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by Tim Francis

After last year’s fun and frolics in the Vercors, myself and Julie
Hesketh decided to tag along on another Hades expedition. This year S
expedition was to the Apuan Alps in Italy. Two other MCG faces on the
trip were Pete Collings—Wells and Dave Little, the expedition leader.
Camp was pitched at la Piella, Castelnuovo: the only site in the area.
All the catering was done by an expedition chef (a Welshman of Italian
ancestry?) leaving us to concentrate on the caving. Over the two weeks
we tackled Complesso Fighiera Farolfi Corchia and Abisso Paolo Roversi.

Fighiera Corchia System
At 1208m deep and 49800m long this system ranks as one of the worlds
most “sporting” caves. Due to limited time and resources we concentrated
on the Corchia end of the system. Two entrances, Buce d’Eolo and
Ingresso del Serpente, were rigged.

The first day was spent hunting for the entrances on the limestone scrub
of Monte Corchia. Additional inconveniences were the petrol—tanker
drivers strike and the famous marble quarries of Massa. We found it
extremely difficult passing the quarry lorries whilst perched on the
side of a mountain on a steep dusty track. Once found we spent several
days exploring the cave from the lower Serpente entrance, a convenient
ten minute walk from the eoad. The gale blowing from this entrance nas
to be felt to be believed — carbides are rendered useless for the first
ten minutes. Once beyond the draught two small entrance pitches (2Oft,
lOft) provided a useful introduction to dodgy, badly placed Italian
bolts. Mind you it was either the bolts or a slab of knobbly
conglomerate? Below the pitches we yomped along a large fossil passage
for half an hour. Several traverses are permanently rigged with 20mm
rope.

It was then that our somewhat sketchy and out of date survey came into
its own. Several pitches and avens were not marked. Matters were not
helped by a confusion of colour coded arrows to which we did not have
the key. Reverting to bloodhound techniques we took a side route. More
rope climbs, monster fossil passage and a picturesque traverse around a
lake lead to Pozzo Gronda. In this section the local cavers have a
campsite complete with electricity cable and sockets?

Gronda marks the start of the downstream section. This is a serie of 15
pitches, th~ largest being 150 feet. The lower section contains
fantastic frrmations and cascades. It’s very Mendippy in character — a
bit like ..si overgrown Longwood/August. Most pitches hang from naturals
making for a classic rigging trip. The bottom terminates in a large blue
sump and a grotty series of chokes. Above Gronda the through—trip from
Buce d’Eolo emerges (described elsewhere). There are some particularly
fine gour pols and stal forests which were well worth the detour.

Abissi Paolo Reversi (0K3)
Though not as deep (—755m) as some of the other caves in the area, its
particular claim to fame is a l000ft pitch. It’s difficult to imagine
how bad this cave is until you’ve been there, but I’ll do my best to
describe it. Having rigged the Corchia I was somewhat obliged to help
out with the derig of 01(3. I was mildly concerned having seen the glazed
eyes and knackered bodies of other returning cavers. contiued on page 4
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by Tony Knibbs

It~s just like caving in the UK really~ at first all is new then one
begins revisiting caves and there is less to report in “Fragments”.
After a whole year with nothing new to comment on, at last I’ve done
something worth noting.

A year ago Denise and I had the opportunity to join an SWCC expedition
to the Gouffre Berger — an offer one can hardly refuse, even if we
couldn’t manage to be there for the whole period of activity. Not really
fit enough for a major bottoming epic, we chose a more limited objective
by visiting the Hall of Thirteen which is about half way to the bottom
at a depth of 495m.

We were joined by another “youngster” Keith Ball, our combined ages
divided by three giving an average age of 51. and set off from the
campsite at La Moliere at about 11:00am on Sunday 15th August. Bright
sunshine and a temperature of about 30C in the shade made us feel glad
that the 4km walk to the entrance was mostly downhill through the
conifers and beech trees.

Having quickly changed and sorted out our personal sacs, we booked—in at
the control tent with Bob Hall and set off down accompanied by Joel
Corrigan and two others who planned a photo session at —250m.

At the bottom of the Thm entrance pitch, a narrow passage beyond an open
steel door led straight to the head of Ruiz Shaft where some
dodgy—looking timbers extended over the 30m pitch. This easy
free—hanging dry abseil in a shaft cut through a delightful
cream—coloured limestone set the scene for the following 200m of
descent.

The steeply sloping Holiday Slides followed immediately, giving a split
1Gm descent to the head of an impressive 30m pitch at Cairn Shaft with a
deviation about Sm down. Crossing the gravelly floor brought us to the
beginning of the First Meander, a deep sinuous rift involving bridging
or the use of dubious—looking wooden stemples over the “bottomless”
bits. About 15Gm of this led to Garby’s Shaft of 38m with a deviation
1Gm down.

A further lOOm or so of shuffling through the Second Meander opened out
at the head of Gontard’s Shaft of 35m, followed by three consecutive
drops of 1Gm, 3m and Gm to reach the take—off for Aldo’s Shaft, a fine
40m free—hang down to a short passage into Grande Galerie at —250m where
the aspect of the cave changed abruptly.

Emerging from small passage into huge passage some 3Gm wide and 2Gm
high, I could imagine the sheer amazement which must have gripped Joe
Berger, Aldo Sillanoli, Jean Cadoux and their team members in 1953 as
they pushed deeper into their new discovery. Since conditions were so
dry, the Starless River which flowed from Mud Passage, on our left, was
simply a streamlet.

We followed the stream bed a couple of hundred metres to where Lake
Cadoux was temorarily absent, then continued over piles of breakdown
beneath whici the stream had vanished. Navigation became a question of
spotting cairns and trying to keep to the obvious worn paths. Calcite
formations were becoming more numerous by the time we reached the Little
General Cascade, a 1Gm rope descent with a tiny stream entering halfway
down, where Keith easily won the Men’s Sm Free—Fall event.

Continuing downstream, we followed handline (tyrolienne) traverses,
first bypassing a cascade, then avoiding deep pools. The stream
disappeared once more and we found ourselves gaining a little height as
we navigated between the immense blocks and boulder piles of the Great
Rubble Heap which seemed to stretch ahead to infinity. After maybe half
an hour of this we stood at the top of a 30m boulder slope looking down
on Camp 1 nestling beneath the right—hand wall which rose sheer above
the sleeping bags and cooking pots. Several coloured balloons hung on
the wall above the camp, sharply contrasting with the grim surroundings.
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We stopped briefly to talk to two cavers who had just emerged from their
bags and were preparing to carry on out of the system. Only a few metres
beyond Camp 1 we carefully picked our ,vay across mostly dried—out gour
pools to reach the Hall of the Thirteen where the stalagmite formations
were much more impressive than in any photo I had ever seen. We
ourselves took a few photos here, and I reflected on the fact that the
discovery of the Berger and my caving career are both 40 years old this
year. How time flies when your having fun!

With almost 50Dm of ascent in front of us, we took our time trudging
back upsiope and along the streamway to the foot of Aldo’s Shaft. We
also dallied somewhat on the various pitches; passing the too—low y—hang
at the head of Garbys was a pain, and we found the blue Edelrid
Supersoft to be truly abysmal for SRT ascent. Surprisingly, a fine spray
of water was coming down Cairn Shaft and the Holiday Slides. It
transpires that this resulted from a thunderstorm which had passed over
the plateau in the late afternoon.

A brilliant starry sky greeted us at the entrance and we duly reported
our return to the new occupant of the control tent. It was 2:30am and we
all felt very tired after a 14—hour excursion which we shall never
forget — a fine trip, indeed. Once all the kit was repacked, we set off
on the last stretch back to the tents at la Moliere. Keith deftly
navigating by the odd splash of red paint, an arrow on a rock, or
reflective markers in the trees. We made slow time on the walk back
—20Dm downhill yesterday was now the same amount uphill (it seemed more)
and I was glad to see the tents once more. After a cup of coffee and a
bowl of soup, Denise and I drove back down to our own tent at Autrans,
arriving at about 5:30pm; we rose late that Monday morning?

As a footnote on equipment, let me say that my new plastic Alp carbide
• generator worked well; I was unaware of its presence on a shoulder sling

and it provided six hours per fill. On the other hand, my Petzl laser
seems to be fitted with a splendid (4.OV, 0.5A halogen) bulb which gave
maybe 4 hours light on a new Duracell battery, but it died almost
instantly when it finally passed out.

• And maybe you wondered what the Men’s Sm Free-Fall event was? Well, it
involves abseiling down a rope using a descender and going into
free—fall mode at some point. The best descender for this is undoubtedly
the Petzl Plummet (alias Stop) which opens at the touch of a lever...
Yes, I know all about locking—off, but some people are optimistic enough
to think that its stop function (i.e the only reason for buying it)
needs no back—up when doing such simple things as passing a deviation.

The event referred to was discussed amongst several expedition members
with a strong rescue interest — the “Plummet1’ cachet comes from
Yorkshire apparently, where the device has earned quite a reputation.
This was the second time I have witnessed this type if accident, so it
cannot be that scarce. In short, unless you are into pitch rigging and
your technique is flawless, think twice about buying a stop — and
certainly don’t recommend it to a beginner. A simple two—bobbin Petzl or
a rack are much safer.
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Cottage fees are currently £1.50 Bill Headington is compiling a
per night for members. You can meets programme for 1994. Is there
save money by purchasing a a particular cave you would like
prepayment voucher (tt5 for 12 to explore? Or a caving area you
nights, or £30 for 25 nights) from wish to visit? Is there is a cave
the treasurer. you are prepared ~to lead an MCG

trip on? Then please contact Bill
The unused part of a voucher will on 0761—419766.
continue to be valid after the end
of the year — the voucher only He •needs• to know fairly soon as
runs out when you have stayed the some trips need permits and/or
number of nights paid for. Buy accommodation to be. organised well
now, start saving on cottage fees? in advance.




