Escape
Black sludge not only on the ground, but also
on the walls of the entrance dome was an unmistakable sign that these spaces get flooded.
In another moment we are treading light pink
beaches of fine sand. The rivulet flows perhaps
freely in this part even when the flood sets in.
Sideways and dry-shod we get over a magnificent waterfall. Charles calls it Vanessa’s waterfall after his first daughter. The pink gorge
continues behind the waterfall, its width now
hardly 6 metres. It seems that if the fine water
spray of the three-metre high waterfall just
grew a bit, it would change into a raging torrent. Then the two-hundred-metre long section would become an impassable trap.
After several hours we stop by the lake
that Charles described in his first letter. The
river here cuts through photogenic clefts just
the height of one storey below us. Having
crossed the Lago Chayo lake and positioned
a short way over the waterfall, we look into
the black endless darkness. The deep lake put
an end to the first, insufficiently equipped expedition. Charles’s oldest son, Chayo, traversed then to the other bank along an indistinct
ledge and found that behind the lake the cave
continued and forked into two corridors of
the same size.

We had no intention
to explore the bottom
part under the Spider‘s Waterfall near
the Lake Chayo during this water stage.
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“We have to climb this way, along the
right side,” explains Chayo. “After, say, twenty
metres you will crawl over the banks and get
four metres above the water. There is the first
difficult spot. There is a small stream flowing
in from the ceiling and it‘s rather slippery out
there. But if you do slip, you should be ok.
Provided you can swim!?”
The mysterious darkness behind the lake
calls tantalizingly for conquest! It is almost
midnight. My digestive problems from the
first days are still getting worse. I feel sick all
day. I do not feel like another adventure today. I turn my back on it and for today leave the most beautiful part of speleology that
is discovering to Brano and Chayo. The topofil counter shows that the distance between
the base camp and the lake is about one kilometre. If I hurry up I will be out in an hour‘s
time. I meet Charles who, together with Jogh,
takes photos of odd looking ten centimetre
high stone figures, so called capuchins. Later we call them Muňekos – maidens. They
grow as mushrooms similar to our morels on
a flat quartz boulder. I have never seen anything like that before. I even have no idea
how they come to exist. Perhaps they are created by some unknown organisms.

Besides intestinal gurgling I also have to
cope with a strange premonition in my head.
It seems to me that the water in the underground river has begun to rise. I can’t prove it
for certain but for safety reasons I warn the
Venezuelans and tell them that the entrance
might get flooded and that they would be imprisoned underground as a result. The essential rule in the case of an incoming wave is not
to run towards the water and possibly find a
dry safe place for waiting. But for how long?
An hour, a day, a week or until the rainy season is over?! I say bye and trail slowly through the dark tunnel towards the exit. From
time to time I lose my way in the maze of red
sandstone rocks, but even so I manage after a
while to find the right way. After a short dry
passage I climb back down to the picturesque
river canyon that was named “Estudio fotográfico” after my photographic frenzy – and
there my ominous premonition comes true.
In the spot where I positioned my tripod
some two hours ago it is now not even possible to cross safely to the other bank of the river since the stream has become strong and
deep. The situation isn’t critical yet! The exit is
less than two kilometres away and the terrain
is easy with no need to climb over large rocks.
Shall I go back and warn my friends? What if
the entrance to the cave really gets flooded as
the sludge high on the walls indicated? Will
there be narrowed corridors or just one continuous lake? When might the water subside?
Am I the only one capable of reaching the satellite telephone and is there any point in calling for help? Is it possible at all to organize a
rescue operation at these latitudes?

The brain reacts to all these questions
with a single syllable – OUT! After a frantic fifteen-minute run I slow down just under the base camp. A thirty-metre lake has already formed there and one can hear a spine-chilling roar of water coming from afar. I
scramble upwards into the Mammoth’s mouth but instead of weakening the roar of rushing water becomes even stronger! Only
when I arrive in the kitchen do I discover the

The deep lake stopped
the steps of the badly equipped first expedition.

...In the spot where I
positioned my tripod
some two hours ago,
it is now not even
possible to cross safely to the other bank
of the river since the
stream has become
strong and deep...
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The „Rainbow Wall“
is an open book of geological history.
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cause of the horrifying noise. Water is pouring through the cave entrance and has created an eighty-metre waterfall. The downpour
that has been raging for several hours has
changed a small brook over the cave into one
hell of a river and it is now pouring into the
cave from the outside. The flooding wave on
the underground river will be delayed but for
how long? Catastrophic thoughts of what’s
happening inside the cave are running through my head with still greater intensity. Nonetheless at this moment I can only wait and see
when the gods decide to stop their raging.
Minutes seem to last for hours until at last
the first carbide light is reflected off the surface of the newly created lake. Unexpectedly it
is not the Venezuelans who are coming back.
It is Brano, wet up to the waist. You can see in
his face that he has been running. He is out
of breath but I bombard him with questions:
“Where are the others? Does the cave continue? Is it still as big?”
“The traverse over Lago Chayo was not
easy and took us a lot of time. The others
gave up right at the beginning – they didn’t
even try and preferred to stay on the bank.

The corridor behind the lake did not divide as
Chayo described it. It is an opening to a gigantic round dome with a diameter of perhaps over a hundred metres. In the middle
there is a cone of broken stones tens of metres high. Behind it there is a cascade of waterfalls. It is very photogenic there! You will
like it! Up there the crosssection of the corridor is hardly 5 by 5 metres. Water runs over
the rocky bottom and you can imagine what
it looked like there. Fortunately I was able to
climb along rocky ridges over the water level;
otherwise the stream would have taken me. I
got into trouble when I climbed down. Under
the waterfalls there is another lake. I traversed
it along the left side and was up to my waist
in water. Chayo waited there for me because
he did not feel like getting wet. But now all of
them will have to get wet if they want to get
out of the cave.
“Did you notice how fast the water rises?
“Just a short distance from here, when I
was almost out of it and knew I would not be
trapped I watched a stone on the water surface. I’m telling you it rises very fast! The entrance lake must be about a hundred metres

in length now! I told them to get out as fast as
possible. But Charles with little John are making very slow headway. If the rain does not
stop and if the river flow does not decrease,
in my view in two hours at the latest the cave
will be fully closed.”
“And what did you find above those waterfalls?”
“There is a huge tunnel there. It’s like the
Orinoco has flowed there! I climbed another
300 m to another waterfall. And there was
darkness behind it again but I did not dare go
there. By the way I named the waterfalls Moravian and Slovakian. When I saw how much
water was pouring out at the spot where I left
Chayo, I didn’t wait any longer and hurried
out of there.”
During Brano’s narration the downpour
let up a bit but the waterfall continued to
pour over the cave’s entrance unabated. We
are trying to think up a strategy how to make
the process of discovering the cave as safe as
possible. If the cave is not completely flooded
at the end of it we will prepare a sort of rescue
emergency bag with dry clothes and rations
for several days. Then we would place these
strategically so that they would be within reach of those parts of the cave which are not likely to get flooded and which will be passable
even during the deluge.
Every now and then we crawl down the
fifteen-metre terrace to get to the lake to
check the stick which we made into a makeshift water gauge. We estimate that if our friends are not back in half an hour they will
have to swim. That would be highly risky and
a more sensible solution in such a case would
be to wait in the last high chamber of the

“Rainbow wall” over Vanessa’s waterfall until
the water subsides. Let‘s hope they will make
the right decision.
Light! At last! The joy of meeting again is
beyond description. Every one of us is so tired that we leave sharing our impressions for
the next morning. Dawn will come in a few
hours. Before we tuck ourselves up in the tent
which we put up to be safe from scorpions,
which live all over the cave, I look down over
the steep side to have a look at our water gauge. There’s no need to climb down to check
freshly cut notches since the stick is several
metres under water already. Several minutes
after our friends came back another apocalypse took place. The underground river intensified its flow rate to several cubic metres
per second; the flood wave raised the lake and
flooded the entrance to the cave...
I’m having a dream; the sun beats down
and scorches the canvas of our tent. The hot
silent morning is disturbed by a whistle produced by a blackbird perched somewhere in
the treetop of a high spruce. The heat is unbearable and drives me out of the sleeping bag.
Slowly I recognize the tune of a Slovakian
hit. Has the blackbird learnt to sing a song?
But the sun, the heat and the tent are to be
taken seriously! It must be a short time before
noon! The sunrays don’t reach the camp earlier! The waterfall has turned into a spray of
heavy drops and when I look out of the tent
I see that we are on an island. The lake’s depth has reached some ten metres and the lake’s
level is a metre and a half away from our tent.
For the rest of the day we make plans, prepare
the bags but still – it all depends on when the
water subsides, if it ever does.

... “There is a huge
tunnel there. It’s like the Orinoco has
flowed there!“...
Galería Orinoco
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