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Cliff Cave History  
 

William R. Elliott 

 

Introduction  

 

Cliff Cave, Missouri, is the largest remaining cave with significant wildlife in St. Louis 

County. It is the second-most extensive cave in the county, with 4,726 ft. (1,514 m) of surveyed 

passage, two major entrances and three small ones. The Main Entrance is 47 ft. wide and 20 ft. 

high. The Main and Second entrances were gated during the 6
th
 National Cave Gating Workshop, 

October 5-14, 2009, to prevent human intruders from disturbing bats and putting themselves at 

risk from drowning. The cave has been abused badly, so other cultural and natural resources will 

also be protected by the gates. Under a new management plan to be written, the gates will allow 

the cave to be restored and used for research and educational/recreational trips.  
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Geology 

 

Cliff Cave is developed in Mississippian St. Louis limestone.  Nearby Spit Cave (hillside) 

was probably once a branch of Cliff Cave, whose main entrance lies at a ñvalley head.ò This 

main entrance probably originated along the Mississippi River bluff, but retreated upstream as 

collapse of the lower cave passages formed the valley that the main entrance currently heads. In 

addition to the main entrance, Cliff Cave has three mapped upper entrances in sinkholes, one of 

which was found to have been closed by natural processes (Criss et al., 2006).  

 J Harlen Bretz wrote about Cliff Cave in 1956  (see photos and map):  

ñThe entrance to Cliff Cave, or Indian Cave, is at the head of a ravine where a perennial 

stream discharges from the rock-floored cave. The entrance owes part of its spaciousness to 

weather-fracturing of the wall and ceiling rock. The cave can be walked in for a distance of 700 

feet. The rock floor gradually rises until at that distance, one must creep in the stream to go 

farther. Perhaps 100 to 150 feet more of length was thus explored, but it yielded no new 

information.  

Cliff Cave is almost entirely vadose and is being enlarged today by a down-cutting of the 

rock floor. The finest showing of solution facetting and fluting in Missouri occurs on its floor 

and walls about 500 feet from the entrance. 

Yet in one stretch, this same rock floor is receiving a flowstone deposit. A 3-foot cascade, 

almost a waterfall, is getting the heaviest deposit. A priori, one would expect this cascade to be 

the site of the most vigorous solution. 

The cave follows, in zigzag fashion, a joint pattern. Its turns, from one joint to the other, are 

sharp angles, and a joint which the stream is leaving can be traced into the wall as a blind end or 

blocked slot. The two joint sets approximate N. 45° to 65° E. and N. 25° to 30°W. 

The vadose stream selected its course initially from a phreatic network in these two joint sets. 

The passages not taken by the stream are debris-filled a little way back from the vadose-enlarged 

route. 

Other evidence for the phreatic origin of the original cave is in the solutional ceilings. 

Elongated along the joints are ñbathtubsò and half-tubes. Some of the cavities are nearly 6 feet 

deep (up) in the ceiling. The most remarkable of these phreatic cavities is 600 feet from the 

entrance. It is a wall cavity, somewhat elongated along a joint. It is all of 6 feet wide and high, 

but it has only a window-like opening to the vadose stream chamber. One crawls through this 

opening to stand erect with plenty of room around him. Vadose enlargement appears to have 

made the connection late in the history of the cave, the wall pocket having previously been 

completely separated from the phreatic predecessor of the main cave. 

Perhaps no Missouri cave, so largely vadose, records so well its phreatic history.ò   

 

Biology 

 

Cliff Cave has fairly diverse terrestrial and aquatic communities. In 1838 Edmund Flagg 

reported that the cave contained a large bat colony.  Bat stains on the ceiling indicate that a large 

bat colony once used the cave, either Indiana bats or gray bats. The cave is still used seasonally 

by Indiana, little brown, big brown and eastern pipistrelle bats. Gray bats have largely 

disappeared from eastern Missouri. 

Leslie Hubricht, a famous cave and spring biologist, collected stream invertebrates there in 

1938. Although many visitors saw bats over the years, no records were published or available to 
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the Missouri Department of Conservation, so in February 2008 we began a series of biology 

surveys, focusing mainly on bats. A fauna list is attached as an appendix. 

 

History  

 

The following was gleaned from several sources, including the Missouri Speleological 

Survey, Missouri Department of Conservationôs Cave Life Database and cave accidents file, the 

kiosk in Cliff Cave Park, and the world wide web. 

In the 1700s, the cave was used by the French as a riverside tavern for traders traveling on 

the Mississippi River. Flaggôs pre-1838 visit probably was by boat to this point. 

The land was originally acquired from the U.S. government in the late 1820s and was sold 

and purchased by various landowners several times over the next 34 years.  In 1854, the 

property, which included ñIndian Caveò, was sold to Christopher W. Spalding and Henry W. 

Williams. 

 Also known as Indian Cave (Archaeological Survey of Missouri No. 23SL895), Cliff Cave is 

a historic and archaeological site. Flint waste flakes may be embedded in the clay floor of the 

entrance, which might indicate Native American use of the cave before the 1700s. Although the 

State Historical Program Office approved our proposed removal of the 19
th
 Century man-made 

stone work at the Main Entrance, the cave gate will be built just behind the entrance stonework, 

leaving it intact. The gate will be built on top of the entrance fill with no disturbance of cultural 

artifacts. 

 

 

 
 

Cliff Cave picnic party, June 13, 1891. 


