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Abstract

This is a report of the 1994 YUCPC Caving Expedition to Vega Huerta in the Picos
de Europa, Northern Spain.

1 Introduction

YUCPC has a long history of caving in the Picos de Europa in conjunction with two Spanish
caving clubs based in Madrid (SEII and SEG) and more recently the Speleo Club de Paris
(SCP). The highlights of over a decade of exploration include discovering and pushing M?2 -
(‘Pozo del Cuetalbo’) to a depth of 972m where a sump prevented further progress, 33 (‘Pozo
del Llastral’) to —944m and K903 (‘Sistema del Cotalbin’) to —=72Tm.

The caves are vertical in character with large pitches and prolonged sections of rifting. There
is not much evidence of water in most, until you attain a significant depth, where small streams
may be encountered (there are exceptions to this). The nature of the caves necessitates long
trips to explore the lower reaches and so expertise in camping underground has been developed
to allow trips over several days for pushing and surveying.

The “York Area’ is generously endowned with cave entrances, only a small proportion of which
actually ‘go’. Over the years we have compiled a substantial database of entrance locations
and surveys of caves we have explored. There is undoubtably much more work to do, but the
previous two years have seen no activity from YUCPC.

The objective of ‘Picos 94’ was to return and re-establish a contact with the area, with a
possible view to further trips and to provide valuable experience for younger club members

of a caving expedition. It will hopefully provide a spring board for future club trips to the
worlds great caving areas.

This report includes a summary of the results of our efforts this summer. The size team
and length of time in the field were much smaller than we have been used to and the trip
was organised very much at the last minute (the decision to go was made only 6 weeks prior
to departure). These factors affected the amount of work we were able to do compared to
previous years.
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2 Location and camps

The traditional York area is located in the Western Massif of the Picos de Europa, which is
part of the Cantabrian Mountain Range. This runs along the North coast of Spain from the
Pyrenees westward. (It not part of the Pyrenees). The Western Massif is relatively quiet and
some areas are quite remote (by the standards of Western Europe).

2.1 Base camp

A base camp was established in Vega Bafio. This is an ‘Alpine Meadow' at approximate
altitude 1400m. It is approached along an 8km unsurfaced track from a small village called
Soto de Sajambre. It is about 40km from Cangas de Onis which is the nearest town with
banks, supermarkets etc. It was possible to get a vehicle to within about 1km of base camp,
where progress was stopped by a barrier which has been installed across the track. It therefore
proved necessary to carry all equipment and supplies from the vehicle to the site of the camp.

There is a manned refugio in Vega Bafio, where it is possible to buy a meal and have a
shower. We camped independently of the refugio, although occasionally members would use
the shower facilities or buy a meal. It is about an hours walk from Soto village to camp via a
shorter (non-vehicular) track. There is 400m of height to gain. Walkers and climbers also use
the area, and there are usually other people camping in the meadow (although not many).

We moved the trailer from the car park to the camp site (with some effort) as we could then
lock the more valuable equipment up and keep food away from the cattle which graze in the
meadow. There were times when Base camp was un-attended for several days. We pitched
sufficient low altitude tents to accomodate expedition members when at base camp.

Base camp served two purposes. It was a staging post in the establishment of top camp
(where the action was), and a base to which people descend from top camp for a wash, rest
and recuperation, or on the way to/from town (before shopping trips for example). There is
a small stream which passes close to the camp site, and this provided water for washing and
drinking. Top camp water is very scarce, and only provides for drinking and cooking.

2.2 Top camp

Our Top Camp was located at Vega Huerta which is at an altitude of 2000m and occupies a
spectacular location on the col separating the deep gorges which carry the Cares and Dobra
rivers. The walk between the camps is approximately 5km and involves 700m of total height
gain.

The area surrounding top camp contains extensive areas of karst, a shattered limestone surface
(broken up by the extremes of temperature experienced in the area) which is difficult to walk
over and involves a good deal of scrambling. The region has been divided into areas identified
by letter, boundaries generally falling along an identifiable feature (gully or ridge). Caves
found are identified by the letter (area name) and a unique (to that area) number. The
region we were permitted to explore is extensive. It could take over an hour to walk from
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