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MATIENZO, CANTABRIA – 2010 

 

The expedition ran through late July and August.  Most of the DCC members were present for the first two weeks of August.  
And a good time was had by all.  The first part of this article is a general round-up and then Tony has added a section covering 
work at Encaramada. 

 Allan Berry  Sue Morton 

 Bill Booth Jock Rooney 

 Tony Brocklebank Mary Rooney 

 Peter Clewes Kieran Rooney 

 Nigel Dibben Séan Rooney 

 Len Gee Geoff Standring 

 Tom Howard Liz Taylor 

If you don’t know yet where Matienzo is …  
… then look back at the 2007 report!       

The 2010 expedition 
This year was a special year as it is about 40 years since the MUSS 
expedition started and about 50 since Spanish cavers started work 
in the area.  The high point of the expedition was the fiesta mounted 
for the villagers with fireworks, games, displays, tug-of-war, dances, 
barbecue and so on, but more of that later.  The DCC members 
worked in the Vega valley and Hornedo as well as doing a bit of 
sport caving in Agua, Reñada and Jivero.  2010 saw Kieran reach 
21 so he has lost his apprentice status but Tom has now become 
official apprentice in his place. 

Site 894 with Tom in the cave, Len and Bill watching >> 

Work in South Vega 
A couple of digs were worked, some spotholing* was carried out and 
a known cave was resurveyed.  The digs were in a line with site 894, 
a draughting cave right by the path which had been used as a 
farmer’s fridge.  Starting at the path, Billy, Len and Geoff dug a 
mighty cow trap but although the draught was strong, the dig did not 
open up as had been hoped.  Later in the second afternoon of 
digging, the local farmer turned up and ranted for a while following 
which we carefully covered the hole and retreated. 
*Spotholing = looking for caves without actually having to the trouble of going in them  

What-a-Mess with Tony hard at work >>  

A bit further up the hill, Tony started his Chairman’s dig, otherwise 
known as What-a-Mess and this was also dug for two days with 
Kieran, Tony and Tom doing much of the digging.  Many snappers 
were used in What-a-Mess but again, no obvious way on was 
visible. 

Below the path, Nigel dug for a while in the lowest of the series of 
draughting holes.  The hole obviously takes water at times so most 
of the digging was removing mud but it looked as though it could 
develop deeper.  When Juan and Phil came to have a look, they dug 
at the neighbouring sink and pinched the draught but that dig failed 
as well.  Both could be interesting but long digs. 

Nigel’s dig (left) and Phil’s dig (right) in the shake-hole >> 

Further up the hill, Tony had noticed a hole with a cave below and 
Nigel and Tom were given the task of surveying this ‘new’ discovery.  
On their first day in the area, Nigel and Tom descended the cave 
surveyed back out.  Later that day, Tony sheepishly announced that 
actually this was not a new find but site 881.  However, the new 
survey was still worth doing and has been sent to Juan to add to the 
record.  

A couple of days later while Tony carried on at What-a-Mess, Nigel 
and Pete walked round the hill side looking for any more sites but no 
interesting holes were found. 
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Tom’s dig, north of What-a-Mess and on the same level.   
The crowbar gives the scale 

Tom outside site 881 after surveying (it’s muddy) 

Caving trips to Agua, Reñada, Jivero and Risco 
Sporting trips were run into a number of caves including Cueva del Agua (or Molino), Arenal, Renada, Risco (Onite and Sedo) 
and Jivero. 

Cueva del Agua  
The first trip was a classic two hour wet trip for Tony, Nigel, Kieran 
and Tom.  With a few homemade buoyancy aids such as some 
plastic bottles, a Peli box and a chemical drum found in the cave, we 
made good time managing the swims without too much trouble.  At 
the end, we spent a bit of time looking round the decorated chambers 
and taking pictures.  The trip out was even quicker as route finding is 
easier, except for Tom who lost his wellies in some deep water. 

<< Cueva del Agua 

Arenal  
Tony wanted to have a look at a possible dig at the end of the cave 
and as no one except Nigel had been in, Bill, Tom and Kieran came 
too.  Tony was first up the climb and soon we were all in the Foam 
Dome.  At the far end, Bill and then Tom were pushed into the slightly 

draughting squeeze and it was declared a possibility but needs more 
digging.  Although the survey says there is no draught, we observed 
a bit of a draught and felt the dig may be worth pushing harder.  The 
survey shows however that there are passages beyond this point so a 
careful check of the survey, especially the elevation, will be needed 
before putting a lot of effort into the dig.  We came out of the Foam 
Dome and after looking at some of the low level passages, left for the 
bar. 

Arenal  >> 

Risco 
Nigel's grand idea was to do the through trip from Onite inlet to Torca 
del Sedo.  Terry, Pete and Tom were persuaded to come along.  The 
shaft was rigged first with a ladder (after a long search too far up the 
hill) showing how confident we were!  We changed at the farm at 
Sedo and did the long hot walk up to Onite in full kit.  Up there, it was 
easier to find the cave with help from the locals and we soon found 
the crawling entrance.  Route finding seemed fairly easy at first and we dropped down to the small but active stream.  It seems 
that this was a mistake as we lost the draught and ended up finding the other, shaft entrance.  Rather than spending any more 
time there, we decided to call it a day and go back to Sedo.  This proved to be a good choice and we enjoyed a good ramble 
upstream in Risco and the Pinto inlet. 

Lesson for next time? Look up the more recent surveys. 

Jivero 
The short through trip of Jivero provided an easy but fun trip that anyone can do.  The party for the trip was Nigel, Kieran, Tom, 
Jock, Mary, Séan and Liz.  Finding the entrance was much easier than the last time a few years ago as we knew where to park 
this time and quickly reached the entrance using GPS.  The through trip is probably quicker than the walk up but it’s a nice little 
cave nonetheless. 
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Reñada 
We had two trips into Reñada, one during the fiesta with the local 
kids and the other to take photographs.  The first trip was on the 
Sunday of the fiesta weekend when we, that is Ali, Pete, Carolina 
and Nigel took seventeen youngsters in two groups.  We started at 
the upper and lower entrances with the group ranging from about 8 
to 18.  We were joined at the road by Tiano, one of the local 
farmers, and his two dogs.  At the upper entrance, we all entered 
quickly, that is leaders, kids and Tiano but the dogs had the sense to 
stay outside.   

Reñada with Tom and Allan >> 

Eventually, at the bottom of the slope, we decided that Tiano had 
gone far enough in straw hat, canvas shoes and no light so Pete 
escorted him out.  The rest of us continued in to the Blowhole.  After 
a bit of winging, everyone was through and we carried on to the rope 
climbs.  We reckoned that this would be far enough and we returned 
out by the lower entrance.  The Spanish parents had the ideal 
solution to the problem of dirty kids, put them in a trailer and take them home that way.  The trip seemed to be greatly enjoyed 
and the only regrets we heard were from parents who want to go down next time. 

The second Reñada trip was a bit more 'normal'. Nigel, Allan and Tom went in through the lower entrance and carried on fairly 
rapidly to the main passages at Stuffed Monk.  Here, we explored to the right taking a number of photographs, improving 
techniques as we went.  Good co-operation and patience were essential but the results showed that everything worked.  Digital 
cameras certainly make photography easier as you can bin the bad pictures before anyone gets to see them.  After a while, we 
moved on to Blood Alley which is a lot less bloody than I remember but it looks as if a lot of careless people have taken a 
shortcut along the bottom. We went a bit further to the start of Crowbar Passage but time was running short and the climbs 
were getting more awkward so we turned and retreated to the surface. 

The Fiesta 
Much has already been said and written about this event organised by 
Juan and the team.  A marquee was erected in Pablo's car park and a 
temporary bar - probably used more by the locals than the cavers.  
Saturday saw the fiesta start with the traditional loud rockets fired by 
health and safety expert Phil.  This was followed by games for the 
children which seemed to be as much for the cavers as for the kids – 
maybe there's not much difference between these groups!  Games were 
followed by the tortilla contest judged by two local experts.  Next on the 
agenda was the barbecue, efficiently organised by the local men and 
women who looked as if they do this regularly.  After the barbecue, 
everyone drifted down to the river for the duck race, another new 
experience for the locals.  Once again, they were much amused by the 
cavers and took part enthusiastically - Pablo even bought four ducks for 
Sena, the dog.  

Next came the tug-of-war won predictably by the local farmers.  I don't think the soft cavers stood a chance.  Even the local kids 
did better than us. 

Now we needed a rest. 

In the evening, there was a dance/stomp/bop with local musicians and 
in an interval, Juan and Carolina gave a bilingual speech and Pablo was 
presented with a token of thanks which now resides on a shelf behind 
the bar.  Sadly, the author was knackered and that's about the last thing 
he remembers of the night! 

Sunday started with the Reñada trip described elsewhere.  Later that 
morning, nine old cavers plus Tom, Liz and Arthur got changed into 
costume and interrupted the Spanish lunchtime by performing the Fluffy 
dance in the road outside Pablo's.  It seemed to go down well so we all 
piled into Dingle's van and Tony's car to repeat the performance to the 
bemused clients at the Baker's bar.  At least the boss appreciated it and 
we were free to get changed and get back to a sort of normality. The 
last main event of the weekend was the traditional football match 
between English and Spanish.  In order to prevent the next world war, 
we generously let the local team win and Pablo awarded the cup to them. 

Last but not least, Phil fired off another salvo of rockets and the fiesta was officially over. 

A great time was had by all and links with the local community were strengthened including making contact with some of the 
weekend visitors to the valley.  The locals admitted that they still do not really understand the cavers - but they definitely 
enjoyed their special fiesta. 
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Burgos and back 
One of the highlights of the week was an outing to the San 
Miguel brewery at Burgos.  More than 40 of the cavers, Pablo, 
the local San Miguel rep and a few others joined the coach at 
Pablo's and the Baker's for the trip.  We went south up the pass 
above Ramales and dropped down onto the brown plateau south 
of the Cantabrian range. 

We had a brief stop at a service area on the motorway and then 
a tour of Burgos suburbs before arriving at the brewery.  Our 
guide, who spoke immaculate Spanish but no English, showed 
the introductory PowerPoint, issued safety glasses and then took 
us on the tour through the high levels of the brewery and bottling 
plants.  Many photographs were taken, obviously industrial 
espionage is not a problem, before we ended up at the bar and 
dining room.  Free beer on tap - and no driving - cavers in 
heaven!  After a little time, a superb meal was served with more 
bottled beer on the table.  The only bottles left seemed to be 
0.0%.  And the bottle openers seemed to disappear too. 

At the end, we got a goodie bag with a couple of San Miguel glasses and left for the next treat. 

The bus took us to a small town where we picked up a guide and then were driven to the Atapuerca site. The archaeological site 
was discovered when a railway was being built between some iron mines and Burgos.  The English builder was conned into 
going through the hills rather than round them and on the way he cut into the remains of some caves filled with remains from 
last couple of million years. 

Our guide took us to each of the sites and provided a very clear description of the features.  At the end, we were herded into an 
old stone quarry where it looked as if they had taken the opportunity to extract some good dimension stone.  The evidence of 
use of wire saws was very clear. 

After an hour or so, it was back to the coach and we went back to Matienzo via Ramales again. 

(Anti)Social 
Pablo’s bar was well supported most nights but the Baker's probably 
got about as much business from the DCC as Len, Bill, Tony, Sue, 
Pete and Dale Street were staying in the houses across the way from 
it.  Meals out were had at Pablo's and at Bar Tomás, one being a 
celebration, a couple of weeks early of Kieran's twenty first birthday 
when he handed over the apprentice position to Tom.  We also got a 
T-shirt each from the Bar Tomás. 

The weather was fairly kind with only two wet days (I think) which did 
not really stop us doing much.  It was soon hot and sunny again so 
we were able to dry everything off within a day or so. 

All in all, a good expedition … see you there next year? 

Nigel Dibben  

 

Encaramada area Easter finds and Summer digs. 
The early digging efforts this Summer focussed on the Encaramada area, just North of Vaca (Cow Cave – Site 2889).  This had 
been a completely blank area on the map, until at Easter we’d discovered a number of entrances including Encaramada itself 
(Site 3380) which was spotted from the car by yours truly and was then explored by Dave Gledhill and myself to the first pitch.  
A mixed group of grabbers then extended it to around 500m in the last couple of days of the Easter trip. 

Originally named “It’s Not a Toy” after the now infamous insult thrown at Sue at the Easter expedition dinner by some 
humourless youth from Clapham, in July Encaramada was pirated and extended by a mixture of homeless Oxford and Sheffield 
University bag carriers with the result that by the time we returned in the Summer it appeared finished – but nearly 3km long.  
The survey and write up produced since have changed my mind at least on this, with dozens of unfinished leads and open 
passage all over the place it probably has a lot more to give.  If anyone tries to tell you this isn’t a DCC discovery tell them to 
“**** ***”.  It’s the biggest DCC find in years. 

Whilst the first exploration of Encaramada was taking place I stupidly decided to thrash into the jungle behind it on my own to 
see what else I’d find, a foray prompted by a late morning double toilet incident which led to the discovery of site 3415.  A 
couple of hours murdering brambles wearing a boil in the bag suit resulted in even more weight loss and several more 
entrances added to the list, the most interesting being 3413.  

After the best part of two hours jungle bashing I realised I’d travelled less than two hundred yards and needed a beer, although 
at least with 3413 I had a 50m long new cave to my credit, but instead I found Dave and returning to 3415 we found that the 
draught (as good or better than the draught in Encaramada) was emerging from a narrow tube at the top of the rift,  and not 
from the tight pitch below. The web site description of three pitches is a bit vague, really it’s one narrow rift with several climbs 
down. I reached my limit, despite the earlier weight loss, just after the first climb down.  Dave was inserted and managed to 
push to the end of the tube, finding a much wider shaft and an “area of wetness” at the end.  The area above the rift on the 
surface is completely flat, so after surveying out I retraced the survey above ground to discover a diggable hole at 
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approximately the right point – site 3405 – Juan numbered the finds backwards for some reason.  And that was the end of 
Easter. 

Arriving in Summer I convinced Billy that there was no point going to the Bakers to book into our apartment as the locals never 
arrived until early evening.  With about six hours to play with there was some grumbling as I led them casually towards 3405, 
but this soon diminished as Billy realised my cunning plan to break into the end of the 3415 rift and drop straight into miles of 
new passage wasn’t as daft as it sounded.  Within three hours of getting off the ferry the connection was made and we were 
both in, and at the top of the undescended third pitch, which Billy made me free climb.  It dropped straight into good sized 
walking passage. We haven’t surveyed it yet but I reckon another fifty metres wouldn’t be an unfair claim.  Then it broke.  But 
there is a promising looking dig in the floor for the future.  Now the survey is completed it looks as though this may connect to 
Encaramada near the end of the Easter finds, either way I think we have a new record for the fastest club find in Matienzo.  It 
needs revisiting, surveying and before we dig in it somewhere we lost the draught – the way on could be open. 

Attention then shifted towards the Vega valley and Mess Corner, with many promising drafting holes, but we returned to survey 
3413 a couple of times to survey and to dig in the sink not far inside the entrance.  We kept finding loads of bones.  We kept 
being told they weren’t interesting.  Then someone claimed they looked old.  Next it was a horse.  Then it became a Woolly 
Rhino.  It turns out Billy had been collecting an extinct Bison, dating from before the last Ice age, somewhere between 12,000 
and 150,000 years old.  We found quite a lot of it, but then I suppose Bison are fairly big.  There’s a full archaeologist’s report 
on the web site if you read Spanish.  If you’d like your own bone collection there’s loads of Bison buried at the spoil heap near 
the entrance. 

A word of caution, the Encaramada corner was logged out a couple of years ago.  Encaramada entrance pitch is over 30m 
deep, so there could be other shafts in the area of similar depth.  There are also quite a few cliff and rift like features.  Sean 
discovered a small hole by trying to stand on the logging debris covering it whilst I was in parallel hole just next to him.  By 
climbing to the top of the hole I could just see the top of his head.  Crawling at the bottom I could just see his feet.  He managed 
to safely negotiate the through trip but it was an exciting moment.  Watching someone being swallowed by a cave is not a good 
experience.  Prospect with care! 

Tony Brocklebank 

 

 


