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CLUB NEWS 

 

Cuckoo Cleeves 

Pete Moody and Alison Hooper have recently dug into 100' or so of inlet passage in the upper part of this 

cave. A survey is expected. 

 

Surveying Equipment 

The Club now possesses a Suunto Compass and a Suunto Clinometer, together with a steel tape and a 

respooled Fibron tape. This may be borrowed as a unit by members if they leave a returnable £30 deposit. 

Contact the Hon. Hut Warden or Hon. Secretary. 

 

Charterhouse Caving Committee 

 

The Hon. Secretary of this Committee is now:- 

 

Richard Stevenson, 

Greystones, 

Wells Road, 

Priddy. 

 

NCA Working Party on the Constitution 

 

The Southern, Welsh and Derbyshire representatives spent the weekend of February 14th and 15th on 

Mendip, soliciting opinions on the NCA from all types of caver, from scouts at Burrington to the Priddy 

regulars. It appears that opinion is remarkably consistent, even between regions. 

 

New Members 

 

We welcome the following new members to the Club: 

 

Mr. & Mrs. A.M. Bliss, 92 Curzon Street, Reading, Berkshire RG3 1DA. 

A.C. Cook, 19 The Crest, Brislington, Bristol 4. 

D.W. Crowcombe, 97 Waterlip, Doulting, Shepton Mallet, Somerset. 

A.H.B. Deas, 1 Falcon Close, Westbury-on-Trym, Bristol, BS9 3NH. 

Mr. & Mrs. R.G. Hoare, 16 Crossway, Christchurch, Hampshire. 

R. Hobbs, Rose Cottage, West End, Nailsea, Avon. 

A. Keen, 11 Tabor Grove, London SW19. 

R.G. Lane, 21 The Crest, Brislington, Bristol 4. 

R. Piron, 8 Bowhill 

Miss A. Rose, 98 Waterlip, Doulting, Shepton Mallet, Somerset. 

R.H.B. Shapland, 30 Bibury Crescent, Henlease, Bristol. 

Mr. & Mrs. N.J. Taylor, 21 Stependale Road, Farnham, Surrey. 

K.H. Tucker, Flat 7, Hensbury House, Hensbury Road, Bristol. 

 

 

Hut Fees 

 

In order to keep up with increasing costs, the committee has regretfully had to increase Hut Fees. As from 

April 1st, they will be: 

 

Members 25p per night 

Guests  45p per night 

Day fees 15p 
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MEETS 

 

Friday Night Meets 

 

All trips meet at 7.30 p.m. Further details from Richard: 

"Yennek", St. Mary's Road, Meare, Glastonbury, Somerset. 

Tel. Meare Heath 296. 
 

April 30th 

May 14th 

May 28th 

June 11th 

Saturday June 26th 

July 9th 

July 23rd 

August 6th 

August 20th 

August Hole 

Eastwater 

Cuthberts 

Manor Farm 

Wales 

Hilliers 

Swildons 

Cuckoo Cleves 

August Hole 
 

 

 

IS IT WORTH IT? 

 

Black Wal. 

 

About now is the time of year that, judging by past experience, a note drops through the door; you have 

not paid your subscription, you have been given due warning (named in the journal), pay up or you are 

out. 

 

Well thinks you, if you consider the matter at all, just what do I get for me money? 

 

Insurance: Public liability on a group policy:- this is available on a personal basis at rather less cost than 

your sub. 

 

Journal: Do I want this any way, and if so, what will a journal only sub. cost me? 

 

Equipment: The club supplies ladders and lifelines only. Personal gear, lamps, helmets etc. (and this 

includes all SRT kit), you must supply for yourself. So, if you are doing SRT only, you gets nowt. 

However, to buy the materials for 100ft of ladder and associated tethers will set you back about £30. 

Making it up will take up your evenings for at least a fortnight, even if you can borrow the jigs required. 

You will most likely have to find a professional to do your Tellurettes; these must be done in a hydraulic 

press, seems like at least ten years subs! 

 

Stay at the Club Hut at member's reduced rates: Do you stay, is the accommodation what you require? 

Day fees for cooking/changing are not reduced for members. If you are an infrequent visitor, you will not 

recover your sub. 

 

Attend the Club Dinner: Well either, if you wish to attend, you drink the toast to the Club, or if you don’t, 

you don't. Financially, you are no worse off either way. 

 

For quite a few people it must come down to, am I satisfied with the way things are being run? Do I wish 

to remain with that group? This is balanced against I do / I don't get my money’s worth from the 

opportunities as listed above, compounded with an "OK I’ll pay up for this year". If you haven't you 

should not have got this journal. Will you pay up next year? 
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MENDIP NOTES 

 

by 

Wimblestone 

 

Although celebrated by a certain amount of mudslinging between Somerset and Northern Section divers, 

the breakthrough into the upstream continuation of Wookey Hole ranks as a very fine achievement for the 

Cave Diving Group. The circumstances of the discovery, with Northern divers leapfrogging over the 

work of local divers, inevitably gave rise to accusations of piracy, but when the silt settled and 

temperatures cooled it was sensibly concluded that the new finds would mean a lot of exploration for a lot 

of divers for quite a long time to come. 

 

The key to the breakthrough was a 350ft sump in Wookey 22 opening into an impressive stream way 

which has now been followed via several shorter sumps for over 1000ft. The present termination is a deep 

sump pool - Wookey 31. Somewhat surprisingly, the cave continues to head in an easterly direction, 

towards Milton, and there is no sign as yet of any confluence of streams. Only one significant dry passage 

has been found. 

 

The further reaches of the cave are now becoming frightenly remote, and rescue considerations and the 

problems of air supply may well hold up exploration for a time. If the long dreamed of link-up between 

the resurgence and the swallet cave is ever to become a reality, a more advanced diving base than 

Wookey 9 will almost certainly be needed. Why do Mendip's shaft sinkers seem shy of Wookey 21? 

 

Eastern Klondike 

 

On any Wednesday evening in the secluded valleys to the north-west of Shepton Mallet, the quiet is 

disturbed by the rhythmic clank of buckets and the squeak of pulley wheels. The mid-week diggers are at 

work. 

 

Long established in the area, the men of Thrupe Lane continue to mine chert and crinoids just as their 

forefathers did. Little wooden railways snake off in the direction of Wells, and it is rumoured that each 

rock hewn from the face travels over a hundred feet by permanent way before reaching its final resting 

place on the spoil heap. A mile or so to the east, in a wooded glen overhung by a railway siding of British 

Rail proportions, the distinguished company of NASA are assaulting Windsor Hill Swallet. They too are 

having a fight with the living rock as the imposing entrance shaft soon gives way to a miserably tight 

inclined bedding plane which has to be reconstructed to accommodate the considerable girth of these 

mature diggers. 

 

The Small Hole Investigation Team are near neighbours of NASA. They are working fifty yards from the 

foot of the great viaduct carrying the disused track of the Somerset and Dorset line across the Ham 

Woods ravine and they are confident that Windsor Hill will be but a tributary to their system. A series of 

trial trenches and pits after the fashion of the Somme are creeping about the valley floor just below a 

sizeable stream sink. A small chamber has been unearthed with a narrow rift below, in which the stream 

can be seen running. Two promising features of this site are the fast flow time through to St. Andrew's 

Well and the vast quantities of old stalagmite amongst the debris from the little chamber. 

 

Where there's a Will there’s a way 

 

When he is not busy designing new passages for Mendip's show caves, the indefatigable Willie Stanton is 

often to be found applying himself to similar problems in the wilder caves of Mendip. In Reservoir Hole, 

the upward trend continues, with the discovery of a huge rift, Golgotha, above the daunting boulder 

ruckle at the far end of Topless Aven. Needless to say, the boulders have been reduced to building bricks 

and firmly stone-walled. Herbert’s Attic, the top end of the new rift, has been chosen as the next point of 

attack, and since the top of the cliff is only 150ft above, it could well, be a case of - "The sky's the limit". 
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Not to be left out of the East Mendip digging boom, Willie also has a finger in the Mells River. At a spot 

where some of the stream seeps away underground, a vast excavation has bitten; into the valley side. The 

diggers are working methodically down a natural cleft in search of cave, and they have been rewarded 

recently by some important archaeological finds, amongst them a well preserved Roman fibula or toga 

pin. 

 

By a curious coincidence, an archaeological dig of another kind is in progress a few hundred yards 

downstream on the other side of the river. There, former caver, digger and bon viveur, John Cornwell, is 

uncovering the ruins of Fussell’s Iron Works, a vast industrial complex in its heyday in the nineteenth 

century. John's talents will have come in very handy for one aspect of the work - the exploration of a 

maze of underground channels and leats serving the vanished waterwheels. 

 

Mines and miners 

 

Considering the intensity and the long history of Mendip mining it is perhaps surprising that so few mines 

of any size are known to the cavers of today. It is welcome news, therefore, to learn of the discovery of 

two "new" mines, which promise to shed a little more light on the activities of our underground ancestors. 

 

The Shepton's mine is still cloaked in secrecy, but it appears to be an extensive calamine working in the 

Compton Martin area. This could be one of the mines alluded to in Billingsley's eighteenth century 

writings on Somerset. The other find is a nineteenth century lead mine near Banwell, which was dug out 

by those dedicated West Mendip investigators, Chris Richards and Marie Clarke. It consists of 250ft of 

remarkably steeply descending passage, and, it contained a number of relics left by the pint-sized miners 

who worked it. To imagine men toiling all day in such cramped conditions is a humbling experience for 

anyone who has ever thought to call himself a cave digger. 

 

Steep Holm Service Area? 

 

At the risk of sounding like some latter-day Luddite, I must confess that there is one technological 

brainwave currently being debated which turns my blood cold at the mere thought. I refer of course to that 

energy saviour, the Severn Barrage. Our beloved scientists picture a giant dam thrown across the Bristol 

Channel between South Wales and "Avon", and "incorporating" the island bird sanctuary of Steep Holm. 

Naturally, a motorway would run along the top of this dyke, coming ashore at the Brean Down 

Interchange to unload a few hundred thousand day-trippers onto some Western Mendip Barry Island. 

 

There would be no problems with construction, say the experts, for vast quantities of hard and durable 

rock are available from the nearby Mendip Hills. While they were at it, I'm surprised that they didn't 

suggest jacking up this paltry range and moving the whole lot bodily 33 kilometres to the west! 
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IN AND AROUND THE RIO CARES: A REPORT OF CAVES EXPLORED IN THE HEART OF 

THE PICOS DE EUROPA, SPAIN, DURING AUGUST 1975 

 

J.D. Hanwell 

 

Introduction 

 

As indicated in my last account of our discoveries in the Picos de Europa in August 1973 (Hanwell, 1974) 

the chief intention last summer was to follow up the potential of sites in and around the Rio Cares Gorge. 

Another Wessex team had adopted the Vega de Liordes above Fuente De where much still remains to be 

done (see Hendy, 1975).  After reconnoitring the upper resurgence near Cordinañes called Farfartha (or 

Farfada, according to the current edition of the 1:25000 Mapa Topografico Excursionsista), we planned to 

explore the more promising lower resurgence that spouted out below the Canal de Sabugo in the gorge 

itself near Pocebos. The former presented an interesting diving problem and the latter was known to have 

several dry flood level outlets which we did not have time to explore fully in 1973. If these refused to 

yield, we could go high again to seek out the sinks or old shafts which fed them. The basin called Capozo 

appeared to be a likely candidate above Farfada, particularly since "pozo" means "shaft", whilst Amuesa 

near the heart of the Central Massif was a probable source to focus drainage beneath the fault-guided 

Canal de Sabugo. 

 

Map 1 shows the entire mountain region and the locations of the areas concerned; the Canal de Capozo on 

the shoulder of the Western Massif near Cain is indicated with a capital C and the Amuesa basin is shown 

with a capital A. Other areas more briefly investigated are also included; for example, the jous or high 

basins of Oscuro and Padiorna, shown collectively with a capital O. All lie north of the Vega de Liordes 

(shown with a capital L). It was hoped that those more northerly basins would provide further evidence 

on our theory that the deeply incised Rio Cares had drawn down the underground drainage of the Central 

Massif towards it. 

 

Fred Davies and Brian Woodward organised a group to make an early start at Farfada and Capozo from a 

base camp near Cain. The rest of our party sought out a site near Areñas de Cabrales which would afford 

alternative routes into the mountains via the Cares and Duje valleys. By the middle of August, Fred and 

Brian's project was well underway and the writer with Bob Pyke, Mike Thompson, Don Thomson, 

Richard and Anne West established a camp near Areñas soon afterwards The Cain party came north later 

to join forces for the work on the main Cares resurgence nearer Pocebos. 

 

The Picos de Europa and surrounds 

 

Map 1 also shows the extent of the Carboniferous Limestone outcrop comprising the main mountain 

region. Having now examined its northern and southern boundaries, there can be little doubt about the 

area's distinctive alpine geomorphology by comparison with the surrounding Mesozoic uplands such as 

the Sierra de Cuero along the coast between the Biscayan ports of Ribadasella and Unquera. 

 

The southern boundary is marked by an anticline, the axial area of which has been largely removed along 

the headwaters of the major rivers to expose older shales. A series of elongated intermontane basins 

flanks the southern slopes of the Picos. The northern boundary is even more abruptly defined by over 

thrusting against west-east faults, giving rise to a noticeable trough along which the Rio Cares swings 

towards Panes. Arenas is indeed aptly named. By comparison with the severity of the towering Picos, the 

interbedded Mesozoic limestones and sandstones of the Sierra de Cuero give subdued relief and more 

verdant vegetation. Lengthy river caves have been explored in these uplands by Nottingham University 

and Oxford University cavers as well as Spanish groups. Local surface catchments on exposed sandstones 

feed surrounding sinks in the limestones and such a familiar setting suggests further potential for 

exploration in the Sierra de Cuero. 
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The Picos de Europa and Surrounds
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It would seem more accurate, and certainly less confusing, if the simple regional distinction between the 

Picos and Sierra de Cuero was clearly stated by expeditions to either area. The record shows that most 

work to date has been in the latter rather than the Picos de Europa in the strict sense used here. However, 

Oxford University do have a long-standing interest in the Western Massif of the Picos above Covadonga 

and reports of a 700m deep system there found by Catalan cavers underlines the attractions of alpine 

karst. Charente speleos from Angoulême, France, are also finding rewarding sites in the closed basins 

near the upper teleferico station at Fuente De and other French clubs have moved in with some rumoured 

successes to the vegas in the Rio Duje headwaters above Sotres. Lancaster University are working in the 

Eastern Massif near La Hermida. 

 

Wessex cavers seem alone in tackling the less accessible parts of the Central Massif. Perhaps this satisfies 

our penchant for room to roam across a broader canvas once away from Mendip, as well as enjoying the 

mountains themselves. It certainly helps in piecing together a clearer picture of the region's 

geomorphology and one day, no doubt, we shall chance across a more major system for good measure. 

Hopefully, the former might shorten the long odds on the latter. Apart from the useful survey of the 

Western Massif by Franz-Dieter Miotke in 1968 (see Hanwell, 1969 for a review), little 

geomorphological or hydrological work appears to have been undertaken in the Picos de Europa. 

 

Some geomorphological notes 

 

Section 1 portrays the essential features and key erosional processes of the Picos de Europa with profiles 

across the Cares Gorge. A good measure of the area's steep slopes is gained since, unusually for such 

drawings, a true scale is possible! 
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At least two separate Pleistocene glaciations are indicated. The last one probably initiated the dissection 

of the actual gorge below 700m by sub-glacial streams. This has been completed in recent times by the 

present river, particularly during winter and spring floods. In the flanking mountains, the high 2000m jous 

and hoyos appear to be corries being actively lowered by solution beneath seasonal snows. However, 

most bedrock is disappointingly masked by thick accumulations of scree shattered from the buttresses just 

below the main 2500m summits. The young shafts descended to date bell-out enticingly, then taper to ice 

plugs or massive chokes. 

 

The 1500m vegas are much older. Some, like Liordes, could have supported glacial lakes but most, like 

Amuesa, appear more the result of localised solutional lowering producing coalescing basins. Following 

Miotke’s argument, these are likely to have developed at the margins of retreating glaciers during lengthy 

stand-stills. Thus, the older shafts in them carried high flow regimes in the past as well as seasonal snow 

melt more recently. They offer greater scope for cavers, particularly where sheltered from invading 

screes. Those descended to date have much more promising dimensions. The discoveries made by 

Charente speleos in the Lloroza basin are good cases in point. With a few notable exceptions, such as the 

Cueva de Liordes stream sink which we explored in 1971, most of the present drainage in the vegas is 

rapid percolation. Significant stream ways are probably at considerable depth, maybe around the 1000m 

mark. 

 

In the area shown on Section 1, at least, sink to rising flows are sensitive and flashy during storms. 

Following a six-hour, 50 mm. thunderstorm, for example, the rising below the Canal de Sabuge 

responded almost immediately. Water levels in the cave lifted about 20m and receded to base flow within 

two days. 

 

Hydraulic gradients should be very steep indeed hereabouts; even 1 in 1.6! Underlying shales outcrop 

over a wide area at the foot of the nearby Canal de la Raiz about a kilometre upstream and it is likely that 

groundwater in the vicinity is supported by such a basement. Other structural controls such as the faults 

along the Canal de Sabuge must help. Maximum and maybe seasonal lifts of some 80m are evident at the 

resurgence as discussed later. 

 

Sites in and below the Canal de Capozo 

 

This account is based upon caving reports by Fred Davies and previous visits by the writer. Map 2 and 

Section 2 illustrate the local features and sites explored. The canal hangs above the thickly wooded slopes 

of the Rio Pequera valley; a modest yet significant tributary of the Cares before it plunges into the main 

gorge section at Cain. During summer the depleted Pequera stream is barely supported by soil water 

beneath the woodland; however, a few metres before its confluence with the Cares, it is swollen by an 

indeterminate springe. This water appears to be that which rises from the Fuente de Farfada. In summer, 

the stream sinks again somewhere beneath its well-defined winter flood channel. Much the same applies 

to the nearby Cueva de Lluques, although flow rates here are much smaller and the site is no more than a 

large rock shelter. The winter flood channel from this shelter is more likely to be supported by surface 

melt water from a hanging valley high above the surrounding cliffs rather than from underground. 

 

Farfada, in fact, is the only large active rising that has been found below the Canal de Capoze. To the 

south of Farfada (about 500m off the margin of Map 2), there is a 700m, long system called Los Moros 

that was eventually located and explored. This locally well-known cave appears to have been surveyed by 

Spanish cavers and is thought to be an old resurgence. It is 120m higher than Farfada, beneath the main 

spur of the Pico Sardon which overlooks Cordinanes. 

 

The following descriptions of the caves found are based on the work done by Fred Davies, Chris Murray, 

Pete Moody and Brian Woodward, supported by Janet Woodward, Alison Hooper and Simon Davies. 

Section 2 illustrates their main discovery. 

 

 



27 
 

 
Capozo and Pequera 

 

Farfada (Alt. 880m). This rising was described in my report of sites found in 1973 (already cited). It 

was dived again by Pete Moody for a distance of about 100m, but no significant air space was 

found. The water is exceptionally cold. 

 

Cueva del Agua (Alt. 1420m.). An old resurgence cave adjacent to the footpath leading to the foot 

slopes of Pena Santa, the highest peak in the Western Massif. It is a well known local shelter and 

was formerly called the Cueva del Queso, presumably because it was used as a cheese store. The 

2.5m high entrance arch gives access to a gently ascending passage about 35m long, ending in a 

choked rift. A concrete tank inside is used to collect water. It seems likely that this short cave is 

connected to the nearby Torca de Capozo described below. 

 

Torca de Capozo (Alt. 1560m). An obscure 4m diameter shaft at the foot of a steep grassy slope 

below cliffs flanking the south side of the Canal de Capozo. Cold draughts were detected from the 

shaft and through crevices in a nearby boulder field. The 50m entrance pitch wells out and reaches a 

ledge covered by a 2.5m thick snow cone. A steep rock slope leads downwards over more snow, 

where crampons would help, for another 100m. A creep under the toe of the snow slope gives 

access to a sculpted alcove, above which are avens with an eye-hole back to the main passage. 

Below the alcove, a small hole over loose boulders enters a narrowing, draughty rift. This becomes 

too tight, although it is possible to see further for another3m. Bones among the boulders indicate 

that unwary animals have fallen down the shaft. The 120m deep "torca" was descended by Fred, 

Chris, Brian and Pete. 

 

No more caving was done in the area and the party moved on to join up with the new arrivals to the north 

and south of the mountains. 

 

Sites in the high basins of Oscure and Padiorna 

 

Map 3 shows the principal features of these high "jous" and the locations of the young shafts explored by 
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Mike Thompson, Bob Pyke, Rich West and the writer. The adjacent basins are at 200m and Oscure, at 

least, has all the indications of being a corrie. Both present a chaos of broken limestone pavements 

encroached upon by actively forming screes beneath the surrounding cliffs. Old snow plugs the deeper, 

well-shaded niches in the centres of the basins. Most are nivation hollows. Widening joints by solution 

crazes bare surfaces and the walls of the smaller features are seamed with razor sharp karren. Fortunately, 

this is less pronounced in the larger shafts found. Plate 1 is a fairly typical view of the latter. 

 

 
At the edge of shaft N2 in the Jou Oscuro. N1 is seen in the background. Photograph Rich West. 

 

Searching for promising shafts is somewhat of a lottery. Only the bluffs around the rims of the basins 

could be investigated with any conviction and thoroughness. It should be noted that the area shown on 

Map 3 covers the ground immediately to the north of that mapped by Phil Hendy in 1974 (already cited). 

 

The aptly named Jou Oscure nestles under serrated ridges sweeping north westwards towards Torre 

Blanca and its neighbour, Torre Llambrion. These are among the highest summits of the Picos; Llambrion 

at 2642m being a mere 6m lower than the region's highest peak, Torre de Cerredo. The Jou de la Padiorna 

lies below a secondary and less precipitous ridge swinging south eastwards to terminate above Fuente De. 

The 2200m. Colladino de las Nieves forms the only obvious break in the towering skyline dividing both 

basins. 

 

On the way into the basins, we traversed past a very substantial base camp at the Collado de Fuente 

Escondida from which Charente cavers were exploring shafts in the lower and more accessible Jou de 

Lloroza and Jou sin Tierri. 

 

The floors of these larger and deeper basins are at about 1840m and so have more in common with the 

vegas mentioned earlier. In fact, most of the hollows which pock mark the floor of Lloroza are grassed 

over, although the barren Jou sin Tierri is well named. 

 

The site explored in Oscuro and Padiorna shown on Map 3 are some 400m higher and certainly younger 

than those below which the French have described. The seven shafts were numbered in the order that they 

were found and descended; no attempt was made to give names and each was prefixed by an N. There is 

every reason to regard them as first descents. Brief descriptions are given below for the record. 
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N1. (Alt. 2260m). On a flat pavement surface just below the southern rim of the Jou Oscure (see 

Plate I). A marked N-S joint solutionally widened into an elliptical entrance about 5m long and 2m 

across. Straight, fluted walls drop about 20m to a massive choke of boulders and old snow which 

appeared very unstable. It was not descended. 

 

N2. (Alt. 2255m). Gulf-like natural adit aligned south eastwards along a local fault with solutional 

and collapse features and penetrating beneath the southern rim of the Jou Oscure. A short traverse 

down a shaded snow cornice and across boulders is followed by a 10m pitch into a large rift 

chamber. A steep 6m long snow slope at the bottom of the pitch in a narrow vertical slot choked 

with old ice and frost-shattered debris. Bob Pyke descended the cave. 

 

N3. (Alt. 2265m). A 3m diameter shaft near the ridge between the basins of Oscuro and Padiorna 

(see Plate II). The uppermost site in a line of less promising solutionally enlarged but collapsed 

features following a prominent W-E fault across the head of the Padiorna basin. A 12m pitch to a 

snow bridge followed by a further 6m descent leads to another more compacted plug of ice 

blocking the way on. Stones appear to fall about another 15m beyond into an impenetrable rift. 

Mike Thompson descended the shaft from a piton belay. 

 

N4. (Alt. 2130m). The most noticeable opening among many nival shafts apparent in exposed 

bedrock beneath an extensive field of large boulders on the floor of the Jou de la Padiorna. A 6m 

W-E rift about a metre wide leads to a 10m diameter chamber totally blocked by scree. Bob Pyke 

investigated the site. 
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Plate II 

 

Mike Thompson jumars out of shaft N3 in the 

Jou de la padiorna. 

 

Photograph Rich West 
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N5. (Alt. 2120m). Concealed entrance in a small gully on bluffs about 50m west of the path 

approaching the Colladine de las Nieves from the Vega de Liordes, A 25m shaft ending in an 

impenetrable boulder and snow choke. Mike Thompson went down the pitch. 

 

N6. (Alt. 2115m). Similar general location to N5. Surface slope to two eye-hole entrances along a 

widened joint dropping into a 10m diameter chamber with a high aven to an alternative entrance. A 

further 12m fluted pot to a steep scree slope is followed by a short 3m chimney which progressively 

narrows and then chokes. Rich West descended the cave. 

 

N7. (Alt. 2120m). About 80m south-west of the Colladino de las Nieves. A 2m by 5m, slot into a 

N-S rift welling out as a wider shaft after 6m then narrowing again after a further 20m to a series of 

ledges ending in a choke. The total depth was about 40m. Descended by Rich West. 

 

The above shafts are typical of sites in the very high jous or hoyos. Most noticeably close down after 

some 20 - 40m, and become heavily choked. 

 

Sites in and below the Amuesa basin 

 

Section 3 illustrates the three old shafts and two risings that were investigated in the middle of the Cares 

Gorge. The general location is shown on Map 1, whilst Section 2 suggests probable geomorphological 

relationships between both sets of sites already discussed. At no other place visited in the Picos has such a 

marked connection between high sinks and valley risings been so apparent. Offset vertical scales on 

Section 3 show the old shafts to be over 1400m high in Amuesa and the risings barely above 310m in the 

Cares Gorge. Since a small lake or "charka" is evident from maps of Amuesa, it was hoped that it would 

be possible to dye trace the link for positive evidence of a connection. In the event, however, the lake 

proved to be a shallow, muddy pool with no obvious outlets. It teemed with pond life and water appeared 

to seep away through thick organic muds over a wide area„ This seriously diminished the chances of a 

successful test using only charcoal detectors at the risings and so the experiment was abandoned. More 

sophisticated techniques are indicated and spring would be a better time for water tracing in the region. 

 

Two climbs into Amuesa were undertaken via the remote village of Bulnes. On the first visit made by 

Brian Woodward, Bob Pyke, Rich West, Simon Davies and the writer, the most promising shaft (labelled 

1 on Section 3) was located by Brian. Also, whilst pioneering an escape route down the Canal de la Raiz 

direct to the Rio Cares, the second rising (labelled B) was chanced upon. Here a powerful jet of water 

spouted full bore from a rift about 2m above the river and had helped to create a deep chilling plunge 

pool. Since it was on the left bank, however, one can speculate that it is likely to drain from the Canal de 

Culiembre catchment above in the Western Massif. It lies about a kilometre upstream the Cares from the 

already known rising (labelled A) at the foot of the Canal de Sabugo and is about 15m higher. On the 

second visit to Amuesa, a party comprising Bob Pyke, Mike Thompson, Rich West, Don and Nick 

Thomson and the writer found the remaining two shafts (labelled 2 and 3). 

 

Two sorties to the risings were undertaken following a pleasant river level route from Pocebos. On the 

first occasion, Fred and Simon Davies made a thorough exploration and survey of the intricate fossil 

network above the present outlet but found no way on. The second visit saw the entire party out in force 

to tackle the main high level passage found in 1973. Unfortunately, this did not live up to expectations but 

remains a fine diving proposition. 

 

Descriptions of the old shafts and risings are given below. No definite names are claimed as yet although 

we fancy Torca de Sabugo for Shaft 1 and Torca de la Salamandra (Salamander) for Shaft 2. The 

evidence suggests that Shaft 3 is yet another Cueva del Queso. Local names must exist for both risings 

but we have yet to discover what these are; consequently, we do not wish to assign specific labels other 

than those which describe general locations. 
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Shaft 1. (Alt. 1410m). A small opening beneath an overhanging bluff in the Amuesa basin. From an 

entrance belay, a 25m pitch descends past ledges and then hangs free, until landing into an 

entrenched stream passage across the floor of the chamber. By following this passage downwards 

for a short distance, the head of another deep shaft is reached. Insufficient tackle was available to 

descend this abyss. An inlet above gives access to a steeply inclined bedding-plane offset from the 

entrance chamber. The presence of stream debris in this passage is of great interest. Bob Pyke and 

Mike Thompson descended this shaft. 

 

Shaft 2. (Alt. 1405m). An impressive 3m diameter hole at the entrance to a fluted bell-like shaft at 

the foot of scrub covered cliffs, surrounding a grassy depression (see Plate III). A 15m first pitch 

lands on a short muddy slope which steepens to the head of a second pitch of about 20m. At the foot 

of this is a precarious boulder bridge keyed across the shaft by a large fallen tree trunk. When this 

was removed, a third 15m pitch continued to a flat cobbled floor. The apparent way on via a 

narrow, short canyon soon becomes choked at a muddy pool. The shaft was descended by the writer 

followed by Don Thomson, who did the 'gardening' of the boulder bridge. 

 

Shaft 3. (Alt. 1405m). An old depression thickly colonised by herbs and closed by a rim of low 

cliffs. A slope towards the east gives access to a large rift chamber beyond a 3m climb (see Plate 

IV). A boulder floor leads to small alcoves covered with moon milk. The remains of a rotting 

wooden platform in one alcove suggests that the cave could have been used as an old cheese store 

by villagers from Bulnes. The writer explored this cave. 

 

Rising A. (Alt. 310m). A major resurgence at the foot of the steep Canal de Sabugo previously 

located in 1973. (a description and sketch plan is given in my report of this discovery already cited). 

A complex clay and silt filled phreatic network with strong up and down stepping lies 20-40m 

above the present rising. All possible extensions are choked. The main passage is some 80m above 

the Cares. This upper outlet is clean-washed and strongly scalloped. It leads to a steeply descending 

elliptical rift for about 20m with a 2m bore phreatic passages below. Slopes are covered with 

flowstone and flights of gour pools and the lower passages are highly fluted with razor sharp flakes. 

Offset avens at two levels ascend to blind domes up which flood waters appear to lift. The way on, 

down a narrowing rift continues to a tight U-tube which sumps during storms. Beyond this, a large 

25m high rift chamber contains a deep, narrow lake which extends about 30m to clear, commodious 

sumps which could not be explored. Of considerable interest was a well-defined crack on both walls 

of the chamber which cuts across different beds of rock and indicates fresh tectonic movement in 

the area. This is probably associated with the nearby fault along the Canal de Sabugo. Brian 

Woodward, Bob Pyke, Fred and Simon Davies and the writer explored the system. 

 

Rising B. (Alt. 325m). The only approach to this site is by swimming upstream past the plunge pool 

below the rising and by climbing directly from deep water up a 3m rock face to a flood water ledge. 

From here, a 2m climb into an inclined chimney parallels the rift down which the water chutes. A 

very tight traverse from the top of the chimney gives access to the head of this rift. The water can be 

followed until a steeply ascending bedding- plane prevents further progress. A strong flow cascades 

down this low sloping passage. Mike Thompson and Rich West visited the site first, whilst Brian 

Woodward with Bob Pyke completed the exploration as far as was possible. They were supported 

by Janet Woodward and the writer from the ledge outside. 

 

Fred and Simon Davies searched the bluffs high above the main Rising A for even older outlets, but did 

not locate anything of interest. One day, the Canal de Sabugo ought to be climbed towards Amuesa if 

only to complete the picture of the area that has been sketched above. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The following table summarises the variety and extent of areas searched during August 1975. 
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A comparison with Section 1 will show that most types of landform in the heart of the Picos de Europa 

were sampled during the searches grouped in the table. Including a further 1 km2 of headwaters in the Rio 

Duje catchment at a height of 1750m, a total of over 11 km2 of ground was covered looking for likely 

sites. 

 

After five separate visits to the Picos since 1968, we have pieced together a fair basic picture of the 

region. Having thus graduated beyond the descriptive stage, a programme of more specific work is 

indicated, which we hope to have the opportunity of carrying out in future years. For my money, the 

vegas afford the greatest scope in the light of last summers discoveries. This is where we came in, of 

course! 

 

We acknowledge the following institutions for giving us permission to carry out the work reported in this 

article; the Comite Nacional de Espeieoiogia, Madrid and the Seccion de Espeieoiogia del Seminario, 

Sautuola, Santander. Also, we have made friends in the area to whom we are most grateful. We look 

forward to meeting them again in such a lovely, if occasionally harsh, landscape. 
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MEMORIES EVOKED BY THE “PICTORIAL HISTORY OF SWILDON’S HOLE” 

 

Cecil Cullingford 

 

This journal often bemoans the lack of contributions. Many people hold back, like myself, feeling that we 

have little worthwhile to contribute - as this will probably demonstrate, even if it gets printed. Sometime 

ago I almost wrote, when there was an excellent letter from Jim Hanwell, replying to one from Jenny 

Potts, about a statement in the WCC journal about NCA, BACI and the CLC, circularised by DES, in 

which LEAs, NSCC, BSA, CRG, UWFRA, CLTB, DCA, CSS, BMC with its MLC, DCRO and others; 

were concerned. It made me realise why some of the most unpleasant hazards in caves are called the 

"Letter Box". This is a new hazard which has arisen since my caving days. Fortunately, in the same issue 

we were invited to order a copy of "A Pictorial History of Swildon's Hole", and this was the perfect 

excuse for waiting till it came out - which it did after a very long delay, although this was entirely 

justified by the excellence of the eventual product. Now there is no further excuse for not writing. 

 

I have looked on the Club electing me as a Vice-President as the high light of my caving career, for many 

years having regarded it as the premier British Caving Club, chiefly because it has never in my 

experience tolerated any but the highest standards in any department of caving - in expeditions and their 

planning tackle, caving huts, journal, publications, public relations and helpfulness to others. On the last 

point I cannot say how much I have owed over the years to so many Club members, some of whom have 

passed on - Frank Frost (whom I regard as the Grand Old Man of Mendip caving since the death of 

Balch), the late Arthur Hill and Bertie Crook, Professor Tratman, Dr. Oliver Lloyd, Gordon Warwick, 

Jim Hanwell, Luke Devenish and many others. Nothing has ever been too much trouble to do to help a 

fellow caver. 

 

I have always been too much occupied by too many other jobs and concerns to give enough time to 

caving; and my hopes of making up when I retired were removed by two operations and by retiring to 

Suffolk, about as far as you can get in Britain from caving areas. So apart from discovering some 

unimportant potholes in the Forest of Dean and some small caves in Wales, my contributions to caving 

have been more by my pen. Now, as an old man, I can only reminisce, and so probably prove that I have 

reached my 'anecdotage'. 

 

During a year spent in Bristol in 1927/8 the books of Balch (some with E.A. Baker) like 'Netherworld of 

Mendip' fired me to start caving. (Incidentally, after some young gentleman, with a higher regard for his 

own cleverness than for the truth, had published a scurrilous denigration of Balch in a book on Mendip, 

Dr. W.I. Stanton did a great service by writing 'Pioneer under the Mendips', which the Club published, 

giving a true picture of Herbert Balch in his true, humble and generous greatness). I explored the caves 

Balch mentioned alone, and later took parties of boys down some; I then had not heard of any caving club 

nor met any other caver. 

 

It is hard to realise how unspoilt the Mendips were then. On my way I used to pass one meadow ablaze 

with Green-Veined Orchid (morio). I have leant on a wall at the top of Ebbor Gorge while a fox walked 

along beneath it; not till he was six feet from me did he see me and depart with a dirty look. The intensive 

culture of the last war began the alteration, and the top of Ebbor gave me in 1942 an amusing example of 

this. I was amazed to see a farmer ploughing the bare rock. When I asked him what on earth he was 

doing, he said, 

 

"You see sir, some gentleman in Whitehall saw on a map that not much land round here was under 

cultivation, and ordered this. I'm paid so much an acre, so I don’t mind." 

 

Perhaps it was the same Whitehall gentleman who about the same time called uninvited on a cousin of 

mine farming in Essex. After telling him to rearrange his drainage system so that all the water had to flow 

uphill, he leaned over a gate and said, 
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"You must plough up that grass". 

"I'm not going to". 

"But I have the power to make you". 

"You haven't". 

"Why not". 

"Because it's not grass, it's wheat". 

 

Mendip caves had not then been extensively vandalised. For example, it is hard now to believe that in 

1927 several grottoes in Goatchurch still had calcite formations in them; one to the right of a descending 

passage was full of them, and the great curtain in the terminal chamber was still intact. It was Read's 

grotto (if memory serves) which was so full of calcite straws that I had to move with great care not to 

destroy any of them, (incidentally, I have a single criticism of Dingel Smith's and David Drew's excellent 

"Limestones and Caves of the Mendip Hills", which is not only authoritative but eminently readable. Why 

does it refer to Read's Cavern but not to REED'S Grotto? Balch's 'Mendip, its Swallet Caves and Shelters' 

refers to 'R. READ, of Read's Grotto and Read's Cavern fame’. It was the Devon cave to which Edgar 

REED of Buckfastleigh gave his name). 

 

The splendid photos in Phil Davies' and Frank Frost's book make me very nostalgic; the 'Pictorial History 

of Swildon's Hole' is a first class production; and despite the age of some of them the photos are of 

excellent quality. I have not often been terrified; but my explorations of the first part of Swildon's alone, 

by candles and hand torch and without a helmet often scared me; and there were no Cave Rescue 

Organisations then. Unlike our modern 'tigers' I have no feline genes in my blood. To those who today go 

at a rate of knots through the Dry Ways to get to the strenuous far reaches of the cave system, which in 

those days would have been not only impossible but also unthinkable, the feelings awakened in me by the 

photo on p.15, 'Upper Series, the Streamway' will seem incredibly naive. Nevertheless, to go alone, 

having never been in caves before, through the Wet Way, Wondering whether one would get stuck where 

roof and stream almost meet, over the 12ft. waterfall, admiring the "Angel’s Wings", dropping into the 

basins, made the 'Netherworld of Mendip' descriptions sound accurate - "nerve-trying.... below, the waters 

raced and bellowed. The invisible hollows all round seemed to be alive with angry voices, mad to be at 

us. At the Well, such a turmoil of waters as one might see on some gigantic turbine going at full speed," 

etc. The most fearsome thing for me was to duck under the barrier, wondering whether my lights would 

fail the other side; but to arrive was Nirvana. 

 

Later, I took a party of boys. As I only had a motorcycle they took the bus along the Wells Road, from 

which I transported two together on the pillion to Priddy, to encounter a village policeman who might 

have come straight out of some farce. After twenty minutes of being lectured and doing the apologetic 

'idiot boy' I was allowed to fetch the other three, one at a time. We went the Wet Way, enjoying the 

delightful and to us quite fresh cave scenery so well pictured on pages 16 - 22. I had when alone tried 

both upper and lower squeezes of the Stalagmite Dam (p. 23); this time I took the low road and they the 

high road. We stopped at the '40 foot', finding it majestically impressive. We tried to find our way back 

through the Dry Ways, which I had just heard of. After three circuits, each time missing the climb up 

Jacob’s Ladder, we had to give up and come back the Wet Way. The boys were so late back that they 

found their housemaster ringing up the police to search the Mendip caves. 

 

On another occasion a schoolboy companion and I went to photograph formations in the Dry Ways (pp. 

16-20). We had previously taken some shots, but flash powder took time, and each exposure left the air 

more smokey. We had heard of the magnificent light given by Army surplus flares, and thought this 

would enable us to take many photos quickly. The light was as splendid as promised, but this was as 

nothing beside the enormous clouds of smoke, for which we had not bargained. Before we could take a 

photo we were in headlong retreat up the cave passages, nearly asphyxiated and blinded. When at last we 

reached purer air our clothes were in shreds and legs and hands torn by sharp rocks. 

 

Fourteen years later I was stationed with Guards Armoured Division in Somerset, and thought that the 

unexpected situations met by those unused to caving might provide useful 'initiative' training for the 
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future invasion of Europe. I took parties of Welsh Guardsmen down Goatchurch, where they tried for the 

speed record through the 'drain pipe'; the best was under 60 seconds. Then dear Bertie Crook, to whom I 

had been given an introduction, despite the extra duties of wartime, made time to take parties down 

Eastwater, G.B. and Swildon’s, giving me my first experience of the 40 foot, so well illustrated on pp. 24 

– 27, and my first view of the loveliness of Barnes' Loop and Trat's Temple displayed on pp. 32 - 40. I 

also had the joy, when rushing back by the midnight train for one of these trips the next morning, of 

pulling the communication cord without paying the fine. At Midsomer Norton's single platform the guard 

and porter ignored my shouts to unlock the non-corridor compartment door, locked on the platform side, 

and the train steamed out. Further shouts feeing ignored, I pulled the communication cord on one side. 

Nothing happened so I pulled the cord on the other side. With much shrieking of brakes the train ground 

to a halt. I shouted angrily at the guard, and the train was driven a mile in reverse back to the station, 

where I was greeted with abject apologies. I have one permanent memento of these expeditions, from 

Eastwater, where, as I was helping an officer above the 60 foot drop, I slipped. Fortunately, I clung just 

by the balls of my fingers, but tore a muscle of my right shoulder, so that I cannot sleep on my right side. 

I am lucky to have this as the only slight scar of my caving career. 

 

In 1947 it seemed to me that schoolboys after the war, before National Service taught it to them, were 

lacking in initiative, though delightful in all other ways, and that caving might be just what was wanted to 

remedy the lack. Professor Tratman, with his usual generosity, lent me the UBSS caving hut for the 

summer half term, and our days on Mendip founded the School Caving Club. The stockily built 

Geography Master got stuck in Goatchurch Drainpipe, with his nose on a lighted candle. Although this 

must have been specially unpleasant to one whose body was still full of tiny shell fragments, collected 

while fighting enemy 'E-boats' from MGBs during the war, it did not put him off caving. But in G.B., 

where rather dim memories of being there once before made me a slow leader, the Chaplain was 

discouraged for good by waiting 10 minutes in nearly a foot of water in the Devil's Elbow. We found 

afterwards that some benefactor had made a drainage channel to make the way more comfortable, but 

someone else had thought that this detracted too much from the sporting joys of the cave and had 

cemented back the barrier, making it three inches higher. The helictites in this cave had not yet been 

vandalised and their beauty remains vividly in the memory. There were humorous incidents to 

compensate for my slowness in finding the way. One boy was very tall and incredibly thin, and had a 

disconcerting way of appearing under other peoples feet, having wormed his way through cracks 

impenetrable to others. For the return route up to the Drop a rope left by others proved useful, though I 

warned them to be careful how they used it, a caution found to be necessary when at the top, it was found 

not to be tied to anything. 

 

There was no Severn Bridge then, and a 90 mile journey each way usually took too much of the available 

time for boarders, so the School Caving Club spent much of its time either in discovering and exploring 

some disappointing potholes in the Forest of Dean, or in the exciting and much nearer caves of Wales. I 

feel that I owe all this to the Wessex, because it was Arthur Hill who came from Wessex and founded the 

splendid South Wales Caving Club on enduring foundations. A memory amusing to me is Arthur and 

Gwyn Hill's wedding. They insisted that it must be entirely private and secret. I married them in my 

School Chapel, with no outsiders present. But they had to come out of Chapel under an arch of caving 

equipment held by the members of the School Caving Club. After the usual "bunfight" in my house, 

where they were spending the night, and attended by the School Caving Club, the happy pair decided that 

Arthur should go off with me to investigate caves in the Forest of Dean, while our spouses went to a film 

they wanted to see at the local cinema. 

 

The 'nursery slope' cave was usually Eglwys Faen above Llangattock, opposite Crickhowell. We 

discovered various small caves like Blaen Onneu, later mostly destroyed by quarrying; Purgad, a tight 

horror with a floor like a nutmeg grater and Ap Robert, where subsidence of the cliff eventually (perhaps 

helped by blasting) ended a promising investigation of the rumour of a disappearing stream. 

 

I rented and repaired a broken down Chapel on the Llangattock Tramroad, which 1 believe is now the 

caving hut of a London Caving Club. Before this we had to change in the open on the road. A 
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schoolmaster often wonders what impression his labours have left on his boys. I was cut down to size 

recently when an Old Boy, who had been the Secretary of the School Caving Club and is now on the staff 

of a Scottish University, stayed a night with me. He told me that his most vivid memory of my teaching 

was that, while he was changing in a group in the open beside my car, two ladies appeared on the 

tramroad, I told them not to worry, saying, my philosophy is that if they are ladies they will not look; if 

they are not ladies it does not matter. 

 

I began writing on caves by chance. The Oxford Press traveller one day said to me, "As you do so much 

caving with your boys, why don't you write a book about it for us?" As I was then working a 100-hour 

week, I thought it a good idea. I could not write about caves without visiting them, and this would force 

me to take some holidays to do so, Mendip and South Wales I knew. Orpheus Club gave me a splendid 

tour of Derbyshire caves, as did John Hooper in Devon. I was less lucky in Yorkshire, probably because 

being in blissful ignorance of the feud between the British Speleological Association and the Cave 

Research Group, I mentioned that I was a CRG member. The only help that I got from the Northern Clubs 

was that they would let me join an open meet at Alum Pot. I arrived in Yorkshire as a period of torrential 

rain was ending. The first night people were kept awake by the noise of rocks dislodged by the rain 

thundering down the hillsides. When I drove towards Alum Pot I wondered whether it was on fire, from 

the enormous cloud of what looked like smoke billowing above it. This turned out to be spray from the 

stream falling down it in spate. After I had investigated some nearby caves it was decided that improved 

weather would allow a descent in the afternoon. But as the winch tackle was being rigged someone 

dropped the pulley, which fell to the bottom. 

 

A smaller pulley was rigged, and someone went down and brought back the original larger one. We 

waited, but it was eventually decided that it was too late to go down, and the meet was called off. So I had 

to omit visiting potholes which needed tackle. I had to imitate Norman Thornber and go down caves of up 

to 'Very Difficult' category alone. During the war, as I was in reach of Goyden Pot, I had gone down this 

alone, when the officer who intended to come with me was given unexpected duty. I could not find, under 

wartime conditions of secrecy, whether there was any chance of the Angram reservoirs being emptied of 

surplus water. I went through Labyrinth Passage and explored the Maze safely - when I got back and saw 

the survey I wondered that I had not got lost. In later years I have had too much respect for Cave Rescue 

Groups to risk them getting called out like this. 

 

A charming memory is of Yorkshire people, like Norman Thornber, of Settle, whose 'Pennine 

Underground' started the useful series of handbooks giving the "vital statistics" of caves which has been 

imitated for all British Caving Regions. I have never met anyone more helpful. A wonderful eccentric 

character, whose services were always available to help others, was 'Tot' Lord, with his ' Pig Yard 

Museum' (I think this was the name) with its extraordinary collection of archaeological antiquities from 

Paleolithic to Roman mixed with Polynesian and other curios. He generously spent an enormous amount 

of his time showing any parties who wished round caves of archaeological interest in Giggleswick Scar, 

especially Victoria Cave, where he usually remarked that one part was full of Roman remains, and it was 

still possible to find some relic near the surface. He would scratch for half a minute and bring up 

something Roman. Some of his friends followed him one day before they knew that such a party was due 

and, keeping discreetly out of sight, watched him insert something into the cave earth. After he had gone 

they unearthed a Roman fibula. Next day they followed the party into the cave and watched him, after he 

had said that sometimes Roman remains could be found there, scratch around for fifteen minutes without 

finding anything. 

 

After I had published 'Exploring Caves' the Cave Research Group asked me to edit 'British Caving', partly 

to disseminate speleological knowledge, but also by the royalties it earned, to finance the publication of 

'Transactions' by which discoveries were communicated, for which members' subscriptions were 

inadequate. Editing a book is a wearisome chore, involving many times as much labour and with none of 

the interest of writing one's own. Moreover, if, as in 'British Caving' and the 'Manual of Caving 

Techniques', he is given a fixed specification, with authors assigned to subjects, or given a synopsis (as in 

the 'Manual') where some of the subjects on which authors have already embarked seem hardly 
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substantial enough, while important ones like Surveying and Photography are omitted, he is unable to 

produce a book which is the kind of whole which he would like. Another great problem with voluntary 

contributors is that while most will produce their chapters on time (and how grateful I have been to so 

many Wessex contributors like Gordon Warwick, Graham Balcombe, Jim Hanwell, David Drew, the 

Hoopers, Eric Hensler and others!) a number will not even start writing until well after the completion 

date is passed. The first edition of 'British Caving' came out a year late, waiting for the chapter on 

archaeology. Its author had a technique whereby each time I decided that I could wait no longer, he sent 

another section of the chapter with the promise that the rest would follow shortly. So when the expanded 

edition of 'British Caving' was produced I wrote the appendix of new archaeological discoveries myself. I 

undertook to edit the 'Manual of Caving Techniques' knowing that six months after the completion date I 

should enter on the busiest and most difficult period of my life, and reckoning that six months would be 

long enough to complete the editing. But by the target date half the authors had not even started. When 

the book was already a year late for the Publisher, the author of the chapter on communications 

underground, who had been apologising at intervals for not furnishing it, admitted that he had not even 

started. Two other writers kindly rushed into the breach, and the book reached the Publishers 18 months 

late, to the great detriment both of my own health and that of the CRG's finances. During the period of 

delay an American firm had obtained an interest in the firm, with their own methods, and the whole 

Production team had left. We found that the whole MS had been retyped, with abundant mistakes, and 

many diagrams redone, usually incorrectly; and for this uncovenanted benefit a very large sum was 

docked from the royalties the CRG were expecting. 

 

My last effort at editing, 'Speleology, the Science of Caving' (now at last in the press) has had two great 

advantages for me. I have as co-editor the brilliant Trevor Ford of Leicester University, who also has all 

the technical facilities which I have lacked; and we were also allowed to decide both the subjects and the 

authors. One great trouble has been length. So much fresh knowledge has accumulated that even though 

chapter IV of 'British Caving', on Caving Regions, has been replaced by four separate books, and though 

the eventual book is half the length the authors would like, it is very long. Also, the same difficulty arose 

with so many authors unwilling to finish their contributions anywhere near the completion date. As with 

'British Caving', it was archaeology which caused the longest delay. The two chosen authors, after 

keeping us waiting a year, at last said they could not do it after all; again someone came in and produced 

a chapter after only a couple of months. But during the long delay the economic situation had changed 

and, as we had failed to keep the contract date, the Publishers refused it. However, another Publisher will 

be producing it soon, two years after it was intended (The Academic Press). 

 

I originally joined the Wessex when another Club was suffering from so bad an attack of 'caving politics' 

that several of us could stand it no longer and quietly withdrew; and I felt that the Wessex was the British 

Club which has suffered least from this disease. (I should add that the Club I left later recovered to 

become one of the finest in Britain). I have often wondered at the paradox whereby caving produces on 

the one hand probably a greater proportion of unselfish, helpful people who will at any cost to themselves 

go to any length to help others; and also a proportion, greater in their effects if not in their numbers, of 

awkward customers who will disrupt and sometimes even destroy a Club in their attempts to get 

themselves into preeminent positions for which their fundamental selfishness makes them unsuitable. My 

conclusion is that, to become an integrated personality, everyone needs some centre around which the 

whole person, body, mind and spirit, can be grouped with its activities. Most of us can do this. But some 

persons, perhaps from unhappy experiences in earlier life, have not achieved this orientation; and when 

they find that caving can absorb most of their interest and energy and provide a centre for their physical 

and intellectual activity, the spiritual side of life is omitted. I have not personally met any 'caving 

politicians' in Wessex. 

 

During my time in caving I have seen what was an amateur art increase in skill and proficiency to a kind 

of honorary professionalism, physically, technically and intellectually. Physically, the feats which have 

opened up the far reaches of Swildon's (so well illustrated in the book which has stirred me to write this) 

would have seemed impossible to earlier generations, as would the modern technical aids which bring so 

many difficult places within the reach of possibility. Nevertheless, I wonder if there will ever be a greater 
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physical feat than Martel's descent in 1895 of Gaping Gill on the primitive tackle of his time. 

Intellectually, the first writers, who investigated the scientific aspects of caving were amateurs. Today a 

large proportion of cavers are scientists by training whose job is also their hobby, a scientific discipline 

which embraces caving. 

 

The other changes, as I see it, are the dangers from overcrowding and from bureaucracy. British caving 

areas are so much smaller than those of France and many other countries. Developments like the Duke of 

Edinburgh's initiative Award Schemes earn unqualified approval when they are properly managed by 

cavers well enough trained. But there may soon be too many cavers wanting to go down too few caves, as 

already happens in a few places. I hope that the active cavers who make so many wonderful new 

discoveries will keep us ahead of this danger! Bureaucracy is also a proliferating danger in all aspects of 

modern life, with governments believing that nothing can happen properly unless it is guided from 

Whitehall. Financial and organisational considerations make some loose central co-ordination rather than 

control necessary; I know that Wessex are well aware that this needs careful watching. Despite 

Napoleon's bureaucratic legacy to France, which we have avoided till the last two decades, the French 

Government, so far as I know, does not interfere with French Caving Clubs, but instead runs at public 

expense an excellent National subterranean Laboratory at Moulis in the Pyrenees as the national centre 

for subterranean research, especially into hydrology and biology. 
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THE EIGHT YEAR ITCH 

 

Survey work in Agen Allwedd; 1968 - 1975 

 

P.R. Cousins 

 

Way back in 1967, Dennis Warburton had just completed surveying in Contour Cavern (Sludge Pit), 

following some year’s sabbatical leave from survey work. He had acquired a good team - including such 

well known characters as Mike York, Jenny Murrell, and myself - and all were looking for more work. 

"Something big, that I can spend a year or two on" said Dennis. After turning down some minor projects 

in Devon and S. Wales, he reacted enthusiastically to the idea of re-surveying Agen Allwedd. 

 

Agen Allwedd is a cave system of some thirteen miles extent, and possibly 500ft. vertical range, situated 

just inside the former county of Brecon (now Powys) near Crickhowell. Several other caves are found 

under the same plateau of Mynydd Llangattock, notably Eglwys Faen, and Daren Cilau. The entrance lies 

on Nature Conservancy property in the Craig y Cilau nature reserve and the cave is administered on 

behalf of the owner by a management: committee - whose members include a majority of cavers. 

 

The existing survey of Aggie, by H. Lord and the BSA was known to be a good CRG Grade 4 plan, but 

inevitably included no altitude data inside the cave. No surface features (except the cliff face) and none of 

the nearby cave systems were shown on this plan, which had only a short Magnetic North Arrow for 

orientation, making the addition of external features and later discoveries difficult. Finally, many side 

passages, oxbows, and a major extension (the Remembrance Series) had been discovered and sometimes 

surveyed since the 1963 survey. We felt that there were reasonable grounds for upgrading a substantial 

part of the existing survey, and a plan of action was conceived. 

 

The initial targets were as follows: 

 

a) Surface surveys and levelling to locate accurately the Ogof Gam entrance to Aggie, Eglwys 

Faen, Daren Cilau and several other nearby caves, together with prominent shakeholes and 

sinks. 

 

b) Resurvey the Entrance Series, Main Passage and the principal streamways, (Main Stream 

Passage and Turkey Passage), to CRG. Grade 6. This would provide an accurately oriented 

skeleton for the cave. 

 

These two objectives were to run concurrently, as weather permitted, on a "not more than once a month" 

basis and the project got underway in the spring of 1968. All went well for about three years, then Dennis 

married, moved house (twice!) and drifted into a well-earned retirement from active caving. That left me 

with a partly completed survey, and designated to carry on with a lot of work. Part way through the 

project in 1972, Clive Westlake and the Eldon Pothole Club forced the link from the Fourth Boulder 

Choke to Biza Passage, an idea first conceived in 1964. We were then morally obliged to follow their 

route and take the survey on down to Main Sump - only an extra mile or so! 

 

Underground Surveying 

 

The assortment of cavers involved over the last eight years has changed from almost pure Wessex in the 

early stages, to a mixture of Wessex, Chelsea S.S., and Harwell Exploration Group towards the finish, 

with only a few individuals being involved for more than one season. Nevertheless, a consistent style of 

work has been maintained as the survey progressed from a pleasant Main Chamber, to the rather distant 

Turkey Passage and finally to the arduous Lower Main Streamway and Biza Passage. In the last few years 

most trips have lasted at least fourteen hours and an epic eighteen hours was once recorded. Incidentally, 

for those who know the cave, all survey work in Lower Main Stream Passage, Biza Passage and even 

Fourth Boulder Choke was approached by the notorious Southern Stream route, even though this was 
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sometimes the longer journey. The reason for this was that by using this route we arrived on site warm, 

and mainly dry; whereas the route through Deep Water and the Third Boulder Choke resulted in cold and 

sometimes wet cavers - a condition which even the sandwiches provided could not entirely alleviate. 

 

The main achievement of the work inside Aggie is a line survey to CRG Grade 6 standard, covering all 

the major streamways from Ogaf Gam entrance to Main Sump and Turkey Sump I. The line runs through 

First, Second, Third and Fourth Boulder Chokes, and also includes Main Passage. No attempt has been 

made to survey Southern Stream Passage, thereby proving that surveyors are not true masochists. After 

considerable juggling with orientation and scale, the agreement with the BSA. survey is good - 

discrepancies are rarely more than 50ft. These differences are assumed to arise from calibration problems, 

both between, and within both surveys. For example, a ¼° error accounts for 25ft after a mile and Aggie 

is three miles from top to bottom. Significantly, those parts of the BSA. survey known to have been done 

by other clubs – e.g. Third and Fourth Boulder Chokes and Biza Passage, were obviously mis-orientated; 

the compass used for these sections has since been shown to differ from the author's by 1½o, highlighting 

the problems associated with uncalibrated surveys. 

 

As part of the normal routine of an accurate survey, we have collected nearly three hundred cross sections 

of the cave, and left behind nearly thirty prime points - mostly shallow ¾" drill holes. Many of these 

permanent marks are quite visible after eight years, but a clean-up trip is planned to improve the 

remainder. In due course of time it is hoped to publish extended sections of the stream passages and a 

selection of the passage cross sections. An up to date revision of the existing plan is now almost complete 

and should be available in 1976 (see below). Whether the survey work will be completed by the author, or 

by others has not yet been decided, but only Summertime Series merits doing on the grounds of missing 

altitude data. To resurvey other parts of the cave for which Grade 4 plans already exist would be rather 

pointless and would not add significantly to existing knowledge; even the altitudes can be estimated by 

observation of the well-known concretionary bands in the local limestone, Nevertheless, a network of 

prime points now exists should anyone need an accurate survey of a particular section. In view of its 

length, the list of underground prime point locations will be published later. 

 

Surface Survey Work 

 

Using cave survey instruments, but with a 100ft. tape, a line was run from Hen dy Aderyn trig point on 

Mynydd Llangattwg, past White Walls, Eglwys Faen and Agen Allwedd, over the plateau to Crochan 

Sion Hopkin sinkhole and finally to the trig point on Mynydd Llangynidr; a total distance of over five 

miles. This traverse was supplemented by two subsidiary loops; one to Daren Cilau and the caves east of 

Aggie, the other along the cliff line to Ogof Ffu and the Limekiln Dig to the west of Aggie. The work was 

done in eight trips of about 6000ft. each, using tripod mounted instruments and brightly coloured targets 

in a leap-frog survey mode. 

 

The closure on these surface traverses were at first sight not good. It is possible that this sort of problem 

is inherent in long distance magnetic surveying. Since surface survey trips often covered a mile or more, 

the errors resulting from imprecise calibration may have become very large. 

 

The traverses were as follows:- 

 

a) First Loop: Hen dy Aderyn to Ogof Daren Cilau and back via Price's Dig. Traverse length - 

10,000ft. Misclosure 0.12% Plan; 0.02% Altitude. 

 

b) Second Loop: Agen Allwedd to Crochan Sion Hopkin via plateau and return via Ogof Ffu and 

Limekiln Dig. Traverse Length - 21,000ft. Misclosure 0.52% Plan; 0.15% Altitude. 

 

c) Main Traverse:Hen dy Aderyn to Mynydd Llangyriidr via Loop (a) Eflwys Faen and Loop (b). 

Traverse Length - 27,000ft. Misclosure 0.75% Plan; 0.07% Altitude. 
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A conventional levelling programme is also planned to cover part of the area and to include the 

resurgence area. The results of this will be published in due course. 

 

Instruments and Technical Data 

 

The survey instruments used throughout were a liquid filled magnetic compass and an 'Abney' type 

clinometer, mounted on a now conventional survey unit. All measurements were recorded in feet and 

tenths of a foot, read from a 50ft. Fibron tape, with estimated station co-ordinates throughout. Whilst the 

clinometer was of standard type, the compass was modified by exchanging the prism for a larger size 

(taken from an 0-6A compass) to assist in taking bearings to the nearest ¼° underground. The survey unit 

was initially a Brass box section, later abandoned in favour of a Duralumin angle section similar to that 

used for many years by W.I. Stanton. A full description of both this, and a mounting for the larger prism, 

has been given by Bryan Ellis (Ellis, 1970). Whilst these instruments were generally tripod mounted, a 

hooked plate, and expanding stemple were freely substituted in appropriate conditions. The survey was in 

leap-frog mode throughout. 

 

For the collectors, we have surveyed 20,095ft of passage, in 680 legs - this is an average leg of 29.5ft. At 

an average rate of four hours per 1,000ft we needed 20 trips into Aggie over the last eight years. Some 

other trips were aborted in high water conditions (e.g. sumps found upstream of Third Boulder Choke). 

The general mode of survey conforms with both B.C.R.A. grade 6 and the more generalised 'Definitive 

Survey' described by the author. (Cousins, 1972). Taking the surface survey as an indication of accuracy 

we would predict that the extremities of the cave might be in error by 75ft in plan and 7ft vertically 

relative to the entrance. In practice the underground survey should be considerably more accurate in plan 

than the surface work since both survey legs, and length surveyed per trip were shorter. 

 

A lot has been learned about the limitations of long term magnetic surveying - particularly with regard to 

calibration - and this will be the subject of a later, technical article. 

 

The results, published by Leitch, of levelling to the resurgence, and inside the cave to the main sump, 

with a water level, can be compared with our results. The agreement is not perfect.  

 

 Homes et. al. Wessex etc. 

Altitude at Ogof Gam 1176ft O.D. 1190ft O.D. 

Altitude at Main Sump 816ft 850ft 

Altitude at Devil’s Bridge 675ft 690ft (levelled) 

 

In the author's opinion this suggests that the water level as used by Homes et. al. is subject to systematic 

error. Nevertheless their achievement which involved levelling down Southern Stream Passage - is very 

creditable. 

 

The Revised Plan of Agen Allwedd 

 

Early in 1976, a revised plan of Aggie will be published by BCRA. This has been drawn by Ian Penney of 

CSS using the existing BSA plan as a basis. After changing the scale, and making some subtle alterations, 

this plan has been re-orientated on a North by East grid using the Wessex co-ordinates. Plans of the 

Remembrance Series and Downstream Maytime Series, surveyed by CDG members, could then be added. 

Plans for Daren Cilau, Eglwys Faen, and many side passages in Aggie, surveyed by CSS members, have 

also been added. Finally a series of 'spot heights' derived from the Wessex survey have been included to 

give some indication of the vertical extent of the system. I am personally particularly grateful to Ian for 

taking on the difficult task of combining all this work into a complete survey. 
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MENDIP RESCUE ORGANISATION 
 

Report by the Hon. Secretary and Treasurer for the year ending 31st. January 1976 

 

As the log of call-outs which accompanies this report shows, this has been a quiet year for rescues on 

Mendip. However, MRO is not lulled by the record and the year has seen careful preparations for the 

rainy day. With the purchase of a new Paraguard Stretcher, we have improved our capability of helping 

seriously injured cavers with greater comfort and speed; whilst, through the great kindness of benefactors, 

plans for acquiring portable hydraulic rescue gear and, perhaps, warm air breathing apparatus are 

underway for the coming year. 

 

Without good cavers and helpers, of course, even the best equipment is wasted. Thus, I am pleased that 

ten Mendip clubs have organised practices in caves during the past year. Also, we welcome Dr. Andrew 

Hicks to the list of Wardens and appreciate the active interest of other local caving doctors; a particularly 

happy tradition which goes back to those who pioneered rescue work on Mendip. Support and help from 

the police are integral parts of MRO and we continue to enjoy the personal interest of officers in the local 

Frome Division and the Avon and Somerset Constabulary throughout the region. We are pleased that our 

Chief Constable, Mr. K.W.L. Steele, has been appointed as one of the two representatives of the 

Association of Chief Police Officers to liaise with the Cave Rescue Council nationally. Mr. Kenneth 

Steele, as former chief of the old Somerset Police, did a great deal to foster an effective cave rescue 

service on Mendip. It is a great pleasure to recall the evening on which we entertained officers from the 

Frome Division at Priddy last December even if, somewhat reluctantly, I must record their convincing 

superiority at skittles! 

 

Dr. Oliver Lloyd checked our stores of essential rescue gear in County Clare, Eire, last summer and we 

continue to be well looked after by the Bristol Exploration Club at our local Belfry Depot. We are grateful 

to Glyn Bolt for his help in securing the depot with a metal door. Regular checks of equipment have been 

made. 

 

The accounts which follow have a straightforward message in relation to the above report. Quite simply, 

MRO pays about £50 a year to keep clubs and all interested parties informed of its activities and receives 

about twice as much by way of donations, its only regular source of income. Any major items of 

equipment purchased, therefore, is bound to eat into accumulated funds. 

 

That is how it should be, of course, and so we continue to rely upon the generosity of Mendip cavers to 

support rescue works. Regrettably there is always the threat of that rainy day! 

 

 

J.D. Hanwell, 

Hon. Sec & Treasurer, 

Wookey Hole, 

Wells, BA5 1DN. 

 

7th February 1976 
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MENDIP RESCUE ORGANISATION 
 

INCOME AND EXPENDITURE ACCOUNT FOR THE YEAR ENDED JANUARY 31, 1976 

 

1975 

£ 

 

99 

40 

9 

69 

 

 

 

INCOME 

Donations – through general appeal 

DONATIONS – FROM RESCUED PARTIES 

Interest on deposit account 

Sale of surplus equipment and M/R.O. notices 

 

              £ 

1976 

    £ 

 

100 

9 

7 

1 

217 TOTAL INCOME  117 

 

1976 

   £ 

 

- 

41 

20 

15 

- 

41 

Less: EXPENDITURE 

Equipment – Paraguard stretcher 

                  - other 

Postages, stationery, etc 

Share of telephone rental 

Cave rescue Council levy 

1974 Cave Rescue Council Conference and Dinner 

 

116 

6 

23 

13 

5 

- 

 

 

117 TOTAL EXPENDITURE  163 

    

£100 SURPLUS/(DEFICIT) FOR THE YEAR  £(46) 

  

BALANCE SHEET AS AT JANUARY 31, 1976 

 

£ 

 

100 

180 

2 

 

CURRENT ASSESTS 

Balance at bank – deposit account 

Balance at bank – current account 

Cash in hand with Hon. Treasurer 

 £ 

 

100 

134 

2 

 

£282 TOTAL ASSETS  £236 

 

Representing: - 

 

ACCUMULATED FUNDS 

 

182 

100 

Balance at January 31, 1975 

Surplus/Deficit for the year 

 282 

(46) 

 

£282   £236 

 

J.D. HANWELL Hon. Treasurer, M.R.O. 

I have prepared the above accounts from the books and records of the Mendip Rescue Organisation. In 

my opinion, and to the best of my information, the accounts give a true and fair view of the state of the 

organisation's funds at January 31st, 1976 and of the deficit for the year ending on that date. 

 

T.E. REYNOLDS A.C.A. 

February 21st, 1976 
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MENDIP RESCUE ORGANISATION 

 

Cave Rescues and Incidents for the year ending 31st January 1976 

 

There have been eight call-outs on Mendip and a stand-by for M.R.O. to help Dorset rescuers on the first 

incident to occur on Portland. However, it has been necessary to go underground on only four occasions; 

two being short searches for overdue parties, one to extricate a novice stuck in an entrance squeeze and 

the last to assist a caver with a twisted knee. The remaining four calls were short-lived alerts. Happily, 

then, it has been a quiet year and, hopefully, this will continue as cavers draw the appropriate conclusions 

from the following reports. 

 

Saturday 10th May 1973 Swildons Hole 

 

Frome Police informed William Stanton at 1525 hrs that a naval party from H.M.S. Mercury were 

overdue from a Round Trip. The informant reported that Petty Officer Casemore's party of five should 

have been out at 1300 hrs. Stanton alerted cavers at the Belfry, some of whom thought that they had 

overtaken such a group in Swildons 2 at about 1430hrs. Dave Irwin and Bob Craig stood by. The party 

surfaced safely at 1640hrs, well over three hours later than predicted. 

 

Monday 26th May 1975 Burrington Combe 

 

Howard Kenney was telephoned by Frome Police at about 1900 hrs and asked to contact a Mr. Andrews 

at the Charterhouse Outdoor Centre. Andrews explained that his son, aged 14, and three other Calverhay 

School Caving Club members from Bath had been left in the combe near Goatchurch at 0845hrs that 

morning but had failed to meet an 1830 hrs rendezvous in Velvet Bottom. He thought that the boys were 

doing the journey between both places via caves! Kenney told him that this was impossible and that the 

boys were probably lost on the surface. The Police found the missing party at 2045hrs in Shipham. It 

appears that their map reading was not too good! 

 

Sunday 29th June 1975 Blacknor Hole, Portland 

 

Dave Irwin was informed by Frome Police about 1725 hrs that Mike O'Connor, Dorset Caving Group, 

had reported an accident in a cave on Portland. Irwin contacted Tim Reynolds and Jim Hanwell and the 

latter phoned O'Connor in Weymouth for details. They were told that Dave Hunter had broken his right 

leg following a boulder fall in a narrow rift in Blacknor Hole. Local police, coastguards and a doctor were 

at the scene with Dorset cavers but it was felt that M.R.O. assistance would be appreciated. Reynolds and 

Hanwell agreed to leave immediately with Martin Bishop and Tim Large. Just before leaving Wells, 

however, the Police rang to stand them down. Inspector Borris at Dorchester informed Hanwell at 1800 

hrs that the injured caver was only 40 feet from the entrance and that the rescue was going smoothly. A 

comprehensive report received from O'Connor later reveals that this was misleading and the distance was 

actually 400 feet underground, the entrance being about 40 feet below the cliff top. In fact, Hunter was 

not safely on the cliff top until 2100 hrs. Dorset cavers did a good job, many being underground for over 

nine hours. 

 

Monday 30th June 1975 Ubley Warren Swallet 

 

A party from Bournemouth School descended Nettle Hole nearby and planned to come out via Ubley 

Warren Swallet. However, beginner Martin Trott, aged 16, became firmly jammed in the inclined slot 

about 20 feet inside the entrance of the latter. The master-in-charge alerted M.R.O. through Frome Police 

at about 1545hrs. Jim Hanwell stood by then Wardens and local cavers fearing another "Soffe" incident in 

prospect. In the event, the first two arrivals extricated Trott by 1700 hrs using tape ropes. He was bruised 

but otherwise unharmed. 
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Sunday 31st August 1975. Stoke Lane Slocker 

 

Howard Kenney was called by Frome Police at 2000 hrs because Mr. Marks at Stoke Bottom Farm was 

concerned that two men had been down the cave since 1300 hrs. Kenney alerted cavers at Priddy and 

stood by the Sump Rescue Apparatus. Richard Stevenson and C. Baxter formed an advance party and 

soon found the missing pair trying to find their way through the Muddy Oxbow. Julian Tovey and 

Richard Klemperer, both from Bristol, were inexperienced non-club cavers and thought that they had 

been underground for about three hours instead of over seven. 

 

Saturday 13th September 1975 Stoke Lane Slocker 

 

Frome Police were contacted by a Mr. O'Neil, a visitor from London, at about 1630hrs. He expressed 

fears for the safety of a party expected out at 1800hrs because it had started to rain after they had gone 

down the cave. Howard Kenney was consulted and assured O'Neil that the situation was not unusual and 

to report back only if water overflowed into the entrance. Nothing more was heard. 

 

Sunday 2nd November 1975 Eastwater Cavern 

 

Howard Kenney was informed by the Police at 1945hrs that an Exeter University Spelaeological Society 

party was overdue. Two groups were attempting an exchange between the Dolphin Pot and Twin 

Verticals routes and went down the cave at 1430hrs. When the latter party failed to make their 

underground rendezvous they retreated to raise the alarm. A search party of cavers from Upper Pitts and 

the Belfry found the missing Dolphin Pot party of eight on their way out at about 2030hrs. They had 

taken much longer than anticipated. 

 

Sunday 9th November 1975 Swildons Hole 

 

A large group of young people, partly organised by Mr. Higgins, a teacher from Hengrove School, 

Bristol, descended the cave at 1100hrs. The less experienced turned back at the Twenty Foot Drop but 

five went on to do a Round Trip. When the latter had not surfaced by 1800hrs, Higgins had alerted 

M.R.O. via Frome Police. Just as Howard Kenney was about to organise a search party, the overdue five 

appeared. 

 

Saturday 6th December 1975 Swildons Hole 

 

Geoffrey Reynolds, from Hertford, twisted his knee; but, when M.R.O. and Alan Thomas were alerted, 

the message was that he had broken a leg below the Twenty Foot Drop. Thus, a full scale rescue was 

mounted only to find the victim making painful progress out of the Wet Way. He was out of the cave by 

1825hrs, just over an hour after the call-out. 

 

J.D. Hanwell, 

 

Wookey Hole. 

What the papers say 

Dr John Frankland, a Lancaster 

member of the Settle Cave Rescue 

team worked by torchlight for an 

hour in knee high mud splintering 

the fractures. 

—Blackburn Evening Telegraph 

 

Don Thomson supplied the cutting, he hopes that we order things better in the MRO! 


