Subterranean

Wonders

Kateryna Medvedyeva, an enthusiastic
speleologist, world champion in cave ex-
ploration techniques, invites the rea-
ders to join her on a tour of some of
those Crimean caves which are acces-
sible to regular tourists with no special
cave exploration training.




uman beings are curious crea-

tures. Some climb the moun-

tains, braving the dizzying

heights, subzero temperatu-
res, freacherous snow and unfriendly winds;
others go high into the air in planes and
then jump from these planes with paro-
chutes to enjoy several minutes of unpo-
wered flight; still others go underwater
to the silent and scary depths. There are
those who look for caves — the deeper
the better, and when they discover them,
they put on pounds upon pounds for cave
exploration gear and equipment, and de-
scend in the bowels of the earth.

Is there a rational answer to the ques-
tion, why they all do it | don’t know whe-
ther there is, though of course, some ratio-
nal reasoning can be sought and provided
to ease the mind of those who regard such
“extreme sports” as foolishness.

There is something in us that drives to
commit such “foolishness,” and that ma-
kes us explore the unknown or previously
inexperienced. Anyway, you are guaran-
teed a great adrenalin rush.

Caves and humans

It is generally believed that at certain
times of their development, the early hu-
mans lived in caves which offered protec-
tion against the inclemency of the weather,
and from powerful predators (in some ca-
ses, the humans had to compete for cave
dwellings with mighty bears and even migh-
tier cave lions).

As the humans were getting brainier
and brainier, they learnt how to make
more comfortable abodes to live in, and
they seem to have lost any interest in ca-
ves. But in the nineteenth century, human
curiosity, which seems to be fathomless,
revived an interest in caves, but not as pla-
ces for dwelling, but as places to explore —
for fun or for scientific reasons.

The French geographer Edouard-Alf-
red Martel (1859-1938), is believed to
have been the founder of speleclogy in
1890s. His pioneering work on the physio-
graphy and accessibility of caves provi-
des the foundation for the science of spe-
leology (Latin spelum, from Greek spe-
laion). He explored the limestone caves
of Cevennes and, with others, made de-
scents into previously unknown caves of
France, Ireland, Austria, Majorca, and
Greece. In 1895 he founded the Society
of Speleclogy in France. For some reason,
the French were the first to blaze the trail —
literally and metaphorically — in cave ex

ploration and study. Other nations did not
tarry too much to follow their lead (inciden-
tally, Ukrainian speleclogists have some
impressive speleclogical achievements to
their credit too).

Speleology is now a subdivision of geo-
logy, and it has furthered our knowledge
in mineralogy, hydrodynamics, archaeo-
logy, biclogy, and many other formal dis-
ciplines. Speleologists use many special
contrivances and methods in exploring
caves. One technique is the use of dye
stains to reveal the outlets of complicated

underground-stream systems. Use of spe-
cial shoes, safety helmets, flexible ladders
and cables, and dependable lamps enab-
les present-day speleologists to explore
the recesses of large caves much more
thoroughly than was formerly possible.
Cave explorers occasionally stay under-
ground for days, mapping and studying
an extensive area. Much work is done on
the chemical solution of limestone, rates
of formation of stalagmites and stalactites,
the influence of groundwater and hydro-
logic conditions generally, and on modes
of cave development has been accomp-
lished within this discipline. Speleology re-
quires, essentially, the application of geo-
logical and hydrological knowledge to
problems associated with underground
cavern systems. Incidentally, amateur ex-
ploration of caves, as a hobby, is usually
called spelunking.

Crimean caves

The caves | suggest you may visit on
your trip to the Crimea do not require
any special speleological knowledge or
any special training, or any equipment or

contrivances, except, may be, hard hats. »

Plateau Karabi in the Crimea,
is a mecca for Ukrainian
speleologists; the deepest cave
in Ukraine, Soldatska

{about 500 meters deep),

is located there.

Speleologists don’t really
mind looking “not quite clean”
after a descent into

the bowels of the earth.
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In the caves one
encounters all kinds
of amazing curios,
the formation of some
of which are not easy
to explain.

The Crimean plateau Chatyr Dag is
particularly rich in caves — there are
more than 160 of them.

There are several places in the Crimea
where caves are accessible to tourists. One
of such places is situated about ten miles
from Simferopol, not far from the highway
to Yalta, near the village of Mramorne.

The major tourist attraction there is
Mramorna pechera— Marble Cave. One
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at+ 8 or 90 Centigrade, so it may be ad-
visable to wear a jacket on a trip to the
cave.

In the vicinity of Mramorna, there is ano-
ther cave which is worth paying a visit to.
Itis called Emine-Bair-Khosar. In addition
to amazing stalactites, the cave boasts
crystal-clear underground lakes.

They say that Emine-Bair-Khosar in Tar-
tar means The Well of a Girl Named Emine.
There is a local legend which has it that
once upon a time there was a young wo-
man who was in love and wanted to mar-
ry her handsome but poor beloved; she
was refused the blessing of her parents —
they wanted her to marry a rich man —
and seeing no future without her beau, she
threw herself into the cave to die there.

One of the stalactites got supposedly na-
med after the desperate girl.

Another cave that is popular with tou-
rists is Kizil Koba (Tartar for Red Cave),
which is situated at Dolhorukivska yayla
22 kilometers from Simferopol.

The cave has been known since the ear-
ly nineteenth century and by now all of its
sixteen kilometers of corridors and halls
have been explored. Only a section of the
cave is open for tourists but what they see
is impressive enough to constitute a me-
morable experience.

In addition to being a tourist aftraction,
caves have been proven to provide some
features which can be good for your health.
The ionized air, constant femperature and
humidity contribute to the improvement of

A subterranean lake
in Cave Kruber
at Plateau Karabi.

breathing and to doing away with some
respiratory problems, provided, of course,
you stay in the cave for a prolonged pe-
riod of time.

Also, the quiet, solitude and silence of
the cave are very soothing on the nerves
(though, of course, being with a tourist
group you are not likely to enjoy the quiet

and solitude of the cave).

On avisit to a cave one has to be care-
ful not to damage its fragile environment
by littering or trying to break off a piece
of stalactite or scrape something from
the wall.

Even if a visit to the cave does not turn
you into a cave exploration enthusiast,
the memory of the visit to a very special
world of underground wonders is likely to
stay with you for a long time.

The Crimea does offer a wide choice
of caves for the curious. Some of the caves
are close to the shore so after a dip and a
spell of sunbathing, you can freshen up
in the subterranean coolness of a cave. m

You can learn more about caves in the
Crimea at www.crimea.edu/friends/onix
which is the website of the Speleotourism

Center Oniks Tour, Simferopol



