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of the 70-meter pit and starts to go 
up the drop. Anyway, if there is a 
problem, i won’t be far.

At 5 p.m. i catch up with the oth-
ers at the bottom of the 70-meter pit. 
there, things have not progressed 
much. Ascending the pit is pain-
fully slow. Sometimes it takes an 
hour for a Mexican to reach the top 
of the drop. in the end, hauling the 
stretcher up this pit will have taken 
less time than for the guys to climb 
it. robert is tending the stretcher and 
directs the maneuvers by whistle. 
At each rebelay, a Pole helps the 
stretcher get past the bolt. there is 
also the problem of having to avoid 
water, which affects every pit from 
Camp ii to –300 meters. Finally, the 
70-meter pit is surmounted. we 
take this opportunity to have the 
Mexicans start up the 90-meter pit 
and continue onwards towards the 
surface. robert, drained by the ma-
neuvers in the pit, goes back down 
to Camp ii to get some sleep.

Going up the 90-meter pit is faster. 
rebelays were removed. Dany will 
direct the operations from the top of 
the pit. Jean-Pierre is responsible for 
keeping Cuber out of the waterfall. 
Philippe and i will accompany the 
stretcher, while Guy directs a tricky 
maneuver that will require the 

stretcher to pendulum over a large 
pool. Mike and Doug are at the bot-
tom of the drop. the preparations go 
well, and the hauling in the 90-meter 
pit begins. Philippe is clipped onto 
the stretcher. Pulling a double weight 
is compensated by a 3:1 haul system 
that Dany rigged at the top of the 
pit. this way, they don’t have too 
much weight to pull from above. 
the system works well, but causes 
much loss of time. Finally, Philippe 
finds it best to unclip himself from 
the stretcher. i join him, and from 
both sides we escort Józef, to help 
get him past projections and avoid 
the waterfall. Józef mumbles some 
Polish words i don’t understand. 
He is holding up well, but he’s obvi-
ously very tired. For him, this is the 
fourth day.

FeBrUArY 21
After the 90-meter pit, there are 

no more big drops. Dany and Guy 
leave to go recuperate at Camp i. we 
are down to four Belgians, plus Mike 
and three Poles. For the past few 
hours, we’ve been hearing rumors 
that the Americans have arrived in 
Huautla to assist in the rescue, but 
we haven’t seen anyone arrive.

Another rebelay is passed. we 
must be close to –300 meters. 

Józef requests another break. A 
Pole prepares some tea. we all doze 
off right where we are. An hour goes 
by, and nobody notices, as everybody 
is dozing or asleep. then someone 
shouts that we must go on, we cannot 
stay. We must shake off our lethargy 
and return to this nightmare. Our 
stop lasted more than an hour with-
out anyone having noticed it. we 
work on automatic pilot, but fatigue 
makes our movements less precise. 
we now need to ascend the wettest 
pit of the cave, without being able 
to avoid the waterfall. Jean-Claude, 
preceded by two Poles, climbs up 
the 40-meter drop, carrying one 
end of the haul line. He asks for 
us to ensure that the rope follows 
properly. i follow him up. Philippe 
positions himself at a bend to help 
the stretcher go by. Józef is carefully 
bundled up as much as possible to 
avoid getting wet. First mistake, 
we neglected to bring the whistle. 
in the roar of the waterfall, com-
munication is impossible, and two 
protrusions prevent us from seeing 
the stretcher from above. in spite of 
that, the maneuver goes quite well 
until the moment when the rope gets 
caught without our understanding 
why. Philippe, near the stretcher, 
also notices that it stopped. But the 
shouts from both sides are lost in 
the roar of the waterfall. the reason 
for the sudden stop is finally found. 
tired as we all are, the guys at the 
bottom forgot to check for knots 
on the haul rope. A knot has gotten 
lodged in the pulley. Jean-Claude, 
who finally realizes this, is forced to 
hold the entire weight of the stretcher 
on his tether to make the knot pass 
through. the ascent continues. As 
it turns out, there is even a second 
knot, which i help with. Finally, 
Józef appears; he has not withstood 
this session well. Drenched in spite 
of the protection and Jean-Pierre’s 
efforts to keep him more or less out 
of the waterfall, he is in sad shape, 
exhausted, chilled to the bone and 
shivering. two pits still separate 
us from Camp i. realizing this, we 
feel a moment of panic. A shouting 
match ensues. we all lose patience, 
shout orders in all directions. Only 
Mike remains phlegmatic.

then everything quiets down. 
everyone spontaneously takes up 


