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To my parents,


who are always there for me


on the surface




Nature loves to hide.


—HERACLITUS, Fragments
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CHAPTER


1


DESCEND




There is another world, but it is in this one.


—PAUL ÉLUARD




Find signs of it everywhere you go. Step out your front door and feel beneath your feet the thrum of subway tunnels and electric cables, mossy aqueducts and pneumatic tubes, all interweaving and overlapping like threads in a great loom. At the end of a quiet street, find vapor streaming out of a ventilation grate, which may rise from a hidden tunnel where outcasts dwell in jerry-rigged shanties, or from a clandestine bunker with dense concrete walls, where the elite will flee to escape the end of days. On a long stroll through quiet pastureland, run your hands over a grassy mound that may conceal the tomb of an ancient tribal queen, or the buried fossil of a prehistoric beast with a long snaking spine. Hike down a shaded forest trail, where you cup your ear to the earth and hear the scuttle of ants excavating a buried metropolis, spoked with tiny whorled passageways. Trekking up in the foothills, you smell an earthy aroma emanating from a slender crack, the sign of a giant hidden cave, where the stony walls are graced with ancient charcoal paintings. And everywhere you go, beneath every step, you feel a quiver coming up from deep, deep below, where titanic bodies of stone shift and grind against one another, causing the planet to tremble and shudder.


If the surface of the earth were transparent, we’d spend days on our bellies, peering down into this marvelous layered terrain. But for us surface dwellers, going about our lives in the sunlit world, the underground has always been invisible. Our word for the underworld, Hell, is rooted in the Proto-Indo-European kel-, for “conceal”; in ancient Greek, Hades translates to “the unseen one.” Today, we have newfangled devices—ground-penetrating radar and magnetometers—to help us visualize the underground, but even our sharpest images come out distant and foggy, leaving us like Dante, squinting into the depths: “so dark and deep and nebulous it was, / try as I might to force my sight below / I could not see the shape of anything.” In its obscurity, the underground is our planet’s most abstract landscape, always more metaphor than space. When we describe something as “underground”—an illicit economy, a secret rave, an undiscovered artist—we are typically describing not a place but a feeling: something forbidden, unspoken, or otherwise beyond the known and ordinary.


As visual creatures—our eyes, wrote Diane Ackerman, are the “great monopolists of our senses”—we forget about the underground. We are surface chauvinists. Our most celebrated explorers venture out and up: we have skipped across the moon, guided rovers into Martian volcanoes, and charted electromagnetic storms in distant outer space. Inner space has never been so accessible. Geologists believe that more than half of the world’s caves are undiscovered, buried deep in impenetrable crust. The journey from where we now sit to the center of the earth is equal to a trip from New York to Paris, and yet the planet’s core is a black box, a place whose existence we accept on faith. The deepest we’ve burrowed underground is the Kola borehole in the Russian Arctic, which reaches 7.6 miles deep—less than one half of one percent of the way to the center of the earth. The underground is our ghost landscape, unfolding everywhere beneath our feet, always out of view.


But as a boy, I knew that the underworld was not always invisible—to certain people, it could be revealed. In my parents’ old edition of D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths, I read of Odysseus, Hercules, Orpheus, and other heroes who ventured down through craggy portals in the earth, crossed the river Styx on Charon’s ferry, gave the slip to three-headed Cerberus, and entered Hades, the land of shades. The one who most captivated me was Hermes, the messenger god, he of the winged helmet and sandals. Hermes was the god of boundaries and thresholds, and the guide of the souls of the dead into Hades. (He bore the marvelous title of psychopomp, which means “soul conductor.”) While other gods and mortals obeyed the cosmic boundaries, he swooped openly between light and dark, above and below. Hermes—who would become the patron saint of my own underground excursions—was the one true subterranean explorer, who cut through darkness with clarity and grace, who saw the underworld, and knew how to retrieve its buried wisdom.
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The summer I turned sixteen, when my world felt as small and known as the tip of my finger, I discovered an abandoned train tunnel running beneath my neighborhood in Providence, Rhode Island. I’d heard about it first from a science teacher at school: a small, whiskery man named Otter, who knew every secret groove in every landscape in New England. The tunnel had once served a small cargo line, he’d told me, but that was years ago. Now it was a ruin: full of mud and garbage and stale air and who knew what else.


One afternoon, I found the entrance, which was concealed under a thicket of bushes behind a dentist’s office. It was wreathed in vines and had the date of its construction—1908—engraved in the concrete above its mouth. The city had sealed the entrance with a metal gate, but someone had sliced open a small passageway: along with a few friends, I climbed underground, our flashlight beams crisscrossing in the dark. The mud sucked at our shoes and the air was boggy. On the ceiling were clusters of pearly, nipplelike stalactites that dripped water down on our heads. Halfway through, we dared one another to switch off our lights. As the tunnel fell to perfect darkness, my friends whooped, testing the echo, but I held my breath and stood dead still, as though, if I moved, I might float right off the ground. That night at home, I pulled up an old map of Providence. I started with my finger where we’d entered the tunnel and moved to where it opened at the other end. I blinked: the tunnel passed almost directly beneath my house.


That summer, on days when no one else was around, I’d put on boots and go walking in the tunnel. I couldn’t have explained what drew me down, and I certainly never went with any particular mission. I’d look at the graffiti or kick around old bottles of malt liquor. Sometimes I’d turn off my light, just to see how long I could last in the dark before my nerves started to bristle. To the extent that I was aware of myself at all, as a sixteen-year-old I sensed that these walks were outside of my character: I was an uncertain teenager, scrawny, gap-toothed, with librarianish glasses. When my friends were starting to make out with girls, I still had a terrarium of pet tree frogs in my bedroom. I read about other people’s adventures in books, without ever thinking to embark on my own. But something about the tunnel got under my skin: I’d lie in bed nights just imagining it running under the street.


At the end of that summer, following a heavy rainstorm, I had just climbed beyond the threshold of the tunnel when I heard an unexpected rumble coming from the darkness ahead. Alarmed, I started to turn back, but decided to keep walking, even as the sound grew. Deep in the tunnel, I found the source: a crack in the ceiling—a burst pipe, maybe, or a leak—from which water was pouring down in cascades. Directly beneath the falling water, I saw an overturned plastic beach pail. Then a paint bucket. Then, all at once, an enormous assembly of overturned containers—oil drums, beer cans, Tupperware, gas canisters, coffee tins—all in a giant cluster, arranged under mysterious circumstances by a person I’d never meet. The water drummed down on the vessels, sending up an echoing song, as I stood in the dark, nailed to the floor.


Years passed, and I forgot about those underground walks. I left Providence, went to college, moved on. But my old connection to the tunnel never quite disappeared. Just as a seed silently takes root and ripens and matures down in the hidden earth before sprouting on the surface, my memories of the tunnel germinated for years at the bottom of my mind. It was not until much later, following a series of unexpected encounters with the underground of New York City, that my old memories of the tunnel, and of the mysterious altar of buckets, reemerged. When they did, they seized me with a ferocity that turned my entire imagination inside out, fundamentally altering the way I thought about myself, and my place in the architecture of the world.


I came to love the underground for its silence and for its echoes. I loved that even the briefest trip into a tunnel or a cave felt like an escape into a parallel reality, the way characters in children’s books vanish through portals into secret worlds. I loved that the underground offered romping Tom Sawyer–ish adventure, just as it opened confrontation with humankind’s most eternal and elemental fears. I loved telling stories about the underground—about relics discovered beneath city streets, or rituals conducted in the depths of caves—and the wonder they engendered in the eyes of my friends. Most of all, I was captivated by the dreamers, visionaries, and eccentrics that the underground attracted: people who’d heard a kind of siren song and given themselves to exploring, making art, or praying in the underground world. People who had surrendered to obsession in a way I thought I understood, or at least wanted to understand. Down in the dark, I thought I might find a perverse kind of enlightenment.


Over the years, I convinced a research foundation, then various magazines, then a book publisher to give me funding to investigate these things, and I spent that money, and then some, exploring subterranean spaces in different parts of the world. For more than a decade, I climbed down into stony catacombs and derelict subway stations, sacred caves, and nuclear bunkers. It began as a quest to understand my own preoccupation; but with each descent, as I became attuned to the resonances of the subterranean landscape, a more universal story emerged. I saw that we—all of us, the human species—have always felt a quiet pull from the underground, that we are as connected to this realm as we are to our own shadows. From when our ancestors first told stories about the landscapes they inhabited, caves and other spaces beneath our feet have frightened and enchanted us, forged our nightmares and fantasies. Underground worlds, I discovered, run through our history like a secret thread: in ways subtle and profound, they have guided how we think about ourselves and given shape to our humanity.
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THE UNDERGROUND OPENED SLOWLY, in small, splintering cracks—then all at once, like a trapdoor beneath my feet. It began the first summer I lived in New York, when I was working at a magazine in Manhattan and living in Brooklyn with my aunt and uncle and my two cousins, Russell and Gus. After years spent as a teenager, envisioning myself as a future New Yorker who would take long, ecstatic night walks through Manhattan, absorbing every dot of light emanating from every apartment window, I had arrived to find the city impenetrable. I shrank in crowds, stammered to bodega keepers, and got off at the wrong subway stop, only to wander through Brooklyn, feeling like a hayseed, too embarrassed to ask for directions.


Late one night, when I was feeling particularly cowed by the city, I was waiting for the subway in lower Manhattan, on one of the deep-set platforms where on summer nights you can almost smell the city’s granite bedrock, when I saw something that baffled me. From the darkness of the tunnel materialized two young men: they wore headlamps and their faces and hands were black with soot, as though they’d been climbing for days through a deep cave. They fast-walked up the tracks, clambered onto the platform right in front of me, and vanished up the stairs. I rode the train home that night with my forehead pressed against the window, fogging the glass, imagining a whole secret honeycomb of spaces hidden beneath the streets.


The young men in headlamps were urban explorers, part of a loose confederacy of New Yorkers who’d made a pastime of infiltrating the off-limits and secreted-away spaces under the surface of the city. They were a kingdom of many tribes: some were historians who documented the grandeur of the city’s forgotten places; others, activists who trespassed to symbolically reclaim New York’s corporatized spaces; still others were artists, who assembled secret installations and staged performances in the city’s obscure layers. In those first weeks, as I puzzled my way through New York, I found myself staying up late at night, studying explorers’ photographs of hidden places—subway stations abandoned for decades; deep valve chambers in the water system; derelict bomb shelters coated in dust—all of which felt as exotic and mysterious as lost sea monsters gliding through the deep ocean.


One night, while sifting through an explorer’s archives, I was startled to find myself looking at a photograph of the tunnel I’d explored as a boy in Providence. I hadn’t thought about it in years: the single rail receding into the dark, the “1908” carved above the entrance. The intimacy of this chance encounter was almost disquieting, as though someone had reached down into my mind and opened a hatch, allowing a whole raft of buried memories to float to the surface. The photographer, I learned, was a man named Steve Duncan: a dashing and brilliant and possibly deranged individual who would become my first guide into the underground.


We met one afternoon on a scouting trip to the Bronx, where Steve was plotting an excursion through an old sewer pipe. He was six or seven years older than me, sandy-haired and blue-eyed, with the rangy build of a rock climber. He’d begun exploring during his freshman year at Columbia University, where he would go slinking through a network of steam tunnels under the campus. One night, he wriggled through a vent in a wall and emerged into a chamber cluttered with moldering scientific equipment. It was the storeroom for the earliest incarnation of what would eventually become the Manhattan Project. The bulbous green machine at the center of the room was the original particle accelerator: a strange jewel of history, hidden just out of view.


A fascination took hold, and Steve promptly switched his major from engineering to urban history. When he wasn’t studying, he began exploring train tunnels, then strapped on waders and sloshed through sewers, and before long began climbing to the tops of suspension bridges, where he took soaring, omniscient photographs of the city. Over the years, he styled himself as a guerrilla historian and photographer, with an alarmingly granular knowledge of the city’s infrastructure. (The Department of Environmental Protection, which monitored the city’s sewers, periodically tried to hire Steve, despite his illegal research methods.) Steve was somewhere between nerd and outlaw: he was skinny, had traces of a boyhood speech impediment, but drank like a longshoreman, had a raffish smile that women loved, and carried himself with a heroic strut. As a young man, he’d contracted a rare form of bone cancer in his leg and had nearly lost his life, an experience that seemed to infuse everything he did with urgency and vitality. He could spend a night enumerating the significances of the various acronyms embossed on the city’s manhole lids, or expounding upon changes in flow rates of nineteenth-century European wastewater systems, then go out and get into a bar fight.


That afternoon, we zigzagged between sewer grates, shining flashlights underground, tracing the route of the pipe. As we went, Steve talked about the city’s jigsaw of hidden systems with a kind of evangelical love. He envisioned New York as a gigantic, shifting, many-tentacled organism, of which surface dwellers saw only a sliver. It was his mission to reconnect people with the hidden aspect of the world: he wished every manhole cover in every city were made of glass, allowing people to peer underground at any moment.


“Most people move through the world in two dimensions,” he said. “They have no idea what’s beneath them. When you see what’s underground, you understand how the city works. But it’s more than that. You see your place within history, how you fit in the world.”


In Steve, I found an incarnation of Hermes, who could see a parallel topography. “I believe that much unseen is also here,” wrote Walt Whitman in Leaves of Grass. Steve saw what was unseen—I wanted to see it, too.


MY FIRST DESCENT WAS a gentle one: a walk through the West Side Tunnel—known to explorers and graffiti writers as the Freedom Tunnel—which runs for some two and a half miles beneath Riverside Park on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.


On a summer morning, I slipped through a slice in a chain-link fence near 125th Street and headed through the tunnel’s entrance, which was voluminous, maybe twenty feet high and twice that across. Rather than pitch dark, the tunnel was twilit: every few hundred feet there was a rectangular ventilation grate in the ceiling, which, like a cathedral window, let in soft columns of light. I set off on a quiet walk through the middle of Manhattan without seeing another soul, like something from a dream.


Around the halfway point, I came upon an enormous mural, more than one hundred feet long, painted by an artist named Freedom, who was the tunnel’s namesake. I stood by the opposite wall, admiring the painting, which seemed to tremble in the light. A soft breeze blew through, and I could hear the faraway clamor of cars on the West Side Highway mingling with birdcalls in the park.
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And then, from down the tunnel, I saw the giant headlight of a train moving toward me. Crouching with my back against the wall, I felt a deep bass tremor under my feet, and then, all at once, a blast of light, a gale-force wind, and a roar that sent a vibration down through my ribs. I had not been in any real danger—there was a good fifteen feet of clearance between me and the tracks—but as I crouched there my whole body quaked, my mind on fire.


Even as I emerged from the tunnel that first afternoon, climbing over a fence near the Hudson River, my relationship with the city had begun to shift. Aboveground, I traced and retraced a single path between work and home, following a narrow track of sensory experience; down in the tunnel, I stepped outside those bounds, and connected to the city in a new and visceral way. I felt shaken awake, like I was making eye contact with New York for the first time.


Going underground, crawling down into the body of the city, became my way of proving to myself that I belonged in New York, that I knew the city. I liked being able to tell my born-and-raised-Manhattanite friends about old vaults beneath their neighborhood that they knew nothing about. Down in sunken alleys, I enjoyed seeing textures of the city that were invisible to people on the surface—ancient graffiti tags, cracks in the foundations of skyscrapers, exotic molds creeping over walls, decades-old newspapers crumpled in hidden crevices. New York and I shared secrets: I was sifting through hidden drawers, reading private letters.


Near the Brooklyn Navy Yard one night, Steve laid orange construction cones around a manhole and popped open the lid with an iron hook, releasing a twist of vapor from below. We climbed down the ladder, hand over hand on slimy rungs, and splashed down in a sewer collector: it was maybe twelve feet high, with greenish water burbling down the center. The air was warm; my glasses immediately fogged. I hesitated before long, gooey strings of bacteria dangling from the ceiling—affectionately known as “snotsicles”—but the sewer was less repellent than I’d expected. The smell was not so much fecal as it was earthy, like an old farm shed full of fertilizer. We passed our lights over banks of loamy muck, like sandbars in a river, where tiny crops of albino mushrooms grew. During migration season, eels swam through this water.
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Mixed in with the green flow, Steve told me, was Wallabout Creek, an old waterway that filtered into Wallabout Bay, where the Navy Yard was now located. You could see the creek on a 1766 map, but as the city had grown and expanded, it had been forced underground and out of sight.


Up on the surface, I knew New York as a crude, if exuberant, animal: rumbling and growling, belching steam and disgorging crowds from its various orifices. But down here, with one of its ancient streams flowing quietly around my feet, the city felt serene, even vulnerable. It was intimate almost to the point of embarrassment, the feeling of watching someone as they slept.


It was past three in the morning when we climbed back up the ladder and emerged through the open manhole into bracing cold air. Just as we came up, a young man on a bike swerved to avoid us. He skidded and spun back around. Breathlessly, he asked, “Who are you guys?”


Steve pulled himself straight and puffed out his chest, as though he were standing onstage, then tilted back his head and delivered lines from the Robert Frost poem “A Brook in the City”:




“The brook was thrown


Deep in a sewer dungeon under stone


In fetid darkness still to live and run—


And all for nothing it had ever done,


Except forget to go in fear perhaps.”
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With each trip underground, the city cracked open a little bit more, disclosing another secret, just enough to draw me deeper. I rode the subway with a notebook, watching out the window and recording the locations of gaps in the walls that would potentially lead to abandoned platforms, or “ghost stations,” as graffiti writers call them. I tracked routes of underground streams and searched for places where you could hold your ear to a grate and hear water babbling beneath the surface. My closet hung with waders and mud-soaked clothing, and I carried a headlamp in my backpack at all times. I began moving through the city more and more slowly, as I paused to peer into subway vents, sewer manholes, and construction pits, trying to puzzle together the city’s innards. My mental map of New York came to resemble a coral reef, riddled with hidden creases, secret passages, and unseen pockets.


For a while, I moved through the city in a kind of delirium, imagining that every manhole, every dark stairwell and hatch in the street was a portal to another layer. I discovered a brownstone in Brooklyn Heights that looked like any other house on the block, except its door was made of industrial steel and its windows were blacked out: it was a camouflaged ventilation shaft leading down into the subway. On Jersey Street in SoHo, I found an old manhole that opened down into an antiquated water tunnel called the Croton Aqueduct, where, in 1842, four men piloted a small wooden raft called the Croton Maid on a forty-mile subterranean odyssey in pitch darkness from the Catskills to Manhattan. Beneath Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn, I visited a train tunnel that had been abandoned in 1862, and forgotten by the city until 1980, when a nineteen-year-old local man named Bob Diamond climbed down through a manhole and discovered the gigantic, echoing hollow. (The discovery cast the city into a brief, seething fascination, as photographers rushed to capture images of young Bob crawling through the lost tunnel.) On an island in the Bronx, I joined a team of treasure-hunters in the search for a bundle of lost ransom money allegedly buried there by the man who kidnapped Charles Lindbergh’s baby. I followed rumors of certain sepulchral chambers hidden in the subway system where the walls were inscribed with century-old graffiti: spaces so untouched and forgotten that if you raised your voice, sand would fall in cascades from the ceiling. I searched for an old building in Midtown where the sub-basement reportedly had a hole in the floor that opened down onto a flowing river, around which old men would sit during the day, fishing for trout. I told these stories so often that my friends tired of them, just as they groaned when, on walks through the city, I tried to narrate what was beneath our feet at any given moment, but by this point, I couldn’t help myself.


Down I climbed, taking risks that surprised even myself. Late at night, I’d step over the DO NOT ENTER OR CROSS TRACKS sign at the end of a subway platform, slink along the catwalk, then hop down onto the tracks, where it was chimney-black and, on summer nights, as hot as a furnace. At first, I went down with my cousin Russell: half-running in the dark, we’d feel a faint stirring of air, then a subsonic tremble underfoot. “Train coming,” we’d whisper. We’d hear the tracks lock into place, then, from around the bend, we’d see a giant headlight illuminating the tunnel wall: we’d scramble up onto the catwalk, then fold ourselves into an emergency-exit alcove as the train roared past, blowing a gust of wind so strong it could knock you over. Soon I started going down alone, on impulsive, spur-of-the-moment excursions. Waiting on a platform late at night after a party, or a long night in the library, I’d see the train coming, but at the last second, I’d decide to let it pass, only to follow it down the tunnel into the dark. I had close calls and brushes, where I saw blue sparks flying from passing wheels, where the roar of a train would leave me temporarily deaf. Late at night, I’d walk home in a daze, my cheeks smudged with steel dust, feeling both inside and outside of myself, as though having just awoken from a dream.
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One night a train conductor spotted me in the tunnels, and I emerged onto a platform to find two NYPD officers waiting for me: two young Dominican guys, one short and fat, one tall and skinny. They pinned my arms, pushed me against a wall, and emptied my backpack onto the floor—despite having every reason to arrest me, they ultimately let me go. I sat on a bench up on the street, feeling rattled and foolish, and fully aware that if I weren’t a white man, I’d be in cuffs. Even that night, as I walked home, I found myself pausing in the street, peering into grates and manholes.


In the darkest strata I encountered the Mole People, the homeless men and women who lived in the city’s hidden nooks and vaults. One night, along with Steve, Russell, and a few other urban explorers, I met a woman named Brooklyn, who’d been living underground for thirty years. She had a pocked face, with dreadlocks piled high on her head. Her home, which she called her “igloo,” was an alcove hidden in the eaves of the tunnel, furnished with a mattress and a few crooked pieces of furniture. It was Brooklyn’s birthday: we passed around a bottle of whiskey, as she sang a medley of Tina Turner and Michael Jackson songs, and for a while everyone laughed. But then something came undone, Brooklyn’s singing gave way to glossolalia, and she started seeing things that weren’t there. Her partner returned—he was also named Brooklyn, somehow—and the two of them fought, shrieking in the dark.


Over time, I stopped talking about my underground trips with friends and family, finding it more difficult to answer their questions: what was I searching for down there?


“I’M GOING TO SHOW you something,” said Steve one night, “but you have to promise not to say a word about it to anyone.”


It was around two, we were leaving a party somewhere in Brooklyn. Steve led me into a subway station, then down the catwalk, where I followed close behind, until he suddenly vanished in the dark. Only when I heard his voice did I realize that he had slipped through a hidden portal in the wall. I stepped through and emerged into a dark void. It was one of the hallowed spaces of New York’s underground, a giant, echoing cavity, separated from ordinary life by the thinnest of membranes, and yet completely unseen.


Steve led me to the middle of the room and shined his light down at the floor. It was a rectangular grid of ceramic tiles, maybe six by four feet, blanketed in dust. We blew on the tiles, sending up a cloud. I found myself looking at a map. It was a rendering of the New York subway map, the one you see on the walls of every station in the city, with the lumpy, beige silhouettes of Brooklyn and Manhattan, and the train lines snaking across the pale blue East River. But rather than the familiar landmarks, the map showed only the invisible places. New York’s veteran urban explorers, who’d spent years infiltrating the city, had affixed photographs to the map, each showing the location of a sewer, an aqueduct, a ghost station, or another place excluded from public view. As I crouched in the dark, studying this atlas of the invisible city, itself hidden in an invisible place, I was exhilarated: here was a kind of shrine to everything I’d sought in years of exploring under New York. And yet, at the same time, I felt oddly estranged from that exhilaration, as though it were buzzing up from a part of my mind not entirely familiar to me.


In that moment, as I stood in the dust deep under the city, I began to see just how little I understood about my connection to the underground. And for that matter, how little I understood about humankind’s larger relationship to this landscape, which reaches back into the faintest glimmerings of our history.
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Once, on a hike in Tuscany, Leonardo da Vinci ambled over a span of boulders and came upon the mouth of a cave. As he stood in the shadow of the threshold, feeling a cool breeze on his face, he stared into the dark, and found himself at an impasse. “Two contrary emotions arose in me,” he later wrote, “fear and desire—fear of the threatening, dark cavern, desire to see whether there were any marvelous things in it.”


We have lived among caves and underground hollows for as long as humans have existed, and for just as long, these spaces have evoked in us visceral and perplexing emotions. Evolutionary psychologists have suggested that even our most archaic ancestral relationships to landscapes never quite fade, that they become wired in our nervous system, manifest in unconscious instincts that continue to govern our behavior. The ecologist Gordon Orians calls these lingering vestigial impulses “evolutionary ghosts of environments past.” On my trips under New York, each time I peered into the mouth of a dark tunnel or down into a sewer manhole, I was unconsciously sifting through ghost impulses inherited from ancestors, who long ago crouched at the mouths of dark caves, deciding whether or not to descend.


We are aliens underground. Natural selection has designed us—in every way imaginable, from our metabolic needs, to the lattice-like anatomy of our eyes, to the deep, jellied structures of our brain—to stay on the surface, to not go underground. The “dark zone” of a cave—scientists’ name for the parts of a cave beyond the “twilight zone,” which is within the reach of diffuse light—is nature’s haunted house, a repository of our deepest-rooted fears. It is home to snakes that twitch down from cave ceilings, spiders the size of Chihuahuas, scorpions with barbed tails—creatures we are evolutionarily hardwired to fear, because they so often killed our ancestors. Up until about fifteen thousand years ago, caves all over the world were the dwelling place of cave bears and cave lions and saber-toothed tigers. Which is to say, for all but the last eyeblink of our species’ existence, every time we came upon a cave mouth, we braced ourselves for a man-eating monster to lunge out of the darkness. Even today, when we peer underground, we feel the flickering dread of predators in the dark.


As we evolved for life on the African savannah, where we hunted and foraged in daylight and where nocturnal predators stalked us in the night, darkness has always unnerved us. But subterranean dark—in “the sightless world,” as Dante called it—is enough to cause our entire nervous system to splinter. The pioneering cave explorers of modern Europe imagined that a prolonged stay in subterranean darkness could permanently dismantle their psyches, as one seventeenth-century writer described upon exploring a cave in Somerset, England. “We began to be afraid to visit it,” he wrote, “for although we entered in frolicksome and merry, yet we might return out of it sad and pensive and never more to be seen to laugh whilst we lived in the world.” Which, in some ways, has turned out to be true, as neuroscientists have demonstrated manifold ways in which prolonged immersion in absolute darkness can trigger psychological aberrations. In the 1980s, on an expedition into a cave called Sarawak Chamber in the Mulu National Park in Borneo, a caver entered a gigantic cavern—big enough to fit seventeen football fields, one of the largest cave rooms in the world—and lost track of the rock wall: as he drifted through interminable darkness, the caver fell into a kind of paralytic shock, and had to be guided out by his partners. Cavers have referred to such darkness-fueled panic attacks as “the Rapture.”


The feeling of enclosure, too, leaves us unhinged. To be trapped in an underground chamber, our limbs restricted, cut off from light, with oxygen dwindling, may be the emperor of all nightmares. The ancient Roman philosopher Seneca once described a crew of silver prospectors climbing deep into the earth, where they encountered phenomena “fit to make them shake with horror,” among which was the psychic pressure of a mass of “land hanging above their heads.” It was a sentiment echoed by Edgar Allan Poe, the poet laureate of claustrophobia, who wrote of subterranean enclosure: “No event is so terribly well adapted to inspire the supremeness of bodily and of mental distress. . . . The unendurable oppression of the lungs—the stifling fumes from the damp earth—the clinging to the death garments—the rigid embrace of the narrow house—the blackness of the absolute Night—the silence like a sea that overwhelms . . .” Down in any underground hollow, we feel, if not a full tempest of panic, a reflexive tingle of not-quite-rightness, as we imagine ceilings and walls closing in on us.


Ultimately, it’s death we fear most: all of our aversions to the dark zone come together in the dread of our own mortality. Our species has been burying our dead in the dark zones of caves since at least one hundred thousand years ago, according to discoveries in Qafzeh Cave in Israel, and our Neanderthal ancestors since long before that. In religious traditions all over the world, descriptions of the realm of the dead mirror the dark zones of caves, where disembodied shades drift through edgeless darkness. Even cultures who occupy landscapes without caves, who don’t come in contact with physical underground space—peoples of the Kalahari Desert or the Siberian flatlands—tell myths of a vertical cosmos, where a subterranean realm swarms with spirits. Each time we cross a cave threshold, we feel a reflexive premonition of our eventual death—which is to say, we brush up against the one thing natural selection has designed us to avoid.


And yet, when we crouch at the edge of the underground, we do descend. On that day in Tuscany, Leonardo da Vinci did climb down into the dark. (Embedded in the cave wall, deep in the dark zone, he discovered the fossil of a whale, which would haunt and inspire him for the rest of his life.) Virtually every accessible cave on the planet contains the footprints of our ancestors. Archaeologists have belly-crawled through muddy passageways in the caves of France, swum down long subterranean rivers in Belize, and trekked for miles inside the limestone caves of Kentucky: everywhere, they have found fossilized traces of ancient people, who clambered down through rocky apertures in the earth, lighting their way through the gloom with pine torches or fat-oil lamps. There our ancestors encountered an alien realm, completely severed from what they knew on the surface: a world darker than any night, where echoes boomed, where stalagmites, like monsters’ teeth, spiked up from the floor. The dark zone journey may well be humankind’s oldest continuous cultural practice, with archaeological evidence going back hundreds of thousands of years, before our species even existed. No single tradition, writes the mythologist Evans Lansing Smith, “brings us all together as human beings more than the descent to the underworld.”
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