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The following articles written by Larry O. Blair, provide a
good insight into the saltpeter operations in Sauta Cave.

The first one was lished in the m1, 1979 ia Under-
T 16, No. 4): The second is previous Snpublished
mwitmbymrqasafﬂlmpfa:publn on in
this issue.

SALTPETER OPERATIONS AT SAUTA CAVE(AL)
DURING THE CIVIL WAR
lartz 0. Blair
o NSs 13921
Introduction
In 1935, Muly discovered court r b court’
dockets and depositions shed new hs:bghts and h.tstntienl data

onto the history of Sauta Cave, Jackson Co., Alabama. These
records were found in the Huntsville, Alabama courthouse

The da::it;lim th.'h;;i:h:or a . per article by Pat
Jones .ch appeared e Huntsvi Times, Sunday
September 1, 1935. The information contained therein could
be broken down into five general areas
Cave. These areas could best be described as: a genera
description of the cave area; the famous
court case of Argyle Taylor vs. Col. Robinson; tpeter
mining operations of the War of 1812; saltpeter o-
perations during the Civil War; and, ¢ of the
area. This article will be concerned with the saltpeter mining
upa.tatiglil during the Civil mioszﬂt:: ShE -nti:
information concerning that per o history,
quoted in Pat Jones' article. Several notes concerning the
muofthemeuﬂiumimml follow.

Text

*But however much activity there was at Sauta Cave during i

aarly da the mine never really hit its strike until the ctvil
ﬁﬁisaﬂ:ﬂtﬂdlﬂ'! Bennett, 89 year-old resident

andcmfeﬂmtevei:mn Gurley, who worked there as a boy

while still a lad of 13 or 14 years.

17 Huge Kettles Hauled
"Bennett, Seaborn Keel, late Confederate veteran of New Hope, and

-5
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William S. Thomas, Coleman Hodges, John T. Hodges, George
Burroughs, Jonathan Lindsay, J. A. Woolsey, W. R. uqnlse:(,
william L. Page, Robert Page, Lacy Houk, Jack mu.k,ﬂi Acklin,
J. M. Peters, Ira Poke Brown, William Brown, Moses Seaborn
Keel, and W. W. Keel.

Before his death Mr. Keel gave a realistic account of his ex-
perience at Sauta Cave. He joined the Confederate army at
Paint Rock in 1861 and was engaged for the next two years in
the manufacture of saltpeter at the mine. ‘'we had hot times
during those early days,' the old fellow recalled, 'but it
wasn't because of Yankee guns. We had a number of huge kettles
in which we boiled dirt from the cave. One thousand po
daily was our output. So you can imagine what sort of job it
r?m' around those immense pots and stir and fire all
y long.

In 1863, he remembered, the Yankees discovered this almost con-
cealed source of nitrogen, and swooped down upon the Confederates
at work there, driving them out into the nearby forests under
cover of which they made their way across the Tennessee River."

Keel Returned to Cave

"only a few months before he died, Mr. Keel returned to the

- essential to £ that
Lincoln scratch his head more than once. ' SR ol e

y without realizing a much older
the saltpeter cave there'
they point in the general direction of Gunter's
: Butmtunttl_thnr._tdiacmmnftheremﬁ
of the case between nnhi.nsi;nﬂa:l hyior'&n there any way for
: art o powder t fired the guns
the famous ship Constitution in the War of 1812 uyhmnd&
originally from that same hole 300 yards above them."

"That *

Notes

I wish to express thanks to Mr. Don Chapin, Editorial writer of
the Huntsville Times, for his aid in locating a copy of this
article. 1 had seen references to this article many times,
however, never had I actually read the text until Mr. Chapin
located a copy for this article.
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Journal of Spelean History

nition cases f ' with sand and gravel and used to divert water
a&ongtha:iqhthndnllotthelmnttminmlm
present.

artifacts were probably lost to attempts at commercialization. |
5the 70° "test" shaft is still in good condition as are several

others less deep. It has been documented that the more shallow

‘thoughts of reactivat the saltpeter 3

Technology, however, pin,rﬁad this method of gunpowder nm:faetue

as obsolete.

6

It was also .nlgart.nd tlp anicle that th.iil.y output of salt- |
peter during 1812 “was from 70 to 100 nigbt...m:h nrnimg |
well”, referring to the ﬁm ‘being furnished with ashes, fire- |
wood, nitre dirt and water

Author's Footnote

Since writing my original article, I have located two more

the round Sauta Cave saltpeter kettles. Although the l.oeat:fms
of these other two kettles, or "pots®, as they are locally re-
ferred were known by some, they were unknown to to myself at the
time. ct locations of these two l:ettlm are being omitted;
however, they are also in the Gurley, Alabama area. It is

-
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Early Court Records Reveal Saltpeter Operation
of :
Sauta Cave
{Robinson versus Taylor)

By Larry O. Blair
NSS 13921

ABSTRACT
- uncovered in 1933. shed important
o

; information in an article
entitled "1812 Records Throw New Liglﬂ: On Saltpeter Mine, Case

The following

article famous
Robinson vs. hyhthmmthm‘uﬁnh.
ammmmmnsmu&.mmm, Editorial

PG Y R aem i e e

he may be found in your county, and his safely keep
wthqtmhauhdsboﬁyhafmthjn;tim.ofmu{ut s
county court..."

With this p court order to the sheriff of Madison County,
and with mshmm“mﬂmn.hym,au
dated in 1812 or scon afterward, Wthnmnfmrly
amtmtuyothimmhekmmylfitatmtof
government--Sauta Cave.

Mynsid&utsofaaemhmhmxu:ctlﬁthmmum

Succeeding years have enriched the lore around this place,
marked on the surface by only a gaping hole well up on the side
of Gunter's mountain, five miles south of Larkinsville. Most
of these tales concern the Civil War and days of Reconstruction,

=11-
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In the first of these, dated Nov. 17, 1815, testimony was taken

ciff. This witness

%68
g

1
i

3
'

o
"
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mtmmsihmlyw Nevertheless, we know that as
firearms came inﬂofhsmtevith =xployers and white settlers,

or ni.!.ny

____&!bbim.uf.‘mﬂnea sal.t.mer,l. (c)

“‘"M% ﬁﬁfiudthatﬂmtave
umﬂ ss.um when the War o
b ‘ou.m-n. y. f o:.zsgmm
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While Gist confuses the fact by mumngmmymu

the old Indian willage aﬁmm
mmﬂmm-ﬁmﬂummwy

mumammummmmmtyumm

for two (2) years. m;g-mnmmmnnnau

a polling place for years. In fact, Kennamer reported that

inside Sauta Cave, "there is a pretty walk known as the °'LAWYERS'

hick ey et :

Exactly two (2) years after the Legislature established
,anddzagm nhcauuiumntymt the General
: anuu.nqa theauupitoli.n

EE
e
E

Jackson m;m create mcmt{; mided for

y el i ‘on the d M !hltmnxy 1822, in both
counties. Commissioners were named to select a new county seat
for Jackson County:

ville, by .qgmmumnm anoo
R R S 1 e il (enntianesa S

e
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m Point Rock, Alabama, in 1861 was immedately assigned to
recalled in an interview late in life, that "we had hot tim

Names:
Bennett, W. T. Carlisle, Henderson, Rains, George
Boren, French, Keel, Seaborn Washington, Major
Types:

booklet



Frances Cabaniss Roberts Collection:  Series 4, Subseries C, Box 3, Folder 5
Blowing Wind Cave in Jackson County, Alabama, "Spelean History" Booklet, 1980 - Alabama Counties
Image 24  104c03-05-000-0226  Contents Index  About

Names:
Bennett, Jackson, Mary Randolph, G. W. Young, James,
Gabbett, William, Mitchell, O. M., Sharp, A. J. Captain
Captain General St. John, I. M., Major
Types:

booklet



Frances Cabaniss Roberts Collection:  Series 4, Subseries C, Box 3, Folder 5
Blowing Wind Cave in Jackson County, Alabama, "Spelean History" Booklet, 1980 - Alabama Counties
Image 25  104c03-05-000-0227  Contents Index  About

Names:
Gabbett, William, Seddon, J. A.
Captain St. John, Major
Types:

booklet



Frances Cabaniss Roberts Collection:  Series 4, Subseries C, Box 3, Folder 5
Blowing Wind Cave in Jackson County, Alabama, "Spelean History" Booklet, 1980 - Alabama Counties
Image 26 104c03-05-000-0228  Contents Index  About

Jousnal of Spelean History Vol. 14, Nos. 3 § 4

Names:
Cave Entrance

Types:
photo



Frances Cabaniss Roberts Collection:  Series 4, Subseries C, Box 3, Folder 5
Blowing Wind Cave in Jackson County, Alabama, "Spelean History" Booklet, 1980 - Alabama Counties
Image 27  104c03-05-000-0229  Contents Index  About

Journal of Spefean History Vol. 14, Nos. 3 5 4

Lower entrance during the 1960's. (Storey)

New gate at lower Hote ges 1n (Sneed)
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Eettle from Sauta Cave on a nearby farm. (Sneed)

—
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_ — Cave on a nearby farm. (Sneed)

Eettle from Sautd Cave on a nearby farm. (Sneed)

-29~-
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for educating visitors about bats. (Sneed) f

Burper sticker that had been printed during an earlier
jalizati {sneed)

el
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but eadadhisimﬁ.utytoactandmgguud

mpmh-gglm ﬁfimﬂn-ﬁaﬂequ

the skilled men and who won't fight will work."59

Despite enemy attacks and shortages of supplies and men, the
n;tﬁmmmmwmmmmcmfmn
armies supplied with munitions to the end of the war. About two
mmofmwubumm!mm-ﬂc-ﬂm_

s North .

ptodued zg 685 pounds l:y September :HI, mu, with Sauta Cave
a-ﬁnhigg-ihdngl. producer. This was 13% of total cave
production in the Confederate States. However, after the Union
mmzmmhmmmﬁmmummuve
a final time, production dropped sharply in North Alabama to
mmu.num The workers at Sauta Cave scattered
after 1864, according to John Kennamer, some to the coniaderate
ardu.mehotheﬂnimuﬂ.u,anﬂmlntohid&nq

Satfpeter Vai. Daaum by C. Sneed

-33-
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EFOOTNOTES
{ | some older accounts refer to a Cave or Sauty Cave, and the
‘. name Saltpetre Cave, is tnmdina-am.t':;:tms

local name
Ithmmmmotmm. however, that
refer to the same cave which long usuage has generally

[ CO. 1968 )
.;‘Exslz

10Gist, scottsboro, p. 17; Pickett, Alabama, 614; John R. Kennamer,

founded Before the War Between the States-,

mﬂmﬁmm 12, 1941 (c also in Jackson % file
of Archives and History, Montgomery, Alabama).

-34-
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Richardson, ed., Alabama Encyclopaedia, I, 130; Kennamer, Jackson
County, pp. 17-18.

22, ,
Acts of Gener: of the State of Alabama, First
l e T e e e
Hgist, scottsboro, p. 301 Kennamer, Jackson County, pp. 17-18.
* 24y cnnamer, Jackson County, p. 18.

%_:' "Caves", Montgomery Advertiser, January 12, 1941.

“actsmud at the ' ‘Annual Se: on of
of the State of Alabiss. ;

Pty : .
:sgﬁg_, Gist, Scottsboro, pp. 30-31; X
29

Kennamer, Jackson County, p. 18.
%at Jones' article, Huntsville Times, Sept. 1, 1935; Kennamer,

Scottsboro, P. -

3lyatthew P. Blue, unpublished c thet

_Matthew P. Bl : ed manuscript, Matthew P. Papers
Alabama; Huntsville Times, Sept. 1, 1935; Sheridan, AHR, Jan. 1980,

p- 26.

32 e
%0. R., ser. 1v, III, 29, 698.
3. R., ser. 1, 1, 586.

341bid., p. 55.

361bid., pp. 555-556.
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! Advertiser, Jan. 12, 1941; Sheridan, AHR, (Jan.
1980), 32.

550. R., Ser. IV, III, 695, 697.
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Tarkington, ' 11, 21=-22. The 3. B, | Papers were
donated by one .?ﬂi descendants and are I in the Georgia
Department of Archives and History, Atlanta, Georgia.

575, R., Ser. 1Iv, III, 696.

58
0. R., Ser. IV, III, 832.

5%. R., Ser. IV, III, 1164-65.

60,

Jan. 11, 1941 m AHR
5 » i AHR,

| cx I
| EDITOR'S FOOTNOTES
f{a) If such evidence is ‘be found, ‘onl
-;enufnmtx, due to - w:m &M
| front part of the cave. ph

(b) Msthwqh-ptthhm but is one that has been
1‘ : miﬂ-c. mn!tg::emt
tulﬂ-ind or regeneration. case Sauta Ca
mer mismvuhlyamm.asm. ifg’

all, of the

el ot s processed dirt was wasted in "tailings®™ outside of
{c) The phraseclogy and rmi here ther a
Water was used in the two indivi 1l steps of (1) leaching the
nitrous earth, then (2) boiling the "liquor" to evwat:gm
the crystals of saltpeter. An intermediate step, of mixing

in lye, was performed to remove the undesi magnesiuvm and

calcium and adding potassium ions.

(d) This statement is cmﬂ.'l: today, since the last kettle was
removed by Mr. Hoover, the previmamr,inmlyar-i.dusn.
However, the sources cited in the footnote are inaccurate. From
many visits to the cave during the 1960's and 1370's, I personally
know that a kettle was in the cave during those years, and from
interviews with local residents who visited the cave during the
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United States Department of the Interior

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
_ P. 0. Box 1643
J Decatur, Alabama 35602

July 24, 1980
Mr. Joel M. Sneed
4338 Camp Highland Road
Smyrna, GA 30080
Dear Mr. Sneed
EM i 1 of July 20, your information is correct
'mx:l‘ulmmun_m Mr. Hoover, the
Mhﬂl’mm.w.m”‘mm;ﬁm
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Sauta Cave is replete with a vast amount of history, from its
use during early wars by miners digging saltpeter, to ita being
the county seat, to many empts at o« cialization, this
latter use being most devastating to the cave. The remnants of
the mining activity are of great interest—-a huge cast iron boil-
ing kettle remains only a couple hundred f inside the cave--

E ng from pouring ake

usd eport is a trip repore -
(Vol. 16, No. 41 “as printed in the Georgia Underground, Fall 1979

We had heard a rumor the ™ ' were
ayd the bats were not winning! Before our wagr:: Atlanta,

Endangered Bats Logan, Steve

Sneed, Joel M.
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Tuttle haps the most reknowned bat authority in
o Mo States. borked closely with the Department of the
Interior's Fish and Wildlife Service in getting Sauta E‘i::;
protected. In these excerpts from an article in The
News datec Cctober 5, 1980, Dr. Tuttle gives m‘ﬁtﬁ&m
Information concerning the bats at Sauta Cave.

TUTTLE GOES TO BAT FOR BATS

Merlin Tuttle is convinced that people need bats and bats need
protection from people if the little winged mammals are to sur-
vive.

*"Bats benefit people by eating tons of insects and they could be
important to the survival of human beings." Dr. Tuttle said.

"Who knows how far we can go in eliminating living things or
letting m ?i.o on:ﬂbfthm__ug upset nature's tremendously nifty

Dr. Tuttle is an internationally known bat expert and self-con-

fessed environmentalist who came to federal court a
g:-daysagototomfyi.numbatcmtr 1 which ended Thurs-
¥

He testified, "I don't think we've got to gate every cave and
protect every bat but this cave (Sauta Cave near Scottsboro) is
a critical site.”

Dr. Tuttle was strongly supportive of the government's taking
the cave two years ago to protect the bats. In fact, he was
instrumental in getting the gray bat on the U. S. Department
of Interior's endangered species list and played a part in
drawing government attention to Sauta Cave where the largest
colony of gray bats in North America bears and raises its young.

..."They do offer one of the most spectacular sights in the
world,” Tuttle declared. “Thousands of bats emerging from a
cave at'tﬁ.lig-ln: is a thrilling spectacle. It never loses its

"It was losing its impact in late 1976 and early 1977 at Sauta
anm.mmmmﬂtyinanda:mﬂthemw
had decimated the bat population to less than half its original
size. That roused Tuttle's concern when he found only about
100,000 gray bats at Sauta Cave in January, 1977. ®If the
;ctiv:l.;y l:; cnnt.-l.mg, I have no doubt the gray bat colony,
ormer st in North -
,'Ym—. e o America would have become ex
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This is part of a trip report that was printed in The Hunts—
ville Grotto Newslet! » Vo. 21, No. 11, November £
some the a -iption of the caving activity itself
has been edited out.

PROFITABLE CAVING

As most of you are aware, the Fish and Wildlife Service has
purchased Sauta Cave (50) as a bat iry. Ho i =
cations arose in paying Mr. Hoover, the former owner. Conflict-
ing assessments of its value, since Mr. Hoover was off-and-on
piddling with it to make a commercial adventure of the cave.

P i T o g g S g € i £ i e
3 - over ce. ]

witnesses, made claims, etc. g

both what Mr. Hoover owned and the government bought. So the
‘surveyor was to "accurately” pinpoint this boundary in the cave.
Since he'd never been in a wild cave, the Fish and Wildlife
pecple hired me to help him. i

True, I got paid to go cavingl

Well, we scheduled ourselves three days. One day to get him
acquainted with the cave, one to s ‘and a final day to cor-

rect any guestionable legs in the survey after plotting.

The surveyor had no caving gear, so I was to furnish hats and
lights. Well, I have mm'lm—-m problem--except, I

altho I'd been thru Sa a Cave many times and mapped it with
Chuck Lundguist back in 1956, I hadn't been in recently, by

bout six or Yyears.

...The next day the surveyor showed up with a Coleman lantern.
He wanted to SEE.

The first part of the survey was a breeze. We ran a Laser
- Theodolite line back to the Mountain Room. (Dist. + .001 ft.
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The two letters that follow appeared in the "Letters to the

Editor” of the Huntsville Times during the 1980 court trial and

give opposing views of public reaction toward the issue.
"Taking Over Cave Is

Big Waste of Money"

To The Times:

Imwjmmdnfamthetmofwtm ' money.
In this case, there is a cave about mhn-i].qs_a'w{:::st of,

< . wz.ﬁoumndcplmtuukatmmea
tourist attraction. However, the U.S. Department of Interior
£mmdontthntnspncja1typeo£1ndimnndgnyhts11vadin
this cave. They state that these bats are on the Endangered
Species List, so the government offered Hoover $325,000 for his
mveaﬁs_ummngamsmthgyphmmmwalotme
to protect the bats. Hoover wanted $625,000 for the cave and
the property, including the improvements that ‘'he had made pre-
paring it for an amusement park. The Department of Interior filed
;uttgi:he Federal Court in Birmingham to condemn this property
or use.

A jury gave Hoover $575,000 for this cave and farm. My guess is
that they will spend about $4 million, all told, wasted faxpayers’

Department of Interior is foolish
The bats have not been, nor ever will be of any

benefit to the human race. !
s/Donald B. Isom (Athens)
"Sauta Cave Purchase
May Be Worth It*
To The Times:

I'd like to respond to Donald Isom's letter in the Oct. 6'Times',

He complained of the blatant misuse of the taxpayer's money on

a federal purchase of Sauta Cave and adjacent lands in Jackson

County for the purchase of protecting colonies of ‘the endangered
and gray bats. There is a great need for Isom and others

to be made aware of the beneficial aspects of a bat's life.

Bats are a direct benefit to man by maintaining diversity and
balance in nature. By reducing the number of species of plants
and animals, man is destroying the food chains that give stability
to our environment. With the bats of Sauta Cave eating over one
half their body weight in insects each day, the colony (which
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