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FUN THINGS TO DO IN THE PARK   By Fred M. Cain, 2006

Back when I was a much younger guy, I found myself studying music at Arizona State University in Tempe, Arizona.  The year was 1978.  Jimmy Carter was president and Bing Crosby had recently died if that gives you any indication.  Ah yes, I show my age. I know.

One day after practicing music for several hours, my good friend Greg walked into my practice room and was really ancy to do something "fun".  

"Let's go to South Mountain Park", he urged, "There's a great view there and they say you can find Indian hieroglyphics.  It'll be a great break.”  I looked at the clock.  Well, the afternoon was still early, so, why not? I asked myself.

The two of us jumped into Greg's car and headed for the Park.  For those of you unfamiliar with the Phoenix area, South Mountain Park is a large city park intended to preserve the desert mountain range just south of Phoenix.  It stretches about 10 - 15 miles long and is sandwiched in between the city of Phoenix and the Indian Reservation to the south.  A paved road goes to the top at which there is a parking lot, a lookout and some antennas, I think.

We entered the park and headed for the top.  Not too far from the entrance, I glanced off in a southerly direction and up toward the saddleback of the mountain.  There I saw what looked like a large tailings pile.  I’d seen it in the past but never really paid too much attention to it.

After we were done looking at the view and searching for the hieroglyphics that we never found, Greg felt it was time to head back. It was then I suggested that we check out the tailings pile further down the mountain. "What are you talkin' about?" Greg queried.

"The tailings pile down closer to the entrance", I rejoined.

"What's that?" he asked baffled.

"Well, drive back down there and we'll see", I encouraged.

And so we did.  Upon seeing the thing Greg exclaimed,

"What in the world is it for?" 

"I dunno.  I think it's an old mine.  Let's go see", I suggested.

“Hey, cool!” he countered.

There was a "road" that led up toward the tailings pile if you could call it that. It was in the most abominable condition and fit only for the very most rugged Jeep or Landrover.  

So Greg just parked on the south side of the road, locked the car, and we hiked up to the pile.  It was probably about a half to 3/4 of a mile or so.  

Climbing up the side of the tailings pile I realized that the darn thing was a whole lot bigger than it had looked from the main road.  We scrambled to the top.  Once we got up there I saw the pile was quite flat on top, "fan-shaped" and narrowed to a point. 

We walked over to where it narrowed, but we couldn't really see anything.  I

surmised that this man-made alluvial fan had to have come out of a hole somewhere, but there was nothing to be found.  If there had been a tunnel entrance, it had either fallen in or, more likely, had been bulldozed in.  If that was the case, the dozer operator had outdone himself.

"O.K., that's it!" Greg exclaimed looking at his watch.  "It's high time we

started heading back".

But looking further up the mountain, I spotted what looked like an "anthill" from the distance.

"O.K., we can go, but let's just go up there and look at that first".

But Greg, looking at his watch and shaking his head stayed firm.  "No way! He stated emphatically, "I gotta get back".

"But Greg, you don't know when we might even get a chance to come back here!  O.K. Tell ya what.  Start walking back to the car, I'll run up and check out that "anthill" thing then run down the mountain and catch up to you at the car".

So I started off but Greg wasn't too keen on that idea either.  He ended up just tagging along behind me complaining about the late hour and the need "To get home".  Shoot! It was only four o'clock.  We probably had at least three hours of daylight left yet.

Once we got to the base of the "anthill", which was really quite large, I led the way, scrambling up the side of it.  At the top of the hill someone had stuck some barbwire posts in the ground arranged in a rough circle and strung a wire around them. On one side of this crude enclosure hung an old, weather-beaten sign on which someone had written the word “DANGER” with a marker.  Inside the wire was a gaping hole probably ten to fifteen feet in diameter.

We ducked under the wire and peered down the hole.  A sickening, subterranean odor wafted out of the hole. 

"Holy smoke!" exclaimed Greg.  "What do you s’pose is down there?"

The hole was not vertical but proceeded downward at a steep, probably 45 – 55 degree angle.  I don't know if it was the mystery of the whole thing or what, but a completely different mood had come over my friend Greg.  He had completely lost all interest in "going home".

"Let's see where it goes!"  He yelled with excitement.  

"Yeah, right!  You go first, I'll follow", I told him.

Greg proceeded to scramble down the inside of the hole in his "Hush Puppies" with me following.  Once we got down in there a ways it was evident that it was not only non-vertical, but it wasn’t exactly straight, either.  It had an occasional twist or turn in it. We just slid down the thing to a depth of around 35 feet where it came to a narrow ledge making it easier to stand up.  Off to the right we saw a horizontal tunnel that diverged in a generally southerly direction.  The shaft we’d slid down, however, continued downward into ink-like blackness and there was that awful, unnatural odor.

The angle of the sun together with the angle of the shaft admitted enough light so that we could see once our eyes adjusted.  Greg entered the dark tunnel equipped only with his penlight with weak batteries.  The tunnel was quite narrow, perhaps three or four feet wide at the most but the roof was high enough that we could easily stand up in there without hitting our heads.

We didn't go very far.  It was just too dark and spooky.  Greg began to talk about it getting late again and this time I agreed.

We returned to the shaft from which we’d entered and began scrambling back up to get out of there. “Funny”, I thought out loud, “going down didn’t seem to be nearly as hard as back going up”.  The rocks were loose and would slide out from under our feet.  Progress was slow.  Sometimes it was a process of sliding back two paces before clawing ahead three.  I began to worry, "'Posin’ I can't get back outta here?"  But with a little effort we made it O.K.

Once back out into sunlight, we walked back down the trail to Greg's car.  He had inadvertently locked his keys in the car and we had to break the seal around his window to get in the car.  That really upset him.  Perhaps it was an omen!  We jumped in and headed for home.  I had to listen to Greg whine about his window all the way home!

A few days later, we were back again armed with two powerful, heavy-duty flashlights this time.  We parked by the side of the road at the same place we did the first time.  Since we were more familiar with the surroundings than we were on our first visit, we marched straight up the trail heading for the anthill-shaped site near the top of the mountain.

Acting more like we knew what we were doing this time, we slid right back down the same shaft with our flashlights until we arrived at the side tunnel we’d found the first time. We proceeded into the tunnel. We followed it for two hundred feet or so then all of a sudden it just inexplicably came to an abrupt end.  It wasn’t a cave-in but simply a dead end at a solid rock wall.  That was it.  There was nothing to do but to go back the way we’d come in.

So we returned to the shaft area and discussed our next move.  We concluded we’d descend deeper down the shaft into the mine.  After another 30 feet or so we found another very similar side tunnel that went off in the same southerly direction.

This tunnel went further than the first one did.  The tunnel, like the first one we’d explored, was not completely straight but would curve ever so slightly in one direction then back another direction.  I felt a really creepy feeling sneaking up on me.

After we’d gone perhaps 300 feet or so we suddenly became aware that there was no longer a tunnel roof over our heads.  Shining our lights upward revealed a huge underground gallery that went up at a very steep angle.

The gallery was not quite large enough for a man to stand up in but was about 30 or 40 feet wide.  Shining our lights up there we couldn’t see how far it went.  There was some ancient looking, rusted equipment lying around, an old chute and broken pieces of what looked like an old conveyor but no ore cars or tracks anywhere to be seen.

The feeling or emotions that had been creeping up on me became stronger.  I had this sickening feeling that something was wrong, that something bad was going to happen.  It was like a premonition or sixth sense or something.  It’s difficult to explain.  

 “Greg, you know, I think we should get outta here”.

Greg shined his light up ahead revealing that our tunnel continued on the far side of the gallery.,

 “Oh, come on, let’s see where this goes”, he beckoned.

 “Naw.  I don’t think so.  I’ve had enough, Greg, Let’s just get outta here”.

 “What’s wrong?  You’re not getting scared, are you?”

 “Well, I guess I’m ashamed to have to admit that but I guess I am sorta, yeah.  I just gotta bad feeling about all this, that’s all”.

 “Well, O.K. then.  Go back to the shaft and wait for me there. I’m going on ahead to see where this goes”.  And so I did and the two of up parted.

That was probably a very bad, very stupid thing to do.  First of all, here we were, two dumb college kids in an abandoned mine and NO ONE, NOT ONE LIVING SOUL KNEW WHERE WE WERE!

That was bad enough but now we were separated underground as well.  Back in the shaft, I squatted down and sat on the backs of my heels waiting for Greg’s return.  It seemed like he was gone for hours.  The minutes crawled by like torture.  I strained my neck to look up the shaft and could see a point of light at the top.  The sickening feeling grew worse.

I shined by light down the shaft to what seemed like a bottomless pit.  I couldn’t imagine for the life of me what could possibly down there and was afraid to even wonder about it.  Where was Greg?  I contemplated climbing up the shaft and waiting for him on the outside but quickly dismissed that thought as well.  I turned out my flashlight to conserve power.

Then a truly macabre thought entered my head.  Suppose, just suppose, Greg doesn’t return at all?  Then what am I supposed to do? I immediately ruled out the possibility of looking for him.  If he fell down a hole somewhere what’s the use of me following him into the abyss?

Trying to call or yell for him was out of the question.  I had heard too many times not to talk loud or yell in an abandoned mine because the sound vibration could loosen something precipitating a cave in.  I suspected that was probably an “old wives tale” but I wasn’t about to attempt to do any experiments here to prove or disprove the theory!  

What should I do?  All my emotions were jumbling up inside of me.  I felt panic welling up from within.  Then suddenly I heard footsteps running and saw a flashing light in the tunnel.  Greg burst forth into the shaft very excited, puffing and exclaiming in a loud whisper, “Fred, oh my gawd, Fred!  You gotta see this, you just got to!”

I told him I was ready to leave a long time ago but he would have no part of that.  “Please, Fred, just do this one thing for me this one time, you just gotta see this!”

So Greg headed back into the tunnel with me following reluctantly.  We walked back through the gallery area and continued walking through the tunnel on the other side. 

It seemed we walked a long, long ways.  I noticed the air was different back in here.  It smelled “dead” and I noticed my breathing was more labored.  I don’t know how much of that was the air and how much was only my nerves, but I had to work at breathing.

Finally Greg stopped ahead of me.  “Now, look at this!”  He shined his light ahead and revealed a three-way split.  Shining his light in each of the tunnels one at a time he said, “It goes that way, that way and that way!  Which tunnel should we follow first?”

I told him emphatically, “Hey, look Greg, I’m outta here.  Period.  I don’t think we have much oxygen back here and I’ve got this bad, negative premonition that we’re gonna have a real problem or something”.

“Ah, come on, man, we don’t wanna stop now do we?  We gotta see where these tunnels go”.

“Look, Greg, this is only our second time here, we can come back if need be.  But I’m leaving.  You can either come with me or not”.

A bit more arguing ensued but in the end we made our way back to the shaft and started scrambling for the top.  If trying to scramble up that thing from the top level was tough, it was much worse from this deeper level.  I kept looking up toward the light.  It just didn’t seem to be getting any closer.  Leading the way, I kept discharging rocks and debris on Greg which he didn’t appreciate.

Finally, finally, finally, I burst through the opening and out into the desert sunshine.  The light really hurt my eyes.  But it was sooooo wonderful to be out from underground that I felt like I had just born.  It was positively exhilarating!

But that bad premonition or sixth sense still haunted me.  Why?  I took a few steps and the car came into view off in the distance down on the main road.  My heart sank down into my stomach.  It just couldn’t be!  There was another large, white car parked right behind Greg’s and part way up the trail I saw what looked like a huge, burly, 275-lb gorilla in uniform heading up the trail in our direction!

I turned to Greg and said, “Well, Greg, it looks like the cops!”  Greg completely lost it and went into an absolute frenzy.  How could he be so “brave” down in the mine but panic over the possibility of having an encounter with the law? 

“Oh my gawd, no, NO!  Quick! Let’s hide!” Greg yelled in a panicked whisper.

Hide?  If I hadn’t been so nerved up this whole scene would have struck me as beyond comical and it would’ve really cracked me up.  Instead I just said, “Greg, get real. You can’t hide from the police.  Besides, what have we actually done wrong?  I don’t feel like I have any reason to hide.  I’m gonna go down there and face the music.”

“Look!  He hasn’t seen us yet!” Greg snapped back.  “Now I’m telling you we have to hide.  There’s still time to hide behind those rocks over there”.  

I turned and walked away toward the officer.  Greg grabbed a hold of my shirt.  “Look, doggone it, I’m telling you to hide.  Now do what I tell you this once!”  I just jerked myself free from him and started walking down the path to meet the officer.  When Greg saw that there was no way I was going to hide with him, he turned and ran off on his own to hide himself behind the rocks.

After what seemed like an eternity I finally got close enough to the officer to make eye contact.  But we were still not within easy talking range. When I was finally within easy speaking distance, I opened the conversation and tried to act cool but probably came off more like a young child who had just been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

“Hello, sir.  Nice day today, isn’t it?” I managed to stammer out.

“Yes, it is.  It’s a beautiful day”, he responded. Then with a stern, forceful voice continued, “but of course you know, I didn’t come up here today to talk about the weather”.  Then his voice grew even harsher as he lashed out at me,  “You know this area is strictly off limits and there is absolutely no trespassing up here”.

Uh-oh.  I had to think fast.  Quickly trying to collect my wits I stammered out,  “Uh, ah well, ah, actually no.  I didn’t know that.  I didn’t see any signs or anything posted that said ‘no trespassing’”.

The officer got a most aggravated and frustrated look of consternation on his face then in a most disgusted tone of voice shot back, “Ah, yeah, I know it!  Vandals keep taking them down.  It wasn’t six months ago we had this entire area reposted again and now they’re gone again!”

Then he started drilling me.  “What’s your name?”

“Fred Cain”

“How do you spell that?” he asked pulling out a small note pad.

“F-R-E-D  C-A-I-N”

“Where do you live?”  Then, “I need to see your driver’s license”.

By this time, Greg had finally come to his senses and had been sneaking up behind me.  As my interrogation proceeded, he gradually came to my side.  

Next the officer asked me, “How many are there in your party?”

“Just the two of us” I told him.  Next, he turned to Greg and went through the same procedure.  When he was done with Greg he began to lecture us.

“O.K.  Now this is how it is.  As you have accurately pointed out, you did not see any ‘no trespassing’ signs.  That being the case, I cannot legally arrest you.  But I am going to fill out an “F.I.” [field investigation] on both of you.  That way if you are ever caught up here again we will have it on record that you have been told to stay out of this area.  Then you will be hauled in.  But let me make one thing very, very clear.  I would MUCH rather haul you both in than to have to come up here and dig you out.  Especially if it means we just dig out two dead bodies.  Because I am telling you both, that mine is very, very dangerous.  You’re probably both lucky that you are even here talking to me!”

Then all of a sudden, with his duty done, his mood began to change.  The officer got a strange twinkle in his eye.  He looked right at me and said, “by the way.  I’m just curious.  How far in did you go?”

I attempted to relate the events of the afternoon as well as my shook up nerves would allow.  He studied for a minute and then said, “Oh.  O.K.  I see.  That sounds like you were down on level two.  There are three more levels below that.  The bottom level, believe it or not, still has the old car tracks in it.  It’s flooded with water in spots but it’s shallow enough that you can still wade through it without too much trouble”.

“Really?” I asked with curiosity.  Then something hit me.  “Uh, sir, wait a second here.  If I didn’t know better I would think that you’ve been down there too”.

“Oh yeah, many times”, he answered with a slight chuckle in his voice. Then he turned and stretched his arm toward the flat top of the tailings pile off to our right.

“Over there is where the main entrance used to be.  But they bulldozed that in about 20 years ago.  In fact, they bulldozed in the shaft where you entered as well but over time the fill material settled and it just opened up again.  Abandoned mines tend to do that.  After they’re sealed they often don’t stay sealed.  Almost like they’re alive”.

Then he got serious again, “Just remember what I told you. I want you to leave this area immediately and don’t ever come back.  Don’t get me wrong.  You can hike in the park all day long.  But just stay away from the mine, that’s all”.

We promised him we would and started for the car.  The officer walked along behind us bringing up the rear as if to make sure we were, in fact, really leaving.

Back at the car we saw the officer’s assistant in the patrol car parked right behind ours.  Thankfully Greg did not lock his keys in the car this time! Greg got in and fired ‘er up.  As we headed for home, the cops followed us for about a mile or two then turned down another road.  

Greg and I looked at each other then burst out into hysterical laughter.  It’s as if all the tension of the day had broken.  We had just begun to regain our composure when I said,  “Did you see how that cop responded when I asked HIM if HE had ever been in the mine?”  

We broke out into laughter anew and laughed until tears streamed down our faces.

All this happened not quite 30 years ago.  And as Greg and I drove off into the distance, it’s like I can see the car slowly vanish, swallowed up by a fog of fading memory.  I have no idea what any of the events were of the rest of the day or of the next few days, weeks or months.  Yet the memory of that afternoon in October of 1978 remains crystal clear in my mind as if it had only happened last week!

I have had many years to think this over.  You may find me corny and old fashioned, but I do, in fact, believe in a Higher Power.  I believe that a Higher Power deliberately put that officer where he was right at the appointed time.  It really was no accident.  It was just meant to be.

But the day could’ve turned out vastly differently.  What if the officer hadn’t stopped us?  I truly believe that there could’ve been a whole different outcome.  We would’ve no doubt been insufferably pleased with the success of our exploration and would’ve planned a much more ambitious expedition the next time.  We would’ve gone deep into the mine, I’m sure.

In a different outcome, I wouldn’t be where I am today.  In a different outcome perhaps my remains still haven’t been discovered after all these years.  But for the Grace of God, that didn’t happen.

It’s hard to know what it is, exactly, but there is no doubt in my mind that there is truly a mysterious, almost mystical seductive attraction to an abandoned mine.  Even the police officer at the park had experienced it.  It is my hope and prayer that everyone stays safe.  

I like to think that I would never do anything like this again.  I didn’t realize in my youth what I stood to lose, a future wife and three as yet unborn children.  Why did I put something like that at risk?

I can offer a sure-fire, 100% guaranteed effective method to make sure that you will never be hurt in an abandoned mine:  Stay out.
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