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A ‘Cave’ with a Difference 

By Tim Moore 
During our travels around the arid land national parks in the Four Corners Region of western USA, we visited 
Bryce Canyon National Park, whose canyon featured thousands of soft limestone formations known as 
‘hoodoos’. On the afternoon of our arrival, we visited one of the primary lookouts to observe these features.  
 
Figure 1: View of Bryce Canyon hoodoos (below) 
 

After visiting this viewpoint, we 
headed out along a road on the 
plateau to several further viewing 
points some 25 km or so further to 
the north-west. As we drove there, 
snow began to fall. We were pulled 
over (at about the 15 km mark) by a 
police vehicle to warn us that we 
could continue to go out; but we 
should not linger; and that, when we 
returned, it was likely that the road 
would have been closed to further 
traffic.  
 
This turned out to be the case as the 
snow intensified as we reached the 
final viewing outlook and we returned 
to barriers closing the road. 
 

 
Figure 2: The snow arrives (right) (it also appears that our intrepid adventurer 
looks just a little unsure of this venture!)  
 
Overnight, there was a further significant dump of 15 to 20 cm of 
snow, meaning that we could not travel to other viewing points on 
the plateau. However, in the literature provided to us as we had 
entered the park the previous day, mention was made of a cave, 
Mossy Cave, at an elevation some 300 m lower than the primary 
plateau of the park. In addition, the 1.3 km access track to the cave 
commenced from a parking area on the main highway – thus 
ensuring that whatever snow might have fallen on that road 
overnight, snowplough clearance would have kept it easily 
trafficable. 
 
We were intrigued to have read, in online comments concerning 
visiting the park in winter, that this cave had sparkling crystal 
formations including stalactites. We decided that we would see 
whether, despite the comparatively heavy overnight snowfall, the 
path to the cave was navigable.  
 
We drove to the parking area, arriving at about 9.30 in the morning. We noted that there were a few sets of 
footprints already visible in the shin deep snow covering the walking trial. The footprints were both going and 
returning. So, undeterred by the depth of snow, we set off to visit the cave. 
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Figure 3: The trail to the ‘cave’ (left) 
 
Much of the walk followed the 
banks of a substantial stream way, 
Water Canyon, one which had been 
human modified in the late 19th 
century in order to divert water 
from ephemeral streams on the 
plateau to provide a regular water 
supply to a township on the lower 
plain some 7 or 8 km on along the 
highway. However, the final portion 
of the trail commenced with an icy 
switchback up a steep slope with 
the final hundred metres or so 
being on a comparatively narrow 
ledge, some 50 m or so above the 
stream way.  
 

 
Figure 4: Mossy Cave, Bryce Canyon (right) 
 
We arrived at the small lookout adjacent to the 
entrance to the now revealed ‘cave’. It, indeed, 
featured sparkling crystalline structures akin to 
stalactites, stalagmites, shawls, columns and straws.  
 
 
 
Figure 5a: Icy shawl and columns (below left) 
 
Figure 5b: Icy stalactite and straws (below right) 
 
 

However, even 
though our expectations had been 
aroused by the fact that, geologically, the 
plateau was an uplifted structure of soft 
limestone creating an expectation of 
conventional cave formations, this was 
not the case.  
The “cave” was an overhang at a point 
where one of the ephemeral water 
sources descended in its journey from the 
plateau above. The formations, not the 
conventional limestone ones we had been 
led to expect, were ones of ice arising 
from freezing of water seepage through 
the porous limestone roof of the 
overhang.  

 
 
Quite spectacular, as the images disclose, but nonetheless disappointing compared to what we had been led to 
expect! 
 
 


