proms, birthday parties, wedding parties,
christenings, reunions, celebrations of all kinds and
are ongoing events at the Club. Socializing after a
game of golf could take up the afternoon, one could
join a game of cards that brings members together in
the evening. The Club was considered home away from
home by members and employees. Generations have
been raised at the Club and membership often
continues with their children. The Club house started
in the Moss House that was on the property when the
land was bought. When the house burnt down, the
Carriage House was used as the club house until 1949
when a concrete block club house was built. Due to
modernization, it became necessary to build a new,
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modern club house which was accomplished in 1984
modeled after Turtle Point club house in Decatur. The
owners have upgraded the facilities since taking on the
country club and improved the golf course.
The African-American community has supported the
Club from the beginning by long employment including
Caddies to Club Manager to employing the Club for
events. Napoleon Woods, who did shoe shines and
locker room coverage, was given an immense farewell
party for his retirement. Walter's Cheeseburger is still
on the menu and considered the best in Huntsville.
The personnel still have a big smile when they talk
about petite Pinkie High approaching the Club to have
her 90th birthday event there.
It was quite the
celebration party to remember.
A&M University
recently held their golf tournament at Huntsville
Country Club.
The employees as well as the members look on the
Club as a family unit and are very supportive of each
other. Members and employees have been known to
form a confederacy during those rare moments when
there was disagreement with the board's action against
an employee. Amiability is the norm at the Club
providing a very low turnover in employment, some
employees working as long as 50 years at the Country
Club.
The population of Huntsville grew very slowly until
people came to the city to build and work at the
Redstone Arsenal constructed to support World War II.
From 1940s, growth exploded four times the amount
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and the city has
continued
to
keep up rapid
growth.
The
Huntsville
Country
Club
survived
the
great depression,
wars, growth and
Mary Kay meeting in
changes in the
Ladies Card Room
city of Huntsville while continuing to thrive. During its
last bankruptcy in 2013, it was taken over by six
investors who became its new owners: Dave Tolliver,
Bill Stender, Mike and Patsy Ryan, Benny Nelson, Rod
Roberts, and Beth Boyer.
They are working to be good neighbors to Huntsville by
opening the doors to all of Huntsville. The golf course
continues to be only for members of Huntsville
Country Club while the Club is open to provide a place
for meetings and celebrations.
kkkk

References:

Vines, William E., Huntsville Country Club Celebrating
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Interviews:
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Beth Boyer - co-owner
Michelle Kloske - Event Coordinator and Membership
Director
Julia Wilson Conway - retired, Director of catering and
events for 26 years
Tina King Walker - Bartender for 20 years

Jackie Noblitt - member, pro shop manger
Rhett Woody - 2nd generation member

Cedric Reeves - Lifeguard for three summers
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From “Fuller's Folly” to National Natural
Landmark:
Huntsville's Shelta Cave
by
Sean C. Halverson and Whitney A. Snow

A small cave in Huntsville, Alabama, gained fame
when it was thrust into the national limelight in 1888.
Area locals had known of the cave's existence, but few
had taken the initiative to brave its entrance. Its
mysteries were soon uncovered by Henry M. Fuller, a
new arrival to the city, who hoped to commercialize the
cave and make it into a world-class tourist attraction.
Though Fuller placed enormous efforts into advertising
the cave, which he named Shelta, he had difficulty
making a profit as many locals scoffed at his idea of an
underground club. Struggling financially, he formed
the Shelta Caverns Land and Investment Company
with several cohorts from Huntsville and Des Moines,
Iowa. It was no more successful, and due to negligent
taxes, Shelta was sold at auction and came under the
ownership of Lawrence Cooper. Decades later, the
cave was purchased by the National Speleological
Society, members of which saw Shelta, with its over 40
species, many “cave-restricted,” a biological treasure
trove. Subsequently, Shelta Cave was declared a
National Natural Landmark. This geological wonder,
once, at best a curiosity and at worst a local joke, had
finally been vindicated.
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In early 1888, fruit grower Henry M. Fuller
moved from Greenville, Michigan, to Huntsville. He
had temporarily considered settling in Paw Paw,
Michigan, but when he saw Huntsville, nestled in the
foothills of the Appalachians, he knew he was Alabama
bound.
Upon purchasing 160 acres from Bolen
James, he began planting peaches and became more
familiar with his property.
While the bulk of
newspaper articles later sensationalize the story by
claiming Fuller was the first to find the cave, its
presence was well known by locals who referred to it
as the Bolen James Cave. Rumors abounded that it
had been used as a hideout by bandits and Civil War
soldiers. People who lived nearby knew of it the maw,
but few had bothered to investigate.1 When he first
heard of the cave, a captivated Fuller opted to explore
it as soon as possible.
“Another Mammoth Cave,” a March 2, 1888,
newspaper article in Pennsylvania's Tyrone Daily
Herald, relayed Fuller's first glimpse at the inner
recesses of his newly acquired cave. Evidently, this
“discovery,” for that is how it was billed, made
nationwide headlines. If the newspapers are to be
believed, Fuller and two companions ardently planned
their venture inside the cave for none of them knew
what to expect. Once they made their way to the
entrance, the men began what they perceived to be a
1 Ranee Pruitt, ed., Eden of the South: A Chronology of Huntsville, Alabama,
1805-2005 (Huntsville: Huntsville-Madison County Public Library, 2005), 83;
and “Great Shelta Caverns,” Memphis Daily Appeal, Feb 17, 1889.
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fifty-foot descent. After this initial rappelling and afoot
again, the men looked around and realized they were
standing in an enormous chamber.
Thrilled and
overwhelmed, they made doubly sure to mark their
trek with lights so as to avoid becoming lost in the
cave's overwhelming depths.2 What they found took
their breath away.
As the men took in scores of stalagmites and
stalactites, they marveled at their beauty as well as
that of formations, some of which seemed covered in
crystals.
After several hours, they came upon a
beautiful, clear lake which, much to their amazement,
contained odd-looking, almost luminous fish. Having
only lanterns, Fuller and his friends could not gauge
the size of the lake but assumed it to be exceptionally
large and rather deep, at least forty feet. The men
soon came upon the opening of another chamber, but
they were obstructed by high water levels. Given that
they had been in the cave some five hours, they
decided to save further investigations for another day.3
That evening, Fuller made a fateful choice.
Fuller wanted to commercialize the cave by
transforming it into a tourist attraction which might
rival Mammoth Cave. To begin with, he thought it
ought to have a snazzy name and what better
namesake than his daughter Shelta. After naming it
Shelta Rock, he set about turning the cave into a

2 “Another Mammoth Cave,” Tyrone Daily Herald, March 2, 1888.
3 Ibid.
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nightclub, one with a dancefloor, bandstand, bar,
Chinese lanterns, boat rides, and even electric lights.4
Ever since, newspaper and journal articles reported
that Shelta Rock may have had the first electric lights
not only in a cave, but Huntsville.5 Whatever the case,
many Huntsville locals thought Fuller, who was often
referred to as “Yankee,” an utter fool and called his
scheme “Fuller's Folly.”6 Undeterred by ridicule, Fuller
installed electric lighting in late June, an act which
proved rather expensive so he doubled the admission
price from fifty cents to one dollar. Patrons could
purchase season tickets for $10.7 The Huntsville
Gazette was largely optimistic of Fuller's efforts and
said, “It is only a matter of time until he reaps a golden
reward for developing this, the greatest of the world's
wonders.”8
By July, Fuller's ingenuity had caught the attention
of the Atlanta Constitution which described Shelta
Rock as “a wonderful cave.” This newspaper spread
the following unsubstantiated rumor: “This had never
been explored until he appeared on the scene.” 9 It
4Ibid.
5Pat Houtz, “Historic Cave on Pulaski Pike is wealth of scientific treasure,”
Huntsville Times, July 15, 1968; and The Alabama Review 28-29 (Jan 1975): 247.
6“Henry Fuller,”
http://huntsvillehistorYcollection.org/hh/index.php?title5Person:HenrY_Fuller
(accessed February 11, 2017).
7 “Nature and Art: Shelta Rock Cave in a Flood of Beauty and Brilliancy,”
Huntsville Gazette, June 30, 1888.
8 Ibid.
9 “A Wonderful Cave,” Atlanta Constitution, July 15, 1888.
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referred to the largest chamber as an “amphitheater”
just right venue for frivolity. It made much of the
formations as well as the boat rides on the
underground lake.
The article closed with the
following assessment: “Taken as a whole, it is very
interesting, and will, in time, prove a popular point
with sightseers.”10
One month later, Fuller attracted even more notice
with multitudes of newspaper advertisements. Even
the Memphis and Charleston Railroad called Shelta
Rock a must-see for sightseers.
The Atlanta
Constitution dubbed Shelta Rock “the greatest natural
curiosity in the world.”11 Due to its fauna, the lake
was spoken of as the “principal attraction.”12 Fuller's
confidence in the project continued to rise, and he
sought to build a railroad spur to Shelta Rock.13
Though he remained enthusiastic, he failed to stir that
same passion in the public.
In his zeal to disprove skeptical townsfolk, Fuller
invested substantial funds in the cave and went into
debt. Part of the problem may have been his doubling
of the admission price. Some tourists visited, but the
bulk of patrons were Huntsville locals who soon
wearied of the novelty. Many locals visited the cave
once, but few returned. Stressed, Fuller intensified his
advertising in the hopes of attracting tourists from
10 Ibid.
11 “The Shelta Caverns,” Atlanta Constitution, August 10, 1888.
12 Ibid.
13 “The World Around Us,” Columbus Enquirer, September 3, 1888.
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outside of the city and state. A typical ad read as
follows:
Come and see and be convinced of the fact. Walks
and pleasant guides to accompany people to all parts of
the cave. The cave is now lighted throughout by
electricity. Fountain basins, over 20 feet in diameter
and five feet deep formed of crystals. The largest lake
ever known underground. It rises and falls 15 feet
during the season, without any known source from
whence it comes, or where it goes. Navigable for large
boats most of the season, and beautiful scenery all
above and around its placid waters.
The largest
stalagmites and stalactites ever before discovered. This
cave has just been fitted up with walks, chairs, tables
and platforms and lighted with electricity.
Excursion or other parties will be allowed special
rates Season tickets for families at reasonable rates.
H.M. Fuller, proprietor.14
Despite such endeavors, Fuller did not turn a profit.
Rumor had it that he resorted to operating a still in
the cave so as to make some much needed funds.15
True or not, his financial circumstances had worsened
to the extent that he decided to create a company and
bring in investors.
14 “1888 Ad Lists Wonders Seen in Shelta Cavern,” Huntsville Times, November
17, 1913.
15 Kelly Kazek, “On Repeal Day: 7 places Alabamians bought illicit liquor during
Prohibition, including speakeasy caves, underground tunnels,” Huntsville Times,
December 5, 2014.

20

On December 31, 1888, Fuller sold Sam H. Watson
of Vinton, Louisiana, 86 lots for $20,000; George T.
Carpenter of Des Moines, IA, 243 lots for $49,600; and
the Shelta Caverns Land and Improvement Company
(SCLIC) 32 acres, including Shelta Rock, for $300,000.
The investment company
was comprised of
businessmen from Iowa and Minnesota. Its contract
stipulated “the free and exclusive right, use and
enjoyment, in fee, to all caverns, subterranean lakes,
channels, openings and other under earth passages
which may be hereafter discovered or explored lying
below and under the surface land—together with such
natural wonders and curiosities.”16 Fuller remained
heavily involved as he served as a SCLIC director along
with Captain D.R. Ewing; E.J. Fairall; and Dr. L.M.
Sandford, all of Des Moines.
Huntsville lawyer
Lawrence Cooper represented the company in the
purchase.
Rather than disappointment at the
changing of hands, the local newspapers radiated
excitement and an expectation that a hotel, botanical
garden, and large fishing pond would soon be built on
the property and a dummy line might finally be
created.17 Perhaps, the cave might yet make a popular
tourist spot.
16 C.M. Stanley, “BBQ Served Editors in an Alabama Cave,” Montgomery
Advertiser, Sep 21, 1952.
17 Untitled, Huntsville Times, December 31, 1888; and “Great Shelta Caverns,”
Memphis Daily Appeal, Feb 17, 1889. On this purchase, see also, untitled,
Huntsville Gazette, January 5, 1889; and The Street Railway Journal Index to
Volume V (New York: Street Railway Journal, 1889), 47.
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Though no longer a sole operation, Fuller received
most of the publicity whenever references were made
to Shelta Rock.
In January 1889, the Atlanta
Constitution credited Fuller with having “discovered
one of the most notable caverns in the southern
states.”18 It added, “Mr. Fuller's luck and enterprise
have made him a half millionaire, and he will probably
enjoy life in his own way, while the new company takes
all the risk of booming the resort.”19 The following
month, the Columbus Daily Enquirer remarked, “The
Shelta park at Huntsville is to be greatly improved and
the attractions of Shelta Caverns opened up
extensively.”20 Shortly thereafter, the Memphis Daily
Appeal spoke of Shelta Rock as a pleasantly cool
“Alabama Attraction,” one large enough to host 75,000
guests and which surpassed “Mammoth and Luray
Caves in variety, effect and grandeur.”21
This
particular article, titled “Great Shelta Caverns,” gave
one of the most detailed descriptions ever printed.
The unnamed journalist thoroughly illustrated the
interior of Shelta. He began with the cave's most
popular feature “Jumbo,” a stalagmite which
resembled an elephant. Roughly 11 feet high and 24
feet wide, it was thought, at least by Fuller, to be one
of it not one of the largest stalagmites in the world.
Another feature called the “Marble Stalagmite” was
18 “Gossip of the Day,” Atlanta Constitution, January 7, 1889.
19 Ibid.
20 “In Alabama,” Columbus Daily Enquirer, February 14, 1889.
21 “Great Shelta Caverns,” Memphis Daily Appeal, February 17, 1889.
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said to have a peak “which seems to have passed
through an angry volcano, where it reduced to a fluid,
and leaping over the sides formed a drapery of
beautiful marble points.”
The “Sierra Snowdrift”
almost appeared covered which snow while “Lady's
Beauty” had the appearance of a crystal beehive. “The
Crystal Canopy” looked like a waterfall made of foam.
Both the “Diamond Bluff” and the “Stalagmite
Firmament” were said to be of such beauty as only an
artist might capture. The “Gould Pyramid,” so named
because of its layers, struck one visitor to the extent
that he attempted to purchase it. The Egyptian theme
extended to an array of stalagmites and stalactites
called the “Egyptian Columns.” Yet another feature,
“The Horn of Plenty,” was discussed but not well
defined.
Perhaps the name was self-explanatory.
Other sights included but were not limited to “Stone
Chimes,” “Devil's Bathtub,” “Mary's Lamb,” and “Royal
Bengal Tiger.”22 In addition to the above features, the
cave boasted many water-related sites.
The “Eighth Wonder of the World” included “a
number of basins arranged like stair steps, so that
when one is filled with water it overflows into the next
lowest, and so on until the last one is reached.”23 One
spring was called “Glen Springs Retreat” while another
was labeled “Kris Kringle Spring” due to a nearby
formation which looked like Santa Claus. The author

22 Ibid.
23 Ibid.
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of this article seemed most besotted with “Cupid's
Sanctum”:
This place caused me to stagger with bewilderment;
its beauties are beyond the power of mankind to
describe, and were I endowed with all of the learning
which the human intellect is capable of receiving and
retaining. I would feel incompetent to do justice to
this
palace of beauty. The sides are literally lines with
festoons, draping and curious laces. Cupid is seen
here resting upon the wall in all of his loveliness, with
wings ready to fly at the first appearance of some
beautiful and charming maiden.24
The author closed the article by claiming, “I would
most willingly travel 1,000 miles to feast my eyes on
these hidden and marvelous freaks of beautiful
nature.”25 A flurry of similar items began appearing
with more frequency all over the country.
On May 3, 1889, the Daily Arkansas Gazette printed
an interesting tidbit about Shelta in regards to the
Memphis and Charleston Railroad. For three days in
early May, the railroad offered half off a round trip
ticket from Memphis to Huntsville because “this rate
has been made at the request of a large number of
persons who desire to thoroughly explore the
wonderful Shelta Caverns.”26
The advertisement
included the following enticement:
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 “We Are Built That Way,” Daily Arkansas Gazette, May 3, 1889.
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“Shelta Caverns are the only successful rivals to
Mammoth Cave of Kentucky.
Electric lights flash
through many miles of internal geological wonders and
soul inspiring melodies, over rippling streams, heralds
the venturesome musical troubadour on his nautical
explorations in the bowels of the earth. Do you ‘catch
on?' If so, don't miss this opportunity.”27
Of note, newspaper articles had begun to use the
names Shelta Rock, Shelta Caverns, and Shelta Cave
interchangeably. While the number of people traveling
to Shelta by railroad is unknown, a slow but steady
stream of tourists came.
The bulk of tourists had arrived in Huntsville on
other business or leisure and visited Shelta Caverns
on a lark or in the company of locals. In July 1889,
160 delegates of the Alabama Press Association held a
meeting inside Shelta.28
That same month, Lola
Roane and Fannie Williams, a couple of Kansas City,
Missouri, teachers visiting “Prof. and Mrs. Council,”
explored the cave.29 The following year, in mid-June
1890, Fuller provided a personal tour to a Mr. Mastin
as well as an unnamed Huntsville Gazette journalist
who wrote, “It is a rare treat to enjoy the beauties of
the unsurpassed stalagmitic and stalactic formations,
27 Ibid.
28 Pat Houtz, “Historic cave on Pulaski Pike is wealth of scientific treasure,”
Huntsville Times, July 15, 1968; and C.M. Stanley, “BBQ Served Editors in an
Alabama Cave,” Montgomery Advertiser, Sep 21, 1952.
29 “Misses Lola Roane and Fannie Williams,” Huntsville Gazette, July 27, 1889.
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the half mile boat ride on the underground lake, and
the grand and weird scenes only there to be found. It
was our first visit and surpassed any descriptions we
have read of it and all our expectations."30 Obviously,
Shelta impressed any who saw it, but the SCLIC
struggled just as Fuller had.
Toward the end of 1890, the SCLIC reorganized and
added a few more investors. The Tennessean reported
that “several capitalists from the North . . . intend to
make this wonderful cave beautiful.”31 Among the
stockholders were Des Moines, Iowa, natives George
Carpenter; D. R. Ewing; D.S. McQuiston; and J.
Wisehart as well as Huntsville residents Fuller; E.B.
Fuller; and Ben P. Hunt.32 This effort brought more
funding, but the influx of tourists remained largely
unchanged.
Advertisements for Shelta Caverns increased in
1891, but word of mouth helped spread its fame. For
example, on April 2, a man named H.F.H. of Troy, New
York, focused on Shelta in his newspaper article titled
“In the New South: A Northern Tourist's Impressions of
a Typical Alabama Town.”33 Such pieces may have
inspired readers to research and maybe even visit

30 “A Visit to the Shelta Caverns,” Huntsville Gazette, June 14, 1890.
31 “Takes the Premium,” The Tennessean, November 5, 1890.
32 Ibid; and C.M. Stanley, “BBQ Served Editors in an Alabama Cave,”
Montgomery Advertiser, Sep 21, 1952.
33 H.F.H., “In the New South: A Northern Tourist's Impressions of a Typical
Alabama Town,” Troy Times (New York), April 2, 1891.
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Shelta, believed to be one of the major cave discoveries
of the century.
The stockholders of the SCLIC certainly thought just
that. However, they realized that in order to give
Shelta world-class allure, the surrounding land needed
more appeal. On April 25, 1891, the company sold 20
acres to Sandford B. Coulson of Yankton, North
Dakota. Coulson planned to erect a hotel and “an
electric car line from the city.”34
This sale was
mentioned in the Dallas Morning News as “a big
deal.”35 In June, Coulson was even elected to the
SCLIC's Board of Directors alongside Carpenter;
Ewing; Fuller; Cooper; Hunt; and E.B. Miller. At this
annual meeting, Fuller, who served as General
Manager of the cave, suggested better lighting as a
means of drawing more tourists, the flow of which had
come to a trickle.36
The grandiose ideas of Fuller and his cohorts failed
to come to fruition and neither did the hordes of
tourists they sought. SCLIC expenditures rose, and it
quickly fell into arrears. When the company failed to
pay taxes, the land containing Shelta Caverns was
sold at auction by Huntsville's Sheriff Oscar Fulgham

34 “Big Deal Near Huntsville,” The Tennessean, April 25, 1891.
35 “Alabama,” Dallas Morning News, May 4, 1891.
36 “The Shelta Caverns,” The Tennessean, June 5, 1891.
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on June 28, 1897.37 It was purchased by Cooper, a
local lawyer who had been affiliated with the SCLIC.38
Under Cooper's tenure, Shelta Caverns remained
open to tourists and kept making headlines. On
September 19, 1897, the Birmingham Age Herald
printed, “Mrs. Cadden of Montgomery chaperoned a
party of young people Wednesday night on a drive by
Shelta Caverns. These young folks spent a very
pleasant hour in the cave, while delicious
refreshments were served.”39 Roughly a year later, on
September 17, 1898, the Tennessean commented that
“a coaching party to Shelta Caverns was given Monday
afternoon complimentary to Miss May Watkins, by
men of Company E. Second Georgia.”40 A few days
later, the Pittsburgh Press included a lengthy article
about Shelta. Evidently, Ralph Hay, who lived in
Huntsville, wrote to his Pittsburgh brother about a
visit to the cave. The letter read in part:

The other day some of us went to see the Shelta
Caverns, and enjoyed the trip very much . . . [the cave]
being about three miles in extent, and some places form
large chambers 200 yards long by 75 yards wide. We
went down many steps, the guide did not know how
many . . . we then followed a boardwalk all the way
37 C.M. Stanley, “BBQ Served Editors in an Alabama Cave,” Montgomery
Advertiser, Sep 21, 1952; and Untitled, Caves, Vertical File, HMCPL.
38 “They Will Be Open Again,” Atlanta Constitution, August 5, 1901.
39 “Huntsville,” Birmingham Age Herald, September 19, 1897.
40 Untitled, The Tennessean, September 17, 1898.
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through. During the winter or rainy seasons of the
caverns is about filled with water and the guide takes
you around. In one place the lake remains and there
are fish (blind ones). At some places you see formations
of rock and sand, but none beautiful.
The walls are studded in places with shells . . . never
could you imagine [them] ever being made by man . . .
You could see . . . water so clear that you could not
note there was water in it. I drank some and it was
very pleasant to the taste.41
Hay grossly overestimated the size of the cave, a
typical mistake. Amidst a plethora of statements
which lauded the cave's beauty, his stood in mark
contrast because he thought the interior rather plain.
Of note, many visitors noted an odor in the cave
whereas Hay noticed none and even tried the water.
While this sampling of press coverage was cheery,
others were in context of a local tragedy.
On July 22, 1900, Susie Priest, a thirteen-year-old
worker at Huntsville's Dallas Mill, was walking with
her little sister Nellie when the two were confronted by
a “negro” assailant. Nellie ran, but Susie was forcibly
detained and raped. When Nellie informed her family
of what had happened, a posse was assembled. When
Susie was found, she identified her attacker as twenty
year-old Elijah Clark.42 Clark was arrested, but a mob
from the mill village dynamited the jail, overwhelmed
41 “Shelta Caverns,” Pittsburgh Press, September 24, 1898.
42 “Excitement in Madison County Big Mob Searching for Negro Named Clark;
Assaulted Young White Girl,” Birmingham Age-Herald, July 23, 1900.
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Sheriff Fulgham, and kidnapped Clark.
The
Birmingham Age-Herald reported, “The negro was
carried to the girl and identified then taken to Moore
Grove and swung to a limb, his body being riddled
with bullets and shot.”43 In the immediate aftermath,
many of the participants in the mob as well as the
Priest family were fired from Dallas Mill. The Atlanta
Constitution claimed that during a secret meeting in
Shelta Caverns, roughly 300 “greatly excited” blacks
plotted revenge for Clark's murder.44 Nothing came of
this ominous prediction, and Clark's hanging remains
a dark chapter in Huntsville's history.
Shelta Caverns attracted very little press between
1901 and 1928.45 Not until 1929, did the cave began
to regain its reputation and then some. Rather than
dancers as had been the case in the distant past,
spelunkers began descending on the cave.
On
September 15, 1929, a Huntsville Daily Times article
titled “Seek Location of all Caves” stated, “The state
geologist stated that the most remarkable cave in
Alabama is the Shelta Cave in Huntsville, Madison
County. The cave is believed to have the largest
unsupported roof of any known cave in the world. The
roof is approximately 250 feet in diameter without a
pillar or support. There is a large lake inside the cave

43 “Mob's Work at Huntsville,” Labor Advocate, July 28, 1900.
44 Untitled, Atlanta Constitution, July 31, 1900; and “Preparing for Trouble,”
Birmingham Age-Herald, July 31, 1900.
45 “They Will Be Open Again,” Atlanta Constitution, August 5, 1901.
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which rarely goes dry.”46
Though cave explorers
flocked to Shelta Caverns, it had lost its luster in the
eyes of Cooper. In Spring 1930, Cooper placed the
following advertisement in the Huntsville Daily Times:
“Shelta Caverns. This tract containing twelve acres
and embracing the most wonderful subterranean
attractions.
Price to purchase for development
$20,000.00. Terms to suit purchaser.”47
At that time, what mention the cave received in local
newspapers dealt with scientific expeditions and Boy
Scout activities. On June 14, 1931, Dr. Walter E.
Jones, James De Jarnette, Dr. T.S. Vanalla, and H.P.
Loding performed a research-oriented exploration of
Shelta Caverns. They were primarily interested in
wildlife, especially the beetle.48 In mid-June 1932,
local Boy Scouts from Troop 4 visited Shelta Caverns
and began making it a regular event.49
Boy Scout
Troop 15 went to Shelta Caverns in mid-November
1944. Those on this trip included Scoutmaster T.W.
Cornell; H.G. Taylor, Jr.; Nelson Parish; Bobby Sims;
Clarence Tidwell; Paul Lackey; Donald Steakley; Joe
Gullatt; and Dorman Moose.50 Boys were charged

46 “Seek Location of All Caves,” Huntsville Daily Times, September 15, 1929.
47 “For Sale,” Huntsville Daily Times, March 10, 1930.
48 Joe Traylor, “Cave Here is Biological Treasure Trove,” Huntsville Times, July
23, 1968.
49 “Fourteen Boy Scouts Explore Shelta Cave,” Huntsville Times, June 19, 1932.
50 “Trip to Shelta Cave Made by Troop No. 15,” Huntsville Times, November 22,
1944.
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with collecting data, for instance water levels.51 Even
with these occasional guests, Shelta Caverns had
ceased being a popular tourist site. As early as 1936,
one journalist exclaimed, “Only tourists along Pulaski
Pike who know of this cavern now occasionally turn
their heads in its direction, and their view goes no
farther than the wooded crown of the hill. Green flies
and gnats come up from the opening concealed in one
end of the crater-like depression, and the odor is not
pleasant.”52 Aside from locals and the occasional
tourist, it appeared the cave had begun to slip into
obscurity.
A large part of the problem was inactivity on the part
of the SCLIC which, as revealed by the Huntsville
Times, had not been operational since 1925 and was
sued in 1956. Builders Development, a company in
Birmingham, purchased 60 neighboring acres, and its
owners worried that the SCLIC retained underground
rights. For several weeks, a bill of complaint against
the SCLIC appeared in the local paper.53 All the while,
Shelta Caverns still piqued the interest of myriad
spelunkers.

51 “Troop 15 Will Explore Shelta Caverns Saturday,” Huntsville Times, October
22, 1946; and “Boy Scouts Make Scientific Trip,” Huntsville Times, November
29, 1946.
52 C.M. Stanley, “BBQ Served Editors in an Alabama Cave,” Montgomery
Advertiser, Sep 21, 1952.
53 “Shelta Caverns, “Once Big Attraction, Back in News,” Huntsville Times,
October 9, 1956; and “The State of Alabama Madison County,” Huntsville
Times, September 10, 1956.
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In 1954, William “Bill” Varnedoe created the
Huntsville Grotto, a branch of the National
Speleological Society (NSS) which had formed in 1941.
This group studied Shelta Caverns with frequency and
exhibited some territoriality.54 During the summer of
1957, a non-member named Don G. Blair visited the
cave with the intention of collecting a fish specimen to
send to the U.S. National Museum or more specifically,
Dr. Leonard Schultz, the Curator of Fish. It seems
Blair's purpose was misunderstood for Varnedoe wrote
a letter of objection to the Huntsville Times. Varnedoe
protested Blair's specimen collecting and what he
assumed to be presumption. In Varnedoe's words,
“The fish have been there a long time to lose their
eyesight, and they will be there a few months from
now—unless they are collected.”55 In response, Blair
wrote a rebuttal in which he denied having taken a
specimen, maintained the right to do so, and insisted
the museum would be a marvelous home for the fish.56
Varnedoe resented outsiders who wrote as if they had
been the first to explore Shelta Caverns.
That is not to say that Varnedoe did not enjoy
sharing Shelta Caverns with others. In summer 1959,
he provided Weldon Payne and Ken Elkins with a tour
of the cave.
During the visit, remnants of the
54 Weldon Payne, “Caveman Takes Pair on Underground Trek,” Huntsville
Times, August 5, 1959.
55 William Varnedoe, Jr., “Should Go Slow,” Huntsville Times, June 21, 1957.
See also, Don Blair, “To Satisfy Varnedoe,” Huntsville Times, June 24, 1957.
56 Don Blair, “To Satisfy Varnedoe,” Huntsville Times, June 24, 1957.
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dancefloor could still be seen, but parts of the boat
had been taken by people as souvenirs.
Payne
thought the cave “scary” and said, “I thought I seen
two big ol white wasp nests once, but it was only Ken's
eyeballs when he was trying to squeeze around a
sharp pointed rock on a half-inch ledge without falling
20 feet.”57 Though this article was written tongue in
cheek, most took on a more serious cast, especially as
the Cold War intensified.
In 1962, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
enlisted the Brown Engineering Company to
investigate a series of Alabama caves, including Shelta
Caverns, for the purpose of discerning possible
shelters. After all, old newspaper references to the
cave had bragged that it could hold 75,000 people.
The Huntsville Times, too, declared Shelta Caverns as a
safe place not only in case of a Cold War calamity, but
weather hazards like tornados.58 While such talk
raised cave's importance in the eyes of locals, it took a
change of ownership to truly revive Shelta Caverns'
popularity and bring credence to its ecological value.
When Shelta Caverns went up for sale in 1967,
Varnedoe and the other members of the Huntsville
Grotto, fearing the land might end up a shopping mall
or parking lot, encouraged the National Speleological
57 Weldon Payne, “Caveman Takes Pair on Underground Trek,” Huntsville
Times, August 5, 1959.
58 “Shelter Listing—City of Huntsville,” Huntsville Times, May 24, 1966; and Alan
Moore, “Area Caves Could Shelter 124,879, Survey Reveals,” Huntsville Times,
August 26, 1962.
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Society (NSS) to purchase the site. While the NSS
expressed interest, cost proved daunting. Eventually,
the NSS borrowed about $11,000, from the National
Nature Conservancy to buy the cave and two acres.
Dr. Walter B. Jones, who had been state geologist and
an employee of the Alabama Museum of Natural
History, helped orchestrate the transaction. Once the
purchase had been secured, the NSS moved its
national headquarters to Huntsville and appointed the
Huntsville Grotto as caretaker of Shelta Cave.59
One of the first things the Huntsville Grotto did as
custodian was install a gate over the cave entrances.
Members had a two-fold motive. First, children from a
nearby school might have been injured. Second, the
cave had been repeatedly vandalized. Used to bar
access, the bars came from the old Madison County
jail.
Unfortunately, this barrier did not dissuade
trespassers. According to the Huntsville Times, “Three
bars of the cell have been twisted slightly.”60 Worse
still, the bars had an unintended consequence on the
bat population of the cave. Though bats could fit
through, their presence in the cave began to

59 Kelly Kazek, Forgotten Tales of Alabama (Charleston, SC: The History Press,
2010), n.p; “Cave becomes classroom for Huntsville students,” Index-Journal
(Greenwood, SC), April 5, 1998; and Thomas Ress, “National Spelological
Society,” Encyclopedia of Alabama,
http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-2575 (accessed February 11,
2017).
60 Joe Traylor, “Cave Here is Biological Treasure Trove,” Huntsville Times, July
23, 1968.
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diminish.61 This proved a setback in the Huntsville
Grotto's mission to preserve Shelta Caverns in its
natural state.
Those who desired to see the cave needed permission
from the Huntsville Grotto. Visits of a scientific or
spelunking nature were especially welcomed. The
Huntsville Times advised potential guests to “wear old
clothes, and flat heels, and bring your courage and a
good flashlight. There is a ladder at the entrance and
children seven and over will be allowed to enter with
adults.”62 People were advised to be careful for as
Varnedoe warned, “I remember the time when a
teenage couple came down here. They had gone into
the cave and lost their flashlight. It was at night and
naturally they couldn't see the entrance hole. They
were smart enough to stay where they were until help
came.”63
Throughout the year, Shelta Caverns
received an increasing level of press coverage.
One 1968 article titled “Shelta Cave has Blind
Shrimp” attempted to dispel several myths about the
caverns. The old yarn about Civil War troops in the
cave remained ever popular.
Its most humorous
rendition was given by Huntsville Times journalist
Weldon Payne: “Bill [Varnedoe] said he's heard tales
61 Andy Duncan, Alabama Curiosities: Quirky Characters, Roadside Oddities &
Other Offbeat Stuff (Morris Book Publishing, 2009), 140.
62 Pat Houtz, “Historic cave on Pulaski Pike is wealth of scientific treasure,”
Huntsville Times, July 15, 1968.
63 Joe Traylor, “Cave Here is Biological Treasure Trove,” Huntsville Times, July
23, 1968.
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that two Yankee soldiers got chased up in there by a
buncha rebels during the Civil War and kept backing up
and just disappeared, but we told Bill he musta got his
story wrong ‘cause we're sure it musta been two rebels
that chased a buncha yankee soldiers up there
instead.”64 Many locals believed the cave stretched
miles, when it was roughly 2,500 feet. Some even
imagined the cave connected with Big Spring, also a
falsehood. Lastly, with the exception of Tom Jester,
journalists had praised the cave's loveliness when.
Jester said, “It is not beautiful and contains few
formations. It is wet and muddy and the floor consists
mostly of irregular piles of loose rocks and boulders.”65
No one could deny that though stripped of fanciful
lore, Shelta Caverns, with its 40 species including fish,
crayfish, beetles, and shrimp, had immense biological
significance.
In 1969, many newspapers referenced John D.
Cooper's study of the shrimp in Shelta Cave. Cooper,
a PhD candidate at the University of Kentucky, and his
wife Martha, a zoology student at Yale, investigated the
cave's
three
varieties
of
crayfish,
including
Aviticambarus sheltie. The couple marked 400 or so
crayfish to monitor.
The Coopers expressed
bewilderment as to where many of the animals
disappeared to when the underground lake fell fifty
feet in the fall. They imagined that the various species
64 Weldon Payne, “Caveman Takes pair on Underground Trek,” Huntsville
Times, August 5, 1959.
65 Tom Jester, “Shelta Cave has Blind Shrimp,” Huntsville Times, July 22, 1968.
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had escaped to holes and crevices which led to other
chambers.66 John stated, “Shelta Cave displays one of
the most interesting and unusual underground
ecosystems in North America. Perhaps, in the not so
distant future, Shelta Cave may be recognized as one
of the most important natural underground
laboratories in existence.”67 A few years later, his
prediction came true.
Shelta Cave became a National Natural Landmark in
1971.68 This Department of Interior designation came
largely due to the fact that the site had so many “caverestricted” species, including crayfish and a certain
species of cave shrimp which were thought to live
nowhere else.69 In 1978, John Edward Cooper wrote
Ecological and Behavioral Studies in Shelta Cave,
Alabama, with Emphasis on Decapod Crustaceans.70
Huntsville Grotto members had sought such national

66 “Area has a rare ‘cavediver” worker with wife in field never exploited in
depth,” Advocate-Messenger (Danville, Kentucky), March 9, 1969; Jack
Hartsfield, “Cave May Hold Crucial Secrets of Water Life,” Huntsville Times,
March 16, 1969; and David C. Culver and Tanja Pipan, The Biology of Caves and
Other Subterranean Habitats (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 198.
67 Pat Houtz, “Historic cave on Pulaski Pike is wealth of scientific treasure,”
Huntsville Times, July 15, 1968.
68 “Shelta Cave Approved for Landmark List,” Huntsville Times Daily, Nov 25,
1971.
69 Untitled, Fort Walton Beach Playground Daily News, Feb 6, 1977.
70 John Edward Cooper, Ecological and Behavioral Studies in Shelta Cave,
Alabama, with Emphasis on Decapod Crustaceans (University Microfilms,
1978).
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recognition for the cave and hoped it would fuel their
preservation efforts.
Even with its new status, Shelta Cave obtained little
press, even at the local levels. Not until 1981 did the
next substantial Shelta article appear in the Huntsville
Times. In this piece, journalist Tim Tyson described
his visit to Shelta. He thought the fifteen-minute trek
down the ladder seemed to take forever. Mesmerized,
he gaped at the wooden remnants of the dancefloor.
He then observed the large amount of graffiti in the
cave. Special attention was paid to the spray-painted
name Buddy Holly.
Wryly, he urged viewers to
restrain excitement for nearby was the signature “Leif
Erikson, 1491.”71 This lack of respect coupled with
garbage strewn all over the place left him feeling
frustrated. Tyson closed this bittersweet piece by
remarking that Shelta used to be “Huntsville's largest
underground attraction.”72
Shelta Cave may not have been the subject of many
news reports, but it was a common sight in the
Huntsville Grotto newsletter. A favorite spot, members
often took their families inside to explore. In October
1983, Phil Laarkamp took his children Faith and
Michelle into Shelta Cave. Faith, only eight-years-old,
later wrote about the adventure. Thought she found it

71 Tim Tyson, “Shelta Cave: A Dark Adventure,” Huntsville Times, April 5, 1981.
72 Ibid.
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“muddy and slipper,” she had a great deal of fun.73 In
her words,
The further we got the prettier it got. There were
beautiful formations. Finally, we saw the Diamond
Cliffs.
It looked like someone had stuck 1,000
diamond rings in there. Still we moved on further with
the pretty stalactites and stalagmites.
We went on and then my sister thought she had
found
something but it was only water. Then we saw the
thing we had been waiting for—the Devil's Bathtub.
The Devil's Bathtub is something like a crater
underground. It's six feet deep, ten feet wide, thirty
feet long and bowl shaped. Nearby there was a tiny
hole in the cave floor. My sister turned her light on
high and went in the tiny hole. She said there was a
small passageway that went about thirty feet and who
knows what is at the end of it.74
Needless to say, Faith appreciated being able to see
the ins and outs of the cave. It was an unforgettable
experience. This family and others like it had sought
and been granted permission. Sadly, many locals
snuck into the cave to carouse and camp.
The Huntsville Grotto had found it extremely difficult
to stop illegal entry. The bars had simply not worked,
at least not at keeping humans out. In 1986, the NSS
had expressed great concern about vandalism and
73 Faith Laarkamp, “My Trip to Shelta Cave,” Huntsville Grotto Newsletter 24,
no. 10 (Oct 1983): 84.
74 Ibid.
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even offered a $500 reward to anyone with
information.75 Little was forthcoming, and trespassing
remained a problem.
By the 1990s, Shelta Cave was primarily known for
the endangered shrimp Palaemonias alabamae. For
decades, it was thought to reside only in Shelta.
Unfortunately, around 1973, the species had
disappeared from the cave.76 Scientists were stymied
by what led to the shrimp's absence. It was later
found in three other caves in Huntsville. Spelunker
Randall Blackwood described the shrimp as follows:
“nearly invisible and real hard to find. Only around
the thorax region do they really have any
pigmentation. The only way you generally see them is
they moved in the water or you see their shadow on
the bottom of the pool.”77 Though unique fauna was
most often associated with Shelta Cave, so was
danger.
One need always be vigilant in caves, spelunker or
no, and such was the case at Shelta. In mid-April
1992, Chuck Lewley of Jefferson County decided to
explore Shelta Cave with five friends. While rappelling,
he slipped and fell about 30 feet. Aided by his
75 “Bats,” Almogordo News, June 24, 1986.
76 James H. Thorp and Alan P. Covich, ed., Ecology and Classification of North
American Freshwater Invertebrates, 3rd ed. (Elsevier, Inc., 2010), 928; and
Tennessee River Chip Mill Terminals: Environmental Impact Statement, vol. II
(Tennessee Valley Authority, 1993), 838.
77 James McWilliams, “Cave Shrimp Making Comeback,” Huntsville Times, Dec
16, 1991.
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companions, he was taken to Huntsville Hospital with
several injuries, including a broken arm.78 All things
considered, Lewley was lucky. It was/is recommended
to never explore a cave solo and had he not been with
comrades, his fate may have been quite different.
As a general rule, the NSS did not want the public to
visit Shelta Cave. This derived partly from an aim to
preserve the site, but concern for mishaps served as a
large motivator, too.
Exceptions were made for
spelunkers and students. In 1998, Jayne Russell, at
teacher at the Academy for Science and Foreign
Language, received a Kellogg Foundation grant which
she used to create learning activities for students. She
dubbed ten students from her school a “Shelta Cave
Conservation Team.” Though young, her students
took water samples and studied the presence of fish,
crayfish, and bats. One article about Russell, which
appeared in Greenwood, South Carolina's Index
Journal, emphasized that the shrimp had left.
Russell's cohort Joan Morris, who taught science at
Butler High School, suggested that the shrimp's
absence might be connected to the disappearance of
gray bats, a keystone species. It was hypothesized
that the shrimp had been somehow reliant on bat
guano.79 That same year, on April 21, 1998, the
78 “Cavers here hurt in fall, rescued,” Huntsville Times, April 16, 1992.
79 “Cave becomes classroom for Huntsville students,” Index-Journal
(Greenwood, SC), April 5, 1998; and William Elliott, “Protecting Caves and Cave
Life,” in Encyclopedia of Caves edited by William B. White and David C. Culver
(Elsevier, Inc., 2012), 625.
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Chicago Tribune claimed Shelta was special because of
its wildlife whose position was precarious.80
Today, Shelta Cave continues to enthrall onlookers.
Studies have shown bats are making a comeback, and
this return stands to rejuvenate the cave's ecosystem.
In 2012, one project, performed by University of
Alabama graduate students with support from the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service and Alabama Department of
Conservation and Natural Resources, resulted in “an
intensive biotic inventory.”81 The NSS's management
plan for Shelta continues to allow for “scientific
researchers,
education
organizations,
general
members of the NSS and the Nature Conservancy and
their guests” provided that they are accompanied by a
guide. Any studies need permission, no samples can
be taken, the fauna is to be unmolested, and visitors
to the cave are expected to practice “leave no trace.” 82
Thanks to the protection provided by the NSS and the
Huntsville Grotto, Shelta Cave remains an exceptional
geological and ecological treasure.

80 “Alabama Cave Shrimp,” Chicago Tribune, April 21, 1998.
81 “Shelta Cave Nature Preserve,” https://caves.org/preserves/scp/scpinfo.shtml (accessed February 11, 2017).
82 “Shelta Cave Nature Preserve Management Plan,”

https://caves.org/preserves/scp/scp-mp.shtml (accessed February 12,
2017). See also, Kenneth M. Wills and L.J. Davenport, Exploring Wild
Alabama: A Guide to the State's Publicly Accessible Natural Areas
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press), 29-30.
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PRESIDENT JAMES MONROE VISITS
HUNTSVILLE, ALABAMA
By Coy E. Michael
On June 2, 1819 three men on horseback arrived at
the Eastern edge of Huntsville. They inquired as to a
place to spend the night and were advised there was
an Inn on the public square. The men were not
immediately identified until they arrived at the Inn.
Soon word spread through the town that President
James Monroe was here with, Mr. Gouveneur, his
private secretary, and Lieutenant Monroe, of the Army.
The Alabama Republican newspaper printed on June
5, 1819 contained the following: “No intimation of his
intention to visit our town had been received by any
individual in it, but the citizens solicitous to shew their
respect to the Chief Magistrate of the Union, appointed
a committee to wait upon his Excellency and invite
him to a public dinner.
On Wednesday at 4 o'clock, the President and suit
together with more than one hundred of the most
respectable citizens of Madison County sat down to a
sumptuous entertainment prepared by Capt. Irby
Jones, at which Col. LeRoy Pope acted as President
assisted by C.C. Clay and Henry Minor Esqrs. As Vice
Presidents. After the cloth was removed, C. C. Clay
Esqr. addressed the President [with a lengthy speech].
Twenty-one toasts were given. The first toast was to
“Our Country” followed by toasts to Major General
Andrew Jackson, to General John Coffee, to our Navy,
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to Agriculture and many more. The President rose and
gave an additional toast “To the Territory of Alabama may her speedy admission into the Union advance her
happiness, and augment the national strength and
prosperity”. He returned thanks to the company for
their kind expressions toward him.
The Alabama Republican continues: “The company
rose from the table about sunset highly delighted with
the entertainment they had received and the
opportunity they had enjoyed of demonstrating their
great regard and affection for Mr. Monroe, who now
appeared to them more like a plain citizen than the
Chief Magistrate of a great nation”.
The Presidential visit was part of his tour through
the south to examine the various fortifications and to
strengthen them against foreign aggression.
The President left the following day, toward
Nashville, escorted by a number of respectable citizens
several miles on his way, the whole company being on
horseback.
The Nashville Gazette, Saturday, June 12. 1819,
reported the following: On Wednesday last about 3
o'clock, p.m. James Monroe, Esq. President of the
United States, arrived in Nashville. He left the
residence of Major General Jackson, on that day
accompanied by the General, his Staff and Major
General Gaines. --- A few miles from town he was
received by a body of Volunteers under to order of
Cols. Williamson and Phillips and a large collection of
citizens on horseback, who escorted him to town.”
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Prior to his visit to Huntsville President James
Monroe visited Brainerd Mission, in the Chattanooga
area, on May 27 and 28, 1819. He was accompanied
by General Edmund Pendleton Gaines. This was the
first presidential visit to the Hamilton County area. He
donated $1,000 as a personal gift to the work of the
mission. The mission was established in 1817 as a
religious and an educational institution for Cherokee
Indians. The mission ended in 1838 with the Cherokee
removal.
The Jackson County Chamber of Commerce
published a brief early history of the county. A
paragraph from that article follows: “It is very probable
that Jackson County had a very important visitor ride
down its old stage road the latter part of May 1819.

THE HUNTSVILLE INN:
A threcxstory brick building
erected before 1817
Here, President James Monroe was
honored at a public dinner on
June Z, 1819, while on a three"day
visit to the Alabama Territory.
Here, also, the First Alabama Legist
lature convened on October 25, 1819,
while Huntsville was the first Capital.

President James Monroe visited the Brainerd Mission
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School for Cherokee Indians on May 27, 1819 and
arrived in Huntsville, unannounced, June 1st.
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Word from Huntsville
By
Marjorie Ann Reeves

Being born in 1810 in Virginia, James Watkins
Fennell was brought to Deposit with his parents in
1818 making the family one of the earliest settlers in
the Tennessee Valley. He married and made his home
in the Guntersville area in the early 1830s. Fennell
acquired large acreage of land developing a working
planation which was located near a crossing on the
Tennessee River by various shoals. While Guntersville
was under continuous attack by Union soldiers during
the War Between the States, Dr. James Fennell and
his family struggled to survive.
The Fennell family had four sons serving in the
Confederate Army, a son-in-law, had a grandchild die,
and James died in 1864 while being harassed by the
Yankees. Cassie Fennell, the fourth child of James'
children, was a young lady who kept a diary which
aids the future in understanding what Guntersville
and Madison County experienced during the
unpleasant times of the 60s.
On January of 1861, Cassie wrote that she took part
in a wedding and out of the six bridesmaids, five were
Fennells. When Cassie sang a Union song during the
reception, she was ignored but when she sang a
secession song, the crowd was pleased. In April of
1861, Governor Shorter put out a call for 3,000 troops
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and local males joined up. Cassie wrote, “Sister and I
wish to make a flag for the Marshall Boys' Company.
On May 29, 1861, she wrote, “We all went to
Guntersville today to see the two volunteer companies
leave on the boat. I have never witnessed such a scene
before. There were several thousand persons there and
all were bathed in tears while some of the ladies
shrieks rent the air at intervals as they bid farewell to
their husbands, brothers, and sons for they knew that
it was a last farewell. The ladies were not alone in
shedding tears for I believe there was not a man
present who did not weep.”
Every July 4th all of United States celebrates the
independence of this country.
The populous, by
1860s, was made up of Revolutionary Veterans and
their sons and daughters who understood fighting for
one's freedom. Cassie wrote, “We usually have a great
rejoicing on this day but this year - how different! I
see no reason why we should not; it was on the 4th of
July that we declared our independence of the English
as well as the North.” But, at last, there were no
festive picnic held in 1861.
After the invasion by the yankees into Huntsville the
mail delivery stopped leaving everything to be passed
on by word of mouth or letters carried by friends and
relatives. Cassie wrote on April 18, 1862, “It has been
a week since Huntsville was taken and in that time
scores of refugees from Madison County and from that
city itself and Kentucky and Tennessee have passed
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here and a greater part of them stopped as they said
they felt safe on this side of the Tennessee River.
Huntsville is about 30 miles from here. One of my
uncles was taken prisoner there but they finally let
him loose.”

“The yankees treat the Negroes very badly in
Huntsville. The Negroes go to them for their free
papers and they whip them and send them home.
They have at last passed a law to shoot all who come
to them as they are tired of them. The have shot
several.” “The negroes here are badly frightened by the
yankees because they treat the Negroes very badly over
in Madison and Limestone counties.” On April 24,
1862, she wrote, “We heard the yankees were at
Guntersville and Warrenton and they there were
taking up all the refugees and all soldiers who were at
home.” A fight near Camden in Madison County took
place as “It was a part of the army that was fighting
only about 100 of the citizens that were tired of the low
Dutch ‘Lording' over them. Most of the Northern Army
at Huntsville are Dutch.”
A few days ago the yankees went to Uncle David
Allison's (he was taken prisoner when the yankees first
captured Huntsville) house and did all the mischief
they could; breaking up the furniture, boxes, trunks,
tearing up clothes and dashing them into the yard and
stealing money and letters to the amount of $1,700.
They tried to tear down the house. They are treating a
good many of the Madisonites very badly.” Mr. Soott
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was here this morning and says, “there is a complete
reign of terror in and near Huntsville. Nearly every
man there has been arrested on mere suspicion.”
“People are almost afraid to offer resistance for fear the
yankees will destroy all their property.”
Cassie's June diary entrants included: “Heard today
the
Federals
burned
Bellefonte,
Larkinville,
Stephenson, and Woodville in Jackson County. It is
known Gen. Mitchel has sent forces to burn these
places.” “I have two cousins in Madison County,
Alabama, Isham Fennell and Hubbard Hobbs, who the
yankees have ruined. They have taken all their meat
and corn, torn up their beds, broken up their furniture
and stolen their money. They even went so far as to
examine cousin Hubbard's wife and daughter's
persons to see if they could find anything.” “We
understood today the Southern soldiers burned Aunt
Charity Lea's cotton because she sold it to the
yankees. The yankees took her prisoner, as if a 60 year
old lady could have stopped the burning. But that is
like them, they make war on women and children as
well as men.”
In July, she wrote that Gen. Buell arrived in
Huntsville with 75,000 soldiers. “The people say he is
more of a gentleman than Mitchel and if he is not he
ought to be hung for Mitchel should be hung to the
highest tree in Alabama. Everybody hates him, even
his own men.” In September, she wrote, “A gentleman
arrived here this morning directly from Huntsville and
said the Federals had all left there Saturday. They
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burned food and supplies before they left. Everybody is
rejoicing and I am so happy that I do not know what to
do.”
North Alabama did not see much action from the
yankees until they came back in July of 1863. She
wrote, “News came yesterday that the yanks were in
Huntsville again. The refugees are crowding this side
of the river.” “Firing heard nearly all day in the
direction of Whitesburg.” “We heard this morning (on
the 18th) that the Federals have left Huntsville. The
yanks took all the citizens' horses, pulled down their
fences and turned the cattle into the crops. They also
took all of their provisions.” By August, ‘The yanks
have reoccupied Huntsville.” Refugees are coming
thick and fast,”
In May of 1865, Cassie wrote, “Peace has been made
and the South has gone back into the Union. There is
very little rejoicing, the people know that they must
submit but it is hard, after all the blood has been
spilled, to go back to submit to yankee government.”
References:
•

Celebrating Guntersville Heart of the Old South Best
of the New South by The Heritage Committee

•

Cassie Fennell's Journal
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From the Editor:
Our community began before the birth of the
Alabama Territory and a short history lesson may be
useful.
At the turn of the 19th Century the Mississippi
Territory was growing and Alabama was becoming a
destination for squatters, investors, and landed
property owners expanding the cotton industry. They
were seeking recognition for an independent Territory
in preparation for statehood. The communities in the
state will recognize their achievement during the
remaining Bicentennial period; 2018, and 2019.
Madison County was represented by seven
prominent citizens when the Constitution Convention
was held here in 1819 and the entire state will focus
on Huntsville again in 2019. But, this year we
celebrate the 100th anniversary of WWI.
One hundred years ago the Alabama Brigade
guarded the Mexican border to prevent a revolution
from migrating into the United States. The United
States invaded Haiti to squelch European intervention,
and Americans watched nations bleed on the
battlefields of Europe for the first four years of WWI.
On May 7, 1915 a German U-boat sank the
Lusitania and 1,924 souls were lost including 114
Americans. With oceans isolating us from Europe and
politicians debating the merits of diplomacy or war,
Americans were aroused and began taking sides. We
joined the fight and before an armistice was signed,
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North Alabama lost over 100 of her young men to the
war while their families were struggling through a
depression and the Spanish flu.
Our home is here and we live with the history our
forefathers forged under the circumstances that could
not always be controlled or justified. Our Review
reflects the circumstances and understanding, and
frequently the opinion of authors that study characters
and events that affect our view of our community
today. Thanks to them the Historical Society's Review
always captures the soul of the community we call
home. The authors illustrate noteworthy characters
that form the foundation of our society and provide
insight into the political and social fabric common to
our community and state, and occasionally, the nation
and the world. We find, as in life, characters whose
names do not appear on statues or buildings but, none
the less, are beacons of honest citizenship and
responsible community representatives defining who
we are.
How did our community respond to key events? Who
were the characters that played a role and those that
struggled, just to live? Our challenge is to tell the story
of our community, the individual trials and triumphs,
using the milestones of yesterday as a backdrop to
illustrate the lives that influenced our social
environment.
I want you to write, follow your passion for our
community and describe a character for the Review. I
will never exclude an article with other historical
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references. I encourage authors to consider illustrating
the contributions of our special citizens during our two
hundred years of existence. See the editorial policy on
page 56.

Huntsville-Madison
County Historical Review
Editor
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The Huntsville Historical Review; Editorial Policy

The Huntsville Historical Review, a biyearly journal
sponsored by the
Huntsville-Madison
County
Historical Society, is the primary voice of the local
history movement in northern Alabama. This journal
reflects the richness and diversity of Madison County
and North Alabama and this editor will endeavor to
maintain the policy established by his predecessor
with regard to the primary focus of the Review as well
as material to be included in it. A casual examination
of every community in the world reveals the character
of its citizens and, if you listen and look closely, voices
from the past and expectations for the future. Today is
based upon our collective experience and the
socialization of our ancestor's existence.
Although this publication focuses on local history, we
cannot forget that what happens here has roots often
connected by
state,
regional, national,
and
international events. In an effort to build on past
traditions and continue the quality of our Review, an
editorial policy will be implemented to guide
contributors who wish to submit manuscripts, book
reviews, or notes of historical significance to our
community. The Historical Society wants you to
submit articles for publication. Every effort will be
made to assist you toward that goal.
You can contribute to our history through the
Huntsville Historical Review.
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Manuscript Preparation and Submission
Please submit an electronic copy of your article or
book review to arleymccormick@comcast.net or send
to:

Huntsville-Madison County
Historical Society
Box 666
Huntsville, Alabama 35804

Review Content and Style
• In matters of form and style, a good guide is the
fourteenth or fifteenth edition of The Chicago
Manual of Style.
• If you choose to include footnotes the preferred
citation method for full articles would be best.
• Manuscripts should be in 12-point font and in
Times New Roman. Microsoft Word
• This is a guide and not intended to discourage the
creative process nor constrain authors from
contributing to the Review.
Book Review
Please limit your book review to topics relevant to
local, state, or southern history. A good review should
clearly and concisely describe the nature, scope, and
thesis of a book that would be relevant to Madison
County history. Emphasis on local and regional
history will be given in order to help readers expand
and contextualize their knowledge. Your review should
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be helpful to the general reader interested in Madison
County or North Alabama and here are some good
rules to follow when writing a book review:
•

•

•

•

Your first obligation in a book review is to explain
the subject of the book and the author's central
thesis or main points.
Your second obligation is to evaluate how
successfully the author has made his/her point. Is
the author's argument reasonable, logical, and
consistent?
Your third obligation is to set the book into a
broader context. If you can, place the book into a
wider context by looking at broader issues.
Your fourth obligation is to render a judgment on
the value of the book as a contribution to historical
scholarship.

News and Notes Submissions
Please keep your submissions limited to 250 words
and please include contact information if you are
making an inquiry or asking a question. The editor has
the right to change or delete wording or information.

Little Reminders . . . Good Writing Rules
• Write in the active voice, and the past tense.
• Cast your sentences in the positive.
• Topic sentences should be clear and straightforward
statements of what the paragraph is about. Every
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sentence in a paragraph should work to explain the
topic sentence.
• Write in the third person.
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Huntsville-Madison County
Historical Society
Preserving the Past to Enrich the Future
The HMCHS was formed more than 65 years ago by
thoughtful citizens who were concerned about
preserving the unique heritage of this area. The
richness and diversity of 200 years of local history
indeed should be shared and celebrated. To that end;
the Historical Society has been collecting, preserving,
recording and promoting history since 1951.
Check out our website http://www.hmchs.org

An Invitation to Membership
Membership in the Society will give you an
opportunity to express your interest and
participate in preserving the history of
Huntsville and Madison County. Enjoy the
opportunity to be with other individuals who
share your interest in our history by attending
the Society's four meetings a year, each one
featuring a speaker of local or regional note. A
membership includes subscription to The
Huntsville Historical Review.
If you know someone who may be interested
in becoming a member, please share this
application.
60

The Cost of Membership $35.00 per year
*Renewals are based on the calendar year

Make checks payable to the:
Huntsville-Madison County Historical Society.
Simply mail the information below and include
a check or visit http: //www.hmchs.org and
use paypal.

Huntsville-Madison County Historical
Society
PO Box 666
Huntsville, AL 35804
Name_______________________________________
Address_____________________________________

City ____________________ State _____ Zip ______

Please include your email to receive news from
the society
E-mail_______________________________________
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