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“Carlisle’s ‘Famous’ McFails Cave” - Thom Engel, presenter 

 Living in or near Carlisle, New York, you likely have heard of McFails Cave.  If 
you have, you probably know that there are several caves in Carlisle….certainly 
you know about nearby Howe Caverns.  But you will probably be surprised to learn 
that Carlisle is very well known to the “caving community” – those who explore 
caves as a serious hobby. 
Why is this?  Why is the small, rural town of Carlisle, New York known to the 
international caving community and yet you have only a vague knowledge that 
there may be a cave in Carlisle?  The answer centers around McFails Cave.  In a 
nutshell, what has been mapped of the McFails Cave system to date – the 
underground route of passages, sinks, sumps, junctions, crawls, domes, waterfalls, 
and holes of various diameters, heights and widths – is 7.1 miles.  And 7.1 miles 
makes it the longest cave in the northeastern United States.  And just for fun, it is 
also the deepest known cave in the northeast as well. 
Considering that the longest known cave in the world is 400 miles, 7.1 may not 
seem like much to brag about – but it is.  And Thom Engel gave us a brief history 
of the exploration and expansion history of McFails Cave at out September 
meeting.  Thom is a long-time caver and has been an officer of the National 
Speleological Society (NSS).  He has been involved in exploring McFails and its 
history.  He and two other cavers – Chuck Porter and Fred Stone – have compiled 
this history and recently published a book about McFails. 
The beginning of the story lies with Thomas Alfred McFail, a graduate of Genessee 
College in Lima, NY who taught math and natural science at the short-lived 
Carlisle Seminary in 1854.  He and a few other explorers went the 1.7 miles to cave 
entrance (now called McFails Hole…known as Ice Hole then).   After some 
exploration, he slipped while ascending the rope and fell to his death. 
For the next almost 100 years, the cave’s history was rather quiet until local 
historian Arthur VanVoris entered the cave and dug open the entrance to the lower 
level.  In early 1940, a group from NSS came but focused on another nearby hole 
called Disappointment.    
The land where the McFails Preserve is located was owned by George Loeser in 
1965.  Cavers from the Cornell, NY area purchased an acre of land and a right of 
way from Mr. Loeser on behalf of the NSS, thereby taking ownership of the cave 
now known as McFails Cave.  This is the first purchase purchase of a cave by the 
NSS, who now owns 15 preserves around the United States. 
The early 1960s saw a great deal of activity at the McFails site.  Several expeditions 
each year opened up the cave system with work in 1961 adding about 2 miles of 
mapped cave.  Work was done by groups including Fred Stone, the New York City 
chapter of the NSS and by the Cornell Outing Club cavers.   Beginning at the 
McFails Hole entrance, the cavers went through Olsens Siphon, Stones duck, 
Netheway Dome (about 65’ high), past Coeyman’s Junction, and pushed to the 
southeast Passage and followed the Northwest Passage to another dome (Northwest 
Dome).        (continued on page 4) 

         

1

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The Carlisle Historical Society                                        Page 2 of 8 

October 2015  
“Mingling with Cherry Valley Ghosts” – Susan Murphy-Miller, Cherry Valley Historian 
Susan Murphy-Miller wears a lot of hats…she is Historian for the Town of Cherry Valley (she has a degree in 
history); she is the owner of the Plaide Palette gift shop in Cherry Valley; and she is one of only eight women in the 
United States ordained as a Demonologist by the Catholic Church.  Susan was our October speaker, and her mission 
was to entertain us and educate us about some of the well-known ghosts of Cherry Valley. 
Susan has written a book (Time Between:  The Hauntings of Cherry Valley New York) about the ghosts in and 
around Cherry Valley – and she drew from that for several of her stories.  Cherry Valley has a rich history of ghostly 
activity, possibly as a result of the violent history in the area, particularly during the French and Indian War and the 
Revolutionary War.   
A common location for ghostly sightings is the Cherry Valley Cemetery.  Most people who claim to have seen 
something describe a coach and horses.  Susan hosts a “Cherry Valley Ghost Walk” through the cemetery.   
Some of Susan’s descriptions are from times past – the sounds of children laughing in an empty school, ghostly 
figures appearing in old homes and hotels where a death was known to have occurred long ago.  But some sightings 
and experiences involve people who have died during her lifetime.  She is often able to offer help to people who have 
lost a loved one and still feel their presence.  She discussed what causes the deceased to remain and not “pass over”.  
She says if you think your home is “haunted” by a ghost, the best thing to do is to talk to it. 
Susan has travelled and talked with people around the country in pursuit of ghosts and their stories.  She is often 
sought due to her experiences and abilities to detect ghosts. 
If you are interested in reading some of the stories, her book, “Time Between:  The Hauntings of Cherry Valley” is 
available in Cherry Valley and online.   
 

CARLISLE HISTORICAL SOCIETY - Current Executive Board Members: 
 
President – Debbie Mears (2016)             Trustee – Art Graulich, Kim Timer (10/2018) 
Vice President – Susan Tillapaugh (2016)           Trustee – Connie Costello, Noel Short (10/2016) 
Treasurer – Jacqueline Turnquist (2016)           Trustee – Robert R. Cross, Jr, Peter Bent (10/2017) 
Recording Secretary –  vacant              Town Board Member Trustee – Mary Tillapaugh, Larry Bradt 
Correspondence Secretary – vacant        Town Historian, Ex-Officio Trustee – Chris Keefer 



 November 2015  “Inside China’s Super Caves” – by Susan Tillapaugh 
         Michael Warner and Emily Davis, presenters 
Schoharie county resident and expert caver Michael Warner treated the audience to a fascinating, informative 
discussion and stunning photographs of his month long travels to southern China’s super caves.   In the summer of 
2013, Mr. Warner was part of an eleven person team of professional photographers, writes and cavers funded by the 
National Geographic Society to measure the size of the cavern rooms (by means of a 3-D laser scanner) and 
photograph some of the world’s largest cave chambers. 
The British explorer Andy Eavis returned to the caves after a thirty-year absence with other team members, Richard 
Walters and Peter Smart.  The aim of the project was to use current technology to document the size of the 
formations. The world-renowned team also included Carston Peter, lead photographer, and McKenzie Funk, well-
known author, as well as Daniela Pani, a Sardinian geologist laser scanner operator. 
American team member, Michael Warner, provided logistic support for the ambitious project. 
The caverns are formed from karst, limestone formations that in China are hundreds of feet thick. Many of these 
formations are above ground, hundreds of feet high and are rock climbers’ destinations. Cedar Wright, Emily 
Harrington and Matt Segal were team members involved and also funded by a grant from the National Geographic 
Society. Chinese officials have developed some of the more accessible caverns into tourist areas by designating the 
caves as national parks. 
The scanner used is one that can digitally image large-scale areas that would be impossible to measure using 
conventional methods.  Some of the rooms in the caves were 600 feet tall. The scanned images were in black and 
white and later enhanced in color for study and publication. Mr. Warner explained that 20 individual scans could be 
stitched together and calibrated for a panoramic scene of the cavern. The machine emits laser pulses and measures 
how long it takes for the pulses to be reflected back to the computer.  It can take up to 122,000 measurements per 
second of objects within a 2,000-foot radius.  Color images were then generated by computer programs. 
Mr. Warner was part of the logistics team responsible for carrying supplies into the caves, namely, the 1300 
flashbulbs that were necessary to produce the flashes of light for the photography.  Each exposure required 10 to 12 
flash bulbs and needed to be placed in strategic spots at each site and electronically activated in a proper 
sequence.  The cost of each flash bulb was approximately $30.  The resulting photographs can be seen in the July 
2014 issue of “National Geographic” magazine. 
One of the sites, named the Titan chamber, required a 450-foot rappel of people, scanner and camera equipment to 
the floor of the cavern before measurement with the specialized equipment could begin.  Detailed maps of the 
formations accompany the magazine article. 
The Miao Room, part of the Gebine cave system, seems to be currently ranked as the Earth’s second largest known 
cave chamber. Its maximum height was measured as 627 feet and length equivalent to 22 football fields. Over the 
course of a week, the team spent approximately 50 hours of work at this particular site.  
The project resulted in a 26 page article in the July 2014 issue of “National Geographic” magazine.  Mr. Warner 
indicated that the length of the story was unusual for the publication, which included two fold-out scenes of the 
spectacular views and story of the expedition. Further photographs can be found by Googling “super caves of 
China”.  The web site includes a “fly-through” of the caverns for those of us who will not be traveling to China in 
the near future. 
  In addition to explaining his contributions to the project, Mr. Warner also talked about the people, villages, and 
cuisine (some of it described as “chewy”).  The team travelled in some remote areas of China and experienced both 
the open spaces as well as the large cities. 
 The photographs of the caverns shown at the meeting were stunning as well as the human-interest photos of 
Chinese villages and cave dwellers. Mr. Warner provided a real travel experience for the audience that November 
evening. Thanks to Michael Warner and Emily Davis for providing the attendees with a different type of caving 
experience. 
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McFails Cave System (continued from page 1) 
 
In August 1962, they pushed beyond the Northwest Dome and to “The End”, adding about 600 feet in two and a 
half hours.  In November 1962 they started surveying 3,400 feet of passage. 
McFails Hole was a problem because it was not stable – remember, Professor McFails died there.  Another caver, 
Frank Howarth, almost died there in 1963 when a large picnic-table-sized rock fell, missing him only because he 
heard a noise a jumped to the side.  Another entrance needed to be found.  In August 1963, they started digging at 
Acks Shack and finished the following weekend.  McFails Hole collapsed completely shortly after. 
Trips into McFails often took over 20 hours to complete and the cavers too tired and cold to do anything once they 
got to the end, so a new entrance needed to be found.  This turned out to be at Coeymans Dome.  “It now took 15 
minutes to reach a junction that had taken 1 ½ hours and two thorough soakings to get to.” (Stone, Porter, Palmer, 
Engel; 2015) 
McFails features sections with names like Pretzel Connection (at its narrowest point only 9 inches!), Outer 
Mongolia, Acks Shack, Featherstonhaughs Flop, the Guillotine, the Witness Chair.  The Northwest Passage 
includes sections called the Bering Sea, Amundsen Alley and the Baffin Ear Dip. 
Other work was done through the 1980s but after that very little additional passage was mapped.  In 2005 a group 
surveyed 522 feet of new passage from Asia Dome to Outer Mongolia.    
There are leads to explore that will surely lead to additional passage, but for now, 37,528 feet have been mapped, 
making McFails Cave the longest in the Northeastern United States.  Thom Engel says they have not reached the 
end; they have just stopped (for the moment).  He noted that more humans have been on the Moon than have been 
beyond “The End” in McFails Cave. 
 
Exploring and expanding caves involves looking for small cracks and fissures that the human form might be able 
to squeeze through.  It might require scuba gear to go through passages that are full of water.  Often debris and 
rock needs to be cleared to open up a passage.  Cavers are prepared to walk through icy cold water that could be an 
inch deep or several feet deep with only a couple of inches of air.  Other times cavers enjoy just walking through a 
“room” that has a ceiling 65’ above.  Cavers know to carry equipment like rope, headlamps, and cable ladders.  
Caving is cold, very dirty, uncomfortable and exhausting.  But the sights and experiences are amazing:  
formations, waterfalls, and unbelievably enormous rooms.  Caving has many hazards and should be undertaken 
with care and with proper equipment and knowledge.  Often permission is required before entering any cave and 
should never be attempted alone. 
“The History of McFails Cave” by Fred Stone with Chuck Porter, Art Palmer & Thom Engel is available for sale. 
 
     

Above:  Thom Engel.  
  
Right:  Map of McFail's Cave.   
 
(Photos courtesy of Google Images) 
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9th Annual Carlisle Historical Society Bird Tour    
 
The Carlisle Historical Society’s 9th Annual Bird Tour will be held on Saturday, May 14th at 6:30 in the 
morning!  This is half an hour earlier than we usually do with the idea of catching the birds first thing when 
they are more active.  We will be “stepping off” on the driving tour at 6:30am from the Carlisle Town Hall 
(541 Crommie Rd., Carlisle, 12031), and we will be carpooling to minimize the number of cars on the side of 
the road when we stop at the various locations in Carlisle.  Bring binoculars and/or scopes if you have them, a 
bird book, notepad and writing device, and shoes/outerwear appropriate to the weather.  There is not any 
hiking, but we may be standing in tall grass on the edge of roads. 
At the conclusion of the tour we will meet back at the Town Hall and enjoy some refreshments and a summary 
of the morning.  This is a wonderful way to greet spring and learn about the amazing birds that enjoy spring in 
Carlisle!  All are welcome – bring a friend! 
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CARLISLE HISTORICAL SOCIETY MEMBERSHIP COUPON 
Annual (October) dues are $5 (family or individual).  Please make checks payable to:  Carlisle Historical Society. 
 
Mail your check with this completed coupon to:   
Carlisle Historical Society 
PO Box 28 
Carlisle, NY 12031 
Or, you can bring your dues and completed coupon to any meeting. 

 
PLEASE FILL OUT THE FOLLOWING INFORMATION! 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Name:  _________________________________________________________________ 
Mailing Address:  ________________________________________________________ 
Phone Number:  _________________________________________________________ 
Email Address:  _________________________________________________________ 

Check if you would prefer the newsletter sent to you in the mail PRINTED ☐ or via EMAIL ☐ 
(We do send the historical society newsletter via email to those who prefer that method.   You must have something faster than “dial-up” in 

order to successfully receive the newsletter via email.) 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Note: phone numbers and email addresses are NEVER shared and will be use solely for contact purposes and notification of upcoming events. 
 



 

SPRING 2016 CARLISLE HISTORICAL SOCIETY SCHEDULE 
 
March 9 (Wednesday), 7:30pm – Carlisle Town Hall 
PETER LINDEMANN - “A Crooked Gun” 
Peter is a well-known local historian and portrayer of 
Abraham Lincoln.  His most recent book, “A Crooked 
Gun”, documents his research on the history of citizens of 
Schoharie County who fought in the Civil War.  He will be 
discussing his research and sharing some the stories of 
these veterans. 

 
April 13 (Wednesday), 7:30pm – Carlisle Town Hall 
JOHN VISCOSI – “A History of Photography” 
John is an experienced wedding, portrait and event photographer from 
Johnstown.  He has a collection of cameras and will talk about each and their 
place in the evolution of photography and the history of photography in 
general.     
 
 

 
May 11 (Wednesday), 7:30pm – Carlisle Town Hall 
STEVE TRIMM & DAVE HUBBARB – “Grant’s Cottage 
and President Ulysses S. Grant” 
This is a two-part program beginning with a history of 
Grant Cottage, past and present, inside and out, via a photo 
presentation.  After a brief break, President Grant himself 
will join us and talk about the tragic events that brought him 
to Grant Cottage. 
 
 
 
 
May 14 (Saturday), 6:30am – Carlisle Town Hall 
CHRIS KEEFER & BILL CLEVELAND – “9th Annual Bird Tour” – Join us as we drive 
around Carlisle and look for the many varieties of migratory songbirds, water fowl, and birds 
of prey that come to Carlisle each year.  Wear comfortable clothes (keep an eye on the 
weather), and bring binoculars, scopes, birding books and a pad of paper to keep track of what 
you see.  Refreshments will be served at the conclusion of the tour, back at the Town Hall.  
We will compare our sightings and come up with a “Tour List”.  No experience necessary!  A 
great event to introduce young children to the beauty of birds. 
 

All programs are free and open to the public – refreshments served! 
Carlisle Town Hall – 541 Crommie Rd., Carlisle, NY 12031 
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FALL 2016 CARLISLE HISTORICAL SOCIETY SCHEDULE 
 
September 14 (Wednesday), 7:30pm – Carlisle Town Hall 
ANGIE and LOU BERCHIELLI – “Photographing Brown 
Bears (Grizzlies) in Alaska” 
Angie and Lou are professional wildlife and nature 
photographers who were selected for a rare experience to 
photograph black bears in their habitat in the McNeil River 
Sanctuary-home to the highest concentration of brown bears 
in the world.  Come and enjoy their fantastic photos and 
learn about the details of their journey. 
 
October 12 (Wednesday), 7:00pm – Carlisle Town Hall 
MILT SERNETT – “Cheese Making in NY State” 

Milt is a well-published historian on agricultural history, 
particularly that of New York state and has spoken to us about 
the History of Tractors.  Now he will talk about cheese-making 
and how it has evolved from the efforts of early settlers here in 
New York.  He has even written a book on the topic! 
Know any “farmstead” cheese-makers?  Encourage them to 
come and bring some samples of their product to enjoy and 
discuss after the presentation. 

 
(ANNUAL MEETING/ELECTIONS – Our Annual Meeting and Elections will be held at 7:15pm on 
Wednesday, October 14, just prior to our October presentation.  Two Trustee positions (3-year terms) as 
well as 5 Officer positions (2-year terms) will be up for election.  Please plan on arriving at 7:00pm in 
order to participate in the election process, then stay for the presentation!) 
 
November 9 (Wednesday), 7:30pm – Carlisle Town Hall 
META WATTS – “It’s a Hard Life. It’s a Good Life” 
Meta will discuss her book about farming life in Schoharie - interviews with twelve farming 
families around Schoharie County that discuss the hardships and joys of farming.  From her 
book:  “Farmers love the land. They know how hard the work is but 
choose to do it anyway. They accept that the work needs to be done seven 
days a week, three hundred and sixty five days a year, and choose to do it 
anyway. “It’s Hard Life. “It’ a Good Life” is a statement of faith from 
more than one farmer I’ve interviewed. 
 These are the farmers’ own stories, and as they unfold, the reader 
can feel the families’ frustrations and joys, and learn what drives these grass 
roots people to continue through hardships of all kinds, and why these men and women deserve our respect and 
support.”  
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All programs are free and open to the public – refreshments served! 
Carlisle Town Hall – 541 Crommie Rd., Carlisle, NY 12031 



 
 
  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Carlisle Historical Society 
PO Box 28 
Carlisle, NY 12031 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  The Carlisle Historical Society is a non-profit organization seeking 
to promote the history of Carlisle and the surrounding region as well 
as highlighting other topics of interest to the local community.  
Chartered in March, 2008, the society features a minimum of 6 
programs a year – March, April, May, September, October and 
November.  Our programs are free and open to the public, and include 
refreshments.  Unless otherwise noted, all programs are currently 
presented at the Carlisle Town Hall at 541 Crommie Road, on the 
second Wednesday of the month at 7:30 pm. 
  Although our programs are free, annual membership is $5 for 
individuals and families who wish to support the society and be 
members.  Membership includes two newsletters per year and voting 
privileges.  Membership dues are collected beginning with the 
September program.  You may mail in your dues to The Carlisle 
Historical Society, PO Box 28, Carlisle, NY 12031, or pay them at 
any meeting. 
  Because we are non-profit, any contributions made to the society are 
tax-deductible and greatly appreciated!  The society can be contacted 
either by mail (PO Box 28, Carlisle, NY 12031), e-mail 
(carlislehistoricalsociety2008@hotmail.com) or at 234-3041.  Check 
out our website for information and updates:  
www.carlislehistoricalsociety.webs.com. 

The Carlisle Historical Society 
 

PO Box 28 
Carlisle, NY 12031 

 
carlislehistoricalsociety2008@hotmail.com 

www.carlislehistoricalsociety.webs.com 
 

 
 

We meet the 2nd Wednesday of the month 
(March, April, May, September, October, 

and November) 
7:30 pm 

(unless noted) 
 

Carlisle Town Hall 
541 Crommie Road 

 
 

Refreshments are always served and all 
are welcome 
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* If your mailing label has a red “*” - your membership is up for renewal! 


