The ‘Mole’ comes unstuck underground
by

Floating-Stone (alias Frank Grant)

“The way up is sometimes down

 



 Not above but below ground;

  



 Body squeezed through closing holes,

  



 Onward struggle endless souls;

  



 Struggling neath the earth’s outer shell,

  



 Each one of us in our private hell;

  



 When the way is lost, we shiver near

  



 Lest we show ourselves, to be with fear”







Frank Grant





[Taken from his poem, “The Hole in the Bank”]

There was a time during the 1980’s, that I spent just as much time underground as  I did above it and although most if this was undertaken in and around the North Yorkshire Dales, I did venture on caving expeditions to the Burren in County Clare in Ireland, north and south Wales and Scotland. Because of my obsessive approach to whatever I do, my caving friends gave me the nickname of ‘the mole’, aptly named I might add, given my desire at the time to spend endless days [and nights] underground in exploration and adventure.

In trying to write a story on under-ground unexplained phenomenon, it is never easy to single out one or two trips to talk about especially when there have been so many. However, I have chosen the following stories as they are in all probability, the ones that impacted the most on my approach to life in general.

The first tale involves visiting Marble Steps Pot above Masongill between Ingleton and Kirkby Lonsdale.

On gaining entry to Poly passage at the junction which leads down to Stink Pot, my head lamp died a sudden and unexpected death. Not to worry I thought, I had a spare head torch with me so could easily carry on. As I spent time changing head torches, the others continued on down Stink Pot with half the group heading for the Intestines so that they could abseil down the last pitch into the lower stream way passage, whilst others would make their way to a long pitch called The 90’ and then down the last pitch to join the others in the lower stream way passage. This unfortunately put them out of sight and ear shot. 

By the time I had got to the top of Stink Pot pitch, my emergency head torch decided it wanted to go to join its companion and died a similar sudden death.

There I was alone in the pitch dark. I sat for a while and being still in a positive frame of mind I allowed the darkness to cover me, relishing the same kind of darkness that I had experienced several times before when my testing of death (or life) was really being put to the test. Once I got bored with this, I came back to reality. I was alone, at the top of a shaft in  pitch darkness without any light. I rationalized I had two choices. The first was to stay where I was until the others returned and the second was to try to make my way back to the surface by touch alone.
The first option was discounted for two reasons.  First I knew that the time it would take them to get to where they were determined to get to and return to my position would be at least another six hours or more and second, I knew that standing for such a long time without body movement may lead to the onset of hypothermia. I therefore rationalized that returning to the surface was by far the most logical thing to do.

I sat for a while to recall the route I had taken and was reasonably happy that I could do so and so started to reverse my position back along the passage way to the short climb back up into the Lower Main Chamber. I was pleased to remember that Dave had insisted on leaving a hand line from the bottom of the Upper Main Chamber ladder, through the boulder pile to the top of the short climb which was tied off at the bottom of the climb. 

I slowly and methodically retraced my steps by using the left hand wall of the cave system making sure one of my feet lightly touched the ground before putting all my weight on it as I knew my memory of the route could be wrong. After two hours had passed (my watch had a luminous dial especially for caving purposes) I managed to touch the rope which I knew would lead me up the short climb to the start of the long ladder pitch and out to the surface.

Climbing slowly up using the rope for a hand line, I stumbled somewhere at the bottom of the Wet Route which consisted of a large waterfall which had to be bypassed. My foot slipped on a wet rock and fell side wards breaking contact with the rope hand line as I did so. I landed awkwardly on my right hand which sent a searing pain through my wrist up my arm and into my shoulder. I cursed as I sat in the spray of the waterfall groping for the rope hand line but without success.

After what seemed a very long time, I stood up and tried to make progress forward as I was beginning to feel the cold seep into my bones. Hypothermia I knew, was not far away. I tripped again and fell down on my front. I tasted blood on my lips and felt a trickle down my left cheek. I started to panic thinking it was blood from a cut above my eye and all the rubbing just seemed to make it worse. My predicament was getting serious.

I decided to sit down and to regulate my breathing. I adopted the lotus position and closed my eyes. I sat there for a long time before I felt someone take hold of my left elbow. Nothing was said, no noise just the splashing of the water from the water fall hitting the rocks strewn around its base. I did not ask any questions but stood up and allowed whoever it was leading me by the elbow to do so freely.

I knew there was no light, so how the other person could see was starting to make me ask myself questions as to who or what was it that was touching and leading me. I cared little when I suddenly felt a different blackness engulf me, a darkness that appeared to be an old friend. 

I suddenly became aware that there was a faint light coming in from above. I was standing at the bottom of the last ladder pitch that would take me up the Upper main Chamber to safety. Just as quickly and quietly as it came, the touch on my elbow disappeared. I took hold of the ladder, leaned into it and started to struggle up the cold wet rungs. 
I slowly climbed the ladder into the entrance chamber where the warm sunlight pushed the darkness out of the way. I scrambled up the boulder strewn chamber and sat on the edge of the pot in bright sunlight with no one for company other than some sheep in the distance. I was relieved that the bleeding had stopped so I trundled back to the van where I could change into dry warm clothes. The cut above my eye needed a few butterfly stitches but that was all for which I was grateful as it could have been worse.
I have long since tried to rationalize the experience I had that day and have accepted that it was just another unexplained incident which does not need any logic or reasoning behind it, it just happened.
Several months later, I was caving with another group of work colleagues down Aygill Caverns on Ease Gill, north east of Casterton on a Sunday afternoon. Whilst negotiating the high rift traverse in the Junction Complex, I chose to face the wrong way resulting in my right knee becoming jammed between the sides of the cavern. Efforts to release it was fruitless and after several hours of pushing, pulling, thrutching, sweating and swearing, it remained firmly jammed. Rescue appeared to be the only option but even then, we agreed that they would not be able to do anything different to what my friends had been doing. The only option really open, was to break the leg at the knee and drag me slowly inch by inch back to the surface, not something that any of us felt easy about, not least of all me!

One more try by getting someone to crawl beneath my dangling right foot seemed to ease the leg upwards slightly but no one was in doubt of the resultant pain this movement was causing me. I sensed the others were beginning to feel desperate at the situation knowing they could not do anything to extricate my jammed knee. Silence fell as they muttered to themselves about their next move. At the same time I heard a whisper above me telling me to give it one more try and to suffer the pain and everything will be alright.

I called the others over and told them that I would grit my teeth and let them try one more push upwards. The pain was intense but did not last as long as previous occasions when they were trying to free the knee. Out it popped, I was free. Back on the surface, it was obvious that I had done some damage as the knee was twice its normal size. The end result was an abscess growing on the cartridge of the knee cap which had to be surgically removed some time later much to my annoyance, not because of the operation but because it took me out of the caving and climbing scene for all of six months whilst the knee recovered.

One major difference between climbing and caving is that solo caving is very rare indeed as most individuals who go underground know the potential dangers of doing so. However, I am no ordinary adventurer and so I just needed to know what it was like going underground all on your own to a cave system that you had not been down before. 

I chose to go down The Swilly Hole situated on the banks of the River Caldew south of Haltcliffe Bridge very near to where I live in Cumbria. The system floods to the roof and has its entrance in the flood debris on the southern bank of the river. I chose this system because it flooded to the roof although I knew that it had not rained for three days so assumed that any rainwater drain off would already have made its way down the fells and into the river leaving it at its present height.

At the time I wanted to know how I would react under ground alone and in a system that flash flooding was a distinct possibility. Why I don’t know but no doubt at the time, I was still wanting to test or tease death for some reason although in retrospect it seems illogical now given that this was a period in my life when I was happy, settled, content in my relationships and with plans for several expeditions already in the pipe line so why I would want to put all this to the test seems pointless and inappropriate.

However, I have long since given up trying to work out why I get these ideas or even where they come from, I just appear to act on them at the time and feel slightly silly and guilty after the event and this occasion was to be no different.

I added to the experience by not telling my wife Sandy where I was going or what I intended to do and in retrospect was a selfish and illogical thing to do. However, if there was ever an incident in my life where I chose to tease death to the limit, this was it although at the time I did not give this any further thought, I just wanted to have the experience.
As I started crawl over the flood debris, I looked at my watch just to time myself underground. It was 1.25pm. I was excited when all my senses felt finely tuned and heightened to perfection. I felt connected to the cave environment as I dropped down into a rift to be confronted with several cross rifts with water coming in from all sides.

I tried several of the cross rifts before finding the right way on to my left and took great delight in dropping down again into a large passageway. I sat down in the water for a while and allowed the experience to permeate my senses in whatever way they wanted. I turned off my head lamp and sat in the warm darkness and tried to empty my mind of all thoughts.

I have no idea how long I sat there in my cocoon of darkness but at one point I realised that even with my head torch off and there being total darkness all around with not even the faintest hint of light from anywhere, I could see shapes all around me. My breathing became shallow and at one point I really felt ‘alive’ as I no longer heard my heart beating nor the waters gushing all around and even the thoughts inside my head seemed to be no where to be found, thank goodness.

 Am not very good at being perfectly still as any climbing partner will testify to but there it seemed the natural thing to do. I sensed, no felt a free flowing movement both inside and outside my body. Just when I felt I was able to ‘float’ out of my body, I sensed an unnatural movement over to my left which I did not like one little bit. My heart rate increased and my breathing became heavy as I opened ,my eyes to try to see what it was. For whatever reason I did not turn on my head lamp but strained my eyes in the dark to what it was. 

I felt hot and clammy and wanted to move but was unable to do so. I tried to lift my legs and arms but nothing happened and my heart rate increased yet again.

I saw the shape move towards me and fear became very present as my over active mind started to imagine all sorts of what it might be. I thought of cave bears but then realised this was England. I then thought it was a large cat of some sort but again my mind told me that the cave probably flooded to the roof a day or two earlier and anyway, large cats would not use a cave system such as this to live in. I tried to rationalize all my thoughts but they like my limbs, were frozen and not responding to my will.

I passed out, I think, as I remember nothing until some water splashed across my face startling me into action. I was lying in the stream way with my head light still off. I frantically reached to the lamp to turn it back on so that I could dwell in the warmth of its light but nothing happened. Panic was becoming a reality as I had decided not to bring with me my small water tight ammunition box which is where my spare head torch lived and I knew that if I could not find my way on from the cross rifts that I had just come down, I really would be meeting death in person and my wish to test or tease it would become a reality, something I realised I did not want.

I decided to try to regulate my breathing through meditation which appeared to be working. When my pulse rate and heart beat had slowed down, I took several long deep breaths and slowly raised my right hand up to my head lamp to try to turn it on again. My actions felt as if it was happening in slow motion and I was aware of being warm and safe despite my obvious predicament. When my fingers touched the head lamp switch I turned it on which again seemed to take ages. The light flooded the small cave directly in front of me and I sat speechless but not afraid as I saw an apparition or perhaps I just thought I did but there in front of me was a large snow capped mountain and climbing along one of its crest ridges were five people slowly placing one foot in front of another in unison as they slowly negotiated the knife edge ridge. I did not recognise the mountain but did recognize one of the climbers, it was me.

I sat enthralled at the spectacle wanting it to last for ever. I sensed the thin atmosphere as I tried to take in enough oxygen to keep me moving and suddenly without warning I heard a whooshing sound and found myself inside myself there on the knife ridge. I looked down a sheer cliff face reaching down to a lush green valley below with several buildings dotted here and there and over to my left was a railway which seemed out of place. I felt I was there wherever there was but was unhappy about it. 

The scene started to fade and try as hard as I might, I could not will it to return and with one final fading flicker of light, the scene vanished and I was sitting there alone in the water filled stream way. I looked at my watch and was confused by it saying it was 1.55pm but assumed it had stopped. I shook it several times and noticed the second hand was still moving so was even more confused.   

I decided to forget what had just happened and moved on deeper into the cave system. Once I had got to the bottom where the stream way disappeared under a sump, i.e. under a gap in the cave roof/wall where they met, I wanted to get back as quickly as possibly. On the way back, I was unable to prevent my mind from conjuring up all manner of things that could go wrong despite knowing that at the most, it was only 500 foot from the entrance to the cave bottom and that apart from the cross rifts, it was straight forward.

At one point, the negative thoughts were so overwhelming that I found myself in the early stages of panic to get out of the system as fast as I could crawl, but movement was restricted to methodically crawling along. At one point I became enveloped in a black brooding cloud and I heard voices all around me, but these were not the usual friendly whispers of encouragement, or the soft voice telling me that it was not my time, they were yelling at me in profusion and it made me feel very nauseous. 

My legs went weak and my arms lost their strength and I felt like I would suffocate right there and then. The roof was so low that it kept knocking off my lamp from my helmet so I took it off completely and held it out in front of me as I moved along the stone littered stream way. 

For some unknown reason, panic was starting to set in fast and I disliked not being in control of my emotions and feelings as this was alien to me so I screamed at the top of my voice and scurried out of the cave ignoring the pain in my elbows and knees and shoulders. I was just relieved when I exited safely and swore I would never go underground alone again, ever. Lesson learned.

Once I was back in total control, I returned to my car and changed quickly. As I set off in the car, I noticed the clock and was taken aback when it said 6.30pm! Such a time lapse is totally unexplainable as it has been on other occasions when I seem to lose time and it leaves one wondering if time really is not as linear as we are made out it to be.
One Saturday in March 1986, I went caving with a friend, Dave Anderson a member of B.A.C.I. and Ingleton Cave Rescue Organisation down Rowten Pot in Kingsdale as we both wanted to practice some rescue techniques using SRT* (Single Rope Technique).
* A cave is an underground system that you can get into and out of without using ladders or the need to abseil in whereas a pot is one where such resources are very much needed although in place of ladders, SRT (Single Rope Technique) is used. This entails abseiling down and prussicking back up using appropriate pulleys and brake systems. 

We went down on the Saturday but as the water levels in the river bed at the bottom of the Pot was low, we decided to return at midnight when the rain that had fallen the past few hours would have found its way into the system to make the trip more exciting and real given that this is when most cavers tend to get themselves stuck and in need of rescue.

Dave set up the ropes and lines and we abseiled down into the entrance and was pleased to find that the water level was better than earlier but still not in spate conditions and so after ‘playing’ around for several hours, we decided to practice getting an injured caver back up the entrance shaft using SRT technique which is difficult at the best of times, i.e. when conditions are good.
I was the casualty and Dave had a great time practicing on me and applying his new found cave rescue skills. All was not going well as the amount of water that was dropping down the entrance shaft had increased in volume since we first came down and movement up the rope was slow and difficult. We decided to split and prussick up the rope one below the other and forget the rescue training. Clearly, discretion was the better part of valour or so we reasoned at the time.
Half way up, Dave made with hindsight, a prophetic comment which still haunts me today. As we rested he said “Shit, Frank, I would not want to have to rescue anyone from this bloody pot, its knackering and dangerous in the bargain”.  I replied that indeed, pity the poor sod who has to effect a rescue in such appalling wet conditions.  
The following weekend there was a call out to Rowten Pot when two experienced caves got trapped in rising water. Dave was as ready as ever to risk his life in the pursuit of saving someone else in trouble underground. The two cavers were rescued but Dave did not make it back alive. He slipped on a vertical section and  drowned in the rising water levels below.
Caving was never the same for me and after his funeral, whilst I still ventured underground on the odd occasion, I concentrated my adventures on rock climbing and visiting Nepal to savour the big mountains of the Himalaya. I had lost all sense of exploration and adventure underground.
Without a doubt, the caving trip that did kill off all remaining desire to keep going underground occurred in late November 1996. I was getting ready to fly to Patagonia to participate in a climbing expedition with some climbing friends when I took a phone call from an acquaintance in Scotland, asking if I would take him and some of his friends caving for a day. I pointed out that I was getting ready for a long climbing trip but he kept up his persistence because as I found out after the incident, he had already promised his group of friends that he would get me to take them down a cave system for a day at the weekend. 

However, despite my reluctance to agree, and, against my better judgment at that time, I said yes as I had all but finished my packing and everything else had been done. I reasoned to myself that it would be good to go underground again as I had not done so for several months. I chose to take them down Calf Holes (Penyghent & Malham caving Guide Vol two) and do the through trip to exit out of Browgill Cave and that taking them down the Hainsworth’s Passage  would be an adventure for them as well as for myself.

There were five in the group, three of whom had little experience and two who had plenty of experience but not in North Yorkshire. I knew the trip was well within the capabilities of the group and that it could be extended by getting them to go down stream to take some photographs of the formations at the end of Calf Holes where it sumps. 

There had been some rain the previous day but it was not much to worry about. We arrived at the farm, paid our entry fees and got ready. I decided to use my small FX2 battery on a belt rather than my carbide lamp which would hang on my side. Arriving at the pot entrance, we could see that whilst there was some fast flowing water in the stream, it was not very deep and would pose no problems. I decided to rig up a ladder with a life line and after going over the usual safety tips, they each laddered down in turn. I had already suggested that they go downstream to take some photographs whilst I abseil down and that I would wait for them at the bottom of the ladder.

Off they went down stream, out of sight and out of hearing. I busied myself with de-rigging most of the gear but had decided to leave the ladder in situ just in case we had any difficulty with Hainsworth’s Passage*, a hole in the floor up stream which led after some blind downwards contortion manoeuvres  into Browgill cave system.

* Guide book description: In the left wall beyond water sink is Hainsworth’s Passage, leading through a contortion into Browgill Cave at roof level in a small chamber just off the stream-way.

Once I felt I was ready to descend the pot, I rigged up my abseiling rack which has five bars, three of which face one way and two face the opposite way. The abseil rope has to be threaded the right way, if not, they pull open the metal bars and the rope just slips through, fast.

I can only surmise that the thought of Patagonia was uppermost in my mind that day as I had been caving and potholing for many years and have always been conscientious about making sure my gear is used correctly. However, this day was not one of those occasions. I had in fact put the rope through the bars the wrong way so that as I sat on the edge of the pot hole and swung out into the middle of the hole to lower myself down on the rack, the bars shot open and I fell to the bottom of the 50 foot pitch at 32 feet per second per second. No time to do anything but instinctively grab the rope to slow the rapid descent. Sods law was in abundance that day as I had not bothered to put my caving gloves on so the end result was rope burns across both palms of my hands. However, this pain soon dissipated when I hit the bottom, literally!

It was unfortunate, or just sods law at work yet again, that whilst moving around in setting up the ladder for the others, the FX2 battery had slid along the belt until it was sitting squarely over my coccyx, the tail bone of the spine. Again, unfortunately, the place where I landed was strewn with large boulders which were sitting in the stream. The end result was that I landed flat on my back on the biggest boulder there, with the battery between my coccyx and the boulder. Something had to give, and my coccyx lost.

The pain shot down my legs at such a pace that I immediately thought I had broken my back which is when fear set in. I tried to move my legs but felt nothing. Then I realised I was lying in the middle of the stream with my head facing upstream which allowed a rush of very cold water to  enter my clothes at the neck, traveling across my body exiting out of my trouser legs into my boots. Normally I wear a wet suit which under such circumstances, would have gone some way to keeping me warmer than I was feeling. Instead I was wearing a dry suit, which consisted of a full length one piece fiber pile with a water proof over-suit. Normally this would have sufficed in keeping the body warm when participating in ordinary caving activities, but was not made with lying prone in a fast flowing stream in winter in mind.  

I lay in the water with my back lying on top of the boulder at such an angle that it prevented me from being swept away into the cave entrance itself where the others had gone earlier. At least I had little fear of being swept away to drown under the rock face where the water disappeared below to join some subterranean stream a few feet further on down-stream .

After what seemed a very long time, my body started to convulse uncontrollably which added to the already present level of fear brought on by thinking that I may have broken my back. I tried to rationalize whether this violent shaking and trembling was due to shock or worse, from the onset of hyperthermia. Either way, things did not look too good for me.

Time can be one of those things that flashes past so fast that you wonder where it went and yet at other times, it can creep by so slowly that you cry out for it to speed up. This was one of those times when I pleaded with my God, any God to make time go faster and get the others back to my position so they could lend some assistance, how I had no idea, in fact I couldn’t care less what they could or could not do for me I just needed someone to be there even if it was to keep me company as I drew my last breath.

But prayers like time, does not always present itself the way you want it to and so I cursed, first internally inside my head, then verbally and then in a loud tirade directed at everybody and everything. I cursed my self for allowing myself to agree to come caving when I really did not want to. Then I cursed the bloody cave system, followed by the damn battery still digging into the small of my back, and then I screamed abuse at my own stupidity. Suddenly this was interrupted by my thought processes as I recalled the cursing of the battery. If I could feel the damn thing digging into my back, surely then my back could not be broken, could it! I rationalized it so much that I began to calm down in the belief that this was in reality the truth and that the reason I could not feel my legs, was in fact due to the intense cold they were experiencing due to lying in cold rushing water. 

As I waited and waited, the trembling and shaking returned and this time with a vengeance, so much so, that I thought I was going to break my teeth or jaw as they clattered together. I could feel nothing below my waist at all and my arms were beginning to get pins and needles which again brought on the anxiety and fear that I had done something serious to my back or neck. The earlier held belief that feeling the battery digging into my back was a good sign was quickly evaporating into abject fear.

I again became angry at myself for allowing such a stupid thing to happen and berated myself for not checking before I swung out into space to abseil down the pot. I thought not of Patagonia but of Sandy and what feelings and emotions she would experience when she got the phone call. I again berated myself for putting her in this position. She did not deserve it nor did my three children nor my mother. 

But lying there unable to move in any direction including sitting up, all I could do was shout in the hope the others would come faster but I knew, that my voice was lost amid the crashing and roaring of the waterfall that fell down the pot right beside the cave entrance where I lay. 

My feeble efforts at shouting suddenly stopped when I opened my mouth to shout once more and my whole body shook and trembled so much that I got a fright stunning me into total numbness. I really believed that this time, death was finally  upon me.

I suddenly became aware that I could not feel my upper body at all not even my head. I knew that hyperthermia was setting in and that if help did not come soon, I would possibly meet death in person and this time there would be no last minute reprieve, it would be the last time I would ever tease or test it.

I decided to relax and allow life or death to do what it wanted to do. No more fighting. I was too tired to fight the good fight anymore. I closed my eyes and decided that my body could not take much more of this shaking and trembling so made my peace with Sandy, with my mother, with my children, with myself and finally with my God and allowed myself to drift off into unconsciousness where I knew hyperthermia would remove the pain and uncertainty for ever.

Everything went quiet. My head was empty. The cold became warm and that old familiar feeling of being at eternal peace was once again permeating through my body and mind. All sensation and pain vanished. Just close your eyes I told myself and let go. I knew once again, that there was nothing to be scared of in dying and that I would once again become aware of all the answers to every question in the entire universe. This pleased me to such a degree that the very thought of death became something to look forward to, something I was happy to welcome without any regrets.

I jumped as something invaded my tranquil and peaceful moment, someone was calling my name. I lifted my head and a sudden rush of cold water splashed over my face and down the inside of my clothes which shocked me back to reality. I looked around me but there was no one there, just me and the cold rushing water.

I became angry at the thought that perhaps my brain was playing tricks on me so I closed my eyes again and suddenly saw a light above me. The thought rushed into my brain just as the water was rushing over my cold and almost lifeless body, somebody was at the top of the cave looking down. Rescue. I would be saved. But my eyes were closed and I did not have the energy to open them so how could this be.

Just in case it was not a mirage, my mouth opened and I managed to call out, “hello, help me” but the words fell on stony silence. No answer was forthcoming. Then I heard a voice to my left calling me by my name. I turned my head and forced my tired cold eyes to open but saw no one. Then a voice on my right side called my name so I turned to see but again there was no one there. I made one last effort to shout at the top of my voice and within seconds, the others appeared from out for the blackness of the cave system they had been exploring. I sighed with relief, I was really going to get another reprieve. I felt smug at cheating death yet again but at the same time, felt sorry for what I was about to put the others through.

They knew instantly that I had fallen. They rigged up a pulley system and they miraculously hauled me slowly back up the cavern until I was at the spot where I fell from. The water that drained out of my caving suit as they were hauling me up, helped reduce the weight they were trying to haul so that it did not exacerbate any injuries. 

However, when they tried to move me sideways to rest on the rock beside the pot entrance, the pain was so intense that I blacked out for a while and when I came to, I was being carried to the mini bus at the end of the drive. Someone ran off to the farm to call for an ambulance. 

I lay wrapped in several sleeping bags inside the warm womb that was the mini bus and drifted in and out of consciousness and I begged the pain searing through my upper body to make its way down to both my legs and out of my feet but it refused. Numbness was everywhere. I heard the others talking outside as I drifted on waves of euphoria brought on by the seesaw movement of consciousness and heard the words ‘broken back’.

Just before I succumbed to one wave of unconsciousness, I felt someone cuddle me and whisper in my ear. I was unable to make out what was being said but as I knew everyone was outside the mini bus waiting for the ambulance, it didn’t really matter as I rationalized that it was just my imagination playing tricks in order to cope with the shock that was running in spasms through my entire body. I heard a siren in the distant as the ambulance rushed to my aid, then I heard someone say in my ear, ‘not yet Frankie’, then silence and that familiar loving darkness enveloped my body in pulsating waves. I remembered nothing more.

I came too lying on a hospital stretcher with some nurses cutting off my soggy caving gear. Chattering voices – x-ray, get his boots off, careful with his back, neck brace, one two three lift and I floated across from one stretcher to another and blackness engulfed me once again.

I gently felt myself rocking side wards and then a voice saying, ‘how are you feeling’ brought me to my senses. The pain killing injection was wearing off. I lay crying internally as the pain spread through my aching body. I just wanted to be dead so closed my eyes and wished for death in whatever form, to come and terminate my endless suffering. Nothing. Blackness. Intermittent noises. I ached for release from the pain. I opened my eyes to find darkness and was pleased. I had made it. Then a glaring light piercing my eyes into my brain. “Shit, hell really does exist” was my response.   “No, not hell young man, ward 7 in fact”.

The searing light vanished when the doctor turned off his little light he was shinning into my eyes. He said I would be fine but I knew he was lying as the pain was telling me something different. 

Later that day, when all the drugs had worn off I was able to take stock of my environment and situation although it took some persuading from one of the nurses to tell me what damage I had done. The coccyx was crushed and bent to one side. The cause of the pulsating pain. One previously broken rib again broken and some extensive bruising to the lower back and upper thighs otherwise I would be up and walking in several months. 

Now you’d think I would have been glad to hear such good news but my selfish side just complained that I would not be well enough in time to still be able to go to Patagonia, or could I!

Reality was not so pleasant. I spent the whole of Christmas lying in hospital being prodded and poked by a string of doctors, nurses and physiotherapists. The coccyx is still crushed and bent to one side which still gives me pins and needles when I sit on it for too long. The rib has mended, again and the bruising lasted for several weeks. Patagonia? No, never made it but there’s always next year!

The question to be asked is, was the caving trip worth it? I have never regretted participating in any adventurous activity but on this occasion, I did regret not saying no when I was asked initially to lead the group underground before flying out to Patagonia. Whilst my body undoubtedly took some punishment, my intellectual development and understanding of who I am, what I am and what life means in every sense, has I believe, benefited from this experience. 

That’s not to say that I would welcome another opportunity to test out any theories I might adhere to with regards death or dying, but that all experiences, both positive and negative, have their value in helping an individual to grow and develop into a more grounded and holistic person, something I have always aspired to be.
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