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THE CAVES OF PERU

by ANDREW PAVEY
Introduction

Although the Gruta San Pedro near Sorota has not, to my
knowledge, been previously described in speleclogical
literature the following two cawving areas which we

visited in Peru have been. The caves near Tinge Maria came
to my notice whilst browsing through an old Spanish

tourist guide to Peru whilst those near Palcamayo were
drawn to my attention by NZG5 member Kathy Christeomen

who was living in Peru for a while in 197L/5, and who

had visited them after reading a local megazine. BSuch

are the devious ways you find out about caves, however,

in both cases relatively recent speleclogical literature

is a much better and fuller guide than my sources. In

1972 a Polish expedition from the Polish High Mountain Club
lead by Maciej Kuezynski visited the caves near Palcamsyo
and others in Peru whilst a little later in the same year
the Inperial College Expedition to the Karst of Peru :
visited both sites and some others and reported extensively
on their results (Bowser, 1973 & Coward, 1973). :

TINGO MARTA

Tingo Maria is a small town with little claim to fame
except a University Agricultural College located in the
Amazon Basin, at ap altitude of about B00n above sea level,
at roughly 76 W, 9°20'S. It is reached by an extremely
rugged 20 hour bus ride from Lima which includes 500km of
extremely rough road and transit of the Anticona Pass

at l;,800m above sea level which is an experience all in
itself. QGet a return bus ticket as it is extrenely
uncomfortable sleeping on the bucking, heaving and filthy
bus! Being in the Amazon Basin guarantecs the town a
steamy atmosphere and frequent rain. There are also Jungle
covered limestone peasks surrounding the town and we were
quite happy to catch glimpses of these through the mist.
Despite being surrounded by limestone only two caves are
well known to the locals.
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CUEVA DE LAS PAYAS (CAVE OF THE TURKEYS)

This cave is around 10km from Tingo Maria on the Lima

gide of town, relatively close to the main road. We passed
the"restaurant de los Cuevas de los Pavas" beside a dry
creek bed at sbout this:-peint, but did not return to inveg-
tipate too closely as Tunbridge (1973) had rﬁpcrted it as
mercly a steep, narrow gorge and not a true cave and the
locals gave us the impression that it was not reslly worth
visiting.
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CUEVA DE LAS LECHUZAS

- This cave is located up the Mangon River from Tingo Maria
about Skm in my estimate. (10km according to Coward 1973,
and "a few" km according to Turbridge 1973). There is a
road on the Westorn bank of the river which we were told
led to the cave although the cave itself is on {He Easterm
‘bank, and Coward had reached it by road. We were told the
road was exceedingly muddy and we tock a long, dug-out
canoe powerad by a small outboard motor which struggled
against the stream which was in mild flood(it was also
raining). Several Iilometres upstreaw round a large bend
we wore landed at a small beer shop on the eastern bank
where limestone cliffs meet the river and hence halt the
road on this bank. Trudes were available for local trange
portation, but we chose to walk. The distance is approx-
imately 1.5km, and the cave is exceedingly obviocus in the
cliff above. The road crosses the resurgence on a mgjor
bridge which is badly in need of repair. Several siens
announce that the cave forms part of the "National Park of
Tingo Maria", end although Tunbridge (1973} mentions a
loce:. keeper, we saw 1o sign of anybody in the area except
an abandoned house on the other side of the resurgence.
The cave itself is reached by following a greasy track
from the road to a slightly rotten set of stairs which
led up to a rock platform at the ontrance to the cave.

The level of the entrance is perhaps 20m above the
alluvial plain wliich is itself only a few netres shove the
river. The resurgence flows ocut of a vertical, jungle
covered limestonc ¢ll?f about 20m west of the entrance at.
the level of the plain. Tnzre is no sign of a cave at

the resurgence at a1l - just a smoota flow of water

away from the cliff with no sign of turbulence until a’
rapid 15m from the ¢liff. Flow was hard to estimate but
could have been not less than |1 +rzee, and a dirty brown
colour similai to the main river. L .

The cave itcclf is some 250m long and 15-30m high .
and wide, rising toward the end. Most of it is suffused .
with deylight although at the far end total darkness pre-
vails.
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There are several large stands of stalagmite and flowstone
and during cur visit the large flowstone on the rastern
wall, midway in, was running continuously with quite a
stream of water, which scemeéd to sink into tho guano around.
There 1s no sight ‘or sound of the resurgence river in

the cave although it would seem obvious that the cave was
an abtandoned resurgence of the: river. MNearly at the far
end, directly below the "lecheezas" (3panish for owls,
reported as " guacharos" or "steatornis" birds) for which
the cave is named, are several ways in. Right and left

are downward sloping rifts filled with guano wheih no one
soems to have "pushed" (and we didn't either!), and directly
ahead is & 10m high flowstone barricr which can be- climbed
on the left. Beyond is a chamber with ne way in.

The ressons for the distinet lack of enthusiasm for
exploration reported by all who have visited the cave is
fairly obvious. The owls have produced quite a bit of
guano and those parts of the ficor not covered with it :
directly are covercd with seed husks(which the birds live
on and drop) and with a myriad'bugs" - spiders, beetles;
10cm. long millipedes and cockroaches {greeny white). Thus
the cave explorer tends to be very concerned about the
nunber of unwanted passengers which he picks up along the
way. (It ig impossible not to walk on a lot of them)

Added to which the locals are in the habit of hunting the
owl chicks, which they boil down to make cooking fat.

So the birds quite understandably do the best they can to
dissuade visitors by screeching loudly in the dark and
dive bombing any hapless cavers who come near. It seems
roasonable to suppose that if eitker of the downward
rifts were explored to the river, n fair sized cave system
would be found. .

The _cals have reported a river sink in the hills
behind Coward, (973) suggests it is 1lim through the
mountain, and Tunbridee(1973) at least a days walk from the
entrance, and judging from the colour of the water in the
resurgence it must be a fairly wide open cave with a
fast flow-through time. The locals also supgest that its
possible to catch Histoplesmosi g in tho cavel ;
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Thus the area is extremely promising, lots of lime-
stone, lots of water mnd Imown cawves, but the diff seulties
of exploration are formidable - insects, disease, heat,
humidity and heavy jungle. Both Coward and Tunbridge felt
relief at leaving the cave and arca to other workers and
I'd have to do the samc. Access is reasonable - bus or plane
from Lima and a number of roads in the area plus a relat-
ively civilized town (3 hotels and movie house ete.) would
make Tingo Maria a good base, but I'm not surc if there is
a "dry" semson al gll.

" PALCAMAYD.

Palcamayo is a small town about 25kn from Torma
(District of Torma) (See map ) at a height
of shout 3L30m above sea level. Lkm up the road to San
Pedro is ‘the Huagapo Cave (follow the siens you can't miss it).
Access is a lot easier than to Tinpo Maria. Torma is a
will established departmental capital and is on repular bus
service from La Oraya and Huancayo. Both can be reached
by bus or train from Lima. There is also a bus or collectwvo
serviee from Torma to Paleamsyo. The caves are obviously
well known to the locals and must be gquite a tourist
attraction. The first place we stopped in Tama to ask
directions hed a newspaper report about the caves pinned
to its wall. We travelled by Collectwvo up ‘t-{.‘l Palcamoyo
and returned by bus tD Teorma.

Hue.p'apo eave is the best known in the a.reﬂ., and- 1s- &
large resurgence cave containing an active streamway
which debouches a little below the main cave entrance and
flows down the hill over a complex serics of tufa dams to
join the River Shaca, just below the two houscs opposite.’
In one of these houses lives Modesto Castro, "official
guide to the caves! Modesto is always willing to guide
tourists into the cave, although it is only possible to
po sbout 100m béfore having to wade end swim and this is
the ususl limit for hardened tourists. He hzé a couple of
1-=z6 porsphe-Ta in which he ha# newspaper cuttingj,
expeditions reports etc., and various photographs. I
photographed this record and 50 can now provide a reason-
ably accurate history of exploration cf the area.
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"THE GROTTO WHICH CRIES" - THE LEGEND OF HUAGAFO CAVE

In earlier times Huagapo was apparently known as "Ia
Gruta que Clora" (the grotto which cries in Spanish) and
the following legend is repeated in many newspaper accounts
of the cave. S

During the time of the cxpansion of the Inca empire
when the forces of the Inca Pachacutec invaded the region
held by the Tarumas. The locals, determined to make a
big battle of it decided to send all thelr women and child=
ren to the cave and told them to po as far inside as
possible and not to come out until they were victorious.
Unfortunately all the Tarumas soldiers were wiped out in
the battle and so there was no one to tell the women and
children to come out. They all perished and were turned to
stone forming the multitude of different sized stalagmites.
Sirice that time they have been weeping and collected tecars
gather together to form the crystal clear stream which
flows out of the cave. "Huapgapo" apparently means "the
grotto (or mountain) which cries" in the local dialect.

{ Guechua)

E;STDRY'GF EXPLORATION

Huagapo, belng the largest and most obvious cave in
the area has received the most attention. Archaeological
excavations carried out by Peruvians in the ontrance area
have shown that the cave itself was a site of habitation
for perhaps 2000 years for primitive Andean people, and
their euccéesors. A tumber. of primitive, irrepgular and

indecipherable "paintings" have alsc been found which are

attributed to these people. The Peruvian expedition

which was the first of the well recorded recent visits

to the cave thought that these paintings were 10,000 years
old. S

As many of the locals believe that caves contain no
oxygen it is quite probable that before 1969 no one had
been beyond the daylight section ¢f the cave as a few
gimple obstacles at this point would dissuade any but
the most determined casual explorer without electrile
lighting. Rosell(1965) mentions Huagapo but indicates
no further exploration took place due to darlmess within
the cave.
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The 1969 Expedition was organized by the Newspaper ‘EiComercio®
and "Hay-0-Vac" (who make torcles and batteries) and compriscd
(leader) Gesar Morales Arnao (promlnent climber and head of
"Jeccion Andismo del Ministerio del Sducasion Publica" which
oversees climbing expeditions in Peru), geologist Tomas Guerreo,
archavclogist Hermilio Rosas and surveyor Enriggue Leon. That
they were rolatively irmorant speleologilcally is evedent from
reading the nowspaper accounts of their sffoerts. Nevertheless
it is an important start to gpeleological investigations by
Peruviens and they did penetrate well past the firet obstacles
in the cave., They studied geology, hydrology and the cave
peintings. They concluded that the cave was formed in
limestone and explored for a lengh of 660 m. (although

the newspaper reporis cver 1000 m. this is the addition of
inward and outward oxygen supply units sinee they found the

air remarkably wholesomz. They apparontly had some difficuliy
exploring the cave using rubber dinghys and hand torches,
(Reports are in "El Comercio", Lima 18«21 February 1969 and
Morales etol (1966-68(7)).

In 1370 a small group from "La Asociascion Venezoloma de
Espeleclogia"” made a flying visit and confirmed the imp-riance
of the cave (Buse, 7). Also in 1970 & party of enthus’ asts
lead by Raul Nieves Herr wént "1800" metree into the cave

and were atopped by a deep canal and left their names as
mementos (Buse, 7). Since subsocuent sxpeditions have shown
that the cave iz not that long and haven't reported names
from far within the cave we can presume some jouwrnalistic
liconce has been used in this repari. :

The next and most significant visit was by memberss of

Klub Wysckogorski (Polish High Muuntain Club) lead by

Maciez Kuezynski in February 1972, They vieited caves else-
where in Peru and in May { Annon, ﬂQTE} r*purtad that they had
explorad "totally" Huogapo cave to a sump after a passage
length of 1.5 km. (™1 km." aecmrdlng to Eousar Coward 1973).
They had obviocusly had an epic trip in high Waier conditionsa
for 19 hours (or 22 hours depending on ruport'} Tha cave
was reported to have an active streamway with numercus lakes
and waterfalle and extracrdingrily beautiful stalactitoes in
various forms and colcurs. They had beoen the first to reach
the sump. In contrast when the Imperial College Exedition
to the Kgrst of Peru arrived in mid August they took just

one hour to reach the gump in low water conditions and on

the way out discovered 400 m. ﬂf dry inlet passage plus
tidyingup some canals nesr the uniranc; for a total trip of
just four hpuraa Thay spent sevhrul weeks in the area and
completed a survey of the cave, unsuxcLufully dug in thu sump



n

-

and proved it couldn't be free dived and in a water tracing
tost showed that some of the water was coming from a cave

650 m. higher and 10 km. away. The report which they produced
(J. B. 8. A. No 52} is quite detailed and is the bust source
of information on the caves in this area.

Our own visit in May 1975 was restricted to a ™tourist" trip

(gole) over the casy firat 100m. to the ladder pitch leading
to the canals.

HUAGAFO CAVE DESCRIFTICN

Thia description is simplified from that of Bowser and Coward
(1973). The cave cntrance is located on a terrace on the
north side of the Shaca valley at 3572 m. above sea level,
and is a large arch 30 m. high and 15 m. wide. Beyond im a
doscent to the streamway; to the east the strcam flows out

to the resurgence whilst the main passage continues north
wegt around a few corners to the firast canals (110m. in).

To this point the cave has be'n large (30 m. high, 10 m. wide)
and continues after the bypass for 50 m. to the next (40 m.)
canal , then 150 m. of walking stireamway leading to the 150 m.
long straw-decorated Wonderland, the third canal (30 m.) is
accompanied by & lowered rocf which rises to reveal a dead
end mide passago (10 m.). Another 120 m. of very low canal
legds to 200 m. of boulder gtrewn pasaage wi*h sump, 150 m.
dowvnstream of the sump up 2 3 m. olimb iz Wilderland a 490 m.
extension. It ie basically '"P! shaped and combinea mud and
fine formations. There are no dacent leads but a few tight
Bgqueag2s terminating passages clearly lead tq&ther known pag-
sage. Total passage length 1698.5 m. It is e=ssentially
devaeloped parallel to the sineline followed by the

velley. The cave is probably the longest in Scouth America.

OTHER CAVES IN THI AREA

The next major cave in the area is La Sina de Milpo a aink.
hole situated in the gorge above and behind Huagapo at an
altitude of 3992 m. above sca lovel. It was firet explored
by the Polish party to a depth of 60 m. and then by the
Imperial College team to 407.2 m. thus establishing the

South American Depth record. The cave carrics a small stream—
way and is reported to be an excellent mporting trip with many
traverses, olimbe and short pitches (tackls 8 X 9 m. ladders)
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The cave follows the dip and the sump is up strike from
Huagapa and only Tm. above ifs final sump. Although no dye
tracing hag been done it would be highly unlikely for the
water not to come out of Huagapa.

The Imperial College team found five other small cawvea in the
arza (up to 100 m. long): The upper and lower Antacocha caves
drain a lake near the limestone contact and this water was
proved to flow through to Husgapo Cawve although both caves
end in tight squesrss with little likelihood of exiension.
Nearby La Cueva de Concha Loma (250 m. deep) and La Cueva de
Mata Patta (in 50 m. decp) wers two caves with potential
connection to Huagapo (B80 m. below) which were too tight
and might need hlagting. Thoy take sireams in wet season
only. On the @pesite hill la Sima ds Callash Punta reached
50 me but was disaprointingly choked in a large chambor.

Several other entrances were seen 300 m. below CGallash Punta
but not investigated and in my conversation with Modesto he
suggeated that he lmew of many cawes in tho area which he had
been 50 m. inte but wouldn'+t go futher without assistance.
He showed us a map with a mumber of caves marked not only
regtricted to the areas around Huagapo but further afield
towards Palcomayo and Torma, on the bus out from Teo rma

to Lg Oroya we saw quite a few dry valleys but no signs of
caves although some outcrops between Javis and Torma had
black holes (poseibly only shelters but worth checking)

and we saw omne obv ipussubjacent collispse next tr the road
a conical depression 10 m. in diameter set least 10 m. deap.
Hearby = large marshy lake showed no obvicus cutlet and the
surrounding rock was definitely limestone. :

In faot from travelling around the district in a bus you
could form the impression that the whole ares was limesetone.
This seemsa fairly exciting at first when the scale of the
countryside ~platesus and duep valleys, is considered but
there were no obvious signs of sinkKing stiream or large rise—
ing The area for probably 50 km. either side North and
South of Torma would seem to need much cleser scrutiny and
could well reveal better cawves than those now known near
Palcamadfo-.

ELSIWHIRE I FHEU

Tunbridge {1973) refers to Rosell (1965) and picks out four
vther caves which might be the best possible other prospects
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than Huogapo and Tingo Mrrie. These are La Gruta de Uscopisco
(20 km. South of Hualgajoc) also populated by steortornis
birds andfeported by Raimondi in 1868 as containing a couple
of chambers and a pitch with the stream which disappeared
pesaibly being 5 km. long. Sanson Machay ncar Cerro de Pasco
(towarde Tingo Maria from Huagapo) seems to be of archaeological
irterest but may bear furthor cxploration. & similar cave
(la Cueva de Toguapala, near Moguegda) has animal cave paintings
7000 years old. ;

The remaining cave, La Gruta de Huariri, near Livitica in
Southern Peru was also visited by Raimondi and is deseribed
ag low; well decorated and then branches, one of which could
be pushed. Fress reports (Anon, 1972) indicate that the
Folish party vieitod the cave and found it had 300 m. of
paseage and was well docorated.

The Imperial Collaege team aleo investigated the Pirhuacocha
area near La Oroya but found no caves only a few shakeholes
and some limestone pevement.

CONCIIESION

It is clear that there is quite an amount of limeston: at
considerable atltitu e (3000-5000 m.) in Central Peru and
that very little mystematic exploration has taken place
throughout the country.  Two cxpeditions in 1972 achiewved
significant results but have by nc means coveréd the field
and have really only just scratched the awrface. Cmall mobile
partiecs, not burdsned by much equipment (customs and police
problems etc.) would be well suited to the task as publie
transport is choap and wide ranging and access to ggry of the
arcas would be relatively easy, Lone cavers can achieve little
more than preliminary reconnaissance,hilst it is nice o
think that large, deep caves could be found in Peru it should
be realistically admitted that at this stage, upon the current
evidence only caves of Huazapo or Yilpo'e gizme are likely to
be found. The moat promising ares for investigation is the
area contred on Torma. :
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