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through the window. that little piece 
of me that listens to the song and 
voice of the earth. ignoring common 
sense and ron’s not-so-quiet grum-
bling, i slipped a leg up through the 
window and pulled a few coils of 
rope in behind me. After garden-
ing rocks off a pair of nasty ledges, 
i set a few bolts and started rigging 
down a ragged, dangerous offset 
drop. if ron’s discouraging tone 
wasn’t enough to make me doubt my 
choice of entering the window, the 
pit i was staring down was as haz-
ardous as they come. At its top was 
a huge pile of rubble, and the pit’s 
shape would focus all rocks down 
onto cavers below. Any misstep by 
a caver at the top would shower all 
below with fist-sized rocks, surely a 
recipe for injury and disaster. it was 
a lethal situation, and i knew that 
as the first one down I was the one 
most likely to be crushed by falling 
rock. Doubt built inside of me, but 
something inside me had told me 
to go through the window, and i 
couldn’t help but obey.

As a younger caver i had held my 
emotions hidden behind a thick shell 
of cast-iron and plate. i was cool and 
composed regardless of the expo-
sure, regardless of the depth or dan-
ger, regardless of how scared i truly 
was. weakness, vulnerability, and 
anything resembling fear was hidden 
behind this impenetrable shield. At 
times my emotions were a calmly 
bubbling pot, merrily simmering 

away. in certain tight squeezes the 
pot might boil mightily and my 
emotions threaten to overflow, but 
the pot remained firmly lidded. In 
the heat of many moments i felt 
like a pressure cooker. inside was a 
tumultuous hell, but on the outside i 
exuded the image of a polished piece 
of chrome. At some point during my 
caving career, however, i felt like i 
had been tested by all that is caving. 
tempered, if you will, by darkness, 
by flooding waters, by being lost, 
by every fear that i’d faced. By 
some stroke of luck and perhaps a 
smidgen of wit i had faced so many 
dangers and come out on top, which 
still surprises me. All of a sudden it 
seemed natural to reveal my inner 
emotions to those around me, my 
fellow cavers.

it was in this new sharing of my 
emotions that i told everyone how 
scared i was as i descended the lethal 
drop. the fear on my face was trans-
parent, and i rappelled in a desper-
ate, lathered sweat fully expecting 
rocks to slam into my shoulders, 
helmet, and back at any moment. i 
was looking for ways to keep people 
on rope out of the rock-fall zone. i 
had in mind a protective ledge to 
hide under or a small side passage 
to hide in, and i was coming up short 
and getting a bit desperate when i 
located a small alcove. rigging up 
into it, i found a phone- booth size 
shelter where someone could safely 
wait on rope while someone else 

rappelled or climbed. My arms were 
shaking badly from my fear, but, 
calmed by the knowledge that we 
could safely continue, and thinking 
that i had done us all a favor, i took 
out my hammer and scratched on 
the rock, “Have you kissed your 
rigger today?” 

At the bottom of the dangerous 
drop i got off rope and found a nar-
row canyon continuing past a down-
climb. Pulling the rope’s tail down 
with me, i called to the others and 
told them to bring the remaining two 
ropes with them. Beyond 30 meters 
of the narrow, horizontal canyon pas-
sage and another short climb down 
there was a triangular hole that led 
to blackness. Another pit. 

the passage was washed clean, 
and there were no rocks to throw 
down the pit to gauge its depth, so i 
took out my hammer and chipped a 
piece of wall away. i held it out over 
the abyss and held it there. And then 
i let it fall free. 

My free-fall equation is two sec-
onds equals a pit depth of 13 meters, 
three seconds is 34 meters, four sec-
onds is 64 meters, and five seconds 
is a 105-meter-deep pit. i counted 
zero, one, two, three, four . . . . the 
rock fell and boomed and clattered 
and smashed its way down for an 
eternity. it just kept going and go-
ing. its bouncing around so much 
messed up my free-fall equation, 
but the fact that it just kept going 
buoyed me incredibly. i sat back and 
quickly estimated that i was about 
150 meters below the entrance. the 
pit i had just dropped a rock down 
seemed at least 100 meters deep. 
Could Sr-27 be 250 meters deep? i 
was elated and quickly searched my 
mind for the deepest cave in Coa-
huila and came up with el volcán, at 
–372. the difference between a –250 
and a –372-meter cave is significant, 
but we weren’t done yet.

An hour later fear was ripe in 
my throat, as i was about 60 meters 
down into the pit, swinging on the 
end of our last bit of rope and still 
staring down a black hole, with no 
bottom in sight. i chipped another 
rock away from the pit’s wall, and 
when it fell it told me that there 
was much more to this pit; i’d need 
much more rope to reach its base. As 
i changed over to climb out, i knew 


