The Cave Man of New York

	 
In 1977, Chris Nicola and five friends— all open-water scuba divers—decided on a whim to explore an underwater cave in Florida. They entered a place called Devil’s Ear, a 120-foot-deep tube about 3 feet in diameter. Each went in, one after the other —always a mistake, because the divers in front can’t turn around if there’s a problem. Nicola, the first one in, experienced a malfunction in his regulator. Squelching panic, and still able to breathe for the moment, he swam on. Eventually the group arrived at a sign with a skull and crossbones warning untrained cave divers to turn around. "We all got the hell out of there," he says. Nicola, a stocky man with a sandy beard, chuckles at the memory of his youthful recklessness.

Nicola gave up diving when he moved to New York in the 1980s. But he couldn’t do without extreme sports. Facing his fortieth birthday, and sensing the onset of a midlife crisis, he started pursuing distance running. He had four marathons — and was pushing himself hard—when he suffered a heart attack during a triathalon. Feeling weak and unsure what was wrong, he finished the event before landing in the hospital. "I was devastated," he recalls. It turned out the condition was caused by a cold medication he was taking, but he was still despondent; he feared his adventurous life was over.

 

 
	
Nicola was recovering in the hospital when his girlfriend brought him an article on dry caving. A week later, he was crawling through a 100- foot long, two-foot- diameter tunnel in Wards-Gregory Cave in Clarksville, New York. "I came out newborn," he says. "I realized my life wasn’t over. It was only beginning in a sense."

Nicola has been a fixture at Met Grotto ever since, serving as president and organizing and leading trips to exotic locales such as Russia and Ukraine. Far from squelching his love of adventure, he’s put skills associated with caving to other extreme uses—such as rappelling 800 feet off West Virginia’s New River Bridge.
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