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Author’s note: Lately there have been 
discussions within the NSS debating the value 
of articles on international expeditions vs 
domestic exploration. I strongly believe that the 
NSS should include international articles, but 
the discussion got me wondering why it is these 
articles might alienate certain cavers. I think 
sometimes the international stories read like a 
timeline of events that portray those involved as 
emotionless supercavers with unlimited funds 
and vacation time. The truth is much different, 
and a good narrative describing not only events, 
but emotions will resonate with more readers. 
We identify with people not only when they 
portray themselves as heroic but also as flawed 
and human, as all of us are both of those things 
every time we go caving. As such, I think we do 
the NSS and caving in general a disservice if we 
do not write about these trips in such a way as 
to connect and share the true experience, and 
perhaps even include instructions, so that any 
able-bodied caver will think “I can do that too” 
when they read about it. My story here will tell 
you exactly how I felt and will also include heaps 
of boring minutia and logistical information, all 
in the name of empowering the hesitant caver 
to make the leap and have the trip (or two or 
three) of a lifetime.

For a number of years now I have had a 
major itch to visit a 1000 meter (3281 feet) deep 
cave. Since I first started realistically thinking 
about it, life has generally conspired to prevent 
such a thing from happening, mostly because 
the time and money never materialized at the 
same time. In 2006 I was still undecided as to 
where I wanted to go, as there are numerous 

exotic locales with deep caves, but the urge was 
stronger than ever. That’s when the 2006 edition 
of Alpine Karst arrived in the mail. In it was an 
article on the deep caves of the Velebit region of 
Croatia, and it was eye-popping. Highly vertical, 
deep caves down to 1392 m (4567 feet), with 
temperatures ranging from 0 to 4 degrees C (32 
to 39 degrees F). The included maps were gaudy 
in their depth and verticality, and they turned 
me on and terrified me at the same time. After 
recovering from my initial shock and amaze-
ment, I wondered if I was even capable of such 
a trip and imagined that the cold would probably 
make the endeavor doubly hard. I put Alpine 
Karst back on the shelf and went on with life, 
and graduate school, with that article burning a 
hole in the back of my brain like an ember on a 
stack of newspapers.

The intervening years saw me finally secure 
gainful employment with decent vacation time, 
significantly improving my odds of going on a 
deep trip. But more importantly, I went caving 
in the US locale with caves that most closely 
approximated the Croatian caves in the article. 
In particular, two caves there have the same kind 
of relentless verticality and cold temperatures: 
Main Drain Cave and Neilsens Cave, Utah. At 
a maximum of 374 m (1227 feet) deep, they are 
less than a third as deep as the deepest Croatian 
cave, but are enough to thrash the body and push 
the psyche. Another important factor is that they 
are rigged at least partly European style due 
to much of the recent exploration there being 
led by Peter Hartley, a UK expat. Peter has 

participated in numerous 1000 m deep expedi-
tions, including Krubera, the deepest cave on 
Earth at -2191 m (-7188 feet). While we were 
in Main Drain I asked him what it was like to 
do a 1000 m deep cave. His response was “It’s 
like doing this one three times,” which sounded 
pretty tough. Nonetheless, caving in Utah gave 
me a small taste of deep caving conditions and 
confidence that a much deeper trip was perhaps 
within my ability.

In 2010, my itch to go deep was more than 
I could bear. While my job had given me the 
resources and vacation time, it also had respon-
sibilities that precluded leaving on vacation at 
inopportune times due to potentially disastrous 
consequences for the project I was working on. 
My wife and I also had our first child that July. 
It quickly became apparent that my ability to 
leave the family and my job for extended periods 
of time in the future was not going to increase 
even though my vacation time technically had, 
so I decided I had to do it or I might miss my 
window. And no doubt leaving to do it would 
be stressful (if I may be so bold as to say that 
about a recreational trip) for all those same 
reasons. Like most people, it was not going to 
be a trivial thing for me to just leave my life for 
a few weeks. But I knew I would always regret 
it if I never went on a trip like this, so I just 
decided to find a way. 

I asked my good friend and all-around 
stout caver Doug Warner if he’d like to join me 
on such a trip, and he said yes. That’s when I 
resumed the search for just the right deep cave. 

Drama in Lukina Jama
By Bruce White with input from Doug Warner

Doug ascends up the ice.
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I considered Mexico, but I wasn’t sure if I’d 
get below 1000 m as much of the work at that 
time was to link known caves to larger explored 
systems. I considered Greece (there is a 1000 
m deep cave on Crete), but decided against that 
since I’d already been to Greece and the Crete 
cavers flaked on a day of caving with my wife 
and I after we’d hauled our gear all the way 
there during our honeymoon (it’s okay Greek 
cavers—we should try again sometime!). I 
considered a tourist trip with UK cavers to the 
Gouffre Berger in France, but that didn’t really 
offer any exploration opportunities. I considered 
Georgia (the republic, not the state) and Krubera, 
but decided it was probably a bad idea to try the 
deepest cave on Earth as my first 1000 m deep 
cave. So I grabbed Alpine Karst off the shelf and 
looked to see who authored the Croatian caving 
article—Darko Bakšić and Dalibor Paar—and 
searched for them online. It was easier to type 
Dalibor’s name since he did not have any accent 
marks, so I searched for him first. I happened to 
look him up on Facebook before trying Google, 
and there he was. So on October 1st, I sent him a 
message and he replied the next day, in perfect 
English.

Dalibor said that yes, it was very likely 
that we could join them on the 2011 expedition, 
but he’d have to run it by his cave club first. He 
explained that the plan was to go all the way to 
the bottom of Lukina Jama (pronounced loo-
KEE-nah YAH-mah, and translating to “Little 
Luka’s Pit”), the deepest cave in Croatia at -1392 
m (-4567 feet), and assist a dive team that would 
explore the sump there. I about freaked when 
I heard this, because the map of Lukina Jama 
was in my opinion the most impressive in the 
Alpine Karst article. Seriously, I dare you to 
look at the map included in this article and not 
think “Sheesh, that is ridiculous.” Now imagine 
someone just told you that you were going there! 
A few weeks later, Dalibor reported that his club 
had agreed that we could join the expedition, and 
that it would happen the last week of July and 
first week in August of 2011. 

Suddenly, the specter of the trip loomed 
over me only 9 months away: Gear to get, 

training to do, wife and baby to prepare for 
my absence, work to cram, ticket to buy, and 
logistics to figure out! Plus a pinch of doubt: 
would I be physically and mentally able to do 
this? I am very thankful and know that I’m 
lucky to have been in a position to even consider 
this kind of trip, but I have to say it was one of 
the most stressful times in my life. Doug and I 
started a running e-mail dialogue with Dalibor. 
We gave him our passport numbers to secure 
permission for the expedition from both the 
Croatian Ministry of Culture as well as Velebit 
National Park, where the cave is located. We 
had an endless series of questions for him, and 
he graciously responded quickly with thorough 
answers. This was just the beginning of the 
immense hospitality that the Croatians would 
show us. Dalibor informed us that there was an 
expedition fee of 150 Euros ($213) that every 
participant must pay, which Doug and I were 
happy to contribute as it would go towards 
the food and equipment that we would use. In 
addition, as a goodwill gesture to the Croatians, 
I e-mailed the NSS grant committee point of 
contact, Joel Despain, and formally requested 
consideration for an exploration grant of $500. 
By January the request had been approved to 
the tune of $400, and I gave the entirety of it to 
the expedition when we got there.

It was time to get in shape, and quick. My 
usual exercise routine (when fully executed) 
consisted of eight miles of bike commuting 
every weekday, one or two trips to the rock 
climbing gym a week, and five to ten miles of 
hiking or walking on weekends, so I was already 
in decent shape. But exactly how good of shape 
did I need to be in to go on this trip? Who knows! 
Uncertainty is a great motivator, so I added an 
ascending routine to my workout. I did not have 
anyone who could feed a rope to me for practice 
since my wife would have to watch the baby 
while I exercised, so I attempted to construct 
numerous self-feeding contraptions from vari-
ous rappel devices as well as scrap metal tube 
and clamp-based monstrosities that I hacked 
together. None of that worked, so I devised an 
in-place ascending rig out of desperation, and it 

was fairly effective. It consisted of a rope tied to 
an eyebolt in my garage ceiling, with an in-line 
figure-8 knot hanging right about at stomach 
height. I would stand on a chair then clip my 
harness into the figure eight which would leave 
me hanging with my feet just off the floor. 
Then I would clip the upper ascender of my 
frog system, with footloop, into the rope at a 
typical height above my harness. From there it 
was a simple matter of standing and sitting back 
down over and over again, simulating the frog 
motion but never moving the upper ascender. 
I would start out the routine by doing as many 
steps as possible until I was blown out. Then I 
would do smaller and smaller numbers of reps 
until I hit some number between 150 and 200 
steps. Sometimes I hung a 35-pound weight 
below me because Dalibor had mentioned that 
our role in the cave would be to haul 37-pound 
dive tanks to the bottom of the cave and back 
out. No anxiety there, right? I did this routine 
three times a week continuously for four months 
prior to the trip. No doubt I should have started 
earlier and I should have done more steps, but 
it just wasn’t feasible with my nightly schedule. 
It was certainly never fun and when I was tired 
from the day it was downright brutal. 

Doug also started training. Let me just tell 
you, Doug is a machine. He can destroy me at 
any physical feat. I long ago stopped trying to 
compete with him, and figured this trip would 
be no exception. His normal exercise routine 
was similar to mine, except he was climbing 
high 5.12s in the climbing gym three times a 
week and his daily bike commute was twice 
as long. Six months before the trip he started 
ascending 600 feet of rope twice a week as he 
had a climber/caver friend willing to feed rope 
for him and his climbing gym allowed him to 
set up a rope treadmill. No doubt the best way 
to train would have been lots of vertical caving 
with a heavy pack, but neither of us lived in an 
area where that was feasible with any regularity. 
Otherwise, in hindsight we would both agree 
that the best non-caving way to train would be 
to climb 600 feet of rope three times a week, 
carrying 20% more weight than you expect to 
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carry in the cave.
A couple of months before the trip, Doug 

came into town for work and stayed at my house. 
We decided to buy our plane tickets. Bringing up 
Kayak.com brought home a harsh reality – due 
to the travel time on either end of the expedition, 
we would have to be gone a full three weeks. 
That’s a long time to leave your wife and baby. 
And the ticket was pretty expensive: $1800. 
This was not at all a trivial expense for me, and 
I had to use a credit card and pay it off over 
time. At the same time, work was getting pretty 
manic trying to meet numerous deadlines prior 
to leaving. I just kept telling myself that in life 
the pressure never stops building until you give 
up or die, so embrace it. July 20th, our departure 
date, finally came. When the plane took off I 
wiped every last one of those concerns from 
my mind and finally was able to decompress a 
bit, excited about the adventure that lay ahead. 

The flights were long but uneventful 
and Doug and I landed at the Zagreb, Croatia 
airport after departing from San Francisco (via 
Bozeman, MT for Doug) and passing through 
Frankfurt, Germany. Dalibor had introduced us 
to Ana Bakšić over e-mail prior to departure, and 
she was there to greet us at the baggage claim. 
She said she recognized us by our North Face 
duffel bags (apparently North Face gear is rare 
and expensive in Croatia) and we recognized 
her by her bat t-shirt. She walked us out to what 
would be our vehicle for the next two weeks; 
a huge Croatian Mountain Rescue (Hrvatska 
Gorska Služba Spašavanja) van plastered 
with official emblems, blue flashing lights and 
siren. Mountain rescue teams are apparently 
well-subsidized in Croatia, and include many 
hardcore cavers as members so their equipment 
and facilities are available to caving expeditions. 
We offered to buy gas at one point, but that 
turned out to be subsidized too, partly from our 
expedition fees but also by the Croatian govern-
ment. Can we get a system like this going in the 
US please?

The next two days consisted of sightsee-
ing and expedition preparation. Ana graciously 
put us up in her apartment, and even made us a 
delicious cherry strudel. The first day we took 
a quick walking tour around Zagreb, which was 

an interesting mixture of old-world European 
charm and a little bit of post-communist sensi-
bility. Beautiful cathedrals and cobblestone 
streets contrasted with drab graffiti-covered 
concrete high-rise apartment buildings. In the 
evening we drove to a forest at the edge of 
town, up a few winding roads, and to what used 
to be a cable car storage and loading facility 
for some long gone funicular but now housed 
the local mountain rescue headquarters. The 
building was two stories with a large common 
room for meetings (plus a full band setup) 
and a massive shelved gear cache space. It 
was grotto meeting night for the local cave 
club (Speleološki Odsjek Velebit), and Doug 
and I were introduced to enough people that 
we couldn’t possibly remember their names. 
Basically, everyone spoke English, as would 
most everyone on the expedition later on. One 
thing was very striking: the entire grotto was 
seemingly composed of young, fit, good-looking 
people; quite a contrast from the USA, which 
has a much lower youth-to-portly armchair caver 
ratio. We learned later that the club (like most 
European caving clubs) holds a yearly intensive 
speleo-school, and advertises it at local universi-
ties and outdoor stores. Because of this they are 
constantly recruiting new members. But it had 
Doug and I just a little bit spooked that we might 
really get our relatively older butts kicked. We 
spent an hour helping fill the van with most of 
the gear from the cache, then strained to keep 
our jet-lagged eyes open while watching grotto 
business being discussed in Croatian.  

The next day we did some more sightseeing 
in Zagreb, then drove to the Croatian equivalent 
of Costco to stock up on food for the expedition. 
We piled three large carts high with a multitude 
of hard and soft cheeses, salamis, giant slabs of 
cured bacon, fruits, vegetables, pasta, chocolate, 
and canned salmon paté (pašteta) which I would 
come to adore, among numerous other items. 
The van was already about four feet deep in 
equipment, so we just piled the food on top. And 
with that we were packed to go. It was hard to 
sleep that night knowing we were leaving for 
the mountains in the morning.  

The expedition was to take place in Velebit 
National Park, a 140 x 30 km (87 x 19 miles) 

expanse of limestone mountains 1699 m (5574 
feet) tall along the southern coast of Croatia, 
overlooking the Adriatic Sea. The region has 
roughly 1500 m (4921 feet) of depth potential 
before you hit the water table, and three of the 
caves in Velebit come close to this depth. Lukina 
Jama, the focus of our expedition, is the deepest 
at -1392 m (-4567 feet). Slovačka Jama is next 
at -1320 m (-4331 feet), then Velebita at -1026 
m (-3366 feet). Most of the other notable caves 
in the park hover around -600 m (-1969 feet). 
The caves are all highly vertical and contain 
many unusually deep individual shafts, with 
two breaking the 500 m (1640 feet) mark. Yes, 
you read that right! 

Getting to Velebit from Zagreb took longer 
than the three hours expected due to holiday 
gridlock and rain. We repeatedly suggested to 
Ana (tongue in cheek) that we should turn on 
the sirens and lights to get through it, but she 
resisted the temptation. The traffic and weather 
eventually cleared up enough for us to enjoy 
much of the drive through beautiful Croatian 
countryside. Along the way Ana told us that 
the President of Croatia had heard about Lukina 
Jama, had been in touch with the club, and 
was considering stopping by the expedition. 
Seriously?? Unfortunately, it never happened, 
but all the same we joked that if Ana ever came 
to the US, we’d have lunch with Obama and 
take her to Lechuguilla. Just outside the park 
entrance, in a rural valley, we stopped at a 
local cheese maker. They served us a shot of 
moonshine as well as some kind of clear sweet 
nectar with herbs that was delicious, then sent us 
on our way with a huge free bag full of cheese. 
Ana told us that this gift to the expedition was 
a yearly tradition. 

From there the road wound up into the 
high karst (this is the region where the term 
originated), and the only other landscape I can 
compare it to, although it is still different, is 
the Marble Mountains area in California. The 
final stretch was a long gravel road through the 
forest that eventually opened up to a breathtak-
ing view: towering peaks and large expanses of 
white limestone surrounding a huge wildflower-
festooned alpine valley, framed by mostly 
evergreen trees. Nestled in the middle of that 

Bruce in the Lukina Jama ice room
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was expedition home base; an old four-room 
forestry cabin with a wood shed and a cistern 
with bucket access hatch. The cabin was for 
gear and food storage, as well as a place to cook 
and have group meetings when the weather was 
bad. We were introduced to cavers of numer-
ous nationalities; there were Croatians, Brits, 
Slovenians, Slovakians, Serbians, Poles, and 
even another US caver—Matt Covington. I had 
e-mailed with Matt before and been present at 
the same events, but this was the first time I had 
actually met him in person and it’s kind of hilari-
ous that it was in Croatia. The Croatians told us 
that the three of us were the first US cavers to 
participate in a Croatian caving expedition. All 
told, 68 people attended the expedition over 
its two-week duration, with probably around 
30-35 participating in the trip to the bottom of 
Lukina Jama. 

There were already many tents pitched in 
the meadow and woods surrounding the cabin. 
It was raining intermittently when we arrived, 
so Doug and I quickly found a spot for our 
tent and a tarp gear shelter under a couple of 
pine trees that would hopefully ofter a little 
protection from the weather. We headed back 
up to the cabin to help set up, and it was at 
this point that I realized just how prepared this 
expedition was. To start with, we had a build-
ing that could accommodate a gathering of 
all expedition members, with a wood burning 
stove to boot. Mountains of awesome food (and 
alcohol) and many large pots (cauldrons!) and 
gas burners to cook it with, multiple chainsaws, 
a gas weed whacker, a generator for charging 
laptops and cell phones, and five or six 300-liter 
water containers. A huge orange equipment tent 
housed thousands of feet of rope, hundreds of 
carabiners, bolts, hangers, webbing, diving tanks 
and regulators, large hammer drills, and even a 
barrel of carbide among many other things. I had 

heard lots of stories of deep caving expeditions 
elsewhere, and so far this expedition seemed to 
be quite luxurious in comparison. And it would 
get even more so. That evening, even though we 
were seemingly out in the middle of nowhere, 
the whole group packed into the mountain 
rescue van and continued another 7 km up the 
forest road we had taken to get to camp, arriving 
at an old quaint stone building, called Zavižan, 
with an extensive weather station—and inside 
they served beer and food! The view in one 
direction overlooked numerous high peaks in 
the park, and the Adriatic Sea and a few islands 
in the other. The clouds parted just in time to 
watch the sun set over the water.

Luka Mudronja, the expedition leader, 
told us that the forecast for the next two weeks 
predicted a lot more rain. He warned that Lukina 
Jama was not a safe cave to enter during heavy 
precipitation as the waterfalls in the pits become 
dangerous even with extensive rebelaying. 
He emphasized that for every day of rain we 
needed to wait one day for the water to recede 
before entering. Earlier, Ana had also related the 
story of the last expedition to the cave where a 
sudden rain storm trapped the group at the -950 
m (-3117 feet) camp for three days. Luckily 
they had plenty of food and their bivouacs kept 
them warm. But none of this boded well for the 
expedition—had we trained, prepared, stressed 
out and paid for expensive flights only to come 
all this way and not reach our objective? It defi-
nitely had me worried as the rain continued into 
the next day. But the Croatians managed to take 
our minds off of it with one question.

“Do you want to go to the beach?” Huh? I 
did not really know what to make of this ques-
tion at first; we were up in the mountains getting 
drenched by a cold rain—a brief moment of 
cognitive dissonance, followed by a resound-
ing YES! Where is the beach?? Amazingly, 
there was one relatively close, driving almost 
entirely on remote park roads, and its weather 
was mostly immune to the nasty climate gener-
ated by the mountains. So nine of us grabbed 
our swim trunks and piled in the mountain 
rescue van yet again. After an hour and a half 
of amazing mountain and sea views, we were 
in the town of Jablanac enjoying hot sun and 
effortless floating in the highly salty Adriatic. 
We followed that up with dinner at a cafe on 
the water before the rains finally came down 
and we headed back to camp. It wasn’t caving, 
but it certainly was fun. 

During the first few days of the expedition, 
Luka would typically start his morning expedi-
tion meeting with “The weather is shit...” A 
day after going to the beach, the weather in the 
mountains was more of the same. Luka came 
up to me and said “We are going insane, do you 
want to go?” and I was like “I know, when is this 
rain going to end so we can get in the cave!”, a 
response which was met with a blank stare. Luka 
was actually referring to the coastal town of Senj 
(pronounced “sane”), and would we like to go 

since the weather was bad again. So we headed 
out and spent the day touring an old fort from 
the 16th century and having a nice dinner, but no 
swimming as the weather was cold and windy. 
I was having a great time, but was getting more 
nervous by the minute that we wouldn’t be able 
to go to the bottom of Lukina Jama. 

Luckily, the weather changed dramatically 
the next day: sunny skies and moderate warm 
temperatures. It was time to do some caving, 
finally (a sentiment shared by the reader at this 
point, no doubt). Lukina Jama has two entrances: 
The original entrance, Lukina Jama, and a 
second entrance, Trojama. The Lukina Jama 
entrance drops straight into the cave vertically, 
and is the easier route in. The Trojama entrance 
is a little bit further up the mountain, offset from 
much of the rest of the cave below, and bottom-
ing the cave that way requires negotiating a few 
short but annoying horizontal meanders. So the 
Lukina Jama entrance was our preference, but it 
had been impassably plugged with ice at around 
-90 m (-295 feet) for the previous few years and 
so our first mission was to check and see if it 
was possible to get through. We were shuttled 
in the van to a trail about 1 km (0.62 mi) from 
camp, where we hiked an easy 45 minutes up 
through the woods and onto some large exposed 
areas of rillenkarren limestone where the large 
open-air pit entrance was located.  

Now I should mention equipment. For most 
of my caving career I’ve been a rappel rack kind 
of guy. Prior to this trip my preferred device 
was a micro rack, but I decided to explore the 
possibility of using a stop-style descender in 
Croatia. Perhaps it would be a better choice for 
a trip like this (when in Rome...)? I also wasn’t 
sure if there would be outright disapproval or 
hostility toward rack usage by the other expedi-
tion members, as I had long heard rumors to this 
effect. I had owned a Petzl Stop previously, but 
didn’t like it. So I bought an Australian SRTE 

Bruce rappels down the ice slope in the 
Lukina Jama entrance.
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Stop, which uses a slightly different mechanism, 
and after multiple extensive practices on rebelay 
courses in trees, I decided to use it on the trip. 
I felt quite safe on it, but unfortunately did not 
have a chance to actually use it underground 
before leaving, so I took it and my micro rack 
to Croatia just in case I had a change of heart or 
discovered some other undesirable quality about 
it while over there. Doug borrowed my Petzl 
Stop in a similar experiment, but also brought 
his micro rack. As to the rest of our vertical gear, 
we were both using frog ascending systems with 
Petzl Pantin foot ascenders. 

Descending 90 m (295 feet) into the 
entrance of Lukina Jama to check for ice would 
be my first use of the SRTE Stop in a cave. The 
Croatians rigged it and went down first. They 
came back up and reported that it was plugged 
with ice, so the expedition would proceed via 
the Trojama entrance once the weather forecast 
was clear for more than a few days. The rest of 
us rappelled down to check out the ice, which 
was quite beautiful. Doug happened to be the 
first down of the three US cavers, and would 
like it known that if we indeed were the first 
US citizens to expedition cave in Croatia, then 
Doug was the very first. Four rebelays landed 
you on an ice ridge about 12 m (39 feet) off the 
floor that required straddling while switching to 
another rope that reached the bottom. The floor 
was entirely crushed ice with 10 m (33 feet) tall 
ice columns attached to the walls and ceiling. 
Nerves and excitement of finally caving in this 
faraway place made me horribly inefficient on 
the first couple of rebelays, but after a few more 
and a bit of adjustment everything was working 
great and I decided that yes, I was going to use 
the Stop on the big trip to the bottom. Doug 
tried the Petzl Stop on his rappel, hated every 
second of it, and decided that he was going to 
use his micro rack from that point forward. The 
decision was made easier by watching British 
caver Henry Rockliff drop the pit unapologeti-
cally using a rack (a UK caver with a rack!). I 
would later wish I had done the same thing. We 
ascended back up without incident, then took an 
alternate hiking route back over the top of the 
ridge that afforded some seriously impressive 
views of the karst.

While we were in Lukina Jama, another 
team had been assigned to string telephone wire 
from the Trojama entrance all the way back 
to the cabin—a distance of over a kilometer. 
Eventually, this wire would be strung all the way 
to the bottom of the cave, enabling communica-
tion between surface camp, the entrance, a ledge 
at -320 m (-1050 feet), the in-cave camp at -950 
m, and the sump. As the team unrolled the wire 
through the woods, they discovered an open-air 
pit that they named Telefonico Jama (Telephone 
Pit). The following day, still waiting for the 
water to finish flushing out of Lukina Jama, 
Doug and I were on the team sent to explore 
Telefonico. It ended up being a 20 m (66 feet) or 
so belled-out pit down to a large ice plug. There 

were two small sloping ice pits in the plug, one 
about 3 m (9.8 feet) deep with a room at the 
bottom and no leads. The other was about the 
same depth but became too tight even as a strong 
breeze issued from it, hinting at what might be 
reachable below in a warmer year. 

That same day in a different spot on the 
mountain, Marco Rakovac discovered a small 
hole in a boulder pile, but instead elected to 
check out a larger pit lead that was the main 
objective for the day. Matt Covington decided 
to check out the hole and found himself in a 
massive shaft. Dropped rocks would hit ledges 
and keep on falling until they couldn’t be heard 
anymore. He went down as far as he could, but 
ran out of rope. A few days later, British cavers 
would push the cave to a ledge 150 m (492 feet) 
deep, with dropped rocks falling for six seconds. 
And finally, a Croatian team would go back a 
third time and push the cave to 350 m (1148 feet) 
deep, still with no end in sight. This place was 
amazing. Obvious caves just waiting to be found 
everywhere, all with dizzying depth potential.

The next day I was on camp duty with 
Marco, which consisted of getting up in time to 
have breakfast ready for the entire expedition by 
8:00, lunch and dinner for whoever was around, 
washing dishes, and later on when cavers were 
in Lukina Jama it included manning the field 
phones for 24 hours. I am a decent cook, but only 
if I have a recipe, so I let Marco decide what we 
would make. Our meals that day were tasty but 
unremarkable; at times, Croatian and American 
culinary sensibilities clashed but overall the food 
during the expedition was outstanding. Doug hit 
a home run a few days later with his jambalaya 
approximation; he had to make two versions—
spicy and mild—because the Croatians couldn’t 
take the heat. Breakfast usually consisted of one 
cooked item that varied widely, lots of bread, 
smoked bacon, salami, fruit, a multitude of 

cheeses, coffee (with loose grounds floating in 
the pot), tea (a delicious brew made from herbs 
picked in the nearby field), chocolate baby cereal 
(Chocolino), Lino Lada (a sweetened condensed 
milk spread in vanilla and chocolate), and what-
ever was left over from dinner the night before. 
Lunch at camp was typically pretty simple stuff 
like pasta or soup as most people were either 
out ridgewalking or caving. Lunch in the field 
was great! After exploring a new cave it was a 
real treat to sit on a wide karst ledge overlook-
ing the landscape while stuffing my face with 
bread, cheeses, salmon pašteta, salami, figs and 
chocolate. Finally, dinner at camp was also an 
event. On a given evening, everyone was sitting 
around a massive fire sharing beer, sweet herbal 
liquors, and other manner of Croatian spirits, 
while pots of hearty stew bubbled, meats sizzled, 
and breads toasted on the fireside griddle. 
Occasionally crepes with honey were made for 
dessert. Songs were sung, guitars and mandolins 
were played, and there were a lot of laughs; it 
was the kind of experience that makes a person 
nostalgic in the moment. I have to say that these 
were truly great people whose company I very 
much enjoyed. 

By this time we had gained some insight 
into the collective experience of the group. 
About one-third had very little experience. One 
of the members of a team that would go to -320 
m had only been caving for two months and this 
was going to be his third cave trip. However, like 
the other novices, he had been very well trained 
in speleo-school. Another third of the group had 
moderate experience, and the final third was 
composed of cavers so expert and hardcore that 
they might have been the best cavers I have ever 
met. Doug and I had been caving roughly as 
long and seen about as many caves as this latter 
group, however, their experience had come in 
much more difficult caving conditions.

That Thursday evening at the regular 8:30 
pm meeting, Luka informed the group that 
the weather forecast had cleared up and that a 
team would begin shuttling gear into Lukina 
Jama on the coming Saturday. Yes! What to 
do in the meantime? Having been denied by 
Telefonico Jama and tantalized by the tale of 
Matt Covington’s deep virgin pit experience, 
the next morning Doug and I were chomping 
at the bit to look for more new caves. Ronald 
Železnjak asked us if we wanted to join him to 
go check out an open-air pit lead that had been 
found the year before but not explored, and we 
accepted. At first the hike was uphill through the 
forest, but it kept on getting steeper and steeper 
until we were traversing jagged switchbacks of 
narrow exposed limestone ledges, which became 
quite difficult with big heavy packs. Roni 
scouted ahead to look for the lead, but instead 
found a new pit which we elected to explore 
first. Various boring names for the cave were 
suggested, to which I countered... “Drama for 
Your Mama Jama”. Miraculously, Roni instantly 
agreed to this name even though I had no right 
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to name it having not been the discoverer. 
Immediately a grand vision came into my mind: 
this cave would go deep, it might even be the 
deepest cave in Croatia, one that cavers from all 
over the world would visit for decades to come. 
And every single one of them would be forced 
to say the name. And they would ask “how did 
the cave get that name?”, and the reply would 
always be “well, one time these Americans 
came, the first ones to ever cave in Croatia...” 
Roni, in his infinite generosity, suggested I go 
first and rig the cave. So down I went, trying to 
rig it as European-style as I could. This was my 
first time bolting with a drill and not a hammer – 
wow, so much easier! Unfortunately, it was only 
a single ledgy shaft of 41 m (135 feet) with a dirt 
floor and no leads. My dream was dead for the 
moment. Everybody came down and packed into 
the bottom, with Roni and Zvonimir (Zvonko) 
Vrbanec surveying as they came. Afterwards 
we continued up the mountain looking for the 
original lead, leaving our heavy packs back at 
DFYMJ as the terrain was too treacherous to 
search while wearing them. We were climbing 
up sketchy ledges through scratchy evergreen 
bushes, but it was a ton of fun and the view was 
stellar. After flailing for a few hours, we found 
the lead but due to the late hour and distance 
from our gear we decided to save it for later.

Saturday came. It was a flurry of pack-
ing activity. Large PVC pack after pack was 
crammed with rope, carabiners, bolting gear, 
diving gear, food, bivouac gear, and sleeping 
bags/pads, and labeled with a sharpie in Croatian 
noting the contents and the depth to which the 
bag was to be delivered. Everyone had their 
personal gear strewn about organizing and 
packing. It was sometimes hard to feel useful 
in this atmosphere, as the expedition leaders 
had a particular system and knew exactly what 
they wanted done, so Doug and I just kind of 
did whatever was asked of us. The plan was 
to send an initial team in that day to -320 m, 
rigging and shuttling gear to that point, exiting 
the same day. The next day the main rigging/
phone line team would enter and rig all the 
way to the bottom. The day after that, while the 
rigging/phone team slept at the -950 m camp, the 
dive/transport team (of which Doug and I were 
members) would enter with the dive gear and 
go straight to the bottom, wait for the divers to 
do the dive, then come back up to camp with 
the dive gear just in time to occupy the sleep-
ing bags that the rigging/phone team had just 
vacated to head for the surface, taking most of 
the diving gear with them. After sleeping, the 
dive/transport team would head out of the cave 
with the ropes and other gear used to rig the 
part of the cave below the camp. Finally, after 
everyone was out, a team would go in and derig 
everything from camp on up. Over the next few 
days I accompanied the first two teams on their 
hikes to the entrance, shuttling gear and getting 
more excited by the minute. 

Monday was our day to go in. Doug and I 

set alarms on both of our phones, plus a wrist-
watch, to ensure we wouldn’t sleep through 
our early entrance time. It had been a little 
hard for us to fall asleep, but overall we were 
well-rested as the sleep in the days prior had 
been long. Soon the dive/transport team and 
its mountain of packs was being shuttled in 
the van to trailhead. The hike seemed shorter 
than ever, and in no time we were kitting up 
at the entrance. Due to the cold temperatures 
the typical uniform was thin synthetic long 
underwear with fleece coveralls over that, and 
an outer layer of a nylon cave suit. Doug and 
I wore multiple layers of heavy polypro and 
fleece pullover tops instead of the full fleece 
suit, which worked out fine. Both of us typically 
had worn PVC suits in cold caves before, but the 
Croatians had assured us that on a trip like this 
too much condensation would build up inside 
it, and to use nylon, which proved to be a good 
choice. The outfit was finished off with multiple 
layers of synthetic and/or neoprene socks inside 
wellies, heavy PVC gloves with synthetic liners, 
and a balaclava. The only personal gear we had 
on our person besides our vertical gear and 
helmet was a small collapsible water container 
and a few energy bars zipped inside the top of 
our suit, plus a change of batteries in our suit 
pocket and our point-and-shoot cameras hang-
ing on our harnesses. Don’t worry, we still had 
three sources of light.  In my case I had two on 
my helmet plus one on a cord around my neck. 
The rest of our personal gear, mostly a warm 
change of clothes for sleeping and light first aid 
in individual dry bags, was packed together into 
a group transport bag that would not necessar-
ily be available to us at any given time during 
the descent to camp. And finally, we each had 
a 37-pound dive tank in a transport bag with 
dual tethers just in case. Combined with all the 
gear we were wearing, we were probably each 

carrying 50 pounds. 
Once everyone was suited up, it was time 

to head in. For ease of communication and also 
because we had gotten quite chummy with them 
in the preceding week, Doug and I were in a 
four-person sub-team with Henry and another 
UK caver, Tom Clayton. By the time I got on 
rope I was about to pop from nerves and excite-
ment. I can only describe the next six hours or 
so as a flurry of fast-paced rappelling and anchor 
passing in a never-ending series of bottomless 
voids, broken up mostly by small ledges. There 
often was no clear delineation between one 
pit and the next, and at any given time I might 
have had no concept of the depth of the shaft I 
was in. The deepest single drop during this first 
part of the trip was a 228 m (748 feet) shaft, but 
I really couldn’t have told you when we were 
there because everything kind of looked that 
deep the whole time seeing as there were a few 
other drops over 100 m (328 feet). I could see 
the lights of numerous other cavers below me 
heading down into the darkness, and the same 
looking up. I could hear the clinking of carabin-
ers, the zipping of rope through descenders, and 
the unintelligible echoes of “off rope” in vari-
ous languages all around me for hours on end. 
There were countless anchors to pass. Luka, the 
head of the rigging team, would later estimate 
around 220 bolts to get to the very bottom of 
the cave. I thought I was pretty good at rebe-
lays before going on this trip, but in only a few 
hours in Lukina Jama I was already 10 times 
better than ever and realized that I had actually 
kind of sucked at them before. There were lots 
of big rebelay loops crossing the entire width 
of pits, requiring you to haul yourself in with 
an ascender; scary-looking traverses out across 
black voids and rounding corners so you couldn’t 
see where they went; j-rappels requiring you to 
go back up and over obstacles after descending; 
moments of swinging or feeding yourself out 
over drops. There was every type of rigging you 
could imagine, and lots that you couldn’t. Some 
situations I hadn’t quite encountered before: 
nothing impossible, but definitely not anything 
you might think to simulate in a tree nor were 
likely to see in US caves. Stuff that occasion-
ally had me regretting putting a piece of vertical 
gear in a certain spot, and backtracking to try 
it a different way. The point is that if you are 
going to attempt a cave like this it’s not enough 
to just practice rebelays—you must know your 
equipment well enough to improvise. It was a 
lot of work, so much so that we got quite hot and 
elected to take off our balaclavas and open our 
cavesuit zippers despite the cold—not something 
you often experience while going down.

I recall only three significant sections of 
horizontal cave on the way to camp – the first 
was about 150 m (492 feet) in, and it was beau-
tiful. The first vertical section of the cave gave 
way to a medium-sized room with a bizarre floor 
of uniformly crushed ice (kind of like a huge 
snowcone) 20 cm (8 inches) deep and beautiful 

Doug and Zvonko look for leads in the 
treacherous terrain.
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haystack ice formations, some perhaps as tall 
as 10 m (33 feet). This gradually sloped down 
to a pit such that everyone who negotiated it 
caused torrents of ice to pour to the bottom, so 
that was done one person at a time. From that 
point a bucket brigade of cavers was staggered 
to pass packs through an annoyingly tight and 
frigidly windy meander. The second horizontal 
section was a short walking meander passage 
at -320 m with a seemingly bottomless crack 
running through the middle of it that eventually 
expanded into the next pit. The third horizontal 
section was a brief cobbly streamway. None of 
these passages were likely any longer than 60 
m (197 feet) or so. The packs were a major bear 
here and any time our feet touched the ground, 
but otherwise their weight disappeared when we 
were on rope during the descent.

During the first hour of the descent, I was 
loving my Stop. However, my hand eventually 
started to hurt from compressing the handle. On 
one particular kind of red Mammut rope that 
seemed to get used more frequently the deeper 
we got, the Stop was quite jerky, and at times 
the amount of friction was either too much or 
too little regardless of braking carabiner usage 
or brake hand position. Defaulting to the higher 
friction setting of course, I had to feed rope in 
those cases. I could hear Henry and Doug on 
rope above and below me, and the sound of the 
smooth feeding of their racks had me jonesing 
for my rack bad, but it was too late. I was 
committed to this descender for the duration. 
With the brief rappel times we get in the US, I 
could never have known that prolonged descent 
on the Stop would be so painful. And it was just 
dumb luck that it fed nicely on PMI back home 
and poorly on the red Mammut. By the time I 
reached camp I was pushing on the handle of 
the Stop with my entire palm, and a nerve had 
been pinched leaving the flesh between my first 
finger and thumb numb. I consulted with Darko 
Troha, a very experienced caver on the trip also 
using an SRTE Stop, about what I was doing 
wrong. He described his grip method, and it 

was exactly what I had been doing. Apparently 
I don’t have the correct hand physiology for 
Stop-style descenders, although one of the expe-
rienced Croatian cavers on the dive team would 
later tell me that hand fatigue and soreness from 
Stop usage is fairly typical on trips like this. So 
I decided part way through the trip that I would 
never again use a Stop. The takeaway here is that 
you should probably use whatever equipment 
you are most comfortable with when participat-
ing in a major expedition, provided that you are 
sure it will function efficiently in the conditions 
you will encounter. Also, I have an SRTE Stop 
for sale if anyone is interested!  

I’m not sure how long it took us to get to 
camp at -950 m, but my guess is around six 
hours. I knew we were almost there when the 
smell of cigarette smoke and cooking food hit 
me a few pitches up. I rappelled past an undercut 
ledge and camp was revealed to me. It was a 
beautiful large room with dimensions of  85 x 
70 m (279 x 230 feet), a sloping talus pile on one 
side, and two domes. The first dome was above 
the talus pile and was so tall I couldn’t see the 
top of it even with my brightest light. The top of 
the other dome was visible, and out of it poured 
a waterfall that formed a nice little pool that was 
our drinking water supply. Camp was bustling 
with cavers, many of them already bundled up in 
their extra clothing for warmth. Pasta and soup 
packets were being cooked on multiple stoves, to 
be shared by all directly from the pot with only 
six communal spoons. Large sheets of plastic 
were spread out on the rocks and covered with 
piles of the usual – bread, smoked bacon, salami, 
multiple cheeses, chocolate, power bars, and 
pašteta. There were two 3-person tents with rain 
flies set up, and one large box-shaped 10-person 
bivouac made of taut lines and silky rayon mate-
rial. We arrived and were immediately handed a 
pot of what tasted like hot yellow Gatorade. It 
was called Cedevita and was strangely delicious 
in the cold conditions.  

The entirety of the rigging team was not 
back from the lower portion of the cave yet, so 
we had to wait. Even with the Cedevita, a pot 
or two of hot food, and a dry set of gloves from 
my sleeping gear, I was getting cold and so was 
everybody else. So we all headed into the big 
bivouac to warm up. This required shedding 
boots and cave suit layer so as not to dirty the 
interior up. It was instantly warmer, and we 
turned on a stove (clean-burning isobutane) 
and let it run to fill the space with heat. Warmth 
was key, so all social pleasantries went out the 
window and grown men spooned grown men. At 
one point I fell asleep with my head on Henry’s 
thigh, although my sleep was very light and 
intermittent. After a couple of hours, the rigging 
team was all accounted for and so we groggily 
put our wet cave suits and boots back on, which 
was immensely unpleasant. If I had to do it 
again (yes please) I would bring one of those 
puffy coats that resembles sleeping bag material. 
Some of the Croatians were wearing them, and 

while they were still cold they appeared to be 
warmer than I was.  

It was a little daunting to think that, as 
deep as we had gone already, we were about to 
go half as deep again. But nobody was about 
to turn back, so off we went in a long proces-
sion again. The start of the descent into the 
lower cave required a 10 m ascent up to a short 
passage before heading back down again right 
into a 142 m (466 feet) shaft. The rest of the 
way wasn’t all that different from what we’d 
previously encountered, except for increased 
interaction with the water. The walls were over-
all a bit wetter, and a meander part way through 
required negotiating waterfall climbdowns 
and plunge pools. Many of these had hanging 
traverses intended to keep you out of the water, 
but resulted in seriously annoying flailing when 
negotiated with a heavy dive tank. Eventually 
the meander gave way to more large pits, and a 
few final nuisance rappels, and finally we were 
on the bottom! Yes! I really only soaked it in for 
a minute or two before it hit me... I was 1350 
m (4429 feet) underground! How on earth was 
I going to get out of here?? The thought was 
oppressive. I had heard stories of cavers getting 
“Rapture of the Deep” on trips in Mexico, and it 
had been described as a mini-freakout or mental 
breakdown. It wasn’t quite that way here; it was 
more of an 800-pound gorilla of apprehension in 
the room, noticeably less with the folks who had 
done it before, but it really didn’t hamper our 
enjoyment of the situation. Doug and I realized 
that the trip to this point had been so fast-paced 
and intense that we had basically given up on 
taking pictures early on, with the exception of 
the ice room and camp. And even then there was 
so much steam everywhere that a decent picture 
was elusive. But we absolutely had to get proof 
that we’d been all the way down here, so we 
turned the flashes off on our cameras and had our 
picture taken while the Croatians illuminated our 
faces to ghostly effect with their  Scurion lights. 

Our group arrived to find the water at the 
sump to be much higher than expected, esti-
mating 6 m (20 feet) higher than in 2010. The 
result of this was that the usual staging area was 
underwater, some critical dive tanks left there 
the previous year were submerged, as were some 
sensors and dataloggers. As I touched down on 
the bottom, the group was already moving rocks 
and gravel for a new staging area where a two-
person bivouac could be set up. The bivouac 
was where the divers were to sleep right after 
the dive, so as not to immediately subject them-
selves to intense exertion and altitude change 
while diving gas was still dissolved in their 
blood. Once the bivouac was set up, the divers, 
Ivica Ćukušić (Ćuki) and Robert Erhardt, began 
gearing up for the dive with some help from a 
couple of others. Their intent was to perhaps go 
as deep as 60 m (197 feet), and they had brought 
regular, dual, and triple gas mixes appropriate 
for the depth. Then the rest of us stripped off 
our outer layer and piled into the two-person 
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Doug in Telefonico Jama

Bruce with ice in the Lukina Jama entrance 
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bivouac for a hot meal. By this point we were 
getting fairly tired, so after eating we all laid 
down on the floor to try and snooze. At first it 
was four of us, then seven, and eventually nine 
people in the thing trying to take  a nap by the 
time both divers were in the water. We were 
huddled together as close as possible, mostly 
sitting with our knees to our chests, heads lolled 
to the side on each others’ shoulders. It was not 
comfortable, and as at camp previously, I only 
fell lightly asleep and for perhaps 10 minutes at 
a time. In a couple of hours (but what seemed 
like no time at all) we were jarred awake by a 
forceful yell of “OKAY! Time to go!” Ćuki and 
Robert were back. Unfortunately, their explora-
tion efforts were cut short as they expended a 
lot of gas looking for the submerged equipment, 
including one dive tank they never found. On 
top of that, visibility in the water was zero due 
to the heavy rains. So all in all the sump push 
was a bust, which was disappointing, but that 
sentiment was soon forgotten due to thoughts 
of the looming trip out. Later on, the data from 
the recovered science gear would show that the 
water level at the bottom changes by as much as 
100 m (328 feet) over the course of  a year, and 
in the days before we had gone in it had risen 
by 18 m (59 feet)!

Now the “rapture of the deep” intensified a 
little. This was going to be really hard, and we 
knew it. It didn’t help that many of the tanks had 
not been emptied at all due to the abbreviated 
dive, so they didn’t weigh any less than on the 
way in, and even the tanks that had been emptied 
some honestly didn’t feel any lighter. We were 
cold, and it didn’t help to put our wet cave suits, 
boots, and gloves on again, all with the dread 
of the ascent in our minds. We had one last hot 
meal, put on our vertical gear and were ready to 
go. That’s when Doug mentioned to me that he 
feared a certain natural urge was likely to occur 
in the near future, when no facilities would be 

available in the vertical environment. I had to 
admit I was feeling exactly the same way, but 
some things can’t be rushed and so we resigned 
ourselves to an uncomfortable climb out. Of our 
subgroup of four, I went first. The first 60 m (196 
ft) or so, I was a wreck and went very slow. My 
cold joints ached and I still felt a little groggy. 
Crap, was it going to be this way the whole 
way out? That would be a serious problem. 
Luckily, after the first few rebelays my blood 
got pumping, and I perked up immensely. Prior 
to entering the cave, I had promised myself I 
wouldn’t be pressured and would climb out at 
a medium pace so as not to blow out, but I was 
feeling so good that I started going faster. Doug 
had somehow gotten stuck with two packs—one 
with water-logged dive gear and the other with 
our dry clothes. As he climbed they pendulumed 
out of sync, disturbing his rhythm, and also got 
caught in the rope occasionally, totally wearing 
him out. Henry, who the entire time appeared to 
have the energy of a gazelle, took one of Doug’s 
packs and eased his burden. Up ahead, I had 
made it up the first series of big pits and was 
cruising up the short ropes and traverses in the 
meander, as much as fifteen minutes ahead of 
the rest and feeling awesome. Eventually I came 
to the bottom of the second and last series of big 
pits to camp. I had caught up with the cavers that 
had left before me, so I decided to wait until the 
rest of the group arrived before continuing. That 
turned out to be a big mistake. Fifteen minutes 
later they came, and I was starting to shiver. 
Doug, who looked awful, said to me “I have 
never had my ass so kicked by a cave.” In all 
the times I have caved with Doug, I have never 
seen him be anything but superhuman. Yet here 
he was, destroyed. Soon it would be my turn. 

I got back on rope and started climbing, and 
it was immediately obvious that the short break 
had killed my momentum. I was starting to get 
hungry too. The chocolate and energy bars that 
Doug and I had stuffed into our cave suits were 
not enough. Not to mention there was rarely a 
place to stand, loosen your chest harness, and 
dig into your suit to find them. I have been on 
numerous cave trips that utterly trashed me, 
but over the next few hours I transitioned into 
the most tired and delirious state I have ever 
experienced. It was a strange mental place that 
had me conjuring images of my wife and son 
just to summon the energy to continue. By the 
end of it I was taking five steps up the rope at a 
time, my knees against the wall, up this endless, 
unrelenting vertical treadmill of rock. I was cold, 
hungry, had long ago suppressed intestinal urges 
to significant discomfort, had what at that point 
felt like a dead body tied to me, and was so tired 
I was hallucinating. Through it all, I was negoti-
ating rebelay after rebelay above a bottomless, 
deadly abyss. At each anchor, every movement 
was very slow and methodical. Between every 
cowstail clip and ascender attach I had to pause 
(usually sighing in exhaustion) and make an 
effort to focus my sleeping brain on the next 

action, not only to follow through with that 
action, but to mentally double-check that it was 
the correct one. Only a few hours previously it 
had all been second nature. Always one section 
of rope below me, Doug was struggling to stay 
awake, afraid that he might sleep through my 
call that the rope was free. I have no idea how 
long this went on, certainly a few hours. It was 
pure torture that seemed like it would never 
end, and I was sure I was never going to do this 
again. I had lost the capacity to even recall any 
landmarks, so I was shocked when suddenly, and 
mercifully, I was at the top and the -950 m camp 
was within view. At that moment, from the time 
the alarms had gone off in our tent two mornings 
previous, we had effectively been awake for 34 
hours. It was the hardest thing I have ever done, 
no question, and reflecting back it was quite 
interesting. It’s in those moments that caving is 
at its most therapeutic—we very nearly revert to 
being animals, with all the superficial layers of 
personality, experience and prejudice forcefully 
ripped away by the multi-pronged suffering, 
exposing us to who we truly are as people and 
showing us exactly what we are made of.  

I dropped that pack with the tank in it on 
the ground with so much indignation, that I do 
remember. Did we eat a hot meal before going 
to bed? Probably, but I can’t quite recall. My 
memories from those few minutes between 
arriving at camp and going to bed are jumbled 
and strange, as if from a psychedelic trip. The 
four of us were directed to one of the three-
person tents that we would have all to ourselves. 
Previously, Ana had said that they typically try 
to put a woman in each tent because it “keeps 
everybody happier,” but we had no such luck. 
The tent had four sleeping pads in it, with three 
sleeping bags opened up and zipped together as 
a single blanket. We changed into our dry clothes 
and hopped under the sleeping bags, spooning 
each other while laying directly on the pads. We 
warmed up quick, and it was sublime. In no time 
we were out cold. 

Eventually we were awakened by the sound 
of someone unzipping the door to our tent. It 
was Darko Bakšić (Bakša), one of the most 
hardcore Croatian cavers and described to me 
by his contemporaries as a living legend. He 
said “You have been asleep for awhile now...” 
Henry quickly checked his watch—17 hours!! 
“...perhaps you can sleep for, oh, two more 
hours and then get up?” If I didn’t love the way 
Croatians ran their expeditions before that point, 
I did then. I was feeling amazingly refreshed 
as were the others, and so we mostly just laid 
there in the dark for the next two hours talking 
and dreading the change back into wet clothes. 

Once we were up, we quickly gobbled up 
a hot meal and a pan of hot Cedevita. And then 
we cooked up two more meals and another pot 
of Cedevita and consumed that. This time Doug 
and I packed twice the food into our cavesuits 
for the trip out. Four packs were waiting for us, 
three with ropes and carabiners, and the fourth 

Bruce somewhere deep in Lukina Jama - 
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with two mini-tanks. Henry got on rope and 
headed out first, likely hoping to avoid being 
stuck behind us. We didn’t see him again until 
we got to surface camp. I was next, with Doug 
and then Tom behind me. I felt light years better 
than the day before but was climbing at a pretty 
leisurely pace, with no previous cave trips 
except for the day before to serve as a frame of 
reference for how much reserve I would need 
to get back to the surface. Most US cavers who 
know me would probably characterize me as an 
above-average speed rope climber, but in the US 
it’s possible to be a sprinter and get away with it. 
If you decide you want to go on a deep expedi-
tion, ask yourself if your climbing technique 
favors sprinting or endurance. Will you be able 
to climb the same way you normally do with a 
heavy load? Definitely things to think about. 
After being on rope for awhile it became clear 
that Doug was back to his superhuman self, as he 
openly complained a few times that I was slow. 
I suppose I could have let him go first when we 
left camp, but it was good to share the experi-
ence of the climb out with him. 

Eventually we reached the -320 m ledge, 
where we ran into a few expedition members 
who had popped in for a day trip, and to help 
haul out some of the gear that teams before 
us had left. They magically had a huge bag of 
munchies and an already-hot pot of Cedevita 
waiting for us. At this point Tom was really 
starting to drag since he had been carrying 
the two tanks, so Doug switched packs with 
him. This slowed Doug down, and suddenly 
we were all climbing at the same speed. We 
continued up, passing through the tight meander 
and through the ice room. From there it wasn’t 
long before we could see the entrance above us, 
filled with waning daylight. It appeared to be 
pretty close, until we passed a -90 m (-295 feet) 
marker and realized it was still a big pit away. 

That last bit seemed to 
take forever, what with 
the entrance tantalizing 
us. We finally emerged 
onto the surface at 
dusk, and collapsed 
wi th  a  mix tu re  o f 
re l ief ,  exhaust ion, 
and satisfaction after 
nearly 13 hours on 
rope. We were spent, 
but still felt way better 
than the day before. 
Obviously, being well 
rested and fed makes 
all the difference. It 
was Wednesday, and 
we had been under-
ground for three days 
(notably, both Doug 
and I only used a single 
set of batteries). 

I t  w a s  t h e n  I 
noticed just how much 

pain I was actually in. My Stop hand was still 
numb between the first finger and thumb and the 
tops of my hip bones where my harness pressed 
were numb as well. This would not completely 
abate for a month! Both of us had open sores 
where our seat and chest harnesses had rubbed. 
We also had fingers swollen fat like sausages, 
bruised fingertips and large blood blisters on 
our hands from all the ropework. I was sore all 
over, and had countless scratches and bruises. 
It was all topped off with a bright red raw spot 
in the middle of my forehead from wearing a 
balaclava under my helmet for so long. Shaking 
as I pulled the change of clothes from my surface 
pack, I decided that I was in no shape to carry 
two heavy packs down the karst. So I left the 
pack I’d hauled out of the cave there at the 
entrance and took only my personal gear. We 
used the field phone to call down for a pickup 
and started down the trail. Doug attempted to 
carry both of his bags, but gave up after about 
15 feet. Marco and Luca arrived in the van, and 
we rode back to camp with U2’s “Beautiful Day” 
blaring on the stereo. Normally I am not much 
of a U2 fan, but the subject of the song coupled 
with the euphoria of what we’d accomplished 
made for a truly sublime moment. I realized then 
that, contrary to what I thought in my delirium a 
few days earlier, I’d do a trip like that again in a 
heartbeat. Back at camp, the party had already 
started. I had a only a few sips of beer before 
realizing that I had to go to bed immediately, 
which I did. 

Thursday was sunny and beautiful. Doug 
and I hiked up to the entrance to pick up the 
bags we’d left. Otherwise we cleaned our gear 
and prepared to leave for the town of Split 
the next morning. That night was perhaps the 
most joyous fire celebration of the expedition. 
At one point I was singing Croatian songs, 
reading phonetically from a lyric sheet but not 

understanding a word of it. There was a palpable 
euphoria to the group, and it was apparent that 
we had bonded through our common experience. 
Friday morning came, and we thanked every-
one and said our bittersweet goodbyes. Ćuki 
drove us to the coastal town of Split, where he 
completed the Croatian hospitality experience 
by taking us to his brother’s house for a home-
cooked meal and a shower, and helping us find 
lodging. Doug and I spent the next four days 
swimming in the Adriatic Sea and touring Split’s 
Roman ruins in a post-caving postpartum-like 
daze, lazily waiting for our departure day to 
come. It was the feeling of having accomplished 
something you’ve dreamed of for a long time, 
and it was incredibly satisfying. 

Doug and I would like to thank the NSS 
for graciously providing an expedition grant; 
SureFire flashlights for the headlamps; all of 
the amazing expedition participants, you were 
so much fun and inspired us to be better cavers! 
We will see you again! We would like to espe-
cially thank Luka Mudronja for having us on 
his expedition; Dalibor Paar for making all the 
arrangements for us to come; and the incompa-
rable Ana Bakšić for her amazing hospitality 
(THANK YOU THANK YOU THANK YOU!). 
And lastly, we would like to thank our families 
for having the understanding to allow us to leave 
them behind for three weeks just to visit a dark, 
cold hole in the ground. 

To the reader: if this trip sounds like fun to 
you, the Croatian expedition for 2012 (in late 
summer again) will go to the bottom of Velebita, 
a 1026 m (3366 feet) deep cave with a single 
shaft of 513 m (1683 feet). You know you want 
to! Anyone interested, please feel free to e-mail 
myself or Doug for more information. I warned 
the Croatians that I’d be writing this article, and 
that it might generate a surge of interest by US 
cavers. Their response? “That’s okay, we have 
plenty of tanks to haul.”

Bruce and Doug at the -1350 m (4429 feet) 
deep bottom of Lukina Jama
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