Laguna de Sanchez trip report
3/12/22 – 3/19/22
Maggie McCulloch

3/12/22
Here’s a notebook to document Mexican caving adventures! We woke up at Crash’s house in Austin, had a leisurely breakfast, met Alex and Lydian from Chattanooga, packed up the car and piled all in together for 8 hours. I sat in the back with Alex and Lydian, and we chatted, and rewrote “I’m a Barbie Girl” to “I’m a Caver Girl.” Here are the lyrics: 

I’m a caver girl
In a caver world
Life’s not boring
When you’re exploring!

Mud clumps in my hair
There’s crickets everywhere
Inclination
Point is on the station

Come on baby, let’s go caving
Ah ah ah yeah
Come on baby, let’s go caving
Oooh oooh

I’m a strong sweaty girl
In an underground world
Frogging up, dropping down
Rocks are falling

I’m a tall lanky man
I can lend you a hand
Carry ropes, heavy loads
I’m your calling

You can climb
Or survey
If you don’t 
Lose your way

I’m a caver girl
In a caver world
Life’s not boring
When you’re exploring!

Mud clumps in my hair
There’s crickets everywhere
Inclination
Point is on the station

Come on baby, let’s go caving
Ah ah ah yeah
Come on baby, let’s go caving
Oooh oooh

We crossed the border pretty easily, with only Garret’s bag being checked, and we did all of the paperwork for a visa. Many Mexican bathrooms don’t have toilet seats? IDK why. As we got into the mountains, it was so stunning. Really cool to see the little Mexican villages nestled in the mountains. We arrived at Laguna de Sanchez in the evening, and immediately ate at a restaurant. We met Cydney, a dirtbag van-dweller gal who joined our team for the week after living in Potrero Chico for a few months. Dinner was yummy, and we went to claim Emily’s house as our own for the week. Cleaned up and found a HUGE tarantula almost immediately. Hung out for a bit, and everyone went to bed pretty quickly. Jules, Alex, Garret, Lydian, and I all crashed in one room. I like the word “camotera”… kind of means sweet potato lady haha!

3/13/22
Woke up this morning excited for the day! Jules, Alex, and I went on a mission to go get food for the whole group. I’m able to follow most conversations here, and even contribute a little! I guess all that Duolingo paid off a little! It’s really exciting. We got lots of food, and lots of curious looks because we were the only gringos in town. We are quite the group, with 5 women, a 60 something man, his 6-year-old kid, and Garret, who the local kids in the village already nicknamed “El Gigante!” There’s been lots of friendly Mexican villagers to chat with! It feels very safe here. After groceries, we got beers on the roof of a restaurant at like 10:30AM, and then got really good tacos with the rest of the group after they retrieved water from the spring. After lunch, we all hung out for a bit in the beautiful weather. Jules attempted to teach me how to juggle! Crash showed us a cave called “White Rock Cave” or Piedra Blanca Caverna and had all of us youngins go in with his 6-year-old son Kras, who scream-cried nearly the whole way. It was pretty frustrating, so we got out pretty quickly. Hopefully this is not what we can expect for the rest of the week from him, but he is 6! The cave was full of really sharp rock, and I learned that I will never wear short sleeves in a cave again. 
	We came back to the house and enjoyed the sun, and shared stories, and tried local agave juice from the farmer next door. I got to sketch the mountains during the sunset, and I think it turned out well! We ended up eating dinner at the rooftop restaurant again (El Mirador), and I got myself and my friends through a whole Spanish conversation well! I also successfully bought a deck of cards from the local tienda. We all came home after hanging out for a while, and Garret, Alex, Lydian, Kras, and I all played Kings Cup (which was goofy and sweet playing it with a 6-year-old haha!) Jules is reading our tarot cards like a big sleepover before bed. Good day! Ready for bed, for sure. I can’t believe this is only the second night here!
3/14/22
Hello! Exciting day of no caving again. Woke up today, slept better than before. Alex made eggs, peppers, and breakfast for us, and we got ready to go surveying. We all piled into the car to find that the road to the cave was blocked by a big truck with a flat tire. We waited for a while and decided to leave. We went to a beautiful spot called Puerto de Tecojote to enjoy the view and take lots of pictures. We then drove to the fire tower and had lunch over the beautiful vista. I climbed past the locked gate on the tower and basked in the glory of the valley. This whole place in the mountains reminds me of New Mexico, my home. Alex, Lydian, Garret, and I all rode back up on the top of the car the entire way back, and it was stunning. Definitely a core memory. We stopped to check out some pictographs on a tall section of exposed rock. 
We got back, hung out for a bit, and of course took a siesta. Napped for a while until the 6-year-old was given a power drill to share with his friends. Woke up and ran to town to get some spices (success! We can confidently order things in Spanish!) Made a big chicken soup and got mescal/tequila to drink with everyone. With paint pens, we drew lots of bats, armadillos, shrimp, salamanders, octopi, and other critters on the walls of the house. Told lots of stories. Played the nose flute. The sunset over the mountains was crazy hazy with all the smoke. Life is so simple here. It is so nice!
 
3/15/22
WE WENT CAVING TODAY! I woke up after having a lot of dreams about zombies, sugar daddies, and meat shelves. Alex made us all breakfast again, and soon we all piled into the car with our gear. We took a treacherous road up to Paulita’s house and parked. We started the long, very uphill hike to the cave, and Kras cried most of the time. His tantrums and general volume level has been a very bonding factor for the rest of the group. The hike was real pretty, and I’m honestly surprised about how in shape I feel. 
We found the cave and split into two groups: me, Jules, Alex, and Cydney and then Crash, Lydian, Garret, and Kras were all together. My team mapped the Marcela Ramirez cave for like 6 hours. I started off reading the instruments, and then switched to bug collector and scout, which ended up being a hoot and a half. I collected a lot of bugs, including a big black beetle! I had so much fun scouting the passages too! I found connecting big passages by discovering the shared “yoni room” or the rock that straight up looked like a vagina. “A wink of the pink” as Jules said! I also discovered another entrance, which was so exciting. I squeezed myself into little passages no one had ever been before, which is always a neat feeling. Cydney complimented me on my ability to move around the cave so easily and naturally, and my athleticism, which was a nice compliment to get. We got a bunch of surveying done. I dropped a marker cap down a bunch of rocks, and later found it by finding another room under it. Lots of breakdown, no bats though. I was super active the whole day, so I was whooped by the time we got out. The other group stumbled upon the second entrance I’d found, so they helped (Kras was just yelling) survey the last bit of it. 
Once we exited, we got lost trying to find the trail down, but stumbled upon a new cave! A tiring hike down, with lots of smoky mountain views. We met Paulita, the little abuelita who lived where we parked the car. Even though she spoke only Spanish, she was saying all the things in the way that old ladies say. It was so cute. “Que Buena!” 
Ribs on the fire, refried beans, and guacamole for dinner. Garret and I made the fire, and Kras kept being annoying and getting in the way, so we kept sending him inside to the kitchen, but they kept sending him back out to us, so that was funny. Good dinner, great vibes! Jules read my cards again! Anyways, that’s all! Excited to get some sleep tonight!

3/16/22
Woke up early, very sore, breakfasted, and hit the trail by like 9AM. The trail is so beautiful, but really just an hour of straight hiking uphill. It definitely took more energy today. Crash and Kras took a different path unknown to us, so we all picked a shady spot near a trail junction to wait for them and they never came. It was a nice shady break though! We made our way back to Marcela Ramirez Cave, and Crash, Kras, Alex, and I started surveying around the vagina room. We connected a whole bunch of stations and connected lots of rooms to themselves. Kras was being pretty good the whole time. We kept finding a whole bunch of prehistoric hickory torch fragments everywhere. After lunch, we emerged out and all ate together under a Spanish moss tree, and the breeze and the sun were rejuvenating. 
We went back underground for more surveying, and just kept finding more d more. Kras kept saying he was on “god mode” level of bio scout collecting?? When we headed to the Cock Rock in the Waterfall room, we had to cross a big crevice and Kras had a huge meltdown and tantrum. Crash got short-tempered from it. We had all formed a human body bridge to pass Kras across this crevice, and suddenly, the earth around us started to shake for a good 5 seconds or so as a huge rock from somewhere above us came crashing down. It was terrifying, especially since it wasn’t caused by the other group. We got out quickly after that. It was about 3PM when we started heading down the mountain. We waited down at Paulita’s house for Cydney, Crash, and Kras and told lots of funny stories and laughed a lot. “Two bucket job”
	Stopped back in town to get water, beer, and avocados (the essentials!). We made spaghetti with alfredo sauce and salad, pretty good! We told ghost stories and talked about different dimensions until we started a little fire outside and hung out a while. I got very tipsy, and the stars were out, and the moon made the valley so bright. It started sprinkling, and it was such a core memory. So sweet. Lots of love and laughter. Great end to the night!

3/17/22
A rest day! Woke up at like 9AM (sleeping in!) and had a nice leisurely morning. We all piled into Crash’s car to go fill up water at the river, and then we all piled on the roof as we drove through El Canyon de la Boca. The weather was beautiful, and the canyon walls were so tall and stunning. Some bolted routes. We followed the river and the aqueduct and shouted greetings at anyone nearby. They must think we are the friendliest gringos, excited for any opportunity to converse in the native language. We attracted a lot of stares per usual, especially on top of the car. Everything is blossoming and so green. We went to an area called Las Vegas, saw a beautiful cemetery, and we all ducked as Garret got smacked in the face by a branch on top of the car. 
We all got dropped back at town and got lunch at El Mirador, our favorite restaurant so far. I got 2 gorditas, a cerveza, and paid 25 pesos for an hour of WIFI. My intention was to let my family and friends know I was alive, and I thought my phone was messing up the notifications. It turns out that in the time I was off the grid, I had blown up on social media! My last caving Tiktok blew up a ton and had been reposted on Instagram. I had gained 12,000 followers on Instagram and have hundreds of notifications on Tiktok. It is so chaotic. I have no idea how to handle that once I have service. I got to FT my dad briefly, where he was playing the bagpipes in Memphis for St. Patrick’s Day! It’s a good day to be a McCulloch! After the hour of overwhelming WIFI, we walked home and had a relaxing afternoon of reading and of course taking lots of siestas. 
Garret and I ran to town to pick up water and ice, but when we got back, we played some cards, and started a fire to cook the pork on. It was delicious pork and fried rice for dinner! After dinner, we played both country and Spanish music by the fire to dance to, and it was really sweet. We got everyone to dance, and everyone got to spin around a little! We’ve also randomly collected 5 dogs that hand out with us and follow us everywhere. The mole dog is a really strange looking dog that hands out with us. Some people went to bed, but Alex, Cydney, Garret, and I stayed up to watch the fire burn out. Cydney is writing a book about her life, and she was writing a story about us. She wrote us all character descriptions, and they were really sweet and poetic. It was nice. The annoying dog Cydney hates started barking nonstop right outside our window when we went to bed, so Garret opened the window and poked it with a stick and berated it until it left. Very funny.

3/18/22
Last full day here! Crash woke us up at like 7:45am by singing “wake up boys, it’s time to go caving!” and we were up and at it immediately. The hike was hard today, and pretty humbling, but me, Garret, and Jules headed all the way back up to go survey the big room we named Atlantis in the Marcela Ramirez cave. We spent 4 hours surveying, and just kept finding more and more leads. The three of us had a good time. We found our first bat in the cave, and he was super cute! The lowest area we surveyed was interesting – it was wetter and had different kinds of rocks and had a very distinct Sulphur smell when you broke or moved around rocks. Definitely weird. Hopefully not a bad air pocket. Everyone else had chosen to not return to the cave, and instead survey other vertical caves. 
At 2PM, we were all starting to go a bit cave crazy, so we hiked down, waited for the other group, and all got food and beer at a restaurant called La Guerra. Picked up more apple wine, and then came home and packed up the house a whole bunch. We made a slow dinner comprised of all the leftovers we had – Annies Mac and Cheese, salad, pork, refried beans, quesadillas, fried cheese chunks, and sweet water. At dinner, I was wondering what updates had happened in Ukraine, and Alex got really serious and was like “I’m not allowed to disclose that information to you because I have higher security clearance…” HAHA what?? I laughed for so long, it was so goofy. At some point, I was sharing my love for SPAM, and Cydney point blank asked, “Isn’t SPAM for poor people?” HA! We all ot in bed by 9PM (really crazy Spring Break in Mexico, huh) but no one was tired yet, so we cracked ourselves up by making ridiculous shadow puppets in the red glow of a headlamp. It was awesome, and I laughed so hard I cried. 

3/19/22
LONG DAY OF TRAVEL HOME!! Woke up in Laguna de Sanchez today, am now writing from Denton, TX at 4AM. Packed up everything, cleaned, and burned trash. Said goodbye to Cydney, who is going to a Mexican rave tonight in a nearby canyon. I hope she has lots of cool new adventures in the years to come. Hopefully will see her again! Long ride, but Garret sat next to me in the backseat, which made things bearable. As we drove through the mountains, there was a cycling race up and down the hills. It took 2 hours to get through the border via car while the AC wasn’t working, Kras was bored and loud, and Mexicans were walking between cars to sell random junk. Garret and I were playing the yes and no riddle games, which made some of the time pass. At some point, we stopped for lunch in Mexico at a gas station restaurant with an accordion player and his band! It was so loud and quick and chaotic that I somehow ordered 2 meals (chicken breast AND barbacoa tacos) AND a glass of orange juice. It was so goofy. I just kept saying “si!” to all the employees and faced the consequences. In the car, I finished my book Annihilation! 
We eventually made it back to Crash’s house by dark, and Garret, Jules, and I decided to push on from Austin to Dallas. We drove for another three hours to drop Jules off, and to eventually end up in Denton. I really like her! We talked about careers for a while, and eventually both invested in a Delta-10 pen at a gas station, which got us very giggly and goofy for the rest of the trip. She totally gets hyper and loses all rationality when high. We talked about flavors of life. Dropped Jules off and said hi to her Bidet and her lion cat named Stormagedden. Garret and I continued onward back to Denton, listening to lots of beautiful music without lyrics. We finally pulled up to Garret’s house at about 3:30AM to the song “Titus Was Born” by Young the Giant, and it was the perfect song to tie things together. 
It feels good to be home, and to enjoy the little luxuries like showers, heating pads, WIFI, clean sheets, running water, and no tarantulas or stray dogs. This trip was so fun, and I got to learn a lot in such a beautiful place. I can’t wait to survey more in more wonderful and wild places like Laguna de Sanchez. Maybe onto bigger and better caves!

Random memories:
· The black dog that looks like a mole
· The elderly lady in yellow all dressed up who hangs out in the village
· The flushing system of the toilet with the buckets
· Stank Ear
· The mescal guy who sells us bottles of his homemade liquor
· The elderly grandpa next door who watches us but mumbles in Spanish
· My one shower of the week having lots of salt in the water because it was originally the water for our pasta dinner!
· Apple wine!
· The very smoky / hazy mountains
· Full moon!
· The little yellow fruits called guayabas
· Sugar water
· Drawing on the walls with paint pens and leaving our mark
· Delicious mango popsicle with chamoy on it

