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Ursa Minor Cave Revealing Secrets to National Park Researchers

Ursa Minor Cave, newly discovered one year ago this month, is still revealing its secrets to park researchers. Over the past year park cave managers have documented and begun mapping the features of this large and beautiful cavern. One discovery that warranted further investigation was a set of poorly preserved bones of a black bear (Ursus americanus), which inspired the name of the cave. “We are very excited by this find,” said park cave specialist, Joel Despain.

Park Archeologist Tom Burge and a paleontologist from Northern Arizona University, Lisa Schaaf, visited the cave earlier this month to examine the bones. They confirmed the presence of a few obsidian flakes among the bones. Obsidian is volcanic glass that was historically used by local Native American groups to make tools and weapons.  “Obsidian does not naturally occur in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. Every piece of obsidian in these parks was brought in from elsewhere, most often from the eastside of the Sierra," said Burge.

Burge and Schaaf examined the bones and the area around them in detail. They found a total of six obsidian pieces; two “thinning flakes” each approximately the size of a dime, and four very small pieces of “shatter”.  Rather surprisingly, no projectile points (either darts or arrowheads) where present. With the limited evidence it cannot be said for certain what killed the bear or why the obsidian is there.  “One interesting observation is that the bear is missing its skull and all of its claws,” related Burge.  It seems likely that these items could have been removed by one or more Native Americans who entered the cave, according to Burge.  Bear claws and skulls were used in important ceremonies and are still highly valued and respected by local Indians.

The discovery begs other questions. The current entrance to the cave is very small and requires a rope to negotiate a 70 foot vertical drop. The bear skeleton is hundreds of feet further into the cave from this entrance. “This likely points to the former existence of another entrance to the cave; an entrance that collapsed long ago,” says Despain. For now, these first examinations of Ursa Minor Cave are raising many more questions than answers.  For more information about caves in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks visit http://www.nps.gov/seki/snrm/geology/cave_karst.htm.
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