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From an interclub summer camp to an 
international event  
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Where are you from? 
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This report is dedicated to the memory of 
Thierry Vilatte, a.k.a. Bronto, who died 
underground on 21 September 2012.  
He went down the Berger with the very first 
team, to rig the cave discretely, humbly, and 
for the benefit of all the participants.  
We all owe him a bit of the pleasure we had 
there. 
 
The link is nothing, only the chain counts… 

But should a link disapear, the chain is 
broken 

 
Rémy LIMAGNE, 30 September 2012 
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12 months for 12 days… The logbook 
 

12 days for best part of 4000 hours spent 
underground! 

·  Rendez-vous at the AFRAT 
·  Packs, packs, packs… 

A bit of strategy… 
·  Safety outside the cave 
·  And inside the cave… 
·  Finding a base camp: the roller coaster 

ride 
·  Life around the Berger 

Now, the lessons learnt… 
·  Type of accommodation 
·  Marking 
·  Bivouacs 
·  Clean up project 
·  ECS 
·  The photographic coverage 
·  Any incidents? 
·  Ropes of wrath! 

 
 
And after the camp… 

·  Publications related to Berger 2012 
·  On line 
·  Berger 2012 in figures 
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� 12 months for 12 days… The 
logbook 
 
Berger 2012 was initially a simple interclub camp 
project, launched in June 2011 at the Jura CDS 
(Speleological Committee of Jura). The permit request 
is immediately made to the Engins town hall. We hope 
we can get twenty odd cavers together for this summer 
camp. The information is circulated at the end of the 
summer via the local caving bulletin without much 
success. It is then naturally proposed at the regional 
level.  No more enthusiasm is there… Summer 2012 
seems a long way off! 
December 2011. The camp is presented as an 
exploration camp in the training schedule of the French 
Federation of Speleology. The enrolment becoming 
national, nothing stops us from directly inviting 
reliable friends from further afield. A first list of guests 
is drawn up. 
January 2012, D-180. The count has now reached… 
about 30 participants!  This is enough (if they all turn 
up) to start searching for accommodation. The Gîte de 
l’Achard is booked. 
February 2012, D-155. A new informative note is sent 
to almost 50 people who’d expressed an interest. It 
announces that a webpage has been created for the 
camp, accessible through the CDS Jura’s website.  
Friends from Belgium, Luxemburg, and Hungary are 
already registered.  An idea quickly comes to fruition:  
the camp can be subsidised by the European 
Speleological Federation (ESF) providing a minimum 
of 4 countries are represented… Let’s try it! 
Right, that’s settled:  the camp is named Berger 2012 
and the Euro Speleo Project label is applied for. The 
invitation is sent, will we manage to get a fourth 
country on board?... 
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� Informative note from 6 March 2012 to the ESF 
correspondents: 
 
Berger 2012, this is your lucky day!  

The Speleological Committee of Jura (FFS – French 
Federation of Speleology) is organising a european 
exploration camp at the Berger (Vercors), the first -
1000m ever discovered on Earth. 

The cave will be entirely rigged for the occasion – 
from 21 to 29 July 2012.  

European cavers from other national speleological 
federations are invited to join the French teams. 

Take the opportunity of a fantastic exploration 
coupled with very rich human encounters. 

�



�

�

2���"	�� �/(�?/5�) -�� ��	������
��1�������� �
/?�(/�6�B����9�����������������
����
��0����	�$�)C�

����
���������+�B
���
��������������
�	��������
��
���
�$�
���
���������>��
���$������������� ����*��� �
������������
���������+�����	��
����
��
��

�������� ��
	����
������$��
�.������������������*�

�����+�

�
�������� $����������
�������
�������7�
���������
�������2���.�����%� ��3������6�����
�����

��
����6���7�����	�"�
���
����8�	���'9���

������������� ���
�������
��	����
��
����������
�����
�	
���	

���	���� '+�

��
�����������	��
�����������
��..
�7�
���

����
��5�

D���������
�	������*�����������
��E��F�G���������
1�**���������������������������������0�����	����3�
.���
�����
��
����������������������������
��
���..����������*
�����������
�
���������
��&�����$�
����������������������������������
�����	���
�

�	���������+�����	���������
��������������������
������
����
���������������������

����

�*�������+ �

'*-����!��	 $����	���������=���
��
�>����
�3�
���A/�
�
�����������	��$��
���
��������*�
��	��
����������  �
���7����	������������
����������� �������-��
������������
�������
�
���������������
���+����������
�����������������
���
���������������������
������	��������.����
��������"�+�

�����H����������

����������	��������
	�����
�����������3���
������������
����������
��	�
�>������ �
I��������E��.��
�J
�K$�	
�*��������.������
������

�������������	�� ������������7�����������������
����������
�	����������
��&������I�����������
E��������!�����K$���������
���������	��������$�
��������
���.���������
�������������������������
��
��	�������$�.���������
�������IL�$���������������K+� �

2��
�������
����
���������������������$�
���
�����������������������..����.$����
�����*���
.���
�����
��(//���������������������+�2��������
��
��������
���	�����������
�7�0����$����
��	*��������$ �
��
�����*
������*
�$�����5�

<��������� $�
��
������.���
�+�>�������
��
��
.����������
�������������
���=���
��
�>����
�6�����
0���������������������������5����������
�>��������� ��
��������

��������

����	$�
��..����
���������������
���
���	�M������
���$�E��.��
�
�������
��������
	�

�����0��$���������������������������� ��������
��
����������3�
���������������������

�������
�������
 ��
%�E��������7����4���'$�
����
����

����
�>������+ �

� The message is sent at 2.50am… The first reply comes 
from Romania at 5.20am! Then another eight replies 
during the day, 19 during the week. More than one 
hundred e-mails are exchanged, most of them in 
English, to know how big the groups may be. The total 
sum of potential participants is stunning. We must stop 
this runaway train. 

On 13 March 2012, a second informative note is sent 
to the ESF correspondents. It says that ‘with a total of 
140 participants from 14 Europe and Middle East 
countries, the registration is closed. The Berger 2012 
camp is full’. 

Obviously, this doesn’t stem the flow of new 
requests… 

Especially Mark Wright and Robbie Shone’s team who 
comes with a specific project:  finalising the 
photographic documentation of the cave in order to 
issue a monograph on the Gouffre Berger. They also 
bring all the necessary rigging material. Photographer 
Shone’s reputation makes that we cannot mess up this 
collaboration. 

Early April 2012, we go for a site inspection at the 
Gîte de l’Achard. We are fairly confident that with its 
40 beds and camping possibilities nearby, we should 
more or less cover the accommodation needs. 
Especially since on top of that, 20 odd beds are on 
offer at the Refuge des Fenneys. 

Some new and unplanned activities add up:  interact 
with the Autrans town hall (this is for Manfred OLM), 
create a fascicle on other caves that could be visited 
and organise the rigging of the Gouffre Berger (this is 
for Matthieu THOMAS), find the necessary rigging 
material, provide sufficient information on accident 
prevention to the participants, as well as make a 
planning (that’s for me). 

Obviously during the following weeks, groups are 
growing, summing up to a fateful total of 200 
participants. It looks manageable in terms of teams 
planning over 10 days and accommodation, except 
that… 

7 May 2012, the let-down. The Gîte de l’Achard is 
officially closed! The following days are very 
intense… The Mayor of Autrans is personally 
involved, as well as the tourist bureau. On site, 
Manfred is the man of the moment and he manages to 
save the project in one week:  the camp can be settled 
at the Manoir aux Lauzes, in Autrans itself. 
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� On 9 June 2012, we meet the Mayor of Autrans and 
visit the Manoir aux Lauzes:  the site will do, with its 
pros and cons but it’s no longer time for quibbling. 

At the beginning of July 2012, everything seems to be 
on track. Except that actually:  the 40 beds at the 
Manoir aux Lauzes are now 29, and the 20 beds 
booked at the Refuge des Fenneys 10… What the heck! 
We’ll find tents and campbeds. There again, Manfred 
is the right man for the job. Participants receive by e-
mail a 22-pages fascicle on the Gouffre Berger and 
another ten caves in the Northern Vercors, as well as a 
tentative planning of groups in the Berger. We also 
have a few cancellations, immediately replaced by 
lucky ones on stand-bye. 

Other cavers from Grenoble have also kindly accepted 
to come and give a hand with the rigging of the Berger 
before the camp.  

On 19 July 2012, the first cavers’ tents have sprung-up 
in Autrans, the British batch of material has also 
arrived and 5 cavers are heading off with 12 packs to 
start rigging … So far, so good. 
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� 12 days for best part of 4000 hours 
spent underground! 

On 30 July, the in/out logbook is leaving the entrance 
zone and starts giving its version of events… 

224 entries and exits, 3800 hours spent underground, 
70 cavers passing the -1000m mark, bottoming trips 
lasting from 13 to 42 hours… Without forgetting a few 
opportunist and discrete surprise guests and night birds 
that could certainly add to these statistics. 

The in/out logbook will become a collector and it 
contains a few juicy tip bits like:  ‘I’ve lost my watch 
between the bivouac and the bottom’, or ‘Your car keys 
are under the front left wheel’… Someone even 
changed name while in the cave. 

Rendez-vous at the AFRAT 

Regardless of the accommodation site used, each group 
had the obligation to pass by the HQ (as the teacher’s 
desk converted into a reception desk was rebaptized). 
There, the team leader was offered by the tourist 
bureau a bag for his club, containing: 

·  A catalog from Expé (outdoor gear shop) and a 
discount voucher 

·  A MTDE survival candle  
·  Puritabs 
·  A copy of ‘Terre Sauvage’ magazine on the 

karst of the Northen Alps 
·  A summary of what to do in case of an 

accident. 

Cécile PERRIN, who was as much at ease with xls 
planners as in English was brilliantly handling logistics 
issues, such as insurance for foreigners, payment of the 
accommodation fees, etc. Group leaders were also 
invited to follow the proposed organisation rules, i.e. 
noting down their mobile phone number on the 
planning, getting in touch with the other teams 
scheduled for the same day, agreeing on times, etc. 

This planning coupled with the gigantic Berger map 
triggered epic conversations between people new to 
each other, often in very approximative English; 
gestures frequently proving to be more efficient 
communication than language. Fits of laughter 
triggered off when a Belgian calling an Englishman, 
discovers at the first ring that the latter is standing 
literally next to him… 
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The HQ was very popular for several reasons:  the 
gigantic map of the Berger pinned up, the plannings, 
the daily weather forecast, and the free wifi connexion. 
We could also count approximately 30 electric plugs: 
laptops, mobile phones, and cell chargers were 
plethora! 
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Packs, packs, packs… 

You need almost 1000 meters of rope to rig the Berger 
to the bottom and approximately 130 anchors. Indeed, 
the cave is not rigged with eyebolts! The number of 
cavers imposed a double rigging of pitches until the -
240m mark. It was also decided to rig the traverse Trou 
qui Souffle – Saints de Glace (TQS-SDG), requiring an 
extra 400 meters of rope. Without forgetting a few 
spare hundreds of meters of rope for replacing the 
damaged ropes that were sure to come. That made 
1800 meters to be found… 

Our 800 meters of new rope (before soaking) were 
highly insufficient but three good surprises solved the 
issue: 

·  A friend from the South-West of France 
insisted on rigging the traverse TQS-SDG with 
his own material, 

·  The Maison Familiale du Jura kindly accepted 
to lend us its 900 meters of rope (stock from 
the ex-CREPS in Chalain) and 150 anchors, 

·  And the English team (alias Team GB) 
contributed all the material they had (initially 
planned for the 2011 expedition that was 
cancelled due to bad weather conditions), i.e. 
18 packs in all, 10.5mm rope, etc. 
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Nevertheless, ropes and krabs are not all. Accident 
prevention also depends on: 

·  A real bivouac camp at -500m. On top of the 
in-situ camp, three tents and ten sleeping foam 
pads are installed, along with a first aid kit 
and… survival candles! 

·  Communication with the entrance camp is 
made via by the ECS (Earth Communication 
System). We know it works from the bivouac. 
We borrow the CREI’s. 

·  Another three tents and sleeping foam pads are 
installed on the lapies, next to the entrance. 
This is for ‘the exhausted’:  to save them from 
the death-blow of the final hour’s walk back to 
the car park and above all the drive back … 
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� A bit of strategy… 

How to rig a -1000m deep cave with an estimated daily 
traffic of 30 people?  Especially with doubts on the 
participants’ abilities and rope progression techniques. 
How to avoid people getting exhausted and/or lost in 
this monumental system?  That is, how to ensure 
maximum safety inside and outside of the cave? 

First, people had to be aware: 

At registration before the camp, each team leader had 
to sign a document (see appendix 1) that explicitly 
detailed (at least we thought so) the necessary 
precautions to be taken for such an exploration. The 
group was also provided with an annotated map with 
distances in time (from the CDS38 website - see next 
page), as well as a brief description of the route 
underground highlighting the difficult sections. And 
one repeated recommendation:  ‘know how to turn 
back before you are stuck’. 

Incidentaly, the distribution of survival candles and 
Puritabs at the reception desk (for a total amount of 
€600) had more to do with accident prevention than 
advertising. 

Posting Information:  weather forecasts, first. They 
were updated twice a day (morning and evening), 
along with recommendations. Luckily we only had one 
weather warning towards the end of the camp. In 
addition to the schedule of the Berger, groups setting 
off for the TQS-SDG traverse were also asked to sign-
in all participants. 
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� Safety outside the cave: 

·  The flagging on the access walk was 
considerably intensified:  red & white tape for 
day-light and reflective tape for the night-time, 

·  The cave entrance, as well as the nearby big 
holes on the lapies were cordoned off, 

·  The in/out logbook at the entrance zone (a 
legal obligation, by the way) reconfirmed the 
information of the HQ planning. 

And inside the cave… 

·  Double-rigging of all the verticals of 10 meters 
or more, with two parallel and distinct lines. 
This setup would allow two cavers to pass in 
opposite directions or simultaneous descends 
or ascents. The aim was to avoid traffic jams in 
the first 250 meters of pitches. 

·  Rigging with neither rubbing nor acrobatics, 
i.e. adapted to tired and heavily loaded cavers. 
A lot of comfort krabs were placed at rebelays.              
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·   At the foot of the entrance series, the way to the 
Galerie de la Boue had been totally barred with 
flagging tape in order to avoid obvious traps. 

·  At mark -600m, a last warning clearly informs 
cavers that from that point, the rest of the route is 
far more demanding… 

·  An E.C.S. radio has been set up both at the bivouac 
(with batteries!) and at the entrance camp, in places 
where the reception is known to be optimal.�
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� Finding a base camp: the roller coaster ride. 

Late 2011, we are looking for a place for about 15 
people. It is not that easy when you’re not on site. 
Thankfully, my good friend Google comes up with the 
Gîte de l’Achard. It is ideally located at a few 
kilometres north from Autrans, i.e. just over quarter of 
an hour drive from the car park in La Molière. 

The first contact with the landlord is very promising:  
he is obviously very conscious of what the Gouffre 
Berger represents and cavers are always welcome at 
his place. Two months later, the entire gîte is booked 
for us (40 beds) and we’re even thinking of possibly 
pitching a few tents there as well. 

It seems that everything is possible but a site inspection 
is necessary. We go there on 7 April and we love it! 
The place has got character; it is rustic and cosy. There 
are no carpets but narrow stairs, creaking floor boards, 
sober decoration and mouth-watering meals… Plus a 
couple of hectares next to it where the location mess 
tents and mobile bathroom blocks are already 
identified.  Even closer to the cave, the Refuge des 
Fenneys is also fully booked for us in order to alleviate 
the Achard. Back then, everything seemed to be 
possible and perfect… 
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Elation doesn’t last long though. It vanishes with a 
phone call on 7 May 2012:  ‘we won’t be able to 
welcome the group…’ We don’t know the exact 
reasons but following a safety inspection, an order of 
the prefect prohibits any group accommodation at the 
gîte de l’Achard… 

Heads up! We’ve got to accommodate 200 people in 
ten weeks time. On site, Manfred thrashes about like 
the devil to find a backup solution and prospects in all 
directions. The Mayor and the tourist bureau are 
involved but there’s no easy solution:  all campsites are 
either fully booked or at any rate no longer have 
sufficient space. 

After a stressful week, a solution finally emerges:  the 
AFRAT may be the place. This is a training center with 
accommodation combined with the possibility to camp 
in the village itself. A new site inspection is scheduled 
for 9th June:  the conditions are acceptable and the 
quote accepted.  Beggars can’t be choosers. 

There will be a few disappointments like the reduced 
number of beds, the showers in the gymnasium at 
either 10 or 60°C, but never inbetween, or the 
impossibility to have coffee after dinner… But cavers 
are easy going and they don’t fuss about these details. 
They will look on the bright side!�
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� Life around the Berger 

Given the crowds, the French clubs registered were 
invited to reduce the duration of their stay in order to 
alleviate the campsite. It would have been difficult to 
ask the same to foreigners coming 1000 or 2000 km to 
get there. 

Globally, we counted about 120 cavers present each 
day, including a quarter in the Gouffre Berger. It 
seemed natural to propose other activities to the 
remaining three quarters! 

Hence the 22-pages fascicle presenting ten classic 
caves of the Northern Vercors on top of the Gouffre 
Berger. It included the TQS-SDG traverse that had 
been rigged for the occasion. Each cave was 
documented with a survey map, an access map, and a 
rigging chart when applicable. Recommendations were 
also made regarding the weather conditions and 
potential thefts in cars. 

A printable version of the fascicle was available on the 
website by the end of June. 

 

Now, the lessons learnt…  

It is important to measure the consequences of the 
choices made (or imposed to us) regarding the 
organisation of the camp. 

The type of accommodation had the following 
advantages: 

·  The possibility to associate bedroom 
accommodation and camping 

·  Excellent catering 
·  A garage to store material 
·  A 100m² kitchen accessible day and night 
·  HQ was a big room fully equipped with:  wifi, 

plenty of electric plugs, and notice boards 
·  Easy access to the city centre and shops. 

As well as the following drawbacks: 

·  Insufficient number of beds and minuscule 
bedrooms 

·  No decent bathroom blocks for the campers 
·  Meal times too rigid and food too frugal  
·  Impossible to clean the material on site. 
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� With foreigners on a camp, you need to organise 
sleeping arrangements for them as some can’t bring 
camping equipment. It also includes cooking facilities. 

The route from La Molière car park to the entrance 
of the cave is already marked and proves useful for 
night trips back but it isn’t sufficient for people who 
have never been there before. The added marking was 
very visible, probably too much for other walkers. 
Indeed, part of the marking disappeared as of day 4, 
particularly at the beginning of the path. The result 
wasn’t long coming:  a group of cavers walked for 
three hours before finding the cave. It may be worth 
signalling at the car park that this is a temporary 
marking. 

The entrance camp (three small tents and sleeping 
foam pads installed on the lapies) has actually been 
very rarely used. Almost all the teams managed to push 
on as far as the car park but many slept there! This 
confirms that the bivouac would be better set up at the 
car park. This was the Mayor’s plan but a series of 
misunderstandings prevented it from happening. 

The bivouac that had been set up at -500m, next to the 
in-situ one, did get used by a few snorers. It is 
therefore recommended to add an extension to the 
existing shelter when you have several teams in the 
Berger at the same time. 
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� The clean up project:  the teams who went down were 
invited to participate in the cleaning up of the cave. 
Special packs (green ones, of course) had been 
organised for this. Alas, little litter was brought back, 
probably because it hadn’t been advertised enough. We 
can at least say that no additional rubbish was left 
behind as even the most exhausted teams repatriated 
their own. 

The E.C.S. or Earth Calling Space:  such an 
expedition couldn’t do without Young Nicola!  The two 
small yellow boxes lent by the CREI were set up right 
from the start:  one above and one underground, next to 
the -500m bivouac. The slight setback was that we 
never managed to check if it worked or not!  Every 
time someone tried to call the -500m bivouac, no one 
was there to answer and vice versa. We simply didn’t 
manage to organise on-duty personnel at the entrance 
camp during all the expedition. The job wasn’t very 
attractive indeed and very few people volunteered to 
spend 24 hours on the lapies, sitting by a tent… 

There is room for improvement here. If a physical 
presence is permanently needed at the entrance, it has 
to be properly organised. The entrance ‘phone box’ 
should also be thought differently in order to make it 
more welcoming. 

 

The photographic coverage 

There is no monograph of the Gouffre Berger yet!  It is 
surprising but it will change. A great book is being 
written and will be illustrated with Robbie Shone’s 
photographs. Robbie is an expert in panoramic shots 
using flashbulbs… We therefore didn’t worry about the 
photographic coverage of the camp. We were also 
lucky enough to have Sergio (CAILLAULT) on board. 
He did a glittering descent to -600m with his L.E.D. 
boards. His photos illustrate the article published in the 
September Spéléo Magazine. 

During the camp, Robbie offered all the participants a 
commented projection (in English and French!) of the 
shots, taken in the Berger and other caves. A good 
hundred people were cramped in the canteen for a 
standing ovation. 
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� Any incidents? 

No need to to refer to an expert statistician: 200 people 
caving over 10 days, the chances of having an accident 
are high! The Isère Cave Rescue team were rightly 
concerned and I personnaly thank them for trusting us. 
We can’t say that nothing happened but almost… 

·  First, some teams were late. It took some 
groups twice the expected time for the 
excursion but we were not worried as they 
couldn’t be blocked by a flood. We were most 
worried by a team who had gone for the TQS-
SDG traverse. We had run out of possible 
scenari when they came back at 2am, after a 15 
hours expedition…  

·  A special note for Amandine who had come to 
the Berger to realise her dream. She sprained 
her ankle on the lapies, despite this she started 
the descent and broke down at -80m in tears. 
Tears of pain and rage, self-rescue operation… 
This is a serious sprain with several weeks of 
immobilization.  Amandine will get there next 
time round! 

·  The 27 July weather warning. That evening, 
during the official cocktail and the FFS 
President’s speech, an orange tide is rising 
across France, leaving only the Rhône-Alpes 
region above the sea.  Robbie’s team had 
planned to go down that night to take pictures 
of the siphon.  The sparkling wine had a taste 
of rainwater…but the Brits, true to their 
phlegmatic reputation, chose themselves, to 
postpone the outing till …August.   

�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�



�

�

·  E���������	��������������3���������
 $�
���
2������
�������*������	���������������������
>������$���������������
�����
���
��

��
�����+���������
�����7�
��������
��������
���������� �������������-�����
��"����
���
���
����

��F�
��-�������;������

�	��
�5�����
������������
�������
����
��
����$����
���	�	��
������
���������
���
.�����*
�+�E�������������.���
���	����7�

���������7�
���������3���������� �
�������

������..���
���������������$�������
���
��

���6�>�����	+�

·  2��.����
������
�������
���������
�������������

	.������������	�������+�J���������
�������������
����
������
����������3�������
*��$�
������������-��$����������
����6�2��
�	�
��	����
������������$�E���$�
��*��U���

�*�����$���������
���O//����������
�7������

��
�	���
������
�������
������������������
�
���5�1�������
����������$����������6�

5����
��
������
����

���&�����$�����
�
	�������
�����
�����������..����� "�
��������������������$������
��.����������� �
��.���
 ��
����$�
������������
��	�
������
������	������� �0�� ��+�
�	*���
��������
��	��
-��
��A -�� �0�����%�����	�������
��=��	���
��"���
"����������� �'+�J����������������

	��������������������	�	�������+�2���������7����3�
� �

	�����������
	�����
���
�����
�$������������
.���������������*
�������
����3�
��%��������'���*�� ��
	�	�.������
������
�+�;������
��
�5�0����(/)(�6�

2��
���0�������������$�������
������
"����6�!������
� ��
���
���"��������+������� ��������Q�
�� ������������
�������������L���+�;����������������������������
����������	������� ���������� �
�����
���0��������
.��
+�

�������	�����*�����������	
���
������������������
� �
%�*������(/)(�'$����������
������������������*
-��� +�

·  ������������
������7�
�����	���
+�D���������
���$��-������������

	��$��������
������
���

��
���-����C��������	�	�%�
	����	���'����

����
���
�����
�����+��������
���
*������������
��
���-����)/$?��������������
������
�����������
���3�������
��
�
����������
�������$������
���������������

����Q�
���������+�D����
����
�����*���
��
�����������&����
������
������
��	������������
��������������
����
���������-���*����

���������
��
�����
��������*
�������5�

·  ������������
�������
��
�����������������
��

�������
�������+��������������������������
���*�*
����������*����������
��
��
�	������6����*����������
������
���������$�

·  But that was not all:  that evening Spaniards 
and Lebanese were on their way to Autrans, 
signed in to go down the next day.  How to 
bring them to understand?  How to persuade 
them to give up after traveling over a thousand 
kilometres.  A text book case study…In the 
end there was no storm in the night, and 
Saturday morning’s forecast was more 
clement.  But the rule was given to the last 
explorers: “Back above the Couffinades by 
Midnight”, the consequences may be worse 
than for Cinderella. 
  The deal was struck! 

·  On Saturday evening the threat of a storm had 
vanished.  The sluice gates were open. In the 
great kitchen, the rainwater had evaporated 
from the wine: we had completed the camp 
without any accident!  In fact at just that 
moment Marc (one of the two Lebanese) was 
on his way up from -700m with a dislocated 
shoulder that he had pushed back in himself.  
True fighting spirit – and our thanks.  

Ropes of wrath 

Is the Gouffre Berger a great devourer of ropes?  It is 
clearly not the cave’s fault but by the end of the camp, 
almost all the ropes installed have to be discarded. As 
of day 4, swords are drawn:  ‘In the Aldo the rope is 
unsheathed over 20cm’. A deviation that has not been 
re-placed is blamed. It is true: the deviation no longer 
deviates the rope…  but the rope is not rubbing. The 
nicked section of rope is hanging free and it is from 
June 2012! 

Over the following days things go from bad to worse: 
the contagion spreads, all the ropes are affected. There 
are up to three knots on some sections of rope. It is 
enough to dissuade some groups from heading to the 
bottom. 

Alas, this plague will be the biggest issue of Berger 
2012 and it highlights three points: 

·  The material chosen. Whether new or not, dry 
or wet, all the 9mm ropes were unsheathed in 
several points. The British 10.5mm ropes did 
not escape intact. Although we notice less 
sheath slippage, you still have cuts and knots 
everywhere. It is normal considering the 
repeated passages, right?  Many ropes used 
during training camps see many more 
descenders and ascenders through their 
carreers… 

·  The devices and techniques used. This may 
be the key point. Looking at these grey, oval-
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shaped and stiffened ropes, you can clearly see 
the (miss)use of auto-lock descenders as 
braking devices. These symptoms were often 
observed at the bottom of pitches, precisely 
where you need to brake.  Rumour has it that 
some belayed themselves during descents, not 
with a shunt but with an ascender at the end of 
a cowstail, and kept open with the thumb… It 
isn’t hard to imagine the effect of ascender’s 
teeth ripping into the rope sheath.. 

·  And finally, alas, alas, alas:  trust and 
communication. Clearly, someone who’s 
nicked a rope and made a knot knows that 
he/she has nicked a rope and made a knot. 
However, no one and I insist here, no one, 
came to say that he/she had nicked a rope and 
made a knot. Disparaging! However, this had 
clearly been anticipated: 500 meters of rope 
had been set aside to replace the wear. Only a 
few ropes were replaced because the 
information was not passed on time. 
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� What are the possible improvements? 

·  Use 10mm ropes (lightweight cavers can’t 
descend on larger diameters!) with a unicore 
system (where the sheath is fixed on the core). 

·  Leave spare ropes close to pitches, ready to be 
cut and rigged. 

·  Ban the use of auto-lock descenders? This 
implies to have simple descenders available… 
As well as training sessions organised before 
first use! 

·  And above all, convince the participants that 
they should go ‘gently’ on ropes, both up and 
down, for everyone’s safety. 

Finally, a big thank you to the Technical Speological 
Group team who re-rigged all the entrance pitches at 
the end of the camp! 
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� And after the camp… 

Monday 30 July 2012:  the void! The ropey ropes are 
out, the last cavers as well. The last farewells are in 
Hungarian and Spanish... We’ve definitely made a lot 
of progress in foreign languages over the ten days. 

But this sort of gathering is endless. August is the time 
for sending thank you messages, sharing photos, 
wishing for a Berger 2013, inviting friends. By the 
way, what’s the plan for Christmas? Balearic Islands or 
Lebanon? I’m not sure yet! Thank you to all! 

This is not the end of it yet! In September, the camp is 
suddenly picked up by the mainstream media.  Robbie’ 
fantastic photos spark it off. It starts with the Mail 
online’s ‘Journey to the centre of the earth: British 
climbers drop nearly 4,000 feet into cave once dubbed 
'world's deadliest' to capture haunting images of world 
within a world”. This information is relayed during the 
following days by several online information sites in 
English, Spanish, Vietnamese, Korean, etc. Der 
Spiegel goes further by interviewing Robbie, Matthieu 
and me... in German, this time. 

‘Berger 2012’ has been a great gathering of cavers but 
an important time for caving as well. The conclusion is 
on Robbie’s blog:   

“It seems caves are the place to be right now!” 

 

 

Publications related to Berger 2012 

·  Le Dauphiné Libéré, 29 July 2012: 
« l’exploration Berger 2012 a regroupé 200 
spéléologues venus du monde entier » (annexe 
2) 

·  Spéléo Magazine n°79, September 2012, pages 
26 to 32 

·  Spelunca n°127, September 2012, page 61 :�
« Berger 2012, du camp inter-clubs au 
rassemblement européen… »�

·  Info-EFS n°60, 2nd half-year 2012�
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� On line 

·  Mail online, 6 September 2012 (English) 
“Journey to the centre of the earth: British 
climbers drop nearly 4,000 feet into cave once 
dubbed 'world's deadliest' to capture haunting 
images of world within a world” [relayed 
during the following days by several online 
information sites] 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2199286/Gouffre-Berger-cave-
British-climbers-drop-nearly-4-000-feet-cave-dubbed-worlds-deadliest.html 

 
·  Odd Stuff Magazine, 7 September 2012, 

(English) “Climbers tackle the Gouffre Berger 
in south-eastern France” 

http://oddstuffmagazine.com/climbers-tackle-the-gouffre-berger-in-south-
eastern-france.html 

 
·  Viet Mass, 8 September 2012 (Vietnamese), 

“kham-pha-do-sau-hun-hut-duong-vao-tam-
trai-dat” 

 
http://vietmass.com/khoa-hoc/moi-truong/2012/09/08/kham-pha-do-sau-
hun-hut-duong-vao-tam-trai-dat/ 

·  Spiegel online, 12 September 2012 (German) 
“Höhle Gouffre Berger: Lebenstraum für 
Kletterer » 

http://www.spiegel.de/reise/europa/hoehle-gouffre-berger-lebenstraum-
fuer-kletterer-a-855022.html 

·  The Telegraph, 10 September 2012 (English) 
“Climbers tackle the Gouffre Berger limestone 
cave in south-eastern France” 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/picturegalleries/9525271/Climbers-
tackle-the-Gouffre-Berger-limestone-cave-in-south-eastern-
France.html?frame=2330765 
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� Berger 2012 in figures 
 

·  12 months of gestation 
·  12 days of exploration 
·  1100 e-mails exchanged (almost one per meter 

depth!) 
·  204 people registered, 192 present (officially) 
·  27 French clubs and 20 foreign clubs  
·  15 countries  
·  224 descents in the caves (and as many 

ascents… Phew!) 
·  3800 hours spent underground 
·  1500 metres of rope used, of which 1000 were 

destroyed. 
 
 
And… One marriage proposal at -1100m depth!  - 
immortalized in the Salle des Treize in Robbie’s 
photograph. 
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