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ACAVE IN BOL VA

THE GRUTA SAN PEDRG by ANDREW PRVEY

"Getting to Sorata is eagy" said thelady in the tourist
office. "You just go to. this corner ..." a pause and some
hun ting with a peneil ... in the Indian Quarter and catch
a g or truck™,

it what fime and how much doas it cost?™" Cuoth the travel
Weary ¢aver.

"They leave at 6 adn. prcmutljrr go you'd better be there at
5.30 a.m. and the cost is about #1 She said and furned to

. apsther El1ghtly frazzled locking traveller standing to one'
sidea.

How even when you've acclimatiesd to dltitude, getiing up
without breakfast in the predawn cold of La FPaz, Boliviak
largest city, and walking a mile and 500 ft. uphill carrying
RO pounds of actumlated mementos like sbone statues and wall
hangings, countless rolls of film efc. etc. etc. at an
.altitude of 11,500 ft. can be a trjlng way to start a caveing
trip.

Being not only stupid gringes but also glow lesarners and
only in South America so far for 6 weeks we dutifully arrived
at the appointed spot at a foul smelling cornmer between
multi-gtory mud-brick houses with neither truck nor bes nor
any person in sight,  “Charming” 1 said to Bewverley and
gtamped off intc the lessening gleom to find somecone and ask
a few guestions. After some effort it trenspired that the
concept of "manana®™ is not dead and that something would
indeed happen eventually. Surprisingly it did in the next
half an khour as dawn thought about approaching activity
appeared on the streete - women set up kerosene stoves and
started selling large mugs of coffee for 5 ¢, trucks appeared

* around corners and parked on kerbe and corners and in the
middle of streets, old men staggered by with enormous loads
and by the time the growing light made it posasible to see the
length of the street the activity and bustle had reachad the
peak which it would maintain all day till nightfall and the
sudden vacating of the strests

Trading is & living much more so in the less developsd
countries of the world and for us it was a real educational
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broceas to wateh the day begin in this-way B0 subtly
different from a nine to five office grind.

By negotiation owr transpert to Sorats 150 km away was to be
in the back of an opén 10 ton truclk. Early on it looked like
We might be in for 3 lonely bumpy ride but as time passed the
crowd in the back of the truck grew — zome got on, some got
off, and the load increased — a few more bundles of fruit op
‘clothes, tins of ksrosene etc, it started to become crowded
and there was a little Jockeying for positions with good goft
seats and a view, Rumours of g prompt departure at 8 a.m.
died with the passing of that hour but by 9 a.m. we were off
with a lurch, round the corner and down hill. But not fer
long = & stop, mome shouts and sudilenly we were sharing the
truck with another ton of sacked white flour - still i+t made
an even betfer seat so who's to complain?

Bventually we left La Paz and climbed up the long winding
road out of the canyon ith built in and onto the plateau
above at around 13,300 v, paseing the highest commercial
Airport in the world whore we had arrived by sleck and only
quarter full, 727 jet just three day before - the difference
in transport standards Wwas s8iriking %o =ay the least,

There are advantages to travel in the back of a truck on a
rough dirt road — in our case a supert view of the highest

mountaing in Bolivia on one side and Lake Titicaca on the
Q‘thﬂr E]

“Sorata lies near, but Sertainly not at, the head of one of
very stoep vallays feeding the Amazon basin, on the vary
edge of the Altiplanm. It ig situated at about 2400 m.
on the alopes of Mount Allampa and wee onece a mzjor Spanish
trading town on the routa from the tropical Jungles below
to the majority of the population living on the Altiplano
above. Tue to changing patternsof transport and new roads
it is now in decline and best characterised as a sleapy
little backwater town,

The hair raising ride down the mountain on unfenced, land-
slide prone hairpin bends on g gingle lane road was
considerably muted by the heavy bank of clouds and continual
rain which left us dripping and cold, ataring oc asionally
thre' wisg breaks in the clouds at the valleys, so ridicu—
lously far below that they were obviously toya! We were
glad to arrive and lucky to find good, clean, cheap accomm-
dation in the store/hotel of an expatriate Cerman trader and
on the way down to dinner found our firgt confirmation that
the trip was not in vain. On the wall, in the hall, was a
small photograph of a man, standing near a boat in a large
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cavern filled with water which disappeared into the darkness
beyond. ' '

Enguiries revealed that the"Gruta San Pedro was just two
hours walk down the walley, but that in the morning a truck
would be going up the hill to the next village and from there
it would be an easy walk down hill to the cave,

In the morning we were once again, waiting for the truck at
day treak, then in the truck and finally ( did I say slow
learnersT5 we left? The ride was both more exciting (a much
bumpier road) and more scenic (we could ses both the valley
floor and the snow covered peaksfar above) than the previous
evening. Once safely stationary in the village a con-man

in the form of a swest, innocent school boy, was hired to
show us to the cave. After a pleasant,; slightly down hill
walk to the other side of the mountain we had a sudden
mutiny - "The cawve is down there"™ he says peinting into the
4000 f4. and desp chagm representing the valley. "How much
will you pay me?" "Um g:1" ..." Nol RO R B BT -
£ 3" ..s" Um Ok we'll Find it without you. You can go
"Thinks®” we don't have any hope of finding anything down
there but he's not going to rob NZ} THE KID, as we thought
of him from then on, follows as we gingerly make our way
down the precipitous slopes, around gum trees and sugar canc
plantaticns and then bresks the silence and says 'No No this
wayl® "Aha" thinks I"he admits my superior barganing
technique®. Thus wise we proceed down the hill until sudd-
enly the rock underfoot changes from shale to an almost pure
white calcite, showing 1little rillenkarren every now and
again. ! 2

THE KID stops,; we could do with a break anyway its not casy £
going traver ing stecp slippery slopss. "Banito who owns the

cave charges g 3 to get in"™ ... "Does he r¢ally?” ... "Yes

he lies down there™. ™I don't se: a house™ ... "Oh yes its .
in the treee ... if you give me the money I could pay him

ses- 1f you don't pay him he'll call the policel™  Bev
“chipe in with "you pay him", thinks I "I'm puffed™. "OK"

to THE KID "heres the money" ... THE KID disappears and so

does the moncy. Five minutes later a puffing KID reappears

and shows us the way t0 the cave - cleverly hidden around

the corner. ;

The Gruta 3an Pedro is named after a very small willage
" nearby (San Pedro) and is located approximataly two hours
walk downstream of Sorata, 5-600 m. above the river Mapiri.
The entrance is wisible only from HSan Pedro village as a cliffed
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balcony above tho main track sbout % km. from the school.
The entrance elevation ia guessed at 2500 m. above sea level.
The cave is approached vie a zig-zag track which lecads to a
flat gressy areca (presumably artificial) below a cliff about
30-40 m. high. The rock is not emsily identifiable. It is
almost pure white with no obvious impuwities or bmding and
I would guess it was a high grade marble. It outcrops only
as oliffs up to 100 m. high along the wvalley from the cave
back towards Sorata for several kilometres maintaining
approximately the same height above the river. There were
no signs of any cther caves nor do the locals mention any
when questioned.

The cave entrance proper is reached from the platform by
scrambling down a zig zag track developed on a sandy slope,
presumebly the result of cellapse from the cliffe above.

The passage way narrows and lowers until a primitive gate is
met at a point where the cave is 2 m. high by 1 m. wide.

The gate is gquite ineffective and there follows a small cham-
ber with a sloping dirt, boulder sirewn floor with a roof
lowering from 2 m. down to 1 m. where it is necessary to
crawl through %o a very large cavern. This cavern secms to
be parallel with the ridge above and wag paced at 100 m.
long, from back wall to lake and approximately 30 m. wide
and 15 m. high. The floor is initially a boulder pile where
entry is made and this slopes down %o a mainly flat mud floor
which slopes gently towarde the lake. The lake is at least
30 m. long and we were told it ends around the cormer with

a depth of 8 m. or so, although we couldn't sez that far
with our limited light (One driving torch). The passage hae
& fairly vniferm arched roof. In the pasi the locals have
had a boat in the lake but there was no sightof it when we
were there (April 1975)

The cave iteelf is presumably a fossil feature, there is
virtually no local drainage for it, no dolines or stroams
nearby and the floor of the main cavern being mainly flat
suggests that the lake level varies with season, presumably
draining slowly during the dry season.

Our exploration was made without the benefit of our native
guide who refused to trust an electric torch but couldn't
find sufficient grass to make a blazing torch. HWe spent
abou’i one hour in the cawve, taking photographs and drawing
a  sketch survey.
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The return was a lot casier. THE KID wanted to go home via
Laripata (his village) but as that was at least a 500 m.
climb up hill we went back via the lower track. Two hours
of meandering up and down tributory gullies and some superb
viewss of the river Mapere valley and cspecially of the
narrows below Sorata where a hard strata has formed a very
large gorge with huge waterfalls way down below the track.
Refreshment is provided by pinching raw sugar cane from the
fields along side the track. The "two hour walk™ was hard
but a fair indication of the time to complete the distance
estimated at 5-6 km. although, bacause of the vast scale of
the landscape estimating distances and heights becomas
extremely difficult.

We took the bus back to La Paz the next day after yot
another predawn start - a lot dustier buta much drier trip
with not quite the same feeling of really mixing with the
peoplal

PLATES = Opposite;

top 1eit = Cruta San Pedro in cliffs to left, view from
San Pedrc Willage, by A Pavey., (the entrance is 14"
down and 2%" in from the left hand margin, saorry its
a bit dark, the original pics were execellent, a lot
is lost in proceesing these plates, Ed)
top right ~ upper - Huagapo Cave, the Stalactite Rocm
some 700m inside the cave,.
lower =~ Stalactites and Stalagmites in Husogapo
Cave., photo by members of ICKREP from Modestes scrap book,.
lower -~ A small island in Huagapo Cave about BOOm in. photo
by members of ICKREP from Modesto's scrap book,

Facing page 14
top left - La Gruta de Huagapo at the base of the cliffs with the
resurgence on the right flowing down over tufa gours,
photo A P. vey.
top right - Nefertite's Needle in Huagapo Cave 9( both photos by
bottom - ICKREP party surveying Huagapo Cave ( members of ICKREP
from Modesto's
scrap book.
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