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them, but all we can do is note their
positions with the GPS. We do check
out a little cavity at river level; both the
floor and the ceiling are covered with
calcite crystals.

We keep going through an amazing
environment. Huge, house-size blocks
that can only be passed by rope are
separated by flooded areas we have to
swim through, pushing our backpacks
on small inflatable rafts to keep them
dry. The canyon continues like this the
next day, too, and my bad luck is wait-
ing for me just behind one big rock. It’s
a small drop, only a few meters, and
holding a double rope in my hands
should be enough. My heavy backpack
tricks me, though, and I lose my balance.
I realize all too well what’s happening,
but there’s nothing I can do about it.
My feet slip and slide, my forehead
slams violently against the rock, and I
drop downward. I splash into the wa-
ter, bleeding and with my hands burnt
by the vain attempt to grasp the rope.
The others come to the rescue, and Ugo
stitches my eyebrow up with Gaetano’s
help. One hour later we are on the go
again, one limping, one near to com-
plete exhaustion, one wearing a patch
on the left eye, very little food left, the
raft punctured, and no idea how long it
will take us to reach the others down
the valley—not bad for experienced ex-
plorers.

It doesn’t take much to lift our mo-
rale, though. At dusk we set a camp,
which we christen Refosco after the
name of the wine from Friuli. Tullio had
brought a bottle with him with great
secrecy and care, and its content wipes
out the fatigue and warms up our hearts.
On top of that, Ugo’s small radio
manages to grab the signal from
RAI International News, which makes
us feel a little bit at home.

April 22 finds us busy climbing
among piled blocks and crossing lakes
hanging from ropes. The weight of the
backpacks is still the main problem; any
step is treacherous. We are exhausted,
but we have to make the appointment
with the second group coming up from
the bottom. Toward 3:00 p.m. we reach
a beautiful spring on the orographic left.
Ponds and lakes force us into continu-
ous portages, but radio contact with our
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friends tells us we are almost there. We
soon spot them. One last, 20-meter drop
and we are all together again, exchang-
ing news and redistributing the loads.
One more hour and a half walk along
old canals, still in use to take water from
the karst springs to farmlands, takes us
to La Huerta. This is the banana farm
where our friends have set base camp.
They had arrived here after a grueling
twelve-hour hike under a scorching sun,
crossing a sheer 800-meter pass located
at the rim of the canyon with the in-
valuable help of Don Enrique and Don
Elpidio, 64 and 72 years old, respec-
tively, who were tireless and perfectly
familiar with the area.Just below camp
the river enters a wide tunnel, followed

by a series of falls and springs that
merge with the main branch among
luxurious vegetation and tufa concre-
tions. All this water creates an environ-
ment that is totally unexpected in a
semi-desert area like this.

The last few days are spent explor-
ing caves and springs that carry the
water all the way from the sinks in the
plateaus, 1500 meters above. We survey
a big cave for more than a kilometer.
Another cave shows signs of ancient
use. We can clearly see the leftovers of
corncobs and a tomb that has been,
unfortunately, pillaged. The return de-
serves to be told, too, but space is
running out. Suffice it to say that Luca
Massa, Tullio, and I have the brilliant
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