


Utah’s First Diveable Cave System Discovered by Wendell Nope

Htiﬂfs First Diveabhle
nderwat ave System
iIscovere

By Wendell Nope

When one thinks of karst springs,
Florida automatically comes to mind.
Yet, an extensive karst system also
exists in the limestone and dolomite
geology of Logan Canyon, Utah.
Extensive dye drainage studies have
been conducted in this region by the
US Geological Survey and the US
Forest Service. Numerous springs and
sumps have been identified, but to-
date, none have ever been found to be
sizeable enough for underwater caving.
That was then and this is now!

I wouldn't expect anyone reading this
article to know who [ am, so may |
introduce myself? [ currently reside in
Salt Lake City and | am a State Police
Officer, working as a trainer at the
Utah Police Academy. [ also train the
Utah Department of Public Safety Dive
Team. It was there that | developed

a curiosity about cave diving. After
completing my NSS-CDS Cave Diver
certification, | realized that a poor

state cop won't make it to Florida

very often to dive the Devil's System,
Peacock, Little River, etc. My only
option seemed to be to find a wet cave
in Utah to enjoy my passion. Everyone
I spoke to told me there were no wet
caves in Utah. [ just couldn’t believe it.
This article reveals the result of a year’s
worth of interview after interview,
checking out sites, the disappointment
of failure after failure, even the criticism
of naysayers ... then the extreme
elation of being more than rewarded
for all the time and effort.

As a preface, there are many
hundreds of dry caves in Utah. In
fact, the discovery of the Main Drain
Cave in Logan Canyon has recently
received NSS attention as being one
of the deepest dry caves in the USA.
Downward exploration has stopped in
Main Drain because it has reached a
terminal sump at a depth of 1,227 feet
(which may also become another story
later on).

An interview one day in March 2007
with USGS hydrologist Larry Spangler
produced another lead. Larry has
researched Logan Canyon drainage
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Ricks Spring is located at MM477 on Hwy 89 in Logan Canyon, about 17
miles outside Logan City. The spring boils up from the rear of this open
cavern, flowing from 3c¢fm-30cfm, depending on the time of year and the
previous winter snowpack. Over one million sightseers have stopped here
to enjoy the picturesque view and see the fault-line which is clearly visible
at the top of the cavern.

Spring. The water flowing out of this
spring is crystal clear. It’s also cold

- on the first visit it was 43°F. After
several hours of clearing rocks out of
the throat at a depth of 14°, there was
enough clearance to enter the cavern
zone. When [ made it through the
very first time, [ looked around with
awe, realizing that I was looking at
something that no human being had
ever seen before. Each subsequent
dive has produced that same feeling
as we have pushed further into the

for years and some of his work may
be seen at the following web page:
http://water.usgs.gov/ogw/karst /
kigconference/les_delineation.htm.
Larry is, himself, an accomplished dry
caver. He is active in the local NSS
Grotto and has put in many hundreds
of hours underground. Larry stated
that once, when the water table was
far below normal, he had been able to
see into the opening of Ricks Spring
as it flowed out of the rock. He felt a
diver might be able to get in there if
some of the
blockage was
removed from
the mouth of
the spring.
After further
discussion, we
decided to go
and determine
the status of
the entrance
and the
outflow. The
photo below
says it all!
Larry, Richard
Lamb (a local
cave diver)
and | then
went to Ricks

Utah’s first diveableunderwater cave is discovered! Wendell
Nope was able to shine a light into the entrance and
confirm a passageway. The opening was practically choked
shut with baseball- to basketball-sized rocks and it took
2-1/2 hours to clear out enough rocks to penetrate. The
darker shadow to Wendell’s left is the slope to the entrance.
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The entrance opens up to a cavern
just beyond the initial restriction.
The main passage gets bigger as it
goes.
system. On this first effort, we laid
only 200" of line. It wasn’t because
of a lack of interest to go farther, but
rather, the presence of numerous side
passages in the first 200°. There are
five off-shoot passages: two back-
mount, one side-mount, and three no-
mount.

The water clarity in the main and
side passages remained crystal clear
throughout the penetration phase of
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the dives that day. There was next to
no silt on the rock floor and walls of
the main passageway due to a rather
strong flow. We had agreed with Larry

www.cavediveflorida.com

different about this silt-out. Training

kicked in and we initiated a Bump &

Go exit procedure. As we got to the
rimary tie-off point in the cavern

to only penetrate 200" and then report zone, we made a three minute stop.

our findings to him. One thing that
no amount of training can prepare a
cave diver for is the heavy percolation

that a virgin cave may
produce. After tying
off the exploration
line on the “first push”
Richard and I turned
the dive. As soon as
we began the exit,
our lights shined into
what appeared to be
a snowstorm white-
isibility went
from 100+ to 1" as
soon as we headed
into the downstream
flow. Ihad a flash
thought that we
maybe had stirred up
the bottom on the
way in, but | knew
better. Something was

Our maximum depth had been 70’
and no deco was necessary. In that
short space of time, the percolation

Richard Lamb enters Ricks Spring cave system on a
subsequent dive. The opening is no longer a major
restriction and accessible for all but the largest back-
mount cave divers.
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