
 
A history of the Walker Mountain Grotto 
 

Walker Mountain Grotto is based in Marion, Virginia and was formally founded on February 19, 

2013 with the adoption of a constitution and a set of bylaws. The initial Grotto executive committee 

consists of five charter members: Alec (Alexandra) Larkin, Chairman; Jason Lachniet, Vice Chairman; 

Rita Klimas, Secretary; Tanya McLauchlin, Treasurer; and Bill Grose, Execuctive Member At Large.  

The genesis of Walker Mountain Grotto lies with the Wytheville Community College Outdoor 

Club. In September 2012, the Wytheville Community College Outdoor Club began organizing a trip to a 

local cave. The trip was intended solely as a sport trip to introduce the students to caving. Dead Air Cave 

in Smyth County, Virginia was selected because of its proximity to the college, its relative ease of transit, 

and the facts that the landowners were personally known and were friendly to cavers. The next two 

weeks’ club meetings were spent in preparing the students with what to expect, what to bring, safety 

issues, and responsible caving practices. The trip date was set for October 5, 2012. 

The Dead Air trip was organized and led by WCC faculty members and club advisors Rita Klimas, 

Jason, Lachniet, and Bill Grose. Seven students and three faculty advisors participated in that initial 

caving trip, and four of the five charter executive members came from that group. Although the club 

advisors were all experienced cavers, none of the students were; only two had any previous underground 

experience beyond the typical commercial cave. That initial trip lasted approximately four hours…certainly 

not long enough according to many of the students.  

The majority of the students enjoyed the Dead Air trip, and many began asking when the next trip 

would be held. Encouraged by this response, the club advisors began planning another caving trip. 

During a mid-week college celebration the Outdoor Club (like most other student organizations) set up an 

informational display table that provided caving equipment and photos of the recent Dead Air trip. While 

staffing the table, conversation naturally drifted back to the Dead Air trip and the desire for more caving 

trips. Alexandra Larkin was one of the most ardent. When one of the faculty advisors mentioned that 

perhaps Alexandra should look for a grotto to join, another pointed out that there were no grottos local to 

Wytheville. It was further pointed out while there used to be a National Speleological Society-affiliated 

grotto in the Wytheville area it had been defunct for quite some time, and thus the closest active grottos 



were the VPI Cave Club in Blacksburg, VA  and the New River Valley Grotto in Radford, VA (both 

approximately 50 to 60 miles north of campus) and the Mountain Empire Grotto in Bristol, TN 

(approximately 70 miles south of campus.) As expected, the conversation soon turned towards re-

establishing a grotto mid-way between the two. 

For the next few weeks or so, conversation drifted in and out about establishing a local grotto 

while the WCC Outdoor Club planned its next outing. During one meeting, faculty advisor Jason Lachniet, 

an experienced cave surveyor, broached the topic of cave surveying and following brief discussion Jason 

agreed to present a program on cave surveying at the next club meeting. Following the success of that 

program (and the popularity of the Dead Air trip), it was a natural progression of events that the club 

wanted to try their hand at surveying a cave. Jason contacted his friend Tanya McLaughlin who is the 

Smyth County coordinator for the Virginia Speleological Survey. Tanya suggested Boxwork Crystal Cave 

in Smyth County, Virginia as one that would be appropriate. It was on the initial trip to Boxwork Crystal 

cave that the Walker Mountain Grotto began to evolve into more than idle musings. With the perspective 

of Tanya McLaughlin plans were made to begin serious consideration of a local grotto.  

Over the next six to eight weeks various members of the WCC Outdoor Club and local cavers in 

the community began meeting at a local restaurant in the evenings to discuss creating a new grotto. It 

was decided to locate the grotto in Marion, VA since Marion was just about halfway between Bristol, TN 

and Blacksburg, VA. During an early organizational meeting various names for the new grotto were 

proposed, and at the January 22, 2013 meeting it was put it to a vote: the name “Walker Mountain Grotto” 

was chosen. The name was chosen because of Walker Mountain’s relative proximity to Marion, VA, the 

locus of the Walker Mountain Grotto’s proposed service region and because it is the dominant geographic 

feature of the region (it reaches almost the entire length of the area between the VPI Cave Club in 

Blacksburg and Britsol, TN, home of the Mountain Empire Grotto.) It was also at that meeting that the 

new Walker Mountain Grotto elected its first slate of officers and further voted to seek recognition as an 

NSS-affiliated Internal Organization 

Using a copy of the Triangle Troglodytes’ constitution (Carrboro, NC) and  bylaws of the Blue 

Ridge Grotto (Roanoke, VA) as a guide, Bill Grose drafted a constitution and a set of bylaws for the 

Walker Mountain Grotto. At the February 19, 2013 meeting of the Walker Mountain Grotto the proposed 



constitution and bylaws were presented for adoption. After discussion and some minor changes were 

made, the Grotto formally voted to accept the new constitution and bylaws. The agenda of that first official 

meeting consisted primarily of a members introducing themselves to each other and brief hands-on 

examination of caving equipment for new cavers.  

Following that meeting, founding member Chandler Walker began chronicling the Grotto’s 

adventures, while Bill Grose began drafting a formal history of the Walker Mountain Grotto to submit to 

the NSS as part of the package needed for NSS I-O recognition. At the March 19, 2013 meeting, the 

Walker Mountain Grotto formally voted to accept this history of Walker Mountain Grotto. The agenda of 

the March 19, 2013 meeting also included its first program, a presentation on the caves of Sugar Grove, 

VA by Tanya McLaughlin. This was the same slide show Tanya presented at the 2012 NSS Convention. 

The March 19, 2013 meeting agenda also included trip reports on two local cave trips: the conclusion of 

the Boxwork Crystal Cave survey combined with an introduction to cave surveying; and a sport trip to 

Buchanan Saltpetre Cave (also in Smyth County, VA.) Following a pleasant and productive meeting with 

the owners of Buchanan Saltpetre Cave, the Walker Mountain Grotto proposes a clean-up of the cave as 

a service project. The current for the Walker Mountain Grotto is to provide both sport trips for its members 

and cave survey projects to fulfill the needs of the VSS and landowners, as well as educational and 

outreach programs for the community at large. 

Respectfully submitted by Bill Grose, March 19, 2013 

 

 


