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CLUB NEWS 

 

Christopher Charles Murray fell to his death in the Cueva de Liordes in the Picos de Europa, Spain, on 

the evening of 24th August 1975. The system had been discovered and explored by Wessex and Shepton 

Mallet cavers as described in previous Journals. Christopher was the first to ascend the 10 metre Sima 

Mayor when the rope parted above him after he had prussiked about 10 metres. His body was recovered 

by members based at nearby Fuente De with considerable help from Lancaster University speleos and 

local people. He was buried in the British Cemetery at Bilbao on 29th August and a memorial service was 

held in the mountain village of Posada de Valdeon near the cave. Christopher's parents were able to attend 

the funeral and, to them, we extend our greatest sympathy. The Vega de Liordes is a beautiful place and 

Christopher spent his last holiday happily among friends both in the Club and in Spain. 

 

The letter below from Christopher's parents appeared in the Somerset Guardian on 12th September, and it 

is reproduced here with the consent of the parties concerned. 

 

"Since the death of our son, Christopher, in Spain, we have received so great a flood of letters that it 

seems our grief is shared by all who knew him. May we please pass on to them these few crumbs of 

comfort. 

 

We know now that due to the circumstances of the accident he felt neither fear nor pain and he died 

among friends, doing what he loved to do. 

 

Caving was a way of life for him and through it he met and brought home many of the fine young 

men and women who spend their weekends on and under Mendip. 

 

He was very proud to be elected a member of the Wessex Cave Club over two years ago and we 

have learned enough about them to respect their entirely professional attitude to this hazardous but 

fascinating and rewarding activity. 

 

He was introduced to caving five years ago through the Midsomer Norton Venture Group and had 

become so experienced that he was to have gone to Sardinia this week to lead an Italian group in 

exploring cave systems on that island. 

 

Since we had to lose him we have sincerely come to believe that he could have come to no better 

end and we want to stress that if we could put the clock back we still would not deny him the sheer 

joy in life and comradeship that he gained from his caving experiences over the past few years." 

 

Joan and Charles Murray 

 

Ril House 

Litton 

 

An obituary will appear in the next issue of the Journal. 
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Water Tracing 

 

The Wessex Water Authority have issued a set of rules which must be observed when undertaking water 

tracing experiments. For further information write to:- Director of Resource Planning, Techno House, 

Redcliffe Way, Bristol BS1 6NY, or the club secretary. 

 

G.B. Access 

 

A new lock will soon be fitted and the key will be available from Upper Pitts. 

 

Lamb Leer 

 

Any member visiting Lamb Leer and having problems with the lock is requested to consult the farmer 

who keeps two or three spare locks. The club keys fit all locks. 

 

Swildon's Book 

 

There has been an unfortunate delay in the production of this book. 

 

Phil Davies advises us that he was not satisfied with the quality of some of the printing. Obviously the 

book must be of the highest standard and Phil decided that it was better to delay for a month or so in order 

to obtain perfection. 

 

Oldham Cells 

 

The manufacturers have advised that the model T cell is not suitable for caving purposes in its standard 

form. They advise use of their model R. 

 

BCRA Council 

 

There is a vacancy on the Council for a representative from the Southern part of the country. If anyone is 

able to take up this position please let the club secretary know. 

 

New Member 

 

We welcome the following new member:- 

 

C.A. Jackson, 86A London Road, Forest Hill, London SE23. 

 

ERRATUM 

 

The item "From the Log" and the page no. 237 should be deleted from the Contents page of the last 

Journal, No. 160. 

 

MEETS 

 

Friday Night Club 

 

Friday Oct 3rd Hilliers 7.30 Friday Nov 28th August Hole 7.30 

Friday Oct 17th GB 7.30 Friday Dec 12th Swildons 4 7.30 prompt. 

Friday Oct 31st  Pinetree 7.30  (Late trip missing pub) 

Friday Nov l4th Shatter Cave 7.30 Friday Jan 9th Eastwater 
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR 

 

Dear Sir, 

 

This is by way of a reply to Black Wal's article in the last Journal. 

 

Firstly I would remind readers that this is 1975 not 1955, and that the whole concept of a club H.Q. has 

changed considerably. Should you visit any club on Mendip - I repeat, any club - you will find that they 

are all emulating the country cottage image. When one considers that our club H.Q. is insured for 

£17,000, it would be pointless for members to have spent time and money if it were allowed to become, I 

quote "rough and ready" and "a bit bashed about." 

 

Secondly with reference to cleaning and washing up, if members were not moaned at to help with 

cleaning up, it would all be left and the H.Q. would become filthy and unhygienic, and I feel sure this 

would deter people from staying. 

 

Thirdly I feel sure that the great majority of cavers resent being called dirty individuals. 

 

Lastly with reference to narrow minded snoopers and time servers on the Committee, I would remind the 

author that if the cap fits, then wear it! 

 

 P. Palfree Hut Warden 

 

 

 

NEWS IN BRIEF 

 

New World Depth Record 

 

In spite of recent caving expeditions to the far corners of the world, the Pyrenees still retain the world 

depth record. By connecting a new system of shafts above the Tete Sauvage entrance to the main Pierre 

St. Martin network, a party of B.E.C. cavers has extended the total depth of the cave to a very impressive 

4590'. 

 

Major Yorkshire Find 

 

Northern Pennine Club members have enlarged the constricted entrance of Dale Head Pot south of 

Penyghent and explored an important system feeding the problematic Douk Gill and Brants Gill 

resurgences. 

 

The pot boasts several thousand feet of passage, a large number of fine pitches, and it reaches a 

respectable depth of 550'. Access will be controlled by the C.N.C.C. 

 

Chepstow's New Cave 

 

Work by the Royal Forest of Dean Caving Club and the B.E.C. has revealed a sizeable cave system 

almost within a stone's throw of the Severn Bridge. Appropriately named Otter Hole, the cave is 

associated with a resurgence in the Rive Wye and for part of its length it contains an active streamway. 

Among its unusual features is a tidal sump, the level of which fluctuates with that of the river outside. So 

far, 2500' of passage has been explored, and the cave terminates in what is proving to be a very 

complicated sump. 
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Bone Hole Re-visited 

 

M.C.G. diggers after many years of work in the Blackmoor area have turned their attention to Bone Hole 

at the head of Cheddar Gorge. By excavating the floor of the ravine leading to the cave entrance, they 

have discovered a deep rift ending in a draughting boulder choke. As might have been expected, human 

remains have also turned up. 

 

Withybrook Dig 

 

East Mendip cavers are digging at the end of Withybrook Slocker in the hope of entering further sections 

of the Fairy Cave System. At present a narrow rift is being enlarged to provide access to a very 

constricted streamway. 

 

Site of Special Scientific Interest 

 

The Nature Conservancy Council has agreed to extend the Stoke Lane Slocker S.S.S.I. to embrace all the 

Fairy Cave Quarry caves. Stone extraction at the quarry should cease next year. 
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NEW ENTRANCES FOR OLD! 

 

by Clive North 

 

Well, we have just finished at Thrupe Lane Swallet - on the surface that is. A spanking new entrance, 

drilled through the solid into the cave by-passing the old timbered entrance shaft. 

 

"Why make a new entrance?" ask many of our visitors. A question we have often asked ourselves during 

the past few laborious months. Well, the timbered shaft was fine - substantial and fairly well constructed, 

but within a few years it would have begun to deteriorate, resulting in the speedy blocking of the cave. 

 

We argued long and hard over the merits, and costs, of concrete rings, metal rings, cement grouting and 

complicated 'half-shafts' drilled into the cliff with the solid on three sides and grouted fill on the other. 

 

However, a tunnel driven into the southern cliff-face of the depression was decided upon. The 'adit' as it 

came to be called was to be about 10 ft long, dipping with the rock and would end at the head of a mined 

vertical shaft some 25 feet deep - entering a few feet above the cave gate at the head of the 'Ferret Run'. 

 

Basically, that is what we have produced over a 10 month period at a cost of just under £100. 

 

The main problems we had to consider were the best way of drilling our shot holes and how to keep the 

noise of repeated blasting to a minimum, bearing in mind the close proximity of our long-suffering 

farming neighbours. We decided that as an electricity supply was fairly near - 200 feet - an electric Kango 

rock hammer and drill would be a good proposition. 

 

Although it was slower than a pneumatic drill would have been, the savings on noise and rock dust when 

working underground were considerable. An arrangement with a hire firm produced a machine with 

chisel points, rotary drills and 250ft of cable for around £7 per weekend. This accounted for £88 of our 

expenditure. A Wessex loan had incidentally been arranged to cover our expenses and some £40 has been 

raised towards this figure from entrance fees and sale of surveys. Work commenced in earnest in August 

1974. 

 

Although four members of the Thrupe team were active licenced 'bangmen,' our sum total of firing 

charges in proper shot holes was about nil. Therefore some professional advice was obtained and demon-

strations on site laid on. The result of this was, at the beginning we were using 2oz charges in 2ft shot 

holes with moderate success. As work progressed over the next month or so, we got this down to a fine 

art of ½ lb charges in 1ft shot holes! These undoubtedly did the most damage and gave the greatest 

satisfaction in terms of noise! 

 

On average the Kango would take around 10-15 minutes to drill a one foot shot hole 1 7/l6th inch in 

diameter. Surprisingly we found the shaft at the end of the gently sloping adit much easier and quicker to 

sink than the corresponding horizontal work at the entrance. This was helped along to an increasing 

degree as we gained depth, by the widening of the natural rift which formed one side of our shaft - from 

about 2 in at the top to about one foot at the base. 

 

We found the Kango hammer not only useful for driving shot holes, but also for the large amounts of 

'chiseling' required after each bang to remove loosened rock. 

 

The shaft has been trimmed to about 3ft x 4ft in width and provided with substantial raw bolt belays 

complete with C-links at the top for the 25ft pitch. The old shaft has been back-filled with the spoil from 

the new entrance and farmyard junk and the high rubble and earth banks near the entrance have been 

graded back. 
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The finishing touches yet to be added include stone steps down the mud bank to the entrance and a 

grating above the entrance pitch. A lawn and cherry-lined path from the road are, I am assured, also on 

the cards. 
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REMINISCENCES OF SPAR POT, BURRINGTON 

 

by Chris Richards 

 
Introduction 

 

Spar Pot was discovered in June 1971 by the Axbridge Caving Group. The diggers, led by Clive North, 

followed down for twenty five feet impassable but draught emitting water-worn fissures developed in the 

floor of East Twin Valley. The entrance lay close to the eastern bank of the valley at a point where during 

the floods of July 1968 water is said to have burst upwards (Hanwell and Newson 1970.) The entrance 

statistics, taken from Irwin et. al. (1974) are: N.G.R. ST 4796.5818, Alt. 477 ft. O.D. 

 

The A.C.G. excavation began in November 1970 following some investigations made by the B.E.C. and a 

breakthrough was accomplished in June 1971. At this point I should refer the reader to the account 

written by North (1972a and 1972b) who provides an entertaining history of the excavation, discovery, 

exploration and subsequent closure of the cave. The cave that was entered was, in due course, to yield 

some 600 feet of rather tortuous and locally unstable passage penetrating to a depth of 110 feet beneath 

the level of the entrance. Although not the largest Burrington cave it was recently proclaimed to have 

been the most arduous to explore. 

 

That Spar Pot is the least well known of the Burrington cave is due to the poignant fact that in April 1972, 

only ten months after its discovery, the entrance was filled in at the request of the landowner at a time 

when few cavers had explored the place and when nothing (or at least next to nothing) had appeared in 

print describing the cave. Those generally sketchy and scanty accounts which did follow the closure of 

Spar Pot, in my view, fail to portray the cave in a manner deserving of what is, after all, Burrington's fifth 

largest cave. 

 

Although it has not been my intention to take either a comprehensive or scientific approach to my subject 

(for Spar Pot was never studied or surveyed to any laudable standard to warrant such an attempt) it has 

been my primary aim to attempt to provide a more detailed and vivid picture of this not inconsiderable 

cave than that afforded by existing literature. 

 

A Description of Spar Pot 

 

Lying in the floor and close to the foot of the eastern bank of East Twin Valley, about 120 feet from the 

road in Burrington Combe, the entrance to Spar Pot is now difficult to recognise having been filled in 

over three years ago. The position of the cave is clearly shown on the area map in Irwin et. al. (1974.) 

 

For convenience of description the cave may be said to consist of two basic sections viz: the "dip-cave" 

and the "strike-cave." The dip-cave extends from the entrance to the spot known as the Hair Pin Bend 

lying some 65 feet N. 13° W of the entrance and some 100 feet lower. In detail the gradient of this section 

is highly variable but the overall gradient may be placed at 1:06 feet. The general trend and degree of 

inclination of the dip-cave has been influenced by the direction and the amount of dip (c. N. l8° E. at 60°.) 

The strike-cave extends between the Hair Pin Bend and the west end of the Long Crawl at a point some 

163 feet W. 29° N. of the entrance and some 110 feet lower. The overall gradient is slight being only 1:25 

feet although at places irregular in detail. These two sections appear to form the eastern and northern 

boundaries of a quasi-three dimensional maze, the exploration of which has been impeded by the rifts 

(which enter the maze) having been insufficiently developed or choked by usual accumulations of debris 

derived from the Old Red Sandstone of Blackdown. 
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The "Dip-Cave" 

 

The entrance passage led steeply down for twenty five feet in a northerly direction and is mostly artificial, 

dug and blasted open by the Axbridge Caving Group between November 1970 and June 1971. The roof 

of this passage was held up by an array of expanding metal stemples ('acro-props') to prevent the 

undermined strata from sinking into the open space. 

 

At the lower end of the entrance passage breakthrough was made into the top of a narrow rift extending in 

a direction slightly west of south. A few feet inside there is a precarious wedge of boulders which could at 

one time be passed via two openings: one through a squeeze in the boulders in the upper part of the rift, 

the other at the base of the rift reached by a twelve foot chimney and by passing beneath the boulder 

wedge. On the initial exploration the way to the Boulder Chamber beyond lay through the upper way but 

a rock fall on the return journey trapped one member of the party on the far side of the boulder wedge in 

an incident described by the original explorers as "frightening." An investigation showed that it was 

possible for the trapped man (Miraculously unharmed) to make his escape by the lower route and this was 

to become the customary way in and out of the cave. However, danger still threatened for on one visit to 

the cave, Marie Clarke returning from a surveying trip was in the rift when a boulder began to slither 

towards her. Providentially the boulder re-wedged inches above her body. These two incidents were 

separated in time from one another by a period when the roof in the lower part of the entrance passage 

collapsed sending debris into the top of the rift to securely choke the breakthrough point. Many weekends 

were passed in clearing away the fallen material before the cave once again lay open. 

 

The Boulder Chamber beyond the doubtful and dangerous rift is the roomiest part of the cave and is also 

the only bedding plane cavity of any significance in the entire cave. Sloping steeply northwards it 

measures approximately 30 feet north to south, 20 feet east to west and at the upper end a height of about 

ten feet is attained. Slabs of rock, fallen from the roof, lie jumbled on the floor and one great bed of rock 

in the lower part of the chamber has settled in a position so as to leave little more than a foot between the 

surface of the slab and the roof through which the caver has to pass to enter the rest of the cave. At the 

upper end of the Boulder Chamber, great rocks and spreads of O.R.S. debris choke the southerly up-dip 

continuation of the chamber. There is a presumed connection here with the floor of East Twin Valley, the 

vertical distance between the base of the choke in the cave and the valley floor being in the order of 35 

feet. It is quite evident, judging by the abundance of O.R.S. material in the choke, chamber and cave 

below, that streams have entered the cave through this blockage. 

 

A scramble up for about six feet in the north east corner of the Boulder Chamber, gives access to a pretty 

grotto where botryoidal stalagmite and heligmites have been discovered. Besides the usual crystalline 

form of calcite, there is tufaceous material. Tufa is found in another grotto in this cave and in many other 

caves in Burrington Combe as well as those in the gorges of Ebbor and Cheddar and in caves in exposed 

positions. Perhaps there is here a field for possible research directed at the formation and distribution of 

subterranean tufa on Mendip. Re-solution has been noticed in the grotto effected by dripping water. A 

passage runs up-dip for a short way from the roof of the grotto but this is quickly choked by O.R.S. 

material as are so many side passages in Spar Pot. Apparently recently fissured limestone shows that the 

grotto is in process of cavern collapse, this activity imparting to the chamber a particularly angular 

appearance. 
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Beyond the Boulder Chamber, the cave continues for a short way across the strike in a westerly direction, 

but a rift is soon encountered running steeply down in a direction slightly east of north. Known to the 

original explorers as the "Main Rift" it is quite an imposing feature some 45 feet long, 30 feet in vertical 

range and, at the widest, no more than about two feet. Wedges of boulders give rise to steps of eight and 

six feet and a tight side passage on the east side has been followed for twelve feet to a choked cross-rift. 

At the lower end of the "Main Rift" there is a considerable decrease in height and further progress is 

halted by a choke of O.R.S. infill. There is a conjectural connection between this point and a site lower 

down in the cave, the horizontal interval being about eight feet, the vertical interval about 15 feet. This 

relationship is clearly shown on the survey. 

 

Not far from the end of the rift, in the western wall, and at floor level, is a tiny tube - an exquisite product 

of phreatic solution. The shallow floor deposit in the tube is a layer of O.R.S. pebbles and this is of a 

considerable advantage to cavers, the pebbles carrying the caver through the tube much in the same 

fashion as a tea trolley is propelled upon castors. After five feet or so the tiny tube enlarges and continues 

across the strike for perhaps ten feet, and here there is a rift elevated above the floor and running up-dip in 

a southerly direction until a choke prevents further progress. 

 

The continuation of the cave lies around a sharp bend to the north and following this there is a section of 

steeply descending dip-passage containing an eight foot drop and terminating in another acute bend, this 

time to the east. The short section of tube-like passage which follows is brought to another abrupt 

termination in the form of a l80° bend to the north - the Hair Pin Bend. Just opposite the bend, and on the 

south side of the approach tube there is a choked recess which could well have some relationship with the 

choke at the lower end of the Main Rift as described above. The Hair Pin Bend has been mentioned as 

being significant in that it marks the end of the "dip-cave" and the beginning of the "strike-cave" but 

before progressing further a side passage remains to be described. 

 

At the position of the eight foot drop in the dip-passage just mentioned, a low crawl leads gently up-hill in 

a westerly direction to a point where a choke of O.R.S. debris was cleared in March 1972. On the far side 

of this, entry can be made into a series of tortuous rift passages, wet muddy and lacking in any comfort 

like so much of Spar Pot. The main body of this short extension is a prominent rift in a dip-joint, the 

upper extension of a rift entered at a point lower in the cave (see below.) 

 

The "Strike-Cave" 

 

Scarcely does one manage to take advantage of the short length of roomy gallery which leads westwards 

from the Hair Pin Bend when two awkward squeezes occur, one running above the other, both leading to 

the same place beyond and presenting little choice as to ease of passage. The upper squeeze is a damp, 

muddy wriggle in a rift with two acute bends after about ten feet. The lower route entails a short section 

of rift (which passes beneath the upper route) and a step up of eight feet into a muddy tube. Both squeezes 

have a common entrance in the side of a rift running up-dip to the south, although the main way on is 

through an irregular passage heading westwards directly opposite the squeezes. The rift is a prominent 

feature and is at one point about 15 feet high and may be followed up-hill in a southerly direction for 

about twenty five feet until a choke of O.R.S. debris bars further penetration. A cross rift here is similarly 

choked. It would appear that the rift is a downward continuation of that rift described as being entered in 

March 1972 higher in the system (see above.) If this is so, then this particular feature must have a vertical 

range in excess of 30 feet. 
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The obvious main way on, opposite the entry of the squeezes, into the rift, leads the caver westwards for 

about twenty feet with impassable fissures on the south side and a rift, descending to the north, too tight 

to explore on the north side. A short descent in the floor marks the beginning of the most remarkable 

feature in the cave, the Long Crawl. Above the approach to this there is the narrow entrance to the Upper 

Series. 

 

Maintaining a virtual constancy in direction, gradient and cross-sectional form, the Long Crawl extends, 

through a strike joint, for ninety feet as a pebble floored elliptical phreatic tube - a real collector's piece 

among crawls! At the end, where it becomes too heavily choked to allow the caver to continue, this is 

some 163 feet W. 29° N. of the cave entrance and 110 feet lower (367 ft. O.D.) 

 

Just beyond a short section of "dual carriageway," a choked rift descends to the north whilst on the south 

side of the tube a trickle of water emerges from a choked extension, the water derived, it is believed, from 

heavy drip in a rift in the Upper Series (see below.) 

 

The Upper Series 

 

One evening in September 1971, just as I was packing away some survey notes and announcing that we 

had finished that task, Marie had wriggled into a very narrow and particularly tortuous rift which rose 

upwards to the west above the entrance to the Long Crawl. After passing an arduous thirty feet or so, 

lowering the top of a mound of O.R.S. debris, and suffering the inflictions of an unpleasant corkscrew, 

emergence was made into a previously unentered chamber. This consisted of an upper and lower storey as 

we later found out, the two sections separated from one another by a wedge of fallen slabs. However, the 

two sections were fused at the western end, allowing easier access from the lower to the upper than a 

tricky chimney up a gap between the boulders and the northern wall in the lower storey. Here, at the west 

end, were particularly colourful flows of a beautiful tufaceous stalagmite covered in a film of fine mud. 

Two phreatic tubes, one in the north west corner of the chamber, the other in the south west corner, ran 

westwards for distances of little more than ten feet, but they did contain attractive undulating mud floors. 

 

A narrow opening in the floor against the southern wall of this two-tiered chamber led into a little rift 

running steeply down-dip for about twelve feet where two acute bends one after the other, immediately 

precede a narrowing of the rift with a partial blockage at the bottom where the rift appears to branch to 

the left and right. It would be quite possible for the heavy drip of water falling in this rift to form the 

trickle which is described as emerging in the Long Crawl (see above,) the horizontal and vertical 

difference between the two sites being in the order of 12 feet. 

 

In the upper part of the chamber, a desiccated mud bank was noted to have received a covering of a film 

of fine mud. Numerous but diminutive formations occur here and there. 

 

The way onwards extends eastwards from the chamber, rising gently up-hill through a small rubbly 

passage doubling back over the narrow approach passage to the Upper Series. A boulder blockage 20 feet 

inside terminated progress, but a very tight squeeze in the south wall proved to be the continuation. 
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This squeeze was passed a week after the discovery of the Upper Series (Sat 11th Sept. 1971.) Before the 

squeeze could be passed, a little clearance of sand, pebbles and a boulder was necessary. Inside, a 

constricted passage, rising up-hill between collapsing strata, opened out into a chamber after two sharp 

bends. 

 

Top Chamber, as it was later named, was not a very remarkable place in either size or content and 

provided no passable way onward, but we remember it as being a peculiarly remote place. A westerly 

leading extension was soon choked as were two small tunnels leading off from the top of a ten foot 

chimney on the east side of Top Chamber. Top Chamber marks a spot some 100 feet W. 22° N. of the 

entrance to the cave and is about 50 feet lower. 

 

Geological Notes 

 

Spar Pot possesses many of the characteristics common to several Burrington caves and the history of the 

cave is presumed to have been broadly similar (Tratman 1963.) 

 

The whole cave has been formed in the Black Rock Limestone which at the cave dips circa 60° N. l8° E. 

It is a well bedded, densely crystalline rock, richly fossiliferous and with shale parting in the bedding 

planes. Spar Pot inclines to a poorly integrated, quasi three-dimensional phreatic maze of tortuous rifts 

and tubes aligned along strike and dip-joints. Expansion of the bedding planes into significantly sized 

voids is particularly limited but the roomiest part of the cave, the Boulder Chamber, is a notable 

exception. In areas of high passage density collapsing of the strata is in the process of forming an 

imminent ruckle situation in many places. In the lower part of the cave there is a dramatic flattening of 

the overall gradient and there is a related eventual constriction of the main channel (c.f. Goatchurch 

Cavern, Read's Cavern and Lionel's Hole.) The formation of the phreatic maze must have occurred when 

local levels of saturation reached to heights of at least 477 ft. O.D. and perhaps Spar Pot was formed 

contemporaneously with nearby Lionel's Hole (Stanton 1970.) 

 

There has been at least one fill stage when invading vadose water washed debris, derived from the Old 

Red Sandstone of Blackdown, into the cave. Spar Pot runs beneath and at right angles to the East Twin 

Valley and it is quite possible that the maze extends up into the valley floor where entrances, functioning 

as swallets to the East Twin Stream, must have once existed. These are shown to be now choked and 

concealed. The fill has suffered from partial removal and re-distribution by later streams, but the effects 

of vadose water upon the actual cave are slight and localised. There is today no active stream in the cave 

under normal conditions but there is widespread and abundant percolation water in the form of minor 

trickles and drips which make the cave a rather damp place to explore. 

 

The deposition of calcite in either the crystalline or tufaceous form is localised in two small grottoes and 

there is evidence of re-solution in the form of pits and minute anastomosing channels eroded into the 

calcite. 

 

The Survey 

 

Made by M.D. Clarke and C. Richards in 1971 and 1972, the Spar Pot survey can only be regarded as 

provisional in standard. The instruments used were a non-prismatic, dry, ex W.D. compass read to the 

nearest degree; an abney level read to the nearest degree and a 66 ft. fibron tape read to the nearest inch. 

The instruments were hand-held throughout and the height of the level and of the station being sighted to 

were measured and recorded in the cave. The instruments were read from alternate stations when 

conditions allowed. Widths and heights were estimated when the passage detail was sketched in the cave. 

Top Chamber and all the side passages were not surveyed instrumentally but sketched in the cave. 

 

A sketch taken from the plotted survey appeared in North (1972b) and a copy of this reproduced in Irwin 

et. al. (1974.) The survey accompanying this article was drawn specially to illustrate the text. 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE BANWELL STALACTITE CAVE 

 

by Marie Clarke 

 

The earliest known references to the Banwell Stalactite Cave dates from June 10th 1757 when the Bristol 

theologist and geologist, the Rev. Alexander Catcott, passed through Banwell on his return home from a 

visit to Hutton Cavern near Canada Combe. The entry in his diary for this date includes the following:- 

 

"Returned from this combe homewards: passed one Banwell hill which is very high tho' small: and the 

top part a long eminent ridge about 7 or 800 yds long and above 100 thro' and about 100 high: very steep: 

the strata almost perpendicular: the hill much worn and smooth: at the west end I was informed another 

cave had been discovered, like that at Lockston * but not so beautiful: In going down this hill at the east 

part, the strata were quite perpendicular." 

 

One is told that the Banwell Stalactite Cave was discovered during mining operations, which, in the 

vicinity of the cave appear to have been directed at the foot of low crags outcropping on the north side of 

Banwell Hill. Miners, having broken into a cavern, described the place as being as "big as the interior of 

Banwell Church." 

 

During the 1820's the rumours of this subterranean cavern aroused the interest of William Beard, a local 

farmer, who became so immersed in tunnelling into the Mendip Hills that he gave up farming, and with 

the aid of two miners, Isaac Coleman and John Webb, work commenced on locating the "lost cavern." 

Their Labours were amply rewarded by the re-discovery on the 21st September 1824 of a cave now 

known as the Stalactite cave. It was during the attempt to make an easier entrance to this cave, that the 

famous Bone Cave was discovered in 1825. 

 

The Stalactite Cave consisted of two large chambers, attractively decorated, and connected by a squeeze, 

which was visited by the local gentry, one of whom was George Bennett, solicitor and antiquarian of East 

Rolston, a hamlet of Banwell, who gives a graphic description of his visit made with a few friends on the 

2nd February 1825: 

 

"Visitors to this cavern are recommended to provide themselves with a small quantity of tow or flax, a 

pint or quart of spirit of turpentine, and a long light pole, and on the top of the latter to bind the tow 

slightly, and then pour thereon some of the turpentine which when lighted at the candle will produce a 

brilliant light by which the cavern can be better explored than by the candles now used for that purpose. 

But if anyone wishes to see it in the sublimity of perfection he should illuminate it by placing candles 

stuck in clay along the sides and lower end of the cavern, and a small cauldron placed about the centre lit 

up with tow and turpentine, and procure three good singers dressed in character to surround it and recite 

the opening scene of Shakespere's Tradgedy of Macbeth: "When shall we three meet again, etc.," and then 

the most flegmatic beholder, would be ready to confess its overwhelming terrific sublimity and grandeur 

surpassing anything of the kind ever attempted on the stage." 

 

 

 

 

* Loxton, the lost 1757 cave, not the present one which was discovered in 1862. 
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The elapse of about 130 years saw no significant change in the Stalactite Cave even though members of 

the Axbridge Caving Group did some blasting there during 1954 with the hope of establishing a link 

between the Bone and Stalactite Caves. 

 

But on the 10th June 1970 the accidental discovery of extensions were made by two Axbridge Caving 

Group members squeezing through boulders in the Main Chamber of the Stalactite Cave, thus giving 

access to a steeply descending chamber 100 ft. long and up to 30 ft. high, known as the Great Chamber, 

whilst below this, a route through loose boulders enters Green Lake Chamber which reaches the water 

table. 

 

A visit was made on the 4th February 1975 with the sole purpose of ascertaining the level of the water in 

Green Lake Chamber in preparation for diving, this being necessary due to heavy prolonged rain over 

several weeks. To the amazement of the writer the water had risen approximately 30 feet, completely 

flooding Green Lake Chamber and had overflowed into the boulder ruckle above, but still about 10 feet 

below the floor of the Great Chamber. Periodic visits showed a gradual fall in the water level, and after 

prolonged drought the actual level of the lake had dropped about 12 feet below normal. 

 

It was on the 1st July that members of the Cave Diving Group explored the underground lake amongst the 

boulders below Green Lake Chamber. Diving on compressed air, three attempts were made by two divers, 

and this revealed a confused mass of boulders, dangerously unstable, extending more or less horizontally 

for about 10 feet. The divers however, did not progress beyond this point due to a constriction, although 

the way on could be seen to continue downwards along a fault line for about 20 feet to the north west. 

 

On the 26th July and 2nd August 1975, during the course of water tracing experiments to establish the 

source of the Banwell Spring, a total of 750 cc. of fluorescein was placed in the seemingly static water in 

Green Lake Chamber, but as far as I know at the time of writing tests at Banwell Spring have proved 

negative. 

 

The Stalactite Cave is now known to approach 250 feet in vertical range which makes this one of the 

deeper Mendip caves, and the Great Chamber itself is one of the largest on Mendip. 

 

These latest developments then, bring the history of the Stalactite Cave up to date and one hopes there 

will be further investigations in the future. 
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REVIEW 

 

Challenge Underground by Bruce L. Bedford. 12 plates l80 pages. Allen & Unwin 1975- Price £4.95. 

 

For a book which is in no sense a work of reference, most cavers will feel that £4.95 is a very high price 

to pay for such a slim volume. They are unlikely to buy the book for its illustrations either, which 

although original and well-chosen, are few in number. 

 

The author, of course, has set his sights not on the experienced caver but on "Reader's Digest man," and 

he succeeds in cramming a remarkable amount of material into the 180 pages. He ranges over a wide 

spectrum of topics from cave art to rescue, and from cave diving to the fashionable deep caving. Many of 

the items, alas, have a second-hand ring about them, not the least being yet another re-telling of the Neil 

Moss tragedy. 

 

The author's journalistic style is lively and humorous at its best, and flowery and melodramatic at its 

worst. He is happiest when he is recounting his many caving anecdotes, the one redeeming feature in an 

otherwise unremarkable narrative. Perhaps better than any other caving writer in recent years, he captures 

on paper much of the spirit and life style of that lowliest form of cave life - the common or garden club 

caver. 

 

N.W. 
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BATS IN CAVES - NATIONAL CAVING ASSOCIATION 

 

This document should be read in conjunction with that entitled 'The Protection of Bats in Caves, Mines 

and Tunnels.' 

 

It is inevitable that cavers, in the normal pursuit of their sport will cause some disturbance to bats, 

especially in winter when the animals are hibernating. In most cases the disturbance is minimal, and very 

few cavers are guilty of deliberate interference with bat colonies. However, in an effort to protect certain 

endangered species from vandalism a programme has been started which will result in the closure of 

certain sites during the winter. This has been financed by the World Wildlife Fund and is being operated 

through the County Naturalists Trusts by Mr. R.E. Stabbings of the Monks Wood Experimental Station. 

 

In order that cavers' interests shall be protected, the NCA Conservation and Access Group has been 

working with Mr. Stabbings to ensure that there shall be discussion before any site is grilled. To date no 

site of interest to cavers has been closed, and it seems very unlikely that this will happen. Many sites are 

artificial, and the concentration of interest is in the south where the Greater Horseshoe Bat is the 

threatened species. It is hoped that, over a period of some years a reasonable compromise can be 

maintained between the interests of the bats and those of the cavers, but it is vital that cavers assist in this 

programme by observing the strictest care when close to bat colonies. The essential precautions are:- 

 

To keep as far away from the colony as possible; 

 

NEVER to handle any bat at any time; 

 

To avoid congregating in an area close to roosting bats (where human body temperature can upset 

the stable environment of the roost, particularly when cavers are using carbide lamps); 

 

To report to the regional conservation officer any cases where vandalism is known to have 

occurred. 

 

In addition, cavers are in a unique position to provide information on the location of bat colonies. The 

NCA is asking for all sitings of bats to be reported direct to Mr. Stabbings. The essential information is:- 

 

Name of the site 

Location of the site (a grid reference is best) 

Approximate number of bats seen and the date of the sighting 

Location of the bats within the cave 

 

In doing this cavers are asked to observe the precautions mentioned above. It is better to guess the number 

of the bats in a colony than to disturb the colony by close inspection. Equally, cavers are not being asked 

to go out of their way to locate colonies; simply reporting sitings in the normal course of caving will 

enable a pattern to be built up over the country. Sites which then appear to be of special interest can be 

visited by experts and accurate identification and counting made. It is suggested that one member of the 

club acts as a collector for the information gathered over a period of time (say 6 months), and the 

information is then sent direct to:- 

 

R.E. Stabbings 

Monks Wood Experimental Station 

Abbots Ripon, 

Huntingdon PE17 2LS. 

 

The Conservation and Access Group has prepared standard forms for reporting, and these may be used if 

wished. 
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At the same time as this programme is getting underway a research study on bat conservation is being 

started. The Conservation and Access Group hopes that the co-operation outlined above, together with the 

research and grilling programme, will result in a reversal of the decline in populations without in any way 

hindering the activities of cavers. 

 

 

 

 

THE PROTECTION OF BATS IN CAVES, MINES AND TUNNELS 

 

The following information and suggestions stem from meetings held in May 1973 and in July 1975 

between R.E. Stabbings, a research biologist working on the conservation of bats at the Institute of 

Terrestrial Ecology and the Conservation and Access Group of the National Caving Association. 

 

The bat population in Europe, including Great Britain, is falling dramatically in the case of some species 

from many thousands to a few hundred individuals. Major causes of this decline are disturbance, 

persecution of the bats, removal of their roosting sites, and the effects of pesticides. Some bats are 'cave-

dependent' in that they hibernate only in natural caves, mines or tunnels. Where such colonies are in a 

precarious state it seems that the small disturbance caused by cavers and naturalists entering the sites 

during the October to April period causes bats to wake and use up their food reserves. This can lead to 

starvation if such disturbance occurs several times in one winter. 

 

A few years ago the Naturalists Trusts, advised by the Nature Conservancy, started a scheme for placing 

grills to prevent casual access to certain sites where bats were established. The hope was that the colonies 

would remain undisturbed through the winter and thus increase in size. An appeal for financial aid to 

expand this scheme resulted in anxiety amongst cavers who did not fully understand its aims and extent. 

Very few large sites would be considered for grilling since those where bat colonies are at risk are, on the 

whole small, mainly mines or tunnels and of little interest to cavers. 

 

It is hoped that in the future the Regional Councils of Caving (within the National Caving Association), 

the Naturalists Trusts and R.E. Stabbings will be able to co-operate so that bat colonies may be protected 

from disturbance. Any underground site which is being considered for bat conservation should first be 

notified to R.E. Stabbings and to the Regional Council for Caving. Discussions can then take place, 

involving all interests, and advice given concerning the suitability of the site. It may sometimes be 

necessary to accept that because of problems of vandalism it would be inadvisable to attempt to grill 

certain sites. At the same time access to grilled sites should only be restricted during the winter, while in 

some cases only portions of the sites need to be grilled. It is hoped that cavers may be able to assist in 

giving information on bat colonies in caves and mines and they will, as far as possible avoid disturbing 

any bats which they may come across in caves. All information on bat colonies will be sent to R.E. 

Stabbings. 
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FROM THE LOG 

 

June 1975 STOKE LANE 

 

A. Mills (non-member) + 1. Pushed Stoke 4. Climbed top avens and found 200' of new passage. The roof 

was well cracked, possibly by explosives in the nearby quarry. 

 

A. Mills (Non-member). Once more pushed Stoke 4. Found a by-pass to the by-pass. This avoids the 

ducks leading to Sump 4. Approx. 300' of new passage. 

 A.M. 

 

21st June 1975 SINGING RIVER MINE 

 

Rich Stevenson, Chris Batstone (B.E.C.), Phil Hendy, Adrian Vanderplank. P.I.S.S. (Diving Section) to 

Singing River Mine to dive the Blue Holes of Shipham. AVDP much harassed when others saw size of 

flooded holes. Threats of retribution abated when Rich found a possible, though choked and loose way on 

in the first hole, and dived another 50' to an underwater chamber lined with deads. Possibilities good. 

 

P.G.H. 

 

21st June 1975 SWILDONS 

 

Jeff Price and David Howard to Swildons 4. Very dry trip to 1. Laid a new line through Sump 1 as the old 

one was nearly completely worn through. 

J.P. 

 

5th July 1975 SWILDONS 

 

Jeff Price, Chris Batstone and Bob ? to Swildons 6 which was very dry. We also noticed that the methane 

gas in 5 is getting very bad. 

 

J.P. 

 

12th July 1975 AGEN ALLWEDD 

 

Carl Pickstone, S. Pickstone, B. Pitman, M. Evans and John Jones to Agen Allwedd. C. Pickstone, 

prospective father of two or maybe more, was intrepid leader. However he was last going in and last 

coming out. Went down main passage as far as Music Hall. I looked at Trident. Time of trip 4 1/4 hours 

of which 1½ hours was spent in route finding in the first 1500'. Water in the "Trays" very cold. Emerged 

to pouring rain. The Chelsea in the shape of Mr. & Mrs. Bill gave us a large hot mug of tea as we 

changed. 

 

J.J. 

 

24th July 1975 CORNWALL 

 

Bob Scammell, Anne Golledge & Pete Palfree. United Hills Mine and Wheal Coates near St. Agnes, 

Cornwall. U.H.M. very colourful with copper flows ranging from pale green through turquoise to blue. 

Adit directly below the engine house on top of the hill or a shaft in front of the engine house, 

approximately 100' to adit level. Wheal Coates. Large chamber which the sea enters at the bottom, 

approximately 150' high by 150' long. Steep descent to floor when the tide's in, and a rope is very helpful 

- last 25' vertical. Drainage adit runs back about ½ - ¾ mile to a roof fall. If it isn’t ½ - ¾ mile it seems 

like it. The Hut Warden said so. 

R.S. 
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6th August 1975 FRANCE 

 

Grotte de la Cigalere, French Pyrenees. James S. Cobbett on Pegasus Expedition. In two days we reached 

the end of the cave (26th Cascade) carrying bottles. J.S.C. dived the terminal upstream sump c. 2 miles 

from the entrance. After 40' a small air-bell was reached. The sump then descended and became too tight 

for further progress. 

 

We were the third party ever to reach the end of the cave, the first to do it without subterranean dossing, 

and the first to dive the sump. Bloody fine trip. 

 

J.S.C. 

 

8th/9th August 1975 FRANCE 

 

Gouffre Berger. J. Rat, R.A. Stevenson + many non-Wessex. Bottomed cave after a very enjoyable trip. 

Bottom half is like a Mega Swildons. Froggies would not allow us to dive - shame! 

 

A.R.J. 

 

17th August 1975 SWILDONS 

 

Jeff Price, John Hunt & Dave Walker. Jeff and John to 6 where Jeff dived the new 6 inlet sump for twenty 

feet before getting stuck between several boulders and having to come back out. John went to 10 for a 

quick look around and Dave did the Blue Pencil Passage to exit. 

 

J.P. 

 

August 1975 THRUPE LANE SWALLET 

 

A. Mills (Non-member). Pushed aven above sump for approximately 100'. Found an inlet passage with 

flood debris, wood, leaves, fresh grass. Very near the surface. Needs bang for new entrance. 

 

A.M. 

 

August 1975 NORTH HILL SWALLET 

 

A. Mills (Non-member). Climbed top avens and after a bit of gardening found 80' of new passage. Very 

pretty and also on a fault line. 

 

A.M. 

 

22nd August 1975 SINGING RIVER MINE 

 

AVDP, Rich Stevenson & Colin Edmunds. I dived sump found on 21.6.75. but missed obvious way to the 

left underwater. Instead unlike Rich I went straight ahead and came up in a large air space with an aural 

connection only to where Rich and Colin were. No chance of pushing left hand underwater passage due to 

absolute zero visibility on the way back. 

 

A.V.D.P. 
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BRITAIN'S TOP TWENTY CAVES 

 

Longest 

 

 System Area Metres Feet 

1. Ogof Ffynnon Ddu Wales 38500 126000 

2. Lancaster - Easegill Caverns Yorkshire 30500 100000 

3. Ogof Agen Allwedd Wales 24800 81300 

4. Poulnagollum - Poulelva Clare 11800 38700 

5. Gaping Gill System Yorkshire 11300 37100 

6. Dan-yr-Ogof Wales 11200 36700 

7. St. Catherine's - Doolin System Clare 10500 34400 

8. Langcliffe Pot Yorkshire 9700 31800 

9. Mossdale Caverns Yorkshire 9700 31800 

10. Lost John's - Short Drop -Gavel System Yorkshire 9000 29800 

11. Little Neath River Cave Wales 8200 26700 

12. Peak - Speedwell Caverns Derbyshire 8000 26200 

13. West Kingsdale System Yorkshire 7600 24900 

14. Swildon's Hole Mendip 7500 24500 

15. Pippikin Pot Yorkshire 7000 23000 

16. St. Cuthbert's Swallet Mendip 6700 21900 

17. Marble Arch System Fermanagh 6500 21300 

18. White Scar Cave Yorkshire 6500 21300 

19. Cullaun 5 Clare 5000 16400 

20. Giant's - Oxlow System Derbyshire 4700 15400 

 

Greatest Vertical Range 

 

1. Ogof Ffynnon Ddu Wales 308 1009 

2. Giant's - Oxlow System Derbyshire 196 642 

3. Penyghent Pot Yorkshire 184 603 

4. Gaping Gill System Yorkshire 179 587 

5. Lost John's - Short Drop -Gavel System Yorkshire 178 584 

6. Meregill Hole Yorkshire 173 567 

7. Gingling Hole Yorkshire 169 554 

8. Dale Head Pot Yorkshire 168 550 

9. Swildon's Hole Mendip 167 547 

10. Tatham Wife Hole Yorkshire 162 531 

11. Black Shiver Pot Yorkshire 159 520 

12. Long Kin West Yorkshire 159 520 

13. Nettle Pot Derbyshire 159 520 

14. Longwood Swallet Mendip 157 515 

15. Long Rake Caverns Derbyshire 156 512 

16. Manor Farm Swallet Mendip 151 497 

17. Carrowmore Caverns Sligo 144 473 

18. Rhino Rift Mendip 144 473 

19. Birks Fell Cave Yorkshire 142 465 

20. Quaking Pot Yorkshire 142 465 

 

Grateful acknowledgements to the British Cave Research Association and Britain's cave surveyors 


