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Editorial 
Hardened readers of caving club publications will 

observe that a common thread which runs through many of 

them is the appeal for contributions from club members. 

Such appeals are not unknown to the Wessex Cave Club, 

so it is with mixed feelings that I have recently received a 

contribution which I refuse to publish. 

People who know me well will be aware that my 

general attitude to the editing of the Journal is that 

members have a right to see whatever they choose to write 

published with a minimum of trouble and interference 

from myself. I would draw the line only at articles which 

are of absolutely no speleological interest. 

The contribution in question is a letter which was 

sent anonymously to my home address. Whether or not it is 

actually from a club member is impossible to say. The 

contents of the letter are undoubtedly of interest, if not 

actually of importance, to other members of the club, but I 

shall make no further comment upon them: suffice to say 

that though the views expressed are undoubtedly 

contentious that would not, in itself, prevent me for airing 

them in the Journal. 

What I object to is that the letter is anonymous. 

Had the author simply requested that their name be 

withheld from publication, there would be no problem. The 

act of withholding the name of the holder of a particular 

view does not prevent that view from being discussed 

openly and constructively. People who hide behind 

anonymity, however, and are not prepared to stand up for 

their views, do not in my view deserve any assistance in the 

dissemination of their dogma. Experience elsewhere has 

shown that publication of such letters debases the quality 

of debate. 

Quite apart from that, the inference that the editor 

of any publication might make public the name and address 

of a member who requests anonymity can only be taken as 

a personal insult. 

If the person who wrote the letter in question 

would care to write again, giving their full name and 

address, I will gladly publish the letter, and keep their 

identity a secret. Should they choose not to pursue the 

matter, there will be no further mention of it. 

 

Nick Williams 

Clayton Le Woods 

22 August 1991 

Notes for Contributors 

If you have any article, letter, comment, news, photograph, or anything else which you would like to see published 

in the Journal, please do not hesitate to send it to me at the address below. Preferably, text should be typed on one side of 

the paper only, with wide margins and double spaces between the lines, but I’d rather have it scrawled on the back of a 

cigarette packet than not get it at all. 

The main requirement for photographs is that they should not have too much contrast as otherwise they are 

unrecognizable when printed. Prints in black and white or colour are acceptable, but bear in mind that they will come out 

as black and white prints when they appear, so if the colour is an important feature the effect may be lost in printing. 

Please make sure that your prints or transparencies are clearly labelled, and send the appropriate captions for each label 

on a separate sheet. 

For those who have access to a word-processor, I may be able to accept contributions on floppy disc. Please give 

me a ring so that we can discuss whether or not your software is compatible with mine - at present I can handle 

contributions in Apple Macintosh and all formats of MS-DOS IBM disc. 

Line drawings, sketch maps and diagrams are all welcome. They should be supplied in the size at which they are to 

be printed. Make sure that lettering is large and bold. 

If you copy drawings or photo’s, or quote, from another publication, please make sure you inform me before 

publication so that I can make arrangements regarding copyright. 

Authors may obtain a laser-written copy of their article for the production of further off-prints by contacting me, 

although I may have to make a small charge for this service. 

I would like to thank Rhys Watkins (Chelsea SS) for the use of his LaserWriter in the production of this issue, and 

Richard Kenney for his assistance with the typing. 

NJW 
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Club Notes 

Wessex People 

It is with great regret we note the recent deaths of Judy Hanwell and Janet Thompson. 

New Members 

We are pleased to welcome: 

Stanley J. Sims, 7 Fourth Avenue, Filton, Bristol, BS7 0RN, 0272 791763 

Change of Address: 

Sir M. Simmons, 5 Mansion Drive, Tring, Hertfordshire, HP23 5BD, 044282 4770 

Hilary O’Byme, 11 Ramsay St., Launceston, Tasmania 7250, Australia 

Congratulations to 

Gen and Tav, and also to Nick Pollard and Deb who were recently married 

Jackie Westcot and Nick Dalman on the recent birth of a son, Adam. 

In Committee 

The Shepton have written to the Club to ask if they can re-publish some Wessex 
surveys in an atlas of Mendip caves which they have decided to publish to raise to 
funds for their hut extension. The Committee are currently trying to find out more 
details of which surveys might be concerned and whether contributing clubs 
members might be able to get a discount. 

We have recently re-negotiated the insurance cover on Upper Pitts to bring it more 
up to date. Things which have changed include the removal of the oil tank and the 
MRO radios (now covered by the MRO). We have added the new telephone to the 
policy and increased the cover for money kept at the hut and for the library. The hut 
itself is now insured for just over £130,000. 

The distribution of rubbish by animals damaging the bags at the end of the drive is 
causing concern. Discussions with the Gibbons’ indicate that we can build an 
enclosure for the bins to help control this problem, so volunteers for this task are 
requested to contact the Committee. 

The tackle store is to be fitted with the same key as the Hut to enable members to 
get access to tackle more easily than at present. 
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Caving Notes 
Work in Wigmore's has been continuing. Tony Jarratt and 

his men have made it to the stream they could hear (Journal 

229) and it’s big. This must be the top of the Cheddar 

master cave, and there is no way that the known sinks 

account for all the water. Upstream, two free-divable 

sumps have been negotiated to a third, so far undived. 

Downstream, another sump has been dived by Dany 

Bradshaw, who turned back after 35m. Afterwards he said 

“never mind not being able to see the markings on my 

instruments, I couldn’t even see the instruments!”. This 

account is probably out of date as it is written (late 

September) - more news in the next Journal. 

 

The spectre of Radon has reared its head on Mendip again. 

The Limestone Research Group at Manchester Polytechnic 

have contacted the CSCC to ask for support in measuring 

the levels of caves on Mendip, and are not prepared to take 

no for an answer, despite the fears that many Mendip 

cavers have for the effect of this work on access once the 

farmers learn what is going on. There is a very real fear that 

we may see a repeat of the SSSI saga of 1986. The Wessex 

policy at the CSCC meeting (representation by the Editor) 

was to support that of other Mendip clubs, i.e. no support 

for the studies. The professionalism of the ‘researchers’ 

was displayed at the BCRA conference when Dr John 

Gunn slandered the CSCC in front of about 100 people in a 

lecture of dubious technical merit. Needless to say, the 

strong WCC and BEC contingent present made it quite 

clear that Mendip cavers do not believe that these studies 

are helpful, but a full airing of the subject was prevented by 

Gunn and the session chairman. There is no doubt that 

Radon is a subject which should be properly addressed by 

the caving community, but there is a strong feeling 

amongst many cavers that the work which is currently 

being proposed will do little to resolve the matter, and it is 

high time the Limestone Research Group declared their 

financial interests in the matter. 

 

Pollution on Mendip is causing some concern. Manor 

Farm cave is currently closed and the effects of the 

extraction of water from Swildon’s stream are being felt in 

the further reaches of the cave. Swildon’s has had no 

stream for the best part of the summer, water only joining 

the cave below the old Forty. On a recent visit there was 

more water in the dry way than the wet way! 

 

Word from Wales is that over 1000m of big passage was 

recently broken into by Bill Gascoine in Carno Adit. It’s 

reputed to be very big. 

 

Tbe big news from the Dales is the connection of the East 

Kingsdale branch into the main Kingsdale drainage. 

Following many months work by Wessex members John 

Cordingley, Russell Carter and other divers including 

Geoff Yeadon, Rupert Skorupka and Geoff Crossley, as 

well as an army of sherpas and support divers, the lines 

from the Master Cave and from King Pot were finally 

joined in June, and the through dive was completed at the 

end of July. The connection adds over three miles to the 

length of the Kingsdale master cave and another major 

piece in the hydrological jigsaw is now in place. 

 

Possibly more important news comes from Fountains Fell, 

however. Divers Rick Stanton and Mark Dougherty have 

been working steadily in various places in Magnetometer 

Pot, Hammer Pot and Gingling Hole for some months. 

Several minor discoveries were recently completely 

eclipsed when Rick Stanton, diving in Gingling Big Pitch 

sump, broke through into over 1000m of major stream 

passage. So far, only Rick has seen this passage, but it is 

undoubtedly the Fountains Fell master cave. Upstream 

the passage has inlets which must be the Gingling Wet 

Sinks and Hammer Pot waters, and there are several other 

leads which will be investigated in the coming months. The 

divers have made two requests of people visiting the 

system: please leave any diving gear you find strictly alone 

(recently two full bottles, left for a push, were returned to 

the surface by a helpful but misguided party!) Also, the 

explorers have asked if anyone is visiting the cave, and 

would not mind if two or three of the explorers joined them 

on their permit to carry gear - permits are hard to come by 

and the work is currently being slowed down because the 

explorers are being careful to observe the access 

arrangements. 

 

Also on Fountains Fell, the entrance of Dale Head Pot has 

collapsed, and is reported to be currently impassable. Back 

in Gingling Hole there has been a collapse between the 

fifth and sixth pitches (the aforementioned Mark 

Dougherty was actually in the middle of it when it 

happened), although this is still passable with care. 

 

The tunnel to the Battlefield in White Scar Cave was 

completed in the spring. This is thought to make it the 

biggest show cave chamber in the country. 

 

There have recently been rumours that the owner of the 

track leading to Alum Pot is considering putting a gate at 

the end nearest the (Ribblehead - Horton) road. This 

follows from several instances of inconsiderate parking 

recently. Cavers are reminded that the land surrounding the 

track is an operational farm, and the track is a private road 

used by the farmer as access to and from his land. Please 

remember that farm vehicles need more space than cars, so 

don’t park where you might block turning spaces and gate 

access. 

 

Not far from Alum, Ringle Mill Cave has recently 

succumbed to efforts from Jim “the drill” Davies and 

friends. The cave is a very active flood resurgence situated 

off the road between Selside and Horton in Ribblesdale. 

The first 50m of the cave are a flat out crawl averaging 

about 10 inches high, and for most of the latter part at least 

half full of water. There then follows a 60m swim, a duck, 
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more swimming and finally a sump. The sump has been 

dived by Pete Roe and was found to be fairly shallow and 

short. There is hope that a way on may exist in the bottom. 

 

Meanwhile work by members of ULSA, Dave Brock and 

Andy “Alien” Goddard has connected Meregill and 

Roaring Hole. The work has led to the development of 

some specialist thin man diving techniques, and opens up 

some interesting possibilities since there may well be an 

access into the bottom of Sunset Hole - the inlet has been 

discovered, but the diver ran out of line before reaching a 

conclusion. There is at least 140 ft difference in height 

between this point and the lowest known point of Sunset, 

which raises all kinds of interesting possibilities. Other 

work in Ellerbeck Hole (on the fell side above Hurtle Pot) 

has so far revealed 100m of new cave beyond sump 2, but 

access can be difficult here. 

 

Further afield, Wessex members Murray Knapp, Malcolm 

Foyle, John Cordingley and Russell Carter recently joined 

BEC members Robin Brown and Carol Tapley, and BPC 

member Brian “Scoff" Schofield in France on the 

multi-national Doux de Coly diving trip. Weeks of work to 

crack this deep and phenomenally long sump included the 

installation of an underwater “habitat” to make 

decompression a safer and more pleasant experience. Swiss 

lead diver, Olivier Isler, eventually penetrated the sump for 

4050m using three rebreather sets and a bewildering array 

of gasses. This makes it the longest un-broken sump 

currently explored, but as Isler commented, this means 

nothing when conditions vary so greatly from place to 

place. The important thing was the superb co-operation and 

friendly relations developed within the multi-national 

team. The benefits of this will be felt by many other divers 

from all of the countries involved. 

The recent BCRA conference saw the publication of a 

plethora of new literature. Books include the new editions 

of The Darkness Beckons and Caving Practice and 

Equipment. The BEC’s Cuthbert’s report has finally made 

it to the bookstalls, and new journals by Oxford and 

Cambridge universities also look interesting. Reviews will 

follow in subsequent issues of the Journal, and watch this 

space for news of special Club purchase deals on the 

Cuthbert’s report. 

 

New periodicals seem to be bursting into existence. 

SpeleoScene is an attempt by the NCA to bring its 

activities more directly to the attention of the cavers it 

serves. The newsletter is in broadsheet form, and 

specialises in short items of news and notes. In the first 

issue, lead place goes to the Keld Head dive, but other 

features include insurance problems, book reviews, cave 

conservation and the Nature Conservancy Council and 

news from all over Ireland and Britain. SpeleoScene is 

available from all good caving shops, price 50p, or by 

subscription (£4.00 per year post paid) from Dave Irwin. 

Townshend Cottage, Priddy, Wells, Somerset, BA5 3BP. 

 

Another new arrival on the publication scene is 

International Caver. The first issue of this is due in 

October. A flyer distributed at the BCRA conference 

describes it as: “full colour photo's - cover and centre 

pages, lots of good B&W photo's, feature articles, news, 

and reviews, the best international authors, printed or high 

quality art paper, card cover for extra durability.” It will be 

available from caving shops or by subscription (4 issues 

£12.32) from The International Caver, Aven Publications, 

Shaftsbury Centre, Percy Street, Swindon. SN2 2AZ. The 

first issue is being offered as an introductory inducement, 

from the same address, at £2.50 post paid. 

Club Diary 1991 

5 October Yorkshire booking Dale Head Pot 

   

19 October AGM and Annual Dinner  

   

2 November 

3 November 

Yorkshire booking Juniper Gulf 

Gaping Gill Main Shaft 

   

30 November 

1 December 

Yorkshire booking Rumbling Hole 

Hurnel Moss Pot 

   

29 December 

30 December 

31 December 

Yorkshire booking Lancaster Hole 

Lost Johns Cavern 

Notts Pot. 

Please contact Keith Sanderson (address at front of the Journal) if you wish to attend any of the Yorkshire bookings. 

Novice instruction is available on all trips: please contact the Caving Secretary for details. 
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From The Log 
June/July - 3 trips, 

Ubley Warren, Pete and Alison; “found our way into 2m 

of new passage down at the end. What had looked like a 

diggable bedding plane going off beyond turned out to be 

3” high in solid rock. Also opened up an alternative route 

via the great chamber, Alison nearly getting squashed in 

the process when she removed a chock stone holding up a 

6’ x 4’ slab directly above her.” 

 

13 July. 

West End (Eastwater), Pete and Alison; “De-tackled 

Greek Street - let the summer commence; the rains that 

made June the wettest since 1982 started the day we 

tackled the place!” 

 

14 July. 

Bath Swallet, Pete H & Paul Lambert; “...fed up with 

cementing in Drunkards so put some in the middle 

entrance boulder pile.” 

 

22 July. 

Wigmores. Max, J-Rat, Trevor and Andy (BEC); “Saw 

the new bit for the first time. Cleared the bang spoil above 

a new 20ft rift, banged it ..... Still come out looking like a 

red indian!” 

 

23 July. 

Bowry Comer. Max, Graham, Tav, Vince, Zot, Gonzo; 

The BEC way to dig - a CP9 pneumatic chisel .......... Not 

the place to be when in flood!” 

 

24 July .  

Drunkards, Max, Aubrey, Pete & Pete; “Well at least the 

cementing has stopped, but there’s one thing that ai'n’t - 

Aubrey’s moaning! Mind you, I can hardly blame him.” 

 

28 July. 

Charterhouse. Nigel, Darren & Mark (B.U.M.S.); 

“Another tub of gravel taken through to singing stal 

Chamber....Draught very weak.” 

 

28 July. 

Otter Hole. Leg, Hilary O’ Byrne, Doug Boomer, Dermot 

Farrel (RFDCC); “Excellent trip down this superb cave. 

Had to wait about 40 mins for sump to open on way in...8 

hrs.” 

 

3 August. 

Wigmores. Leg & Trevor (BEC). “went in on 2nd of two 

trips that day to bang the rift beyond the ‘U’ tube. Superb 

draught, superb echo, and superb sound of a running 

streamway not too far distant. I can see why the BEC are 

happy to come out like red indians many time a week.” 

23 July - 6 August. 

Doux de Coly (France); “Boys abroad expedition. A 

pleaseant time was had by all. New finning technique 

developed by a certain BEC member, which strangely 

resembled a bicycling action.” [See Caving Notes section 

- Ed]. 

 

10 August. 

Wigmores, Leg, Trevor (BEC); “Trip to bang the end of 

the cave....4 hrs.” 

 

21 August. 

GB (“Gurt Big”) cave. Sue, Pat, Jos & Babs; “we went all 

the way, to the big great chamber. Very nice. Had a good 

natter with the girls.” 

 

25 August. 

Swildon’s to 2. Jim, Hilary, Ian B. Ian H., and Steve 

Deacon, “..a classic Jim Rands tour of Swildon’s.... you 

get an excellent cave and all the stories. Thank’s Jim.” 

 

17 - 31 August. 

France, Duncan and Lydia. “Wandering round the 

Vercors and Dordogne show caves...avoiding the BEC.” 

 

23 - 30 August 

CPC Winch Meet. Eddy, Dom, Wayne, Howard. Bar pot 

to GG, Sell Gill Holes, Ireby Fell, Jingling Pot. 

 

7 September. GB. 

Tuska, Murray, Gibbons family; “farmers and friends had 

a good time.” 

 

9 September. 

Wigmores, Max, J-Rat, Rich, Trevor; Saw the stream 

passage for the first time....surveyed 350 ft.” 

 

10 September. 

Thrupe Lane, Sue, Steve Deacon, Steve Waste of Space; 

“all the way to the bottom of Atlas pot and a bit more to 

the sump. Where’s the point for hairdryers and curling 

tongs in the ladies dressing room.” 

 

 

Editorial Note - this is only a small selection of trips from 

a log which has almost as many entries in it from the last 

five months as for the whole of the previous year. 

Editorial problems (i.e. I can’t read the photocopies) 

have prevented me from including more notes, but I will 

endeavour to make sure that anything significant which 

has been done since the publication of the last ‘‘From 

The Log" is included in the next instalment. This may or 

may not be in the next Journal. 
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The Slanting Caves 

Rob Taviner 

As often happens in the Hunters on a wet and 

wintry Mendip night, conversation turned towards plans 

for this years foreign venture. France and Ireland were 

high on the list when a bleary-eyed Tony Jarratt 

interceded. “Come to Sutherland, you’ll have a great 

time.” 

What did I know about Sutherland? I knew it 

was in Scotland, but where? A quick look at the map 

placed Sutherland in the very North West tip of Scotland, 

as far from the Hunters as you can get in mainland Britain, 

roughly the same distance as the Vercors and Switzerland. 

I'd read a little about half a dozen caves with strange 

sounding Gaelic names, little visited and largely explored 

by the locally based Grampian Speleological Group. That 

was about it. Several Butcombes later, much impressed by 

Scottish pioneer J-Rat’s tales of high mountains, Golden 

Eagles, large streamways and miles of potential, the matter 

was settled. Not as remote as Belize, or as romantic as the 

Berger, Sutherland sounded good. 

Saturday, 27th April saw us leaving the Hill Inn 

car-park for the long journey North, England was soon left 

behind and we rolled past often heard, but never visited 

places - the Lowther Hills, Stirling with its imposing 

castle, Aviemore and the Cairngorms, the 4,000 ft. peaks 

topped with snow, through Ullapool to Knockan and the 

Grampian hut. This proved friendly and comfortable, with 

much character and easily the finest view of any caving 

hostel in Britain, with the impressive mountains of Cul 

Mor, Suilven and Canisp dominating the landscape. The 

absence of running water and toilets proved no problem, 

 both being available at the nearby Knockan Field Centre. 

For those more urgent moments, the limestone hill 

behind the hut doubles as a toilet where convenient rabbit 

holes may be utilised, the added incentive being that 

there’s an off chance of discovering new cave whilst 

having a crap! A new hut, offering all mod cons is under 

construction. After securing suitable pits for the week, 

we headed for the ‘local’ pub, the Inchnadamph Hotel 

(The Inch), 11 miles away on the shore of Loch Assynt, 

to meet the Devon contingent. 

The Sutherland caves occur in four distinct 

groups. The most outlying area is centred around 

Durness, dominated by the famous Smoo Cave. The 

other three are in close proximity to each other, in 

Assynt. The beautiful Traligill Valley contains several 

stream caves, including the well known Cnoc Nar Uamh 

System. A smaller group of caves is found above the 

hamlet and internationally important cliff at Knockan, 

though none achieve great length. The most important 

group is in the Allt Nan Uamh valley, where Scotland’s 

two longest caves, Uamh An Claonaite and Allt Nan 

Uamh Stream (A.N.U.S.) Cave, are located. Two 

excellent guidebooks, Caves of Assynt and Scotland 

Underground, describe these caves. 

Sunday found us in Traligill, helping J-Rat 

clear gravel out of the small, but healthy Waterfal Rising. 

This was later dived by Brian Johnson, but proved too 

tight to enter. Heading up valley we explored Traligill 

Rising, only 100 ft. long, but a fine example of a thrust 

plane controlled cave, a dominant f e a t u r e  i n  

Sutherland caves 

The terminal sump 

has recently been 

passed by Malcolm 

Stewart to achieve 

a short extension. 

C o n t i n u i n g  up 

valley, we passed 

short caves and 

cracks in the cliff 

where, as yet, 

unexplored 

sections of the 

main stream could 

be clearly heard, to 

arrive at Tree Hole. 

We all w e n t  

upstream except 

J-Rat who took 

advantage of the 

low water 

conditions to pass a 

tight, wet squeeze 

downstream and 

explore a series of 
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Traligill Rising 

chambers and crawls, past a fine 

waterfall to a final sump and 

boulder choke. It later transpired 

that the squeeze had not previously 

been passed and some 50 metres of 

new passage, containing the main 

stream was surveyed. This proved 

to be the longest discovery of the 

week. Further on, we helped 

sherpa the divers kit out of Lower 

Traligill Cave where Brian 

Johnson had passed his previous 

limit, but not the sump. The first of 

few formations were encountered 

here. A longer walk took us to the 

major cave in this valley, Cnoc 

Nan Uamh, at approaching 5,000 

ft. long, one of Scotland’s big three 

systems. Entering the uppermost of 

the caves three entrances, we 

explored a series of fossil passages 

and pleasant streamways which 

join to form a single main stream which passes below 

two large open pot entrances and plunges down the 

magnificent and unique waterslide, a steep ramp 

descending some 200 ft. to a sump which has yet to be 

passed. The best views of this fine feature are obtained on 

the return journey, the top of the ramp being illuminated 

by daylight from the pots. Potential exists to link the 

Traligill caves together, although the general lack of 

fossil development suggests that a complete traverse of 

the system would remain the preserve of the divers. We 

finished the day by visiting the remarkable and aptly 

named Firehose Cave, a 400 ft. crawl, inclined at a steep 

angle, with a Swildons sized stream blasting down the 

passage to disgorge in a deep and dangerous plunge pool 

which forms part of the River Traligill streambed. Two 

ducks, impassable in wet weather, are passed enroute to 

the small, final chamber where the stream rises from a 

choked sump. This chamber has some nice formations, 

no solid roof, and offers the only standing room in this 

sporting and strenuous cave. Exposure is a real danger, so 

a wetsuit with a hood is strongly recommended. Care 

should be taken not to slip into the plunge pool on 

exiting, its powerful undercurrents have already claimed 

one victim. A real collectors item. 

Monday began in the pretty harbour of 

Lochinver, stocking up with food for the week and 

attempting to find the only bloke for miles around with a 

compressor. Julian Walford took advantage of a 

seemingly universal local habit of discarding excellent 

digging gloves, invitingly washed up on the shore in their 

hundreds, and two large sackloads were duly despatched 

to his car, whilst the mad doctor, Pete Glanvill 

enthusiastically snapped the rarely seen Otter, not the 

least bit put out by the fact that it had obviously not been 

of this world for some time. Leaving Lochinver, we 

drifted leisurely North, using the scenic B869 coastal 

road, through Drumbeg, past the shapely Quinag 

mountain to rejoin the main road to Durness. Our caving 

aims for the day were centred on an isolated patch of 

limestone known as Ach A’Chorrain at the southern end 

of the Kyle of Durness, a major sea inlet, where J-Rat had 

made some minor discoveries some years previously. A 

number of unrecorded caves were explored, the longest, a 

twin entrance cave named ‘The Nostrils’ was pushed by 

Tony Boycott for around 50 ft., and a short extension was 

added to cave No. 1 (Scorpio Cave), an ancient fossil cave 

truncated by a much younger valley, beyond which 

further passage must be accessible. An extremely tight 

and nasty cave, Uamh As Eugmhais Crioch was explored 

for 20 ft. to a constriction, which has been passed by 

Grampian members and pushed miraculously for a further 

200 ft. All told, we added about an extra 100 ft. of passage 

length in this small area. Afterwards, we headed for 

Durness to watch Brian Johnson and Julian Walford 

abseil down the 70 ft. pot into Smoo Cave, belayed to an 

ominously creaking footbridge, rapidly evacuated by 

those watching from it. Although open to the sea, Smoo is 

a true limestone cave. A stream normally cascades down 

the shaft into a deep pool before flowing out to sea via the 

large seaward entrance, which is easily reached by a flight 

of steps. Later that evening we met up with Colin 

Coventry, self-styled Smoo guide and local fruitcake, for 

a few beers before retiring to the cave’s huge seaward 

chamber to bivi down for the night. (Not recommended 

during storms or high tides.) 

We were woken next morning by the dawn 

chorus of resident Fulmars and Petrels. One thing remains 

the same the world over, when Shitehawks wake up, they 

wake up early and loudly. Unsticking myself from a 

polythene bivi bag, a most efficient condensation 

collector, to the amusement of the rich sods in their 

Gortex equivalents, a quick dip in the freezing lake in 

Smoo provided an instant hangover cure. On the far side 

of the lake a pleasing, but short section of stream passage 

can be followed to a final chamber. We then wiled away 
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an hour swimming in the sea inlet, which has an 

abundance of life, exploring a few minor sea caves before 

looking at a small area on the shore of Loch Eriboll which 

appeared to have stream sinks marked on the map. These, 

however, turned out to be in the middle of peat hags and 

no sign of limestone or caves could be found. In the 

afternoon, whilst the rest of the party completed the 

survey of Tree Hole, Graham Johnson, Vince Simmonds 

and myself climbed Cul Mor, which, at 849 metres, is the 

highest mountain in the immediate vicinity of the 

Grampian Hut. This begins as an easy ascent on a well 

made track to a broad horizon. Then comes the sting in 

the tail, a steep and loose struggle to the summit. Like 

all good mountains the best is kept to last, the full 

splendour of the view remaining hidden until the very 

top. Dramatic views over Suilven to Ben More Assynt to 

the right, Stac Pollaidh to the coast ahead and the 

Coigach mountains to the left, all bathed in a lowering 

sun, as fine a panorama as one could wish to see. During 

the descent the polythene bivi bag came into its own, 

disguised as slick three-man toboggan, tailor-made for 

the sole remaining steep snow bank near the summit. The 

only drawbacks to this makeshift sled were that it went 

just as well on grass, as we found out on clearing the 

snow, and was difficult to steer, resulting in an abrupt, 

unplanned stop amongst large boulders. (At least they 

stopped us from ending up in the Tarn.) The round trip, 

from car to summit and back took less than three hours, 

leaving plenty of time for another session in Inch. 

 

The following day we visited the fine Allt Nan 

Uamh valley, where the longest caves are located, 

reached by the longest walk. Leaving the road, an 

impressive stream is followed up valley, past its source, 

the impenetrable Fuaran Allt Nan Uamh, above which 

the streambed is normally dry. By-passing the 'Elephant 

Trap', a flood resurgence and optimistic Grampian dig, 

located in the streambed, we first explored the Creag 

Nan Uamh Bone Caves, the remains of a single, large 

phreatic passage truncated by a glacier. The effects of 

glaciation have probably removed whole sections of 

fossil cave in this valley. With Golden Eagles circling 

above, we sherpa’d the divers' kit up to Allt Nan Uamh 

Stream Cave, in 

preparation for a push in 

upstream Sump 4. Whilst 

most of the party headed 

for Julian’s excellent, if 

muddy dig, Peter Glanvill   

dived Sump 1 (70 metres 

+). Pete Mulholland 

experienced kit problems 

and was unable to join 

him, so the attempt on 

Sump 4 had to be aborted. 

Looking for something 

useful to do. Peter Glanvill 

ducked through Sump 2, to 

reach the base of an aven 

which Martyn Farr had 

been unable to climb 

safely without boots. 

Suitably equipped, the 

climb was f o u n d  t o  b e  

straightforward and in no 

time he was in the large 

fossil breakdown passage 

discovered by Martyn in 

1976. This passage leads in 

one direction towards the 

'old' cave where a sump 

by-pass has long been 

sought. The other direction 

rejoins the streamway 

beyond Sump 3 (40 metres +) and leads via a large 

waterfall, ‘Thunderghast Falls’, to Sump 4. Although the 

Sump 3 by-pass had been known, this was the first time it 

had been achieved, the significance being that if the link 

between the old and divers caves could be realised, the 

entire cave, including many potential leads would be 

open to dry cavers. Armed with this knowledge, 

suspicion grew about the accuracy of the divers survey 

(understandably low-grade). The direction of passages 

did not seem to match the natural grid pattern of the old 

cave, until it was discovered that by swinging the divers 

survey round several degrees, a more likely pattern 

emerged. It was clear that attempts to dig into the divers 

extension would be something of a lottery unless a more 

accurate survey could be produced. 

The Brandenburg Gate, Umah An Claonite 
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The next day, fired with enthusiasm, three 

divers, Pete Glanvill, Pete Mulholland and Brian Johnson 

were despatched beyond the sump, their mission, to 

accurately survey the passages beyond and attempt a 

‘sound’ connection with diggers in the old cave. Whilst 

waiting for the allotted time, two leads were pushed by 

the diggers. Messrs. Jarratt, Boycott, Walford and Pete 

Rose, dug a choked, sandy crawl for several metres. This 

was heading in the general direction of the fossil passage, 

according to the original survey. Vince, Graham and 

myself uncovered a virgin, clean-washed and draughting 

rift, in the floor of the main passage, near the junction of 

Oxford Street and Breakdown Cavern, penetrable for 10 

ft. with a sharply descending, but too tight continuation 

which required chemical persuasion. However, we 

thought this insignificant, assuming it would connect 

with the known Rift Stream Series, lower down, although 

it was some distance away. The time for the sound test 

same and went with no contact achieved. Fifteen minutes 

later however, Graham swore blind that he had heard a 

clear knocking at the far end of Breakdown Cavern, 

which terminates in a boulder choke. He had tapped back 

accordingly, although at the time we thought that he had 

heard the rest of us removing rocks from the rift rather 

than the divers. 

Back on the surface, a short distance up valley 

from A.N.U.S., lies a small waterfall, below which is a 

wide bedding cave, assumed to connect with the choke in 

Breakdown Cavern. During the week we had noted 

several examples of caves being truncated by younger 

valleys and, if Graham had indeed heard the divers, it 

seemed possible that a similar process may have occurred 

here. Assuming the survey was incorrect, two theories 

were put forward. Firstly, that the diver's fossil passage 

and Breakdown Cavern were one and the same, truncated 

by the back-cutting of the waterfall, down-tilting of the 

stream, and glacial processes. Evidence in favour of this 

was found across the valley from the A.N.U.S. entrance 

in the shape of a small cave (Bear Cave), which can be 

followed for a few feet to a choke. This appears to be a 

continuation of the A.N.U.S. entrance 

passage and with excellent potential 

behind may well repay digging. The 

second theory was that the fossil 

passage may surface directly at the 

Waterfall Cave rather than in the 

known cave. The presence of phreatic 

solution chambers suggested that there 

was more to this cave than the simple 

thrust-bedding that had been 

previously thought. Support for this 

idea was increased by the revelation 

that Brian Johnson had pushed the 

fossil passage for a few further metres 

to a point where fresh air, worms and 

apparent surface breakdown were 

encountered. At the furthest point, 

Brian had banged on the walls, 

confirming Graham’s earlier 

conviction, and Pete Mulholland had 

heard the reply. Once drawn up, the new survey showed 

that the original had been largely accurate in terms of 

length, but variations in direction were discovered. Some 

new passages, explored by the divers were added. 

Though by far the most accurate survey to date, it was 

obvious that no correlation with the old cave could be 

achieved without an accurate survey of Sump 1 itself. 

Whilst fresh plans were made to attack Waterfall Cave 

and obtain an accurate sump survey, we carried out kit 

onto the mountain behind to store in the Uamh An 

Claonaite depression, ready for a trip the following day. 

Near Claonaite we located the entrance to the recently 

discovered Heidbanger Hole, which had unfortunately 

collapsed, before retreating to the hut to partake of Cider 

and Swedish Vodka. 

Overnight, the weather which had been fine all 

week, broke and we woke to leaden skies and steady 

drizzle. After ascertaining that the flood-prone Claonaite 

should be passable so long as no water was resurging 

from the Elephant Trap, Vince, Graham and myself 

headed for the cave. Surprisingly, water levels were only 

a little higher and above the resurgence the dry valley was 

still dry. Quickly changing, we entered Uamh An 

Claonaite, which is the longest cave in Scotland at over a 

mile long, where an awkward wriggle through a mobile 

boulder choke (respect needed), drops straight into the 

main streamway. Heading downstream in this classic 

streamway, cascades, deep pools, steep ramps and ducks 

follow in quick succession. Two sumps are easily 

by-passed before arriving all too soon at Sump 3, the limit 

for dry cavers. Close to the sump pool, a long, dry, sandy 

crawl leads to a series of very large breakdown chambers, 

the East Block, where potential for further discoveries 

appears excellent. Graham, who had extoled the virtues 

of his 12mm wetsuit all week, soon discovered the 

downside, when rapid overheating provoked an 

impromptu strip-tease. Once on the surface, we headed 

for the nearby Allt Nan Uamh valley for an attack on 

Waterfall Cave. It should be noted that Claonaite floods, 

GAELIC TRANSLATIONS 

TRALIGILL Ravine of the Trolls 

CNOC NAN UAMH Hill of the Caves 

ALLT NAN UAMH Stream of the Caves 

CREAG NAN UAMH Crag of the caves 

UAMH AN CLAONAITE Cave of the Sloping Rock 

UAMH CUL EOGHAINN Cave of Ewan’s Hollow 

UAMH POLL EOGHAINN Cave of Ewan’s Pool 

UAMH AN TART AIR Cave of the Roaring 

UAMH MHOR Great Cave 

UAMH AS EUGMHAIS CRIOCH Cave Without End 

POL EIGHE File Hole 

SUILVEN Pillar Mountain 

CULMOR Great Hollow 

  

CNOC is pronounced “Crock” and UAMH is pronounced "Ooarv” 

e.g. CNOC NAN UAMH becomes Crock Nan Ooarv. 
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rendering sections of the cave impassable. The water is 

derived from a Loch, so there is a delay between rainfall 

and run-off. The adverse of this is that water levels take 

longer to fall, which could easily result in a prolonged, 

enforced stay. 

Back in the Allt Nan Uamh valley, water 

conditions were unchanged i.e., non-existent. However, 

we had walked no more than a couple of hundred yards 

when we were met by a small trickle of water coming 

down valley. This grew rapidly so that by the time we had 

reached the A.N.U.S. entrance, only a little further, the 

whole streambed was awash and the small waterfall had 

become an impressive torrent. The catchment for the 

valley is large and steep, producing spectacular 

flood-pulses and we were fortunate to witness the entire 

process, a most impressive spectacle. Half an hour earlier 

and I would have added Scotland to the list of countries in 

which I have been flooded in. Fortunately, Waterfall 

Cave was dry and work commenced in the right and 

middle of three silted tubes. Lack of appropriate tools, 

combined with the freezing draught generated by the 

waterfall soon drove us into the left-hand tube where we 

progressed quickly, hammering open a small eyehole to 

gain access to a small, solutional dome chamber, where 

skips and a shovel were required to make further 

progress. A draught seemed to be present here, but this 

may have been caused by circulation. 

Unable to continue, but satisfied with progress, 

we headed down valley, passing the kit stash left by 

Julian and Tony Boycott who were persevering with the 

sandy dig in A.N.U.S. cave. The 'dry' valley had changed 

dramatically, only a short section being dry. Water was 

resurging everywhere and the Elephant Trap was 

spouting like a fountain, though strangely the volume of 

the main rising had only increased slightly. 

Back at the hut we were 

greeted with relief by the 

rest of the party who had 

been considering forming 

themselves into a rescue 

party though it was plain 

that this had been a 

wimpish excuse to avoid 

caving in the rain and thus 

spend the day in the pub! 

Saturday, our last 

full day in Sutherland, 

dawned bright and sunny. 

Whilst the others headed 

back to the Allt Nan Uamh 

valley to attempt a sump 

survey and inspect 

Waterfall Cave, Vince, 

Graham and myself 

decided to have a quick 

look at the caves of 

Knockan, behind the 

G.S.G. hut. These are 

situated around an 

attractive valley, which, 

like Traligill, houses a 

series of sinks and resurgences. We noted a number of 

possible dig sites, including a fluted shaft inhabited by 

frogs and newts, blocked with boulders, though potential 

seems limited. Passing the entrances of Uamh Pol 

Eoghainn and Uamh Cul Eoghainn, with resident dead 

sheep, we arrived at Uamh An Tartair, which swallows 

the whole stream. Despite having no caving kit, the lure 

of this beautiful entrance proved too much and 

dispensing of unnecessary clothes and armed with one 

mitylite between us we ventured via a powerful 

streamway and unpleasant flat out crawl to Uamh Mhor, 

the second, splendid pot-hole entrance. The cave 

continues beyond and includes a wet 25 ft. pitch though 

in the circumstances this was not attempted. In the 

afternoon we returned to Traligill and whilst Graham had 

another play in Waterfall Rising, Vince and I had a quick 

look at some of the valley’s smaller caves, including 

Glenbain Hole which diminishes rapidly from a nice 

entrance and the rarely visited Poll Eighe which we didn't 

explore due to problems identifying the site. Following a 

cursory dig in a nearby flood-overflow sink, we ventured 

up the main Traligill valley beyond Cnoc Nan Uamh, 

exploring a number of short bedding and solutional 

caves. J-Rat’s Tree Hole extension was inaccessible due 

to high water, so plans to pursue this further had to be 

shelved. At Waterfall Rising, we met up with Brian 

Johnson and Pete Glanvill who had once again been 

defeated by the sump in Lower Traligil Cave. Back at the 

hut, we discovered that Pete Mulholland had succeeded 

in obtaining an accurate survey of Sump 1 in A.N.U.S. 

Cave, taking bearings and depths every two metres in 

and out. A provisional survey based on this exceptional 

and dedicated piece of work indicated our suspicions to 

be largely correct and revealed some unsuspected 

possibilities. The sump, rather than trend away from the  

Graham Johnson in the entrance of Firehose Cave 
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First Cascade - Umah An Claonite 

known cave, actually passes beneath it, which, once 

aligned, showed that the divers fossil passage does 

indeed head towards the Waterfall Cave - Breakdown 

Cavern area, as we had suspected, although the gap is not 

as close as we would have liked. Much more interesting 

however, was that the clean-washed rift we had 

uncovered in A.N.U.S. cave and written-off as 

insignificant, lay above and close to the Sump 1 exit pool 

where an inlet is known to enter. This appears a 

reasonable prospect for bypassing the sump. Equally 

exciting, the other, sandy dig passes above the sump, and 

providing it does not oxbow, is heading into unknown 

territory. Meanwhile, Tony Boycott and Alan Jeffreys 

(Goon), who had joined us for the weekend, had looked 

at Waterfall Cave, agreeing that it was worth pursuing as 

it seemed to be above the old A.N.U.S. Cave, although 

they were not convinced that it would connect with the 

divers fossil passage. There is, of course, only one way to 

find out. 

That evening, as we headed for The Inch for an 

end of week celebration, we were lucky to see a pair of 

otters swimming across a tiny loch, doubtless after easy 

pickings trapped by the previous days flooding. In the 

pub we were greeted with a rendition of ‘Flower of 

Scotland’ courtesy of the Bannockburn Boys, a bunch of 

incomprehensible Scotsmen, up for the fishing, who had 

just treated J-Rat, Pete Glanvill and Brian Johnson to a 

trout supper, washed down by copious amounts of 

whisky. By the end of the evening, after much drinking 

and singing,it didn’t seem to matter that we  

couldn’t understand each other. Such is 

Scotland. At midnight, a sober Tony 

Boycott and a legless J-Rat, headed back to 

Mendip, Tony politely declining J-Rats 

generous offer to drive. We’re told he came 

round somewhere in the vicinity of 

Birmingham. We followed them down the 

next day in a straight ten hour drive arriving 

in good time for a welcome pint of 

Butcombe. 

In conclusion, the quality of caving 

in Sutherland is excellent, though to be 

honest it is probably not the greatest area for 

pure tourist caving, lacking quantity of caves 

and length of passage. However, coupled 

with some of the finest scenery in these Isles, 

the civilised pace of life and superb wildlife, 

this is a first-class location for a caving 

holiday. It is a much more rewarding area for 

digging and diving teams. The caves are 

generally easy and almost without 

exception, clean, though the walks to the 

caves can be difficult, and it must be borne 

in mind that many of the caves are flood 

prone. To ease the walking, we found it an 

advantage to plan work in the valleys in 

advance so that the kit only had to be carried 

up once and then stashed away for the 

following trips. We didn’t achieve a big 

breakthrough, but we did achieve a good 

deal in a short space of time, considerably 

adding to the knowledge of the area. This 

was the result of hard graft, a good team, 

enhanced by the local knowledge of J-Rat, Goon and 

Julian Walford and most importantly, good weather. 

Like all remote areas, life can be pretty miserable in poor 

weather. 

Finally, sitting in the Hunters, listening to a 

bleary-eyed J-Rat discussing forthcoming projects. I’m 

thinking ahead to next year, will it be Ireland, will it be 

France, or will it be Scotland. No contest! 
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Cave Dig Tramways 

Nigel Graham 

Diggers are certainly ingenious when it comes 

to mechanical aids. However, many cavers’ tramways, 

etc., are desperately under-engineered. [Here] I examine 

cave tramway design and suggest solutions to the problems 

encountered, drawing on practical experience of prototype 

tramway and of operating passenger carrying miniature 

railways. 

Cave digging spoil is dense, awkward to handle 

and clogs everything. Many diggers use simple sledges, 

perhaps assisted by laying drag-ways (e.g. the BEC’s dig 

in Gough’s Cave), which are cheap and cheerful, but very 

slow and inefficient, needing considerable effort to move 

relatively small quantities of spoil. Long aerial cableways 

are quite involved. A short cableway worked in a narrow 

rift in Lowbow (Swildons Hole). 

The major advantage of a railway is its 

significant reduction in the effort needed to move a given 

load a given distance: Railways present very little 

friction. 

The earliest tramways were used in mines, 

from Mediaeval times on. Initially they were plateways, 

flanged rails guiding plain-rimmed wheels. Long obsolete 

commercially, plateways have been used in digs 

(Longwood Valley Sink, Thrupe Lane Swallet). Though 

easy to make, they are prone to clogging and need 

frequent cleaning. (Fig. 1) 

The edge railway replaced the plateway: A bar, 

along which runs a flanged wheel. For our purposes this is 

the preferred type, as the rails are somewhat self-clearing, 

and is the type described. 

 

So what do we need? Our tramway should be: 

 

- Simple, quick and cheap to build and 

install, 

- Robust, easy to maintain, lasting as 

long as needed, 

- Capable of moving reasonably large 

loads at a time, 

- Easy, efficient and safe to use. 

 

To sum up, follow the fundamentals of 

good engineering! 

Track 

Rails may be of timber, in a dry cave, but steel is 

preferable. Use either flat bar (1" x 5/16"min.), mounted on 

edge, or angle. Do not follow the obvious way, running the 

wheels along the top edge of the angle. Angle steel, unless 

“bright” (expensive and wasteful of good metal) has 

chamfered edges, so the wheels would run on virtual 

knife-edges. Flat bar is often used for small-gauge 

miniature railways, so is well-proven. 

Use “black” (hot-rolled), not bright (cold- 

rolled) steel. The latter is dimensionally accurate, 

bright-finished material intended for precision 

engineering, so more expensive. 

The prototype track in Allotment Dig (Portland) 

uses old bed-frame angle, which is easy to scrounge, and 

strong. We obtained ours via a ‘Wanted’ advertisement, on 

a works notice-board! The rails are cut to equal lengths, 

and mounted corner upwards and outwards on timber 

sleepers via wood spacer blocks. 

The assembly uses nails (or screws) through the 

old spring-holes, or drilled clearance holes, and clearance 

holes in the spacers. Ensure the heads will be outside of the 

wheels. Bed-angle is wide enough for this. (Fig. 2) The 

track as made is very flimsy, until laid and ballasted 

properly, when it becomes very strong. A simple assembly 

jig maintains the gauge. 

Flat-strip track resembles a ladder. The rails are 

welded to ‘rungs’, or joined by through-bolts and tubular 

spacers cut from, e.g., old electrical conduit, or use old 

steel ladders? 

Link the rail ends by simple fishplates of steel 

strip or angle off-cuts and bolts and nuts. M6 or ¼" bolts 

are adequate. Coat these with grease on assembly to 

facilitate removal when the dig goes. Use a simple jig for 

drilling the fishplates and rail ends. Drilling machine users 

will know how to set up for batch drilling, to obviate the 

jigs. 

Curves are problematical. The minimum radius 

increases with both the gauge and the truck wheelbase, 
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but will anyway be a few tens of 

feet. Curving strip rail is easy, but 

angle-steel can only be curved with 

proper equipment or skilled 

blacksmithing. Our line curves 

steadily, so the rails were prepared 

by cutting the running faces of the 

rails, at about 6" intervals, bending 

at each cut and fitting a sleeper 

between each cut. (The sleepers are 

about 12-18" apart on the straights.) 

The rail ends are cut radially to the 

curve. (Fig. 3). 

A note on the 

metalworking: Bed-angle is awful 

stuff to work. It is tough, 

inhomogenous, and dodgy to weld. 

Use High-Speed steel drills and 

hacksaw blades, power-drill at 

moderate speeds. Cutting tools 

should be kept well lubricated. If 

proper cutting fluid is not available, 

household oil will do. Do not use 

excessive force, and be particularly careful as the drill 

breaks out of the far side of the metal. Do not let cutting 

tools rub: They should cut all the time, without force. 

 

Installation 

Prepare a reasonable even trackbed on the cave 

floor. Lay the lines in their approximate position, bolt 

them together, adjust so they all lie as they ought. Small 

gaps at joints are admissible, but the line should continue 

smoothly. Ensure the track gauge is maintained 

throughout. Ballast the track thoroughly, using dig spoil, 

rammed well in around the sleepers. The ballast supports 

the track, giving it considerable strength. 

 

Gauge 

This links track and truck design. Ours is 7¼"g. 

but for only one reason. It enabled our using a temporary 

truck made from an old model locomotive bogie, so 

digging could resume before a proper wagon was made. 

(7¼"g. is a standard model gauge, 1/8th of the 

nearly-world-wide Standard Gauge. That universality, 

incidentally, is the reason Channel Tunnel trains will run 

straight through, as did their predecessors on the roll-on, 

roll-off train ferries.) This is a good size for load carrying, 

but the choice is yours. Six-inch gauge should be the 

minimum for stability, the restrictions on larger gauges 

(passage size apart) are the larger curve radii and the 

greater quantity of materials needed for sleepers. 

 

Trucks 

Normally one truck, perhaps a simple flat-bed, 

carrying spoil buckets, will suffice. Side-tipping mine- 

tubs are awkward to make properly, but can carry 

sizeable loads. 

Start with the wheels. Flanged wheels are easy 

to make if you have a lathe available, as we did. Turn the 

wheels with a very slight cone (about 2°,) and a small 

radius at the flange root. Taper the inner flange faces 

outwards slightly. Otherwise, cut discs of steel plate 

(14-10SWG, 2-3mm, thick) and bolt them to the backs of 

plain wheels. The flanges should protrude at least ¼" 

beyond the rims. The bearings (if you use fixed axles) 

must be plain, large and kept well lubricated. The wheel 

diameters may be 3 to 6 inches diameter, remembering the 

larger the wheel, the higher the truck above the ground. Do 

not use ball or roller bearings. They will clog, corrode and 

jam. 

Alternatively, try to obtain ready-made flanged 

wheels, e.g. those made for overhead hoist tracks, or ask 

around model-engineering societies or commercial 

miniature railways for old wheel-sets. Wheels too worn 

for passenger-carrying use will suffice for a cave 

tramway! Do not use castors. They clog. 

The axles may be fixed rigidly to the tub, with 

loose wheels retained by washers and split-pins, or may 

revolve in “axle-boxes”, with the wheels fast on the axles, 

standard railway fashion. Optional suspension minimises 

derailments by keeping all four wheels in contact with 

irregular track, and may use car valve springs or rubber 

blocks. Sprung axleboxes are held in vertical guides, with 

cross-pieces to retain the axleboxes when the truck is 

lifted. Again, axlebox bearings must be large, plain 

journals, well lubricated. 

We built two trucks. One has a wooden bed. 

below which sheet-steel retainers hold square-section tube 

axleboxes with pressed-in ‘TufnoT bearings. The 1" 

diameter tubular steel axles have pressed-on nylor wheels 

3" dia with turned steel flanges pressed onto the rims 

against small registers. 

The other wagon uses a ‘Dexion’ frame and 

welded-steel “horns” (axlebox guides), square-tube 

axleboxes with ‘Nylatron' journals and car valve springs. 
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Steel wheels are grub-screwed to tubular steel axles. The 

wagon is now a side-tipper, readily removed for 

transport, as the cave is in a cliff-face. The cave is too 

open to leave anything there (the track is concreted in. 

such that the cave floor can eventually be cleaned). 

The bearings may be simpler than ours. Mild 

steel on mild steel is adequate here, as long as it is well 

greased. Whatever you use, the bearings must always 

work, or flats will develop on the wheels very quickly, 

turning the wagon into a sledge. All our bearings are 

typically one-inch bore and width. 

 

Conclusions 

The only rule in this sort of project, is that the 

railway fulfills all the above objectives. The Allotment 

Dig Light Railway took 3 weeks’ worth of caving 

sessions to make and install, with some additional R&D 

time, and as long to pay for itself. The first track was as 

described, but replaced, after vandals tore the whole lot 

out of the cave, with a welded version, secured to the 

cave. 

The new tub will move about 2cwt at a time, 

with less effort to push than it took to drag a sled carrying 

perhaps ½ cwt. Further, the dig now only needs two 

people to operate, previously we were stuck if one of the 

regular trio was away. 

The above ideas are for a railway designed to be 

built with ordinary DIY tools. If but one team is 

successful having used these ideas, this paper will have 

been worthwhile. 
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wet to force, but daylight was visible 

downstream. 
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The London caver comes of (middle) age 
Review: A History of the WSG 

The WSG officially commenced activities 

in 1950, although it was several years before that 

when the nucleus of young apprentices and their 

friends that was to form the club first started 

operations together. 

In later years the club has come to be 

closely associated with the South Wales caving 

scene, but in the first years, before the building of 

the motorways and when most of their travelling 

was done by train and bus, there were closely 

associated with Mendip. Indeed, it was largely by 

accident that the first members did not become 

members of the BEC or Wessex, and for many years 

the club actively sought a hut in the Mendip area. 

There were noticeable successes on 

Mendip in that time, including the opening up and 

exploration of Blue Pencil passage in Swildon's. 

After sustained digging efforts in association with 

members of the WCC and other clubs, WSG 

explorers first passed the notorious squeeze in June 

1957 to gain access to the stream way between the 

third and fourth sumps. 

For many members of the club the 

excitement of these explorations was abruptly 

curtailed by the death of a member of one of the 

exploration teams on the Swildon’s forty, after an 

assault on Swildon’s sump five. The more active 

members of the group drifted towards the larger and 

better established Mendip clubs, and things reached 

such a low ebb that in 1964 that the club came close 

to being wound up. Luckily a new, younger element 

within the club came forward to take over, and saw 

the clubs activities expand away from Mendip west 

into South Wales, and expeditions to Ireland and the 

Gouffre Berger. 

Focus sharpened on South Wales in 1968, 

with the acquisition of Caerllwyn House, near 

Penderyn. After several years of relative inactivity 

on the digging front, this sparked the exploration 

fever off in earnest. Extensions were made in Ogof 

Fawr, Ogof Fechan and several other sites in the 

vicinity of the house, and later in Pant Mawr. Less 

successful was the attention paid to Ogof Afon 

Hepste, a dig which the WSG abandoned just a few 

months before the CDG walked into 1500ft of fine 

stream passage. 

The club has not been immune from 

problems caused by the responsibilities of owning a 

hut, but these seem to have avoided the internal rifts 

which have so frequently been sparked in other 

clubs. This may be because the main protagonists in 

the arguments have come from outside the club. In 

1973 the local council issued a closure order on 

Caerllywn on the grounds that it was not fit for 

habitation. Despite several expensive legal 

campaigns, this matter was only cleared up with a 

reorganisation of the local government boundaries 

which moved the house out of the offending 

council’s jurisdiction. Then in 1974, high winds 

removed the roof and dispatched most of the library 

into neighbouring fields. 

Over the years the club’s caving horizons 

have broadened considerably. Expeditions to 

Ireland were followed by visits to Morocco, 

Yugoslavia, Greece. Norway, Romania and 

Belgium where the caves were disappointing but the 

beer out of this world. The logistics of these trips 

also developed, from the basic holiday style of the 

first trips, culminating in major international trips to 

Cuba, the first time that western cavers had been to 

the island since the revolution. After the first highly 

successful trip in 1988, other trips followed, Cuban 

cavers came to the UK, and a return trip is planned 

for later this year. 

This Bulletin  has been written by Duncan 

Minty to celebrate the first forty years of the WSG's 

existence. Written and produced in a clear and 

readable style, it includes many quotes from the 

original pioneers of the club. Photographs, surveys 

and reproductions of club publications are also 

included. Where appropriate references to the other 

publications have also been given, although these 

are presented in a slightly arcane style and it is a 

shame the publication does not have an index. 

If anyone ever writes a similar history of 

the Wessex, this will not only be a useful reference; 

its style and presentation will be a worthy model 

upon which to build. 

 

 

A History of  the Westminster 

Speleological Group, 1950 to 1990 (WSG 

Bulletin Vol.  9  No.  6) Westminster 

Speleological Group 1991, 64pp, comb-bound A4. 

photo’s, surveys. £3.00 Available from Flat 1, 81 

Princes Crescent, Brighton, Sussex, BN2 3RA. 

 

NJW 
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