
Columbus Day Weekend – Exploration trip summary 
October 9-12, 2015 
 
On Friday, October 9, 2015, a team of volunteer explorers entered Jewel Cave to find and map new 
passages in the western branch of the cave. Dan Austin, Derek Bristol, Kelly Mathis, Rene Ohms and 
Chris Pelczarski, travelled four hours from the elevator to West Camp, arriving shortly before 7:30 pm.  
Anticipating longer day-trips from camp to the “end” of the cave, the team turned in early that night, 
with no survey on the first day. 
 
On Saturday, the cavers explored passages near the southwest end of the cave—nearly four hours from 
camp. They discovered over 4,700 feet of passages south of the Limestone Lunchroom, including The 
Lost Subway and Slime Ball Hall. The most important discovery was Hourglass Lake, a deep blue, crystal-
clear lake measuring 15 feet long, 10 feet wide, and 20 feet deep. Although water is occasionally found 
in shallow pools throughout the cave, this is the first discovery of an actual “lake.” The name comes 
from the Hourglass Sea on Mars, the first named feature on another planet. The finding of the lake 
nearly coincides with the discovery of liquid water on Mars, another exploration frontier.  Hourglass 
Lake is now the deepest point in Jewel Cave at -722 feet, breaking the old record by 42 feet.  
 
The lake is a significant discovery for Jewel Cave.  It might be the intersection of the cave with the 
Madison Aquifer.  Remote and pristine, it could also become a valuable focus for future hydrological and 
microbiological studies.  Based on passage morphology and evidence from nearby Wind Cave, additional 
lakes might also be found in as-yet unexplored passages near Hourglass Lake.  
 
The team returned to camp late Saturday evening, and arose Sunday to focus on leads closer to camp. 
They searched for continuations in the Outta Time / Outta Sight passage, to the East, and in a place 
called High Country, to the north. They mapped about 3,300 feet of new passages, and left many 
unexplored passages for another day. 
 
One of the new passages near High Country contains thousands of tiny filaments clinging to the calcite 
popcorn that covers the walls. They have an organic appearance, and are like nothing else found in the 
cave. The team collected samples of these filaments for further analysis.  
 
After a good night’s rest, everyone packed up and headed home, reaching the surface at 8:00 p.m. 
Monday evening.  Everyone felt it was a satisfying trip. 
 
Altogether, the team explored and mapped 8,078 feet of new passages, so the current length of Jewel 
Cave is now 178.9 miles. Nearly seven miles have been mapped in the Southwestern Branch since March 
of 2014, and there is every indication that much more awaits future discovery.  
 



 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above left: Caver Chris Pelczarski sits near Hourglass Lake 
 
Above right: Caver Derek Bristol in the Lost Subway 
 
Left: Sampling filaments that look organic near High Country 
(black arrow points to one of the visible filaments) 
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