THE UNDERGROUND RIVER

I am writing this story of an event in my life, which will never leave my memory. But with the passing years, one's memory does fade. Even now, the details are a little sketchy, since I hardly ever have a chance to tell it. But this I hope will explain it all. It's an incredible story; and it really happened to me.

During my younger days, I would manage and make trips into varioius wooded areas that were near my home. As school was in particular a burden for me, I tried to get the load off my mind with some treks through the forest.

I had walked in the Short's woods for many years, sometimes hiking, sometimes hunting, or just wandering aimlessly to clear my head. I had taken many a heavy problem to these woods where I could simply walk and think. Almost every spot held some dark or light memory from my recent past life.

One of my favorite places was a slow chruning little creek which wove its way through the north end of the woods. There was one place where a small fork of the stream joined at a large oak tree. It was a beautiful place to just sit and listen to the water.

If you followed this little fork, you would come to a place where there was a small niche in the rocks. It was a lovely little spot there where the water gathered into a deep little pool. There was a trickle coming down from the hill making a dripping little waterfall leading into the pool. It was a natural feature; but no landscape designer could have drawn better plans.

I had seen this place many times. It was off to itself around the curve in the creek; and hadn't been visited very much. I had even made a small stone bench where I could sit and relax; and it was still standing.

So there I was one afternoon. There was a place in the stream where the water came pure out of the hill. It was safe to drink.

While I was sitting there, I noticed something odd that I hadn't seen before. Maybe it hadn't been there yet, because part of the stream running into the hole was going down between two of the rocks. This caught my curiosity. I knew that caves were numerous in this region; and wouldn't it be fantastic if I could find one.

So I leaned way over to have a better look. There were two big rocks where the water seemed to be heading. I threw in a bit of mud to check the direction of the water. I was right. The water was flowing from here into a place under the hill.

I placed my hand into the crevice between the rocks and gave it a slight tug. To my amazement, the rock gave way easily with a big sucking sound. There before me was an opening to some cave. At present the opening was scarcely three feet tall. But the water was now pouring in by gallons now.

That's when everything began to happen. I lost my balance for the moment falling forward into the hillside. I was just trying to push myself away, trying to regain my footing. For a few seconds, I had recovered my balance. THen I stood up, only then realizing that the water was pouring in faster than ever into the new crevice.

I felt the rocks below my feet begin to move. I was trying to make a few steps backward, when I slipped and fell. I was now sitting in the rushing water, and to my horror, I was moving toward the dark hole. I kicked like madness with my feet trying to find something that would stop my foward movement.

I tried to reach for tree limbs, steady rocks, anything that would hold me back; but I found nothing. I could touch many things, but latch onto nothing. Suddenly, I was sucked into the wet darkness. I was rolling in the water, and managed to get one quick glimpse of the small hole of light, before it went out of sight.

You can imagine the fear and dismay I felt as I tumbled downward in the stream. No one knew that I had come here. I was never more lost in my life. Still the stream moved at a slight downward angle, and I along with it.

I felt like I was moving at a terrific speed, still groping for something that might stop me; but there was nothing. Judging by the sound I seemed to be in a wide tumbling stream inside a huge cave. My sense of direction was totally gone.

I must have tumbled down for minutes, although my sense of timing was lost as well. The surface of the bottom was quite slick; and I could feel only the occasional bump. At last, I came to the bottom as it were, a stopped for a while.

The water was still flowing around me, but the current was now quite weak. Luckily it was not too deep now; and I struggled to stand up. My legs were surprisingly weak now from such a workout. I was tired, almost exhausted.

I was in total darkness. I could hear water rushing ahead of me somewhere; but I had no way of knowing what it might be - a gentle stream flowing down rapids, or a large killing waterfall. For all practical purposes, I was cut off from the world.

Trying to gather my wits in some weak way, I decided to head back from where I had come. This seemed to be the only way possible; and it might lead me back to the hole of exit. But all the while, I grew sick with dismay when I realized that my chances for getting out was next to nothing. I really didn't have any choices.

I began to crawl back against the current on my hands and knees. The water was cold and I was shviering violently. I knew that I had to get back somehow, in a few hours or it would be over for me.

My progress was slow. I was making perhaps a few yards every minute; and it was getting steeper. Every now and then, I slid a few feet backwards, and barely regained my footing. One false move, ans I would probably wind back up at the bottom.

I could see nothing of a hole of light. For all I knew, it could be late afternoon, or even dark. My sense of time had been terribly altered. My hope was all but gone. But keep trying I must.

The water was getting stronger now. My heart rose a bit, thinking that I might be getting near the top. But something was wrong. Being totally disoriented, I couldn't get a clue as to where I was. But the further I went along, the more sure I was that I had taken another channel. I had taken a wrong turn.

I was now at a place where I seemed to be on a hill of sorts. Every choice seemed to be down. Only in one direction, did it go upwards; and that surface was oddly sharp and jagged. This was not the way out. I was utterly distraught.

Where could this stream lead ? Deeper and deeper into the center of the earth ? I was just sick thinking about my situation. How could I possibly get out of this ?

And then it happened. As if evil fate were answering my question, my feet slipped from under me. I fell with a splash in the churning water and begin rolling hopelessly downward.

I was violently trying to regain my footing, but was failing miserably. Again, I was reaching for anything that might offer help; but all was only rushing water and slick bottom.

And now, the most horrible part of all lay before me. I ended the slide and splashed into a river at the bottom. The current was strong and relentless as I bobbed about like a tiny wooden cork. I knew that my only sense of direction was down.

Where could such a river take me ? I felt now like I was deep under the earth, getting further away by the second from any form of daylight. What little scrap of hope that was left in me was now gone. I wondered with sickening dismay, how many 'days' I would last in total darkness dying slowly from exposure and hunger, and possibly, completely losing my sanity.

I could now tell that the river was curving to the left. I was slowing down and could once again feel the bottom with my feet. I was slowing down, much to my relief. I now nudged against a large boulder. It had the right shape to allow me to hook my arm around it.

I was cold and miserable. But for the moment, I could at least catch my breath. I moved around the rock and found what seemed to be solid land. I was just attempting to climb out of the slippery abyss when as I was reaching upward, I felt a strong human hand grip mine.

It pulled me up with a swift force; and suddenly, I was standing on a hard rocky surface. I was struggling to gain my footing on the wet rocks, when the hand let go. For a few brief seconds, I was only grateful for the assistance. But then the shock of the contact hit me.

"Hello," I hollered out above the roar of the water. "Who are you ?"

Silence was the answer to my hailing.

Again, I called out, trying to get some form of response. I reached out in the dark, thinking I might touch my invisible assistant. But I suppose he (or she ?) did not intend to be found.

Now I was shivering with bitter cold. It was still dark; but something caught my attention - something wonderful and which gave me a spark of hope. It was a dot of light, a small dot true; but it seemed like a beacon.

The floor of the cavern was now uphill. It was still very slippery; and I had to walk very carefully. Still, I was able to make progress. At first, the dot of light got no bigger; but I was not discouraged. It had to be the outside that I was striving for.

After several more yards of struggle, I realized that the hole was getting bigger. As for the time of day it might be, I hadn't a clue. For all I knew, I could have spent the entire night in my wet hell.

I was elated at my progress. I was ever thankful that it was daylight outside. Otherwise, I would have never seen the saving speck of light. I climbed onward. A few times, due to some large rocks, or a turn in the path, the light would disappear.

I would backtrack in inches to regain my view of the light, then proceed onward a new way. Little by little, I was snaking my way forward. I had no idea of the distance to my goal. Apparently it was quite long, for I had struggled on for almost an hour.

The small dot, was now an opening with a greenish tint. It appeared as a round hole, about a foot in diameter. My hopes of being saved were now a relieving reality. I moved quicker.

In another twenty minutes, I was almost at the end. My heart was beating furiously in anticipation of my escape. I was now standing in an enormous 'doorway' perhaps twenty feet high. There was a beautiful landscape before me, a rugged mixture of hills, trees, and rocks. I was free at last from the darkness of the inner earth.

The morning sun shone on me; and the feeling of sudden warmth was great. I staggered out into the sunlight, hearing the rush of the distant river fade into silence. I was staggering around, partly through fatigue, and partly because the sunlight was blinding me.

At this time, thoroughly exhausted, I fell against a tree, and slumped to the ground. Only then did I realize how I had fought contstantly for hours to escape and survive my ordeal.

I woke up some time later against the same tree. I didn't even recall having gone to sleep. Being somewhat refreshed I set about the new task of finding my way back to my car. I was still disoriented; and I had to calculate the best I could without having seen this land before.

I headed east, counting on finding a house, or road. I had walked perhaps a half hour when my feet touched asphalt. A passing car stopped, and I was offered a ride by a kind motorist.

I entertained her with my story as we headed back to the small gravel road where I found my car once again. My keys were still in my pocket - I was somewhat surprised to see. My wallet was there also, thouroughly soaked off course.

I recognized the land and found my car. Getting home, I cleaned up and must have slept without dreams for hours.

Some days later, I returned to the spot in the brook where I had plunged into the underworld. The gaping hole was there with the water still pouring in. I was very careful not to slip in this time. In fact, I got a bit faint from just looking at it.

That is the end of the story. But one question remains - one maddening question. Who or what was it that grabbed my hand in the river ? It was a human hand, I'm certain. But who could have been down there in that hellish place; and what could they have been doing ?

I have to say, that I have no ideas about who it could have been. As far as I know, a few people have explored that cave from time to time; but who would be down there without lights ? And the chances of us being down there at the same time would be incredible.

But I am glad to be alive, in the world of light again. I never plan to visit a cave again. I have been totally lost, and found my way back. I have seen death and lived to tell about it. And to be honest, the sound of a rushing river gives me quite a start.

William Darby - March 2001

