
Proc. of the X, XI, and XII International Symposia on Vulcanospeleology, p. 293, 2008

Cueva de Árbol
Tlacotenco, Mpo. Tepoztlán

Morelos
Lava Tubes of the Suchiooc Volcano, Mexico, pp. 40-42, 2006

AMCS Bulletin 17—SMES Boletín 6

The way on after El Embudo is found by climbing around the edge of the pitch along the
levee that lines it, to the opposite side where, camouflaged behind the levee is a small upper
level tube of small dimensions, 2 to 4 meters in diameter, which soon plunges into the main
passage below forming La Cascada (Figure 38). A pitch just below it only gives access to a
plugged section of a lower level, but the main passage continues on. Shortly after, a huge dome

Figure 37: Map of Cueva del Árbol
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almost 15 meters high, with large levees of the red A’a late flow all around it, is encountered.
The next 50 meters are floored by large collapse blocks, most of which are actually pieces of

lava linings which have spalled off the walls, and the collapse never involves the encasing rock.
Shortly after, the floor flow of red A’a lava develops large levees that slowly grow outwards as
one advances, until joining to form a separation between individual levels. This happens twice
before the main or upper passage ends in a lava blockage, less than 20 meters from the
continuation of this level in Sistema Chimalacatepec. The middle and lower levels, completely
encased in linings of the red A’a flow (Figure 39), are accesible via downclimbs into the canyon
floor before the closing up of the levees. The middle level is short and is blocked by rafted lava
balls, but the lower level is much more extensive, underlying the main passage of Sistema
Chimalacatepec for over 100 meters. Displacement of this various superposed levels is evidence
of meander migration during the excavation, through thermal erosion, of the deep canyon, while
the separation into different levels was caused by the growth of internal wall levees.

Several side passages branch from the main canyon of Cueva del Árbol. Upflow from the
entrance a small branch passage on the west side is a simple small tube formed on an overflow
from the main tube. Just downflow from the entrance are two side passages, one on each side of
the main canyon. The western branch is a large tunnel paralleling the main canyon for over 50
meters. The floor is formed by a red A’a lava flow coming from the main tunnel and which
completely filled the side passage. Meanwhile, the eastern branch is also semi-parallel to the
main canyon, but going upflow. After 30 meters, the front of the red A’a lava flow which entered
this tube coming from the main canyon can be seen. Upwards the passage is floored by a beautiful
pahoehoe flow with small ropes and some embedded rafted blocks. It can be followed upflow
for nearly 100 meters, to where it is completely blocked by another tongue of the red A’a flow.
A pair of small tubes, partially blocked by rafted blocks, starts high on the wall of this passage,
and both can be followed for over 100 meters each before becoming blocked by lava. The one
nearest the main passage actually goes above the main canyon before terminating.

Figure 38: Passage profile between El Embudo and La Cascada, Cueva del Árbol

41

AMCS Bulletin 17—SMES Boletín 6

Figure 39: Superposed tubes in Cueva del Árbol, with
red A’a lava lining the two lowermost tubes

Figure 40: Profile of Sistema Chimalacatepec showing skylight entrances and other features

Cueva del Árbol was surveyed to a total length of 1,480 meters, and covers a vertical extent
of 118 meters. Since it allows access to a master tube with clearly formed canyon shaped passages,
separating into superposed levels, and also gives access to smaller anastomosing overflow
tubelets, it is safe to say that it is one of the most instructive lava tubes of the area, at least from
the geomorphological and genetic point of view.

Sistema Chimalacatepec. This cave is the downflow continuation of the Master Tube seen
in Cueva del Árbol. It is a large canyon shaped passage intersected by several skylight entrances,
which were already open during activity as evidenced by the primary structures (levees, lava
linings, etc.) in them. They are called, in a downflow direction, Cueva de Tatamasquío, Cueva
de Chimalacatepec and Cueva de Iztaxiatla (Figure 40).

At the bottom of this cave, over half a kilometer from the nearest entrance, an archeological
find was made, which included over 90 different ceramic and carved rock pieces, in excellent
state of preservation, belonging to the Tlahuica culture (Vega Nova and Pelz Marín, 1994;
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