CAV: FORTATIONS OF WMAMYOTH CAVE

Mammoth Cave is in limestone rock. Water charged with acid from rotting
vegetation has dissolved passadeways in the limestone. Later, the upper
vassageways were drained bv a lowering of tke water tacle, and now they
are shown to the public. "ater, with a load of dissolved limestone,

still finds its way downward through cracks in the rocks. If it finds
its way into a passage, it begins to drip from the ceiling., The cave
formations th2t are created by dripping water are called "dripstone" for-
mations. If the water drips slowlv enough it will evaporate, anid the
dissqglved limestone will be left in a ring, the size of cne droo of water,
on the ceilinr-,

fach droo of water Aencsits one ring of the aineral calcite. / tube that
looks like a soda straw begins to form. Fach drop of water runs down the
inside of the tube and deposits its mineral on the end of the straw.
Sometimes, the drops move so slowly that they denosit their mineral on
the inside of the str=w and plug it un. ‘ater folwing down the outside
of the straw will also Adewnosit calciie., 5radually, the soda straw begins
to look more like an icicle. Cave formations that grow Adownward from the
ceiling sre called stalactites. Remember this word by its letter "c

which can stand for "ceiling".

1f water drips too fast from the ceiling, it will not form a stalactite,
It snlashas on the floor and deposits its mineral there. Gradually, a
mound of minersl will be formed. It will grow hipgher and higher as more
mineral is added by fallins droos. No hole will form in the center.
This driistone formation is a stalapmite. Remember this word by its
letter "g" whi-k cen stand for "ground".

Sometimes, a stalactite will grow =211 ths way to the floor. Sometimes,
a stalagmite will grow 211 the way to the ceiling. Sometimes, a stalac-
tite will grow as its excess water builds up a stalagmite beneath.

These may eventuzlly join. All of the above formztions are called
"columns" or "pillars”, Somstimes, water deposits mineral 2s it flows
through c2ves. This cave formation is called flowstone. As water flows
dowvn over big piles of broken rock, it may deoosit flrwstone in the
shane of a frozen waterfall.

Dr=oeries are thin sheets of calcite that hang from the ceiling. They
often form as blades growing along the sides of stalactitess Light will
shine through draperies. This often reveals 2 banding which makes the
dravery look like a sleb of bacon,

Helictites are very crooked dripstonc formations that may grow in any
direction or sud“enly changes direction. DNohodv knows their true cause,
but there a2re seversl different ceuses sugrested by scicntists.



Cave streams are very strange in that they often dam themselves, water
flowing over an irregularity may begin to de2pocsit a layer of calcite
across the passage, A ":imstone’ d»m is gr=dually built up. Some cave
pessages ~re filled with one rimstone “am after another.

Colors of cave formations may range from white to black. They will be
white if they are pure c2lcite. Impurities cause coloring. Tiny amounts
of iron color cave formations yellow, red, or brown as it rusts. Traces
of mangmnesc m2y color them black.

Cavs Formations grow very slowly. Ji“ferent parts of the cave heve
difforant conditions in which they form, Therefore, cave formations grow
at differcnt rates in different parts of the cave. It probably took
thous~n?s of years for Mammoth Cav:i's 75 feet high flowstone formation,
Frozen Niag»ra, to form,

The miner=21, gypsum, is very common in the dry passages of Mammoth Cave.
It is not considercd a dripstone or 2 flowstone, altrough it is evidently
deososited by water., The water seéems to pass right through the limestone
itself, Sometimecs, gypsum is deposited insi“e the limestone and causes
tha limestone to curve away from the ceiling and wells of the passages.
Gypsum may grow in cracks and pry grert mAasses of limestone from the
ceiling.

Ovnosum forms A sprrkling white crust on the walls ~nd ceilings. Since
gynsum is passing through the limestone, the crust is pushed outwards
by new gypsum forming beneath. A blister or "snowbz1ll" is formed. This
hlister exopands until it bre~ks open. A bzorutizul gyassum “flower" is
oushed out through thc blister. Its patals mPy grow as much 2s six.
inches long. They may bresrk from their own weight.

Gypsum is very fragile. You c2n scratch it with your fingern2il or
crush it in your hands. One tvpe of gyosum called "cotton"” gypsuw is
so fine you could blow it right off the wall. ?Plastér of Paris is made
from gypsum.

In*ians entered Mammoth Cave-over 2,090 years ~g¢o, They scroped gypsum
from the walls of the cave. We do not know what tkey did with it. Since
we cannot find any among their relics, w2 think they may have eaten it

nr » minersl closcly associ~ted with it,



