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Technical diver explores
the Laplet slate mine in
Vresse Sur Semois (Prov-

ince of Namur), Belgium.
The mine was first opened
in 1856; Historical illustra-
tion of the Laplet slate
mine (below)

For a cave diver, it is always an
exciting moment to be the first to
dive a location that has not been
visited by other divers before. The
Laplet slate mine in the Belgian
Ardennes was such a location for
our small group of explorers.
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Historically, in southern Belgium, especially
in the 19th century, the extraction of vari-
ous types of rock from the subsurface was
an important industry. In particular, marble
and slate were brought to the surface by

thousands of workers from numerous mines.

Laplet Slat

C

— First Visit in Over 100 Years!

It was a flourishing industry, which provided The Laplet Mine in Vresse Sur Semois

work for entire villages. The slate was used (Province of Namur) was opened in 1856 by
for various purposes but mainly for roofing. Balthazar Hoffman. He held the concession
It was hard labour bringing the stones to the (land grant) for 99 years. It was a thriving
surface, sometimes from over 100m deep, business which, through the years, was sold
and there were often accidents. to other owners. Between 1871 and 1881,
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more than 2,200,000kg of slate
was brought to the surface. But in
the early 20th century, it became
increasingly difficult to cover
the costs of mining. In 1913, the
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mine was closed
for good, and the
estate was given
over to a different
use.

An unexpected
discovery
| first heard about
the Laplet Mine
from my friends
Bram Vangorp and
Paftrik Tuteleers. They
had visited the site
Bl \Where the mine
L— was located and
were kindly received by the cur-
rent owner. The estate was now
operated as a hotel. To their great
surprise, there was still an access
point to the slate mine, which was

located under the owner’s estate.
The original building was still there,
and right next to it was the current
enfrance to the mine.

Under a concrete cover, one
could descend into the mine shaft
via a small ladder. Thirty metres
down, the mine was completely
flooded. The water looked crystal
clear. Laplet was known in the past
as the largest mine in the areq,
and we did not know, at the time,
just how far we would be able to

penetrate the labyrinth of corridors.

Importantly, we got permission
from the owner to take photo-
graphs and video footage during
our dives.

A week later, | joined my friends
for our first dive into the system. |
teamed up with Bram to do the
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Location of the mine entrance on the estate (top left); Preparing for the dive (top right); Ladder
leading down into the mine (above); Entrance to the mine, which was under a cement lid (left)
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and ready to head
out on the dive, the
water had already
become quite cloudy
due to the movements
we had made and
the silt we had stirred
up. It did not look very

first exploration of this mine in over
a hundred years, and this stirred up
quite a bit of excitement!

The first dives

| would be diving with a rebreather
and Bram with an open system on
this dive. Once we were kitted up

JBBY 77 XRAY MAG : 111 :2022

promising when | stuck
my head underwa-
ter and could barely
see 30cm ahead. The
pool we were in was
not very large. We descended a few
metres, but we still could not find
a passage to the chambers of the
mine. Because visibility was getting so
bad, | decided to end the dive, and
we swam back to the surface.

Bram told me that he might have
seen a passage, and that he would

check it out in the afternoon. After
a few hours of waiting, Bram and
fellow diver Kurt Storms started their
second attempt to find a passage.
They had more success during their
second attempt and found a pas-
sage to a depth of about 30m. The
first part was not so good in visibility,
but in the deeper part, it became
crystal clear. They had a nice dive
and could see that the main cham-
ber had several side corridors. This
was a major breakthrough, which
allowed the team to do further
exploration at this historic site.

The following week, we made
another arrangement to dive again.
We had also found that it was quite
difficult to get all the necessary
equipment down info the mine.

The descent along the small ladder

Start of the dive (top left); Exploration of the corridors (top right); The crystal-clear waters
of the mine (above); Estate buildings now function as a hotel, Compagnie des Bois (left)
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Ladder found in the mine (top left); Bram Vangorp lays the guide line
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(above); Historical photo of the workers of the mine (right)

Exploration of the large rooms (above)

was difficult and required a lot of
strength. It was also a dangerous
place to experience a decompres-
sion incident after a deeper dive.
So, we decided that we needed
more help lugging the dive equip-
ment, as well as the photo and
video equipment. It was then
agreed that one feam would dive
and the other would help carry the
equipment in and out.

Going where no one has
gone in over 150 years

| feamed up with fellow divers Wim
Verrijcken and Kurt for this dive, to
try and take photographs in the
large chamber they had seen on
a previous dive. So, | decided to

mount a slave
flash onto Kurt's
rebreather.

| got a signal
from the other
team members
that they were
nearly done
kitting up, so
| lowered myself to a depth of
six metres and waited there for
the other two divers in my team.
However, it took a long time, and
as the visibility seemed to be get-
ting worse, | decided to head out
on my own. | suspected that the
other team members were dealing
with a technical problem, but | did
not want to wait until the visibility
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was zero, as it had been during my
first dive.

In the first few metres, the visibility
was still bad, but then it became
crystal clear, and | could follow the
previously laid guide line with ease.
| was in a fairly wide corridor, which
quickly descended to a depth of
30m. On both sides of this corridor,
there were other side corridors of




Diver sheds light on slabs of slate inside the mine.

different sizes. In the large cor-
ridor, there were thick tree logs,
which served as supports. Along
the way, | came across several
ladders, which had been left
behind when the last stonema-
son had left the mine, over 100
years ago.

At the end of the large room,
| saw that there were two more
corridors leading to a deeper
area, and | decided to follow
one of them. The corridor quick-
ly descended deeper again,
and along the way, | saw all
kinds of objects that | could not
immediately identify.

At a depth of 63m, | did not
see a next connection right
away, so | decided to turn
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back. On the way back, | met
my fellow dive team members

who were making their descent.

After 15 minutes of decompres-
sion, | was back at the surface
and could tell my story.

It had been a wonderful
dive in a unique location. | had
taken some nice pictures, but
unfortunately, there were no
divers in them.

The next weekend, | dived
the mine with Bram to explore
the different side passages.
This was another dive where
there were more questions
than answers, as we inspected
the different rooms. But dur-
ing this dive, we did manage
to take the necessary photos.

| think this mine sfill hides many
secrets, and we shall continue
making some nice discoveries
there, a place where tfime has
stood still since 1913. =

Vic Verlinden is a Belgian CCR
cave and wreck diver, who has
been diving since 1975. He is an
underwater photographer and
author of four books, including
Diving for Treasure, published by
Whittles Publishing. In addition,
he has written articles for dive
magazines in Belgium, Germany,
United Kingdom, United States,
China and Russia, and has been
a guest speaker at all the major
fechnical dive shows. Email:
vic.verlinden@skynet.be

FREEDIVING INSTRUCTOR & EXAMINER | TECHNICAL INSTRUCTOR & EXAMINER | RECREATIONAL SPECIALTY INSTRUCTOR | FIRST AID INSTRUCTOR & INSTRUCTOR TRAINER | & MORE!

The NAUI Hero Certification Card Program™
A year-round campaign built on giving back to non-profits dedicated to our nation’s greatest heroes - past and
present. Each quarter, NAUI will present 1000 limited edition cerfification cards to all NAUI members for a $10
donation at checkout. All proceeds will be made on your behalf af the end of each quarter to the non-profit or
foundation. Our goal is to donate $10,000 each quarter... are you in?!

The Pat Tillman Foundation Edition

The first-ever NAUI Hero Certification Card. The Pat Tillman Foundation provides resources and educational scholarship, support to Active Duty
Service Members, Veterans, and their spouses.

NAUI & the Department of Defense (DoD) SkillBridge Partnership

On June 1, 2021, the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense authorized NAUI to participate in the DoD SkillBridge
Program. The SkillBridge Program is an opportunity for Service Members to gain valuable civilian work
experience through specific industry training, apprenticeships, or internships during their last 180 days of service.

What does this mean for you?

SkillBridge is an opportunity for you to access and leverage the world’s most highly trained and motivated
workforce at no cost for up to 180 days. Service members who participate in SkillBridge receive their military
compensation and benefits, while you, our NAUI Approved VA Testing Centers, will provide the training and work
experience. Our internship allows service members to use your G.1. Bill® to become a NAUI Dive Professional at
one of our 65 NAUI VA approved testing centers around the world.

After the service members become a NAUI dive professional they can start and work for the NAUI VA approved testing center to  SCANFORMORE INFO!
learn how to run a business, learn about sales and gear maintenance, or we can place them on a liveaboard in the Caribbean  []

or Bahamas. We have 1000 positions around the world where they can use your new license and experience to start a new
chapter and/or just explore something they've never done hefore. I —

TECH


http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_NAUI_Certifications
http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_NAUI_ArmedForces
mailto:vic.verlinden@skynet.be

