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In August 2000 Reading University Caving Club teamed up with the local club Asociatia Speleologica Sfinx for our latest expedition to the Garda region of Romania. Two large caves, Zgurasti and Sesuri, were the main focus of our efforts but most new leads involved climbs which turned out to be disappointing, with one exception in Sesuri. However, two new areas, riddled with dolines, were extensively surveyed yielding 4 short caves, the best of which was Strawberry Pot. Tim Morgan also explored 3 new dives in the terminal sump of Strawberry Pot and Zgurasti.
Introduction


The Garda region in the Bihor Mountains of Romania has been popular for caving since the 1970s (Hull USS, C&C, 73; Reading UCC, C&C, 78) and has been systematically surveyed since 1993 by the local clubs A.S.Sfinx and Oradea ‘Z’. RUCC has been involved in the exploration of the region as part of 3 previous expeditions in 1991, 93 and 96. The region is heavily forested, concealing many possible cave entrances. Contact with local farmers is essential for finding known holes or drafts which are usually covered with brush, or several whole trees, to prevent animals entering. 


Two main valleys, Garda Seaca and Ordancusa (see map in RUCC article, C&C, 78) meet just north of Garda village. This year we camped a short distance up Garda Seaca valley next to the building site for our host, Christi’s, new house. The two new areas explored were on the plateau at the head of the two valleys. The most promising area turned out to be open ground on the edge of the Padis plateau 12km from camp up Vale Garda Seaca. 14 RUCC members joined 8 members of A.S.Sfinx. It was the first expedition for 4 of us and 3 Sfinx members and everyone was eager to explore the first objective Zgurasti.

Zgurasti 


A number of possibilities in Zgurasti had been identified from the existing survey and exploration in 1996. Not least of these was to survey the streamway at the current end of the cave (5km in) and to find an extension there. The streamway was visited once, by RUCC and Sfinx during our 1993 expedition but unfortunately we were not to see it on this expedition. We were foiled by no less than 3 boat failures during the re-rigging trips. Boats in the cave had been torn to shreds on the ceiling during spring water levels and we had to bring in a dilapidated Romanian craft, one decent canvas dinghy and 2 “beachcraft”. On the 4th trip into the cave the second lake was passed and the bolting kit and a rope were left at the top of the pitches on the far side. However the lake level had dropped so far on our return that it was now too narrow to pass along and the walls were too sheer and muddy to traverse. Bitterly disappointed we had to admit defeat this year and abandon the bolting kit.


Tim had more success diving. He explored some underwater exits from the first lake (depth 11m, temperature only 2C) and also followed a sump near the entrance for 10m. The water level of this sump did not change indicating a sill and possibly virgin dry passage beyond which would be leading towards the resurgence at Poarta lui Ionel.


An attempt was also made to extend Avenul din Mununa, a pothole on the plateau estimated to be above the streamway at the end of Zgurasti. A wide entrance shaft leads to a strongly drafting, very tight tube amongst horse remains, descending into the second pitch. A short distance follows to a climb down a chamber. A strong draft comes from a long, thin rift oriented at 45 degrees which is far too tight to enter.

Sesuri


Avenul din Sesuri is a fantastic SRT cave with 13 pitches (each 10-30m deep) and a beautifully decorated stream passage at the bottom. The third group rigging were the first people to reach the end of the cave since 1998. The cave was scoured for climbs working from the terminal sump backwards. Four climbs were attempted, one of which lead to a small chamber 70m above the main streamway before reaching a dead end. The lower half of the existing survey was found to be quite inaccurate and would have been re-surveyed given time.


The karst on the plateau to the east of Vale Garda Seaca has developed in 3 stages working from its western edge. Scarisoara Ice Cave is part of the most mature development and contains a massive underground glacier blocking exploration below, Sesuri entrance lies a kilometre further east and runs under the ice cave and comprises the second stage. The active stream sinks even further to the northeast in an area which we made a surface survey and explored 11 dolines. Two drafting holes were dug but no breakthrough was before our return.


More success was had at the head of the Vale Garda Seaca.

Strawberry Pot


Our attention was drawn to a dry basin hanging on the edge of the Padis Plateau above the Vale Garda Seaca whilst walking back from the spectacular Alta Cave (the most beautiful cave in Romania, looked after by Cluj Polytechnica). The Padis Plateau is largely open and rolling upland, supporting very few inhabitants. A surface survey of the dry basin was made and about 20 dolines were investigated. Two very short caves were found, ending in crawls. Frog Pot was an obvious pothole surrounded by large logs. Its pitch was 11m, leading past a frog or two to a crawl ending in rubble.


Most exciting was Strawberry Pot which started life as a 4m deep doline with a slight draft between boulders. Some die-hard enthusiasm and grins from our leader Lisa and the boulder lifting antics of Mark and Andy B uncovered a Mark-size entrance leading directly to 2 short, but free-hanging, pitches. The rift passed 4 inlets with crawling in places, ending after 120m at a deep sump Tim relished his role as dive explorer and found 10m of wide underwater passage before silt obscured his vision. This is definitely a place to re-visit on another expedition.

Future Prospects


Strawberry Pot heads northwards away from Vale Garda Seaca into the southern Padis Plateau. This area is largely unexplored, although some entrances are known but have been covered with logs by local farmers. This would be a promising area to spend more time. Of course the elusive Zgurasti streamway awaits those who dare - a free bolting kit awaits you.
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