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Sheck Exley
Every battle with death is lost before
it begins. The splendor of the battle
cannot lie in its ou tcome, but only in the
dignity of the act.
-Paul Louis Landsberg
It has been two months now since
that fateful day in Mexico. It hasn't
been an easy time, probably due to
my inherent nature to withdraw and
draw lines that place me on the other
side of any inquiry into what I deem
sacred. I alternate between attempts
to ignore, on the one hand, and to
rein in my mercurial temper on the
other. I've been angered by unkindness and idle speculation by armchair quarterbacks, and I have been
touched by those who seem to understand and genuinely express sympathy without trying to pull something out of my soul.
Much has been written in praise of
Sheck, and more will come. Ultimately, he will mean even more to
us, as history, its eyes blind to the
emotions of the moment, sees him as
the pioneer he truly was.
With the help of fellow Texans Drs.
Bill Hamilton and Gordon Daugher~
we will seek a cause or reason for his
death. I know that we all seek that.
Reason has an enormous weight for
us, and we can't imagine living without the unrelenting pull of its gravity.
It is a way of conquering the fear that
accompanies the inexplicable. As for
myself, I'm not sure that I believe
there's an answer to every question,
a reason at the core of every act or
thought. I do understand why we all
seek the answers. We have to seek
the answers or find ourselves at the
mercy of the questions. My seeking
is also intimately entwined with my
intention to again attempt to reach
the bottom of Zacat6n. After all, we
both failed in that attempt. I possess a
record I never thought I'd possess,
but it is still short of Sheck's and my

goal. What do I hope to see or accomplish when I do reach the bottom?
I'm sure that I will view a barren,
frightening landscape much like the
top of Everest. As for the accomplishment, I think few would understand,
but my former comrade in arms
would be among them. In fact, to
even attempt to explain would be as
distasteful as sharing an intimacy
about this mostdangerous ofladiesZacat6n.
I first met Sheck in Mexico in 1988,
when he was there making his worldrecord dive to 780 feet in Mante. I
drove up to the spring while he was
in the cave. At that time I felt a bond
that was, I believe, to be the basis for
our friendship. He was alone in that
great beautiful system. His support
staff of only three, Ned DeLoach,
Sergio zambrano, and Angel Soto,
were awaiting his return. In this egomaniacal discipline (sport?) of cave
diving, it was refreshing to see a man
accomplishing the impossible without the fanfare and entourage that
we see so often in much lesser endeavors. Sheck sought my friendship

as I did his for the same reason: we
were loners for the most part. He
was the only one of the northern
Florida group that respected my
work, as he did the work of other
explorers in all parts of the world.
I'm sure that Charles Maxwell in
South Africa, Jochen Hasenmayer in
Europe, and Zambrano and Soto in
Mexico would agree that he was interested, humble, and supportive of
projects that many cave divers didn't
even know existed. Sheck and I were
friends by a common bond. It is difficult to form close friendships at our
age. Sheck and I didn't have the foundation of growing up together, sharing a background of youthful follies,
adventures, and loves. We had only
our obsession, our passion, our love
of exploration. Exploration was a
demanding mistress that, I'm sure,
got in the way of our relationships
with others, and I know it caused a
great deal of pain to those who loved
us. We could spend most of a day at
Zacat6n without even talking to each
other. Our personalities were direct
opposites. He was easily the most
disciplined man I have even met.
Sheck had a calm intellect and
strength that he often cloaked in the
"good 01' boy" image seen by others.
A reluctant hero, if you will. On the
other hand, I'm fifty-two years old,
still get in fights, drink too much at
times, and am competitive to the
point of always being in a world
alone. Yet we got along great. Perhaps we were most alike in our childlike excitement on our quest for the
impossible. Karen and Ann have both
said that we had looked like little
boys who had found the greatesttreasure on earth when we discovered
that zacaton was the world's deepest cave-dive site. Pemaps it shows
in the photo that hangs over my desk
and was published in Outside magazine. I do believe that we both were
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never more alive than in those moments of trial in virgin space.
Mexico loved him. He truly respected the culture and ways of my
adopted home, Mexico. The rural
poor of Mexico have a remarkable
ability to judge courage, honesty, and
sincerity. The only time I allowed
myself to succumb to emotion during those days ofour loss was when I
walked alone to the edge of Zacat6n
and saw the simple cross and flowers

I met Ian during my first trip to
England, in 1985. We had both come
at the request of Rob Parker to work
on the exploration of Wookey Hole
in the Mendips. Ian was barely twenty
years old. Parker had told me how
lucky he had been to find at the last
minute this young, enthusiastic lad
who would haul loads to and from
Chamber 24 every day, and always
with a smile. He was very good, and
he had that route so well rehearsed
that he was able to dive ten lowvisibility sumps (five in, five out) with
packs nearly the size of himself, yet
reliably arrive at the Queen Vic Inn
up the road by 6 P.M. each day, like
clockwork, for a pint of Butcums.
Now there was a man worth knowing! During the main push, we spent
five days camped out in Chamber 24
supporting Parker in his effort to
crack Sump 26. Ian had cheerfully
played a supporting role until the
final afternoon, at which point he
quietly asked Rob, "Mind if I have a
look?" He left camp by himself with
three tanks of trimix and a bottle of
oxygen and descended nearly to
Parker's limit. It was his first mixedgas dive. I never realized it at the
time, but these were all trademarks
of Ian: initiative, modesty, and being
totally at ease working solo at the
frontier.
In the following nine years, Ian
and I became close friends with a
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put there by the people of El Nacimiento and Higeron. Mexico is still a
place where a man can be a man and
affection can be more binding than
ceremonies and words. Sheck met
life head on, with few misconceptions. Only death deceived him, taking him by surprise.
Project Zacat6n will continue.
There was never any question about
that. I have been quoted as saying
that it would be an insult to Sheck to

shut it down, and it would, but it will
continue because it is essential to my
nature. This is where I am most alive
and where I am most happy. I found
this system some five years ago and
put it on hold to obtain the technical
training and support to make its exploration possible. Sheck gave me
that. I will miss him very much, but
then we always dove alone. Perhaps
now he will be with me more than

ever.-Jim Bowden, June 1994.

common goal, fielding an expedition
to the S6tano de San Agustin in southern Mexico. The nature of this expedition particularly appealed to a man
of Ian's professional talents, as well
as to his unabashed lust for exploration. It involved the development of
experimental closed-circuit backpacks for cave diving. From 1989 until 1994, Ian was present in the United
States for more than four months of
development, testing, and training

with the ever-ehanging apparatus. It
was his precise feedback and "testpilot" commentary that helped guide
the development toward apparatus
tailored to the needs of the team. His
unrelenting enthusiasm served to
push us all onward in the face of
despair when some new idea failed
to work.
On a cold January 16 this year, Ian
came to my house in Maryland to
help with the final organization of
the expedition. During the two weeks
that we lived and worked together
before the main team arrived, I saw
the same drive and dedication, but in
an older, more worldly man. He was
now a family man, too, and he loved
his wife and children, not only his
own three about whom he spoke often, but other children who would
visit us during our month-long effort
to make sure that everything was
ready for the trip to Mexico. He carried photos of his family in his caving helmet and, quite often, had a
small teddy bear up there too, lashed
to the outside. That teddy bear had
probably been on more expeditions
than most individuals would be privileged to participate in over a lifetime.
It was, apparently, also cave-diving
certified, for I had certainly seen it a
number of times lashed to the manifold of open-eircuit diving hardware
when Ian was on safety duty for
someone diving the rebreather, and

*Sheck Exley, 1 April 1949 – 6 April 1994, 45. Died in a deep diving accident at -906 ft. (-276 m) in Cenote El
Zocatón, Tamaulipas.

Irby Sheck Exley, Jr.
Sheck Exley: Friends remember renowned cave diver: - April 10, 1994
JACKSONVILLE -- A memorial service was scheduled Tuesday for internationally known cave diver Sheck
Exley, who drowned last week while trying to break his own world depth record in Mexico.
Exley, 45, a mathematics teacher at Suwannee County High School in Live Oak, held the mark at 865 feet.
He was trying to reach 1,000 feet at the Del Monte Cave in Central Mexico when he disappeared Wednesday, said
John Zumrick, a fellow diver from Orange Park.
Friends said his body was not recovered.
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/84939716/irby-sheck-exley
His computer, recovered unexpectedly when his body came up with his dive line when itwas pulled days later,
showed a maximum depth of 906 feet.

Zacatón is a geothermal, 300-meter-plus-deep karst spring, notorious for being the site of the death of Sheck
Exley, one of the forefathers of American cave diving. [See AMCS ActivitiesNewsletter 21, pages 38–43, 99–
100.] Early in the morning of April 6, 1994, all was felt to be ready, and the divers and their support team
assembled on the banks of El Nacimiento. Bowden and Exley geared up and swam together through El Pasaje and
into Zacaton.Thepre-dive mood was positive and optimistic. The men began their descent at approximately 9:50
A.M. U.S. central standard time. Bowden dove to 925 feet (282 meters) and would spend over nine hours
decompressing. Exley, for reasons we will probably never know, failed to return from his dive. His computer,
recovered unexpectedlywhenhis bodycameup with his dive linewhen it was pulled days later, showed a maximum
depth of 906 feet.

