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where it could be seen continuing 
vertically for at least 10 meters. lots 
of air poured up from below. it was a 
great lead, and we knew it would go. 
it took us almost four hours to climb 
the 300 meters back up to camp, and 
those fighting thick wetsuits were 
totally exhausted.

While we were down the Stair-
case route, Paul Bryant and 

vince Massey spent the day inves-
tigating the Aragonite Sump pas-
sage and learning some of the route 
through to the bottom infiernillo 
entrance. the Aragonite Sump lies at 
the end of a long southern passage; 

a delicate aragonite bush blocks the 
way forward. this needed some fur-
ther investigation to see if there was 
a way around. Paul confirmed that 
there wasn’t, and no airflow either. 
Back in camp, Shannon Summers 
had arrived solo from the surface 
with 60 meters of rope and his usual 
superhuman strength. Henry Bruns 
had remained in camp, guarding the 
Cube, a conspicuous, shapely rock, 
from inevitable attack.

On the third day i led a fresh team 
of Shannon, Paul, and vince down 
to the lead. with the ropes in place 
and the route familiar, our fast team 
crossed the Canal of Ulysses after 

just 2.5 hours, and we were soon 
at the lead. Paul quickly rigged the 
clean pit as we started the survey. 
the passage soon branched along 
the same steep angle of fractures 
that defines much of the cave, with 
good airflow seemingly everywhere. 
we surveyed a few small passages in 
various directions until Paul climbed 
up into a nice walking tube and set a 
handline for us to follow. the phre-
atic passage climbed up some steps, 
leveled off, and got bigger, and the 
airflow was still great. It was some 
of the finest passage any of us had 
surveyed in Sistema Purificación, 
and it felt good to be heading south 


