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Round Up

Exploring Wind Cave
Tectonic cave features winding passages and surprise chambers 

Text and photographs by Bart A. Stump

If you want to see Penn-
sylvania from a different 
perspective and you’re 

not afraid to get a little wet 
and muddy, try exploring 

the twilight netherworld of 
a non-commercial natural cave. 
I have come with a group of 
friends and family members 
to the Conestoga hiking trail, 

overlooking the Susquehanna  
River near Pequea, Lancaster 
County, to descend below the 
earth’s surface and explore 
Wind Cave.

Our hearty band of adven-
turers, ranging in age from 12 
to mid-40s, begins our journey 
with a 15-minute hike along 
the wooded Conestoga Trail. 
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Lancaster County

As we climb the steep path, we 
catch a glimpse of an elusive 
pileated woodpecker before its 
dynamic red, black and white 
form disappears among the 
deep green and brown of the 
trees. This large woodland bird 
is replaced by much larger war 
birds as two grey A-10 Wart-
hogs thunder overhead, their 
roaring twin engines shaking 
the ground underfoot.

Nearing the crest of the hill, 
we come across a rock forma-
tion to our left. A cold eerie fog 
floats from a slanting crevice, 
leading back into otherworldly 
darkness. In preparation to 
enter the damp cave, which 
maintains a year-round cool 
temperature of around 50 
degrees, we don our caving 
gear of warm sweatshirts, old 
pants, knee pads, gloves and 
helmets. Switching on our 
flashlights, we slowly enter 
the shimmering twi-
light and allow our 
eyes to adjust to the 
deepening darkness. 

We have to turn sideways to fit 
through the narrow gap, and 
we cautiously shuffle forward 
on the slick rock.

As we continue deeper into 
the inky blackness, a musty 
smell of damp earth and 
rotting wood surrounds us. 
Hopping up to a waist-high 
opening, we crouch to follow 
a narrow downward slanting 
passage that branches off to 
the right. We clamber over a 
large boulder and try to avoid a 
sizeable mud puddle at the end 
of the passage before emerging 
into a large central chamber 
known simply as the “room.” 
Moisture and minerals glitter 
on the walls as the group ori-
ents to the different areas to 
be explored.  

“Lights out!” 
ThE CaLL is heeded, and 
the darkness is all consum-

ing. A round of nervous 
laughter is heard as I 
wave an unseen hand 
directly in front of my 
face. Lights are relit as 
smaller groups break 

off to explore the various areas 
of the cave.

I follow the lead of my in-
trepid nephews and squeeze 
my way head first through a 
tight narrow opening in the 
floor known as the “rabbit 
hole.” This passage is so close 
that I have to remove my hel-
met and push it in front of me 
to inch forward, dragging my-

CAPTIONS. 

Caving in pEnnsyLvania | WhEn you go
Wind Cave, also known as Cold Cave, is not the typical limestone 
cave carved out by groundwater and featuring stalagmites and sta-
lactites. Rather, this tectonic cave contains passages and chambers 
that were formed by the downward fracturing of rock layers caused 
by the weathering action of the Susquehanna River.  

Caving, also known as spelunking, is a fun and rewarding expe-
rience, but caution must be exercised. Follow these tips to stay safe:

 ❍  Wear gloves, helmets, sturdy footwear and warm clothing that you 

don’t mind being wet. 

 ❍  Carry two to three sources of light and extra batteries per person.

 ❍  Never go alone. Explore in a group and always inform someone on the 

outside of where and when you are going, and when you expect to 

return. 

 ❍  Adopt a “leave no trace” philosophy. Leave nothing behind but foot-

prints, and take nothing but pictures. You should consider bringing 

garbage bags to remove any trash that you may find.

 ❍  If you enter a cave with stalagmites or stalactites, please do not touch 

them. They are very fragile and take thousands of years to form.

If you prefer to experience the wonders of the subterranean world 
in a more family-friendly venue, Pennsylvania has numerous com-
mercial caves to explore. These caves feature a variety of spectacular 
geologic formations, including stalagmites, stalactites, flowstone, 
crystals and underground waterways. Some of the most popular 
destinations include Crystal Cave, Indian Caverns, Indian Echo Cav-
erns, Laurel Caverns, Lincoln Caverns, Lost River Caverns, Penn’s 
Cave and Woodward Cave.

More information can be found at the Pennsylvania Caves Asso-
ciation’s website: http://pacaves.com/.

The one passage is so tight that i have 

to remove my helmet and push it in 

front of me to inch forward, dragging 

myself on my stomach for about nine 

feet until the ceiling rises enough that i 

can crawl on my hands and knees.
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self on my stomach for about 
nine feet until the ceiling rises 
enough that I can crawl on my 
hands and knees. Care must 
be taken as less considerate 
visitors have left behind graf-
fiti, garbage and broken glass. 
As I move cautiously forward 
in the widening passage, my 
headlamp begins to dim and 
eventually fades, a reminder 
to always bring backup lights 
and batteries.

My rookie caving partner 
joins me, to provide light to 
change the batteries in my 
light, and together we con-
tinue toward the “basement,” 
the deepest part of the cave. 
The passage expands into a 
larger chamber, and our eyes 
are drawn to a tiny tunnel 
leading to the “sub-basement.” 
After tentatively testing the 
steep opening, we decide to 
leave this deeper recess for the 
more adventurous explorers, 
and we head back toward the 
main chamber.

Checking in with the other 
group members, we proceed 
to the “chimney,” a near-ver-
tical shaft that leads upward. 
Bracing our backs against the 
damp, jagged rock of the shaft, 
we jam our knees and feet into 
the adjacent wall and reach 
for higher handholds to force 
our way toward the flickering 
lights above. 

With a final shove, we 
emerge through an open-
ing in the floor into a large 

expanse. The “cathedral” is 
one of the largest chambers 
in the cave; its glittering ceil-
ing is 12 to 15 feet above our 
heads. We join my nephews 
who are surveying the vastness 
of the chamber. With their 
curiosity satisfied, they start 
to make their way back down 
the “chimney” and discover 
another passage shooting off 
from the main shaft about 
halfway down. They stop for 
a moment to marvel at the 
uniqueness of this strange 
underground world.

Dangling my feet over the 
descending passage, I prepare 
to follow the path my neph-
ews took, but then a call from 
below alerts me to the fact 
that they have already joined 
up with the rest of the group. 
The alternate route they have 
taken is one of several paths 
that lead back to the “room.”  

Upon reassembling in the 
main chamber, our group re-
alizes that several hours have 
swiftly passed. Our adventure 
must come to an end. Feeling 
damp and muddy, yet highly 
satisfied, we begin our trek 
upward to the surface where 
we emerge into the dazzling 
brightness and warmth of the 
outside world and leave the re-
markable subterranean realm 
behind.  
—Bart Stump is a regular contributor who writes 
from York. His last item was about the four ships 

named Pennsylvania in the January/February 
2015 issue. 

Round Up
Quaint, historic 
Mechanicsburg
Weekend filled with art, history  
and sweet treats

Text and photographs by Cindy Ross

Around the turn of 
the  19th  century, 
George Frankenberger 

would watch as herds of cattle 
were driven down the road 
from Carlisle, Cumberland 
County, to the slaughter-
houses in Harrisburg, Dau-
phin County. These cattle were 
not racing to beat the clock. 
It took two full days for the 
drovers to make the journey 
all the while herding the beasts 
in an easterly direction.

Recognizing that the drov-
ers would need a place to 
stay, the enterprising Fran-
kenberger built a modest log 
cabin along this 25-mile route 
and for a small fee offered his 
abode as a place for the drov-
ers to stop and get a hot meal 
and roll out their knapsacks 
onto the wooden floor to sleep. 
While the drovers rested for 
the night, their cattle grazed 
in the green pasture behind 
the cabin. 

It was here at the site of this 
log cabin in the rich agricul-
tural region of the Cumber-
land Valley that the borough 
of Mechanicsburg found its 
humble beginnings.

Fast forward more than 200 
years, I am driving into Me-
chanicsburg, and I must con-
fess, it is difficult to imagine 
cows being herded down this 
busy route. Because I have to 
keep my eyes on the traffic, I 
can only catch glimpses of the 
pretty historic town passing by. 

I realize that if I happened 
to be here the third Thursday 

of June, I would have to con-
tend with crowds numbering 
in the tens of thousands. For 
the past 86 years, the local 
folks have been celebrating 
what has become known as 
the largest, longest-running, 
one-day street fair on the East 
Coast. Jubilee Day, previously 
called Farmers & Merchants 
Day, closes down Main and 
Market streets to accommo-
date the 325 vendors and the 
70,000 attendees who pack 
the streets for that event.

Although Jubilee Day is a 
recommended time to visit 
Mechanicsburg for the fun 
and excitement of a street 
fair, my sister, JoAnn, and I 
have chosen a quieter weekend 
to come so that we can roam 
the quaint borough like locals 
and indulge in its activities and 
experiences without the rush 
of Jubilee Day crowds.

Where it all Began
i puLL ovEr to park, and 
we start our tour where this 
community began, the Fran-
kenberger Tavern, which sits 
proudly on what is now called 
Main Street.

The historic building is dec-
orated in period furniture and 
accessories. We are told a ghost 
haunts the hand-hewn oak 
cabin, which Frankenburger 
operated as a tavern until 1810. 
According to legend, the spirit 
is that of a drover who had 
cheated his purchaser out of 
money and then boasted about 
the high price he received for 

With a final shove, we emerge through 

an opening in the floor into a large 

expanse. The “cathedral” is one of 

the largest chambers in the cave; its 

glittering ceiling is 12 to 15 feet above 

our heads. 


