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Firstly, an apology about the delay in getting 
this journal to you. As I have said in the past, 
I am only the Editor, so unless articles appear 
on my desk, then I have nothing to edit. So 
if you’d like to see you exploits in print the 
send them on over.

I hope you like the selection we have this 
time. We have a nice mix of local and foreign 
caving with articles both long and short.

The journal has again got a bit bigger, 
but for those of you that worry about these 
things, having missed out a journal in June 
saved more than enough to cover the extra 
pages.

I have had my ear to the ground over the 
last few months and have heard of many 
exciting expeditions and trips happening. 
Have no fear (you know who you all are) I 
will be after you for your contributions for 
these shiny pages.

As you will see below, Tim has decided 
to stand down as Assistant Secretary. If you 
feel you are up to this job, then read the JD 
below. If you need more info, then drop Tim 
a line and I’m sure he’ll fill you in with all 
the details.

As it stands at the moment, I am also 
not planning on standing as Editor for next 
year. If you are interested in taking over, 
then again, drop me a line and I will talk you 
through what’s involved. To give you an idea, 
I currently do all the design and processing 
work for the journal using Adobe InDesign 
and Photoshop CS3 on an Apple Mac. I will 
be more than happy to let whoever takes over 
have access to all the templates and image 

files I have created this year. I can also help 
the new editor set up any other program 
(such as MS Publisher) to meet the correct 
specifications for most printing companies.

“Why stand down??” I hear you cry. 
Well, to put it simply, each journal takes and 
average of three days to layout not including 
the time researching and nagging for articles. 
This workload is not a problem during the 
winter, but due to work commitments, during 
the summer, I struggle to get one day off, let 
alone 3 in a row and when I do, the last thing 
I want to do is sit on the computer whilst the 
sun’s shining outside.

It’s really good to see some younger 
members turning up at Upper Pitts. As we 
know, these are the future of the club, so 
we need to welcome them into whatever’s 
happening so as not to loose them. As in most 
sports, the younger ones are learning, doing 
and pushing the boundaries, whilst he senior 
members have been there (well, to most of 
the places anyhow) and got the knowledge 
and experience the younger members need 
to improve. We need both sides to keep the 
sport alive for future generations. 

In my work as an outdoor instructor, I 
meet 100s of people some who hate caving 
and some who suddenly find their thing. 
Even after more advanced trips, they still 
want more, but where do I send them and 
how do we encourage them?

Let’s have some suggestions.....

AndyC

ED I
TOR
I A L

Journal Submissions
Can you please email your text submissions as Microsoft Word files. If you can ensure these are spell checked and correct in grammar 
and punctuation, then my life is easier and the article is more likely to be published (Proofs will be sent out for checking prior to 
publication). Can you send any images separately (i.e. not embedded in word files) in standard image file formats, ideally high 
quality Jpegs or Tiffs. All photos need to be supplied with both a caption and a credit to enable them to be used. If your article is of 
a historical or scientific nature, then can you ensure it is supplied with relevant references and information on abstracts. Information 
on how to present this can be provided if needed. As a guide, an article of 3300 words will fill 4 sides with images.

Job Description - Assistant Secretary (Membership)
The primary role of the assistant secretary is to look after all activities associated with club membership. Second to this, the assistant secretary takes 
the minutes at committee meetings when the secretary is not present.
Club membership information is held on a master database which operates using Microsoft Access software. The assistant sec will need to maintain 
this information as part of their job. New members are added, existing members sometimes need their personal details updated, and people who 
leave the club have their membership status changed accordingly. Everything flows from the database, so regular backups are made as a precaution 
since it contains an awful lot of data! The biggest task of this job is collecting membership and insurance monies, accurately accounting for this 
income, arranging for it to be paid into the bank, and chasing late payers. Most of this activity takes place in the first four months of the year. BCA 
insurance cards also need to be distributed when they have been produced. Another regular task is to produce address labels for the journal from the 
database when required. Attendance at committee meetings usually involves putting prospective members forward for membership, and afterwards 
welcoming them to the club via a letter, providing a copy of the handbook and giving them a membership card.
The role will best suit someone who is methodical and computer literate. It is not "high profile" but is very necessary for the club to function, es-
pecially due to the amount of income that is brought in. One advantage is that it is very non-political! I am not continuing in the job but may well 
come back to the committee again in a different capacity.

 Tim Ball.
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For the second members and guests weekend held 
on July 3rd/4th I ran a workshop for budding  cave 
photographers. This was not a completely selfless 

act as I also wanted to add entrance photos to the cave 
registry and maybe recruit photographers interested in 
helping. 

I’m sure you have been on St Cuthbert’s or Shatter trip 
with a photographer who it seems has the single aim of 
making you as cold and bored as possible and after a few 
shots (hours) cannot understand why you don’t wish to 
play anymore.

So it was enlightening to have a dedicated trip into 
Balch Cave with Tom Thompson and Matt Jones. Neither 
had been to the cave before and Matt met us in the cave, 
minus his wellies. I chose Balch as I am digging there 
with Atlas and we need photos to record our progress 
and to ensure our activities are not having an adverse 
affect on the cave environment.

The padlock on the entrance to Erratic was clogged 
with mud so after leaving it to soak with a good helping 
of saliva we made our way via the other entrance. This 
is a bit of a crawl and with lots of camera gear we got 
up a good sweat. By the time we returned to Erratic the 
padlock worked fine!

Erratic was chosen as the first location as it is a long 
and wide passage. Tom is an experienced photographer 
and uses the same caving camera as me, a Canon 350D, 
so we could dive straight in and start taking pictures. We 
started off using one flash and building up the scene from 
there and took it in turns to act as the ‘model’. At one 
point we were using five flashes. Which, was too much; 
we may as well have been standing in the quarry outside. 
Matt then joined us and took over the role of model for 
the day. We moved slowly through the cave deciding to 
stop and setup a shot as it appeared.  

This method worked well and it was good to see their 
view of the cave through fresh eyes. 

After a good look round and taking many shots we 
returned to Upper Pitts to inspect  the results and you 
can see some of them here.

It was a great way to spend a day and Matt and Tom 
were both surprised by the variety Balch offers.

 It was also good to be able to bounce ideas off each 
other and discuss camera equipment. 

Paul Stillman
paul@lancock.co.uk

 

Photos: L-R from top left - Tom Thompson in passage be-
tween Erratic and Bullrush Way by Paul Stillman - Tom in 
Erratic Passage by Paul Stillman - Matt Jones on pitch above 
Carpal Tunnel by Tom Thompson - A silhouetted Paul Still-
man in Erratic Passage by Tom Thompson

Photographic trip to Balch Cave, Fairy Quarry.
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My previous, and only, visit to Cwm Dwr was 
as tail-end-Charlie behind  Anne Vanderplank 
while NikNak did the route-finding. So (a) 

my own route-finding memory was minimal and (b) this 
was 5 years ago. Had I a handful of aces, then I might 
finesse this hand......but....for reasons which now escape 
me, I had photocopied and heat-sealed the main part of 
CwmDwr, where I anticipated route-finding problems, 
and not the immediate entrance passages, which looked 
as simple as I remembered them. In fact they are, but 

we spent five minutes establishing the whereabouts of 
DwmDwr entrance (no change, it was exactly where it 
was last time). Then, once through into DwmDwr Jama 
I became  unaccountably fixated on the wrong boulder 
choke. So for twenty minutes or so I squeezed, peered, 
furgled and cursed in some sodding awful rocks, before 
deciding that (a) I had to be wrong or (b) that if my 
testicles were big enough to progress into this horror 
they would jam me anyway. It was very nasty stuff. We 
did a secondary check along the enormous and obvious 
passage which I had blithely decided was the Dripping 
Aven, and promptly found the correct boulder choke. 
In my own defence, these two chokes looked identical. 
Getting through it was a thrutch, but straightforward 
enough and after that we had no route-finding problems 

at all. The Nether Rawl must be one of the finest dry 
cave passages in the UK.  On balance it is probably a bit 
quicker and easier to Piccadilly than coming up OFD 1 
and through the Connection

It was the SWCC AGM so the cave was virtually empty. 
We met one couple just below the Maypole - where 
they had dangled a handy rope - and one more small 
group in the Salubrious. The couple who’d dangled the 
rope followed us out, so we had a joint cursing group 

in the climb up the Meander slot. It 
remains a complete 

bastard - could 
really do 

with a 

fixed 
h a n d -

line by 
that stage 

of any 
t h r o u g h - trip. Or an 
escalator. 

The water level was low, but total immersions 
are unavoidable, so Neoprene was the correct garb 
even if DwmDwr made us sweat.  We were through in a 
bit over 5 hours, but probably wasted about 30 minutes 
with  route finding. The SWCC was still heavily into the 
upgrade of their showers. We were fine, but later that 
afternoon hot water was going into a limited mode until 
around the first week of June. I was into substance abuse 
- a  “Non-Drowsy” for my sinuses. So Keith provided 
the transport in his new Turbocharged rocket ship while 
I slept as only the non-drowsy, or the dead, can sleep.

Noel Cleave

Old Enough To Know Better??
Cwm Dwr  -  Saturday 01 May 2010.

Photos L - R: The team ponder maybe going caving? (Bob, 
Tim, Ken, Doug, Graham, Noel & Keith) - Doug on the 

traverse, second boulder choke; Photos by Kerin Malone
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Willie became a member of the Wessex Cave Club 
in April 1949, aged 19, when the Club itself was 
in its early teens.  He was respectively proposed 

and seconded by Howard Kenney and Luke Devenish, both 
of whom had joined in the club in August 1947. All three 
were already active members in the Mendip Nature Research 
Committee; then closely linked with Wells Natural History 
and Archaeological Society and Herbert Balch (the Club’s 
first President). During the Second World War, whilst at 
Sidcot School, Somerset (1940-48), Willie became a leading 
light in the school’s Speleological Society, founded by 
Hywel Murrell in the 1920s. This long established Quaker 
school was different from other secondary schools in the 
area in being co-educational, having boarders and allowing 
caving activities to be largely run by the boys themselves.

Such a free rein enabled the “Sidcot Speleos” to play a 
big role in cave exploration on Western Mendip, especially 
during Willie’s schooldays; a formative wartime period 
covered in the first five volumes of his detailed Caving Dairy. 
He also contributed 156 entries to the Sidcot Log Books. 
Willie was called “Sam” (or sometimes “Sambo”) by his 
school friends, for some reason; but, later, was often referred 
to as “WIS” or even “WIZ” by his fellow cave diggers. 
Like many of his generation, Willie’s first opportunity to go 
abroad had to await the end of the War. In 1947 he joined a 
party of boys from other Quaker schools on a combined visit 
to Holland.  Here he was in his element, taking part in very 
early morning PT sessions, followed by challenging outdoor 
activities, such as bridge building over dykes; an easy task 
for someone with such long legs, and much experience in 
crossing Somerset’s rhynes.    

The “Sidcot Caving Society” is recorded as being the first 
Affiliated Club to join the Wessex. In the List of Members 
for 1938, compiled by the Club’s pre-War Honorary 
Secretary, Hywel Murrell, no less, Wells Cathedral School 
Caving Club is also listed.  Howard Kenney attended this 
school as a chorister in the early 1940s whilst Willie was at 
Sidcot. They first met during the Easter Holidays, 1943, at 
Balch’s Badger Hole dig adjacent to Wookey Hole Cave (see 
Howard’s Caving Log 1942-1950, published by the Wessex 
in 1984). Willie had never been down Swildon’s Hole until 
Howard took him as far as the Forty Foot Pot over the Easter 
weekend, 1943. Thereafter, they caved together regularly 
and led most of the early pushes beyond Sump One, notably 
discovering the Black Hole Series in 1949. This saga can 
be found in Swildon’s Hole:100 years of Cave Exploration 
(also published by the Wessex in 2005), of course. Curious 
to know how these passages had formed in relation to the 
main streamway, Willie set out to make a detailed survey of 
the known system in 1950: doing the most daunting bits first, 
by starting in Swildon’s Two and working his way upstream 
to the Upper Series. 

During August 1947, the Wessex hosted a party of 15 
French “speleologues” from the Club Alpin de Francais 
led by Pierre Ageron, who became a Vice-President of the 

Wessex at the Club’s AGM in October, along with Dujardin-
Weber from the Societe Speleogique de France. Mendip’s 
main caves were visited, and Pierre invited members of the 
Club on a return trip to Valence, the Vercors, Cevennes and 
Pyrenees the following summer.  This first Wessex trip to 
France in 1948 turned out to be a great success. Howard could 
not join it however, since National Service commitments 
in the Pay Corps saw him posted to Mauritius. Nor could 
Willie, for he was due to go to Imperial College, London 
University, to study geology.

Both attended the subsequent Winter Lectures at the 
end of 1948, when slides of the many photographs taken by 
Frank Frost, Peter Harvey and Luke Devenish, aroused great 
interest among Mendip cavers. Howard and Willie jumped at 
the chance to join Luke on the next trip to France during the 
last fortnight of August 1949, and they were joined by Colin 
Vowles from Wells. Details of their visit were subsequently 
typed up by Howard in his Caving Log. Meanwhile, Volume 
VI of Willie’s own Caving Diary reveals how influential this 
whirlwind tour was to a “budding geologist”; abroad again, 
to travel much further with caving friends.  

Luke’s fluent French, willingness to overload his open-
top ex-US Army Jeep, and drive it almost anywhere were 
boons on this ambitious Club trip. Since this vehicle had no 
windscreen, passengers were supplied with motorcyclists’ 
goggles and jammed in to support each other. Despite long 
stretches of cobbled, deformed and potholed roads, they 
“belted” the 183-mile run from Cahors to Saint Gaudens 
via Toulouse in three hours!  Fortunately, few other vehicles 
were around during this austere post-war period, as Luke’s 
many photos en route reveal.  

Apart from exploring sixteen famous French caves amid 
classic limestone scenery, they met the celebrated Norbert 
Casteret (on 23 August), and Willie was much taken with his 
“pretty daughter”. The following week, they were introduced 
to Joseph Delteil in Foix , and also encountered a strong party 
of Derbyshire Pennine Club potholers, including Bob Davies 
from Sheffield. Bob was already well known by Luke as both 
were much involved with CDG dives in Wookey Hole Cave 
at the time. Their willingness to strip-down and wallow into 
chilly siphons in the Grotte de Saint-Helene, Niaux and 
Labouiche even enticed Willie to undertake a 100-metre 
swim in the last named system. The French support party 
and local Press were seemingly impressed with such feats!  

At the next AGM, held in Wells Museum on 15 October 
1949, Casteret and Robert de Joly were added to the Vice-
Presidents listed by the Wessex. Delteil, who became 
Mayor of Foix, subsequently visited Mendip as a guest of 
Luke (then usually called “Dean” because he wore a wide-
brimmed French priests’ hat and cassock-length cape in the 
rain). Respectful Gallic links thus led to the Club’s third 
French trip; and so it was back to Saint Gaudens in Luke’s 
Jeep, via the Dordogne, during the last fortnight of August 
1950, complete with a telescope to spot likely cave entrances 
from afar.  

Wessex Man: Part One 1930-70
 Willie Stanton’s early life and background

A tribute by Jim Hanwell 
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Willie’s Diary Volume VII gives vivid accounts of the 
caves visited, and includes frequent comparisons with the 
stream passages in Swildon’s Hole. His fascination with how 
caves formed becomes increasingly evident. Another insight 
into Willie’s enquiring and critical mind also emerges whilst 
visiting Lascaux on their return journey. His diary records 
that: “Yours truly saw nothing that definitely proved the age of 
the paintings”, and that “the cave is really almost too good to 
be true”. To “Luke’s disgust”, Willie then records: “I suppose 
he is on the side of the majority!”  

Challenging conventional wisdom was one of Willie’s 
hallmarks. As a curious youngster, allowed to roam the hills and 
moors around his grandparents’ rambling home with spacious 
gardens  and orchard at “Portway House“, Street, Somerset, he 
became familiar with the surrounding countryside and liked 
being out-of-doors. He also acquired a love of Natural History 
from his maternal grandfather and mother. His first cousin, 
Elizabeth Ridges (who married Christopher Hawkes in 1957) 
fondly recalls many happy holidays, before and during the War, 
with Willie largely initiating what games to play, which trees 
to climb and where 
to search for beetles, 
spiders, birds nests and 
butterflies. With his 
older cousin Martin or 
a neighbouring friend, 
he would go off on day 
long cycle rides over 
the hills, and across 
the then poorly drained 
moors around Street, 
to observe their rich 
and varied wild life.  
His younger brother 
Edward became a 
farmer in Australia 
(and now lives in the 
Lake District), and his 
younger sister Sarah 
(often called Sally) 
became a nurse in 
London. Sally now 
lives in Street, and has commented kindly on this account of 
Willie’s childhood.

 After a spell at Hindhayes School, young Willie was taught 
by private tutors, appointed by the Clark’s family at the Friends 
Meeting House in Street. The Clark family, who founded and 
ran the famous shoe-making factories that had dominated the 
town since 1825 as C & J Clark Ltd (now branded worldwide 
as Clarks), was at the heart of what local people often call 
Somerset’s “Quaker Country”. Deep Quaker roots and family 
connections thus played big parts in Willie’s early education 
and subsequent outlook. He was particularly fortunate to have 
James Edmund Clark as a neighbour and friend. 

“James Ed.” was born in Street during 1850, and educated 
at Bootham School, the prestigious all boys’ Quaker school in 
York. He became an eminent natural historian and polymath 
scientist, and subsequently returned to teach at his old school 
as its Science Master, 1869-97. During this time he founded 

their influential Natural History Journal in 1877, and greatly 
impressed his pupils as an accomplished athlete, keen walker 
and rock climber. “James Ed.” Often left a note on his gate 
asking Willie’s mother and family to call if he had found 
anything he thought might interest them, such as a larva, 
flower or fossil. It seems that Willie thus benefited from the 
old man’s enthusiasm and example. 

Stephen Morland, another local Quaker whose family ran 
the successful sheepskin and leather factory nearby (1870-
-1982),  was also well known to Balch having helped on 
early trips to explore Swildon’s with Wells Natural History 
and Archaeological Society cavers in the 1920s. Stephen 
became a Trustee of Wells Museum later on, served as a 
County Councillor for many years and was a great authority 
on Somerset’s history and landscapes. Willie thus had ideal 
mentors and role models to emulate. Such personal contacts 
mattered prior to the arrival of television and mass media 
influences.

It was through the Clarks family that Street and 
Glastonbury folk also forged links with the wider world, 

when Bancroft Clark 
met Miss Cato Smuts 
whilst studying at 
Cambridge University 
in the late 1920s. 
Soon after graduating 
they married, and 
subsequently had 
four children who 
became well known 
in Street. Cato’s father 
was the renowned 
General Smuts (1870-
1950) from South 
Africa. She took her 
younger children to 
Cape Town on several 
occasions in the 1930s, 
accompanied by 
Willie’s Aunt Lilian on 
the long voyages. The 
General himself also 

came to Somerset to see his grandchildren, notably during the 
Silver Jubilee in 1935, and also on a surprise wartime visit 
to meet Winston Churchill in October 1942. During his 1935 
stay, he called at “Portway House”, Street, when his grandson 
Daniel and Willie were playing as toddlers in the garden. The 
great man is said to have remarked that young Willie looked 
like: a little lion club. Thus was Willie “lionised” at the tender 
age of five!

In the 1890s, Jan Christiaan Smuts read Law at Cambridge 
University, and then became an attorney in Johannesburg. 
During the Boer War he rose to prominence as a brilliant 
military leader, using his earlier experiences as a farmer’s 
son to wage unconventional and wily guerrilla warfare with 
small hit-and-run commando groups against massed British 
forces. Thereafter he became a great visionary of early 
twentieth century social and political reforms worldwide. 
Maybe less well known, Smuts was equally revered as a 
scientist, and philosopher, especially in this country. As an 
authority on plants, he was elected as a Fellow of the Royal 
Society (1930), became President of the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science at its Centenary celebrations 
(1931) and Chancellor of Cambridge University (1948). 

Willie (top left), Colin Vowles, Howard Kenney and Luke 
Devenish (driving) set out from Vicars’ Close, Wells, in 

Luke’s ex-US Army Jeep, to go caving in France, 
19 August 1949  (Photo from Luke Devenish’s collection
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Smuts received many academic honours and also gave widely 
reported and acclaimed lectures. Two of them might well have 
been tailor-made for Willie in due course, viz. Holism and 
Evolution (1925) and Plans for a Better World (1942). I wonder 
whether they were required reading for him at university, as for 
myself in the 1950s?

Quaker traditions of respect for the values and achievements 
of peers in the community clearly mattered a lot during 
Willie’s upbringing. His maternal forebears had links with the 
founders of the Quaker movement in the North of England, 
and his grandparents, Edwin and Lillie Walker came from 
Cockermouth in Cumbria. After working as a photographer in 
Wakefield, Yorkshire, concerns about the town’s smoky air and 
the prevalence of TB, led Edwin to retire at the age of 40 and 
move south to Somerset in 1907. Street was chosen because 
of the thriving Friends Meeting there, its clean air and fresh 
water supply from Rodney Stoke; a source commissioned by 
the Clark’s and local Council via a direct pipe-line across the 
moors in 1904. Being weaned 
on this Mendip-sourced water 
some 26 years later, clearly 
worked wonders in Willie’s 
case too!

The Walkers lived at 
“Portway House” with their 
three daughters: Elizabeth 
(who became Willie’s 
mother); Mollie (the eldest, 
who became ‘Liz Hawkes’ 
mother), and Lilian (the 
youngest). This trio became 
well known in Street, friends 
and family referring to them 
as “Elsie”, Mollie and “Lilo” 
respectively. All three went to 
Sidcot School during the First World War. In due course Mollie 
qualified as a teacher, and subsequently taught at the Mount 
Junior School in York; the sister establishment of Bootham 
School. “Lilo” studied at Battersea Polytechnic in London, 
before going as nurse to New Zealand and Australia. She 
returned to Huddersfield and Kendal and latterly ran a guest 
house in the Lake District. Such travel experiences made her 
an ideal companion to accompanying Cato Clark on her visits 
to South Africa (mentioned above). “Elsie”, on the other hand, 
stayed in Somerset and was among the first girls to attend 
Cannington College, near Bridgwater, during the depressed 
years for British agriculture in the 1920s. Founded after the 
First World War by the “great and good” in the county, this 
establishment originally opened as the Somerset Farm Institute 
in 1921.  

Later, the Institute became known as the Somerset College 
of Agriculture and Horticulture (and is now the “Cannington 
College of the Countryside”). “Elsie” cycled to and from 
Street at weekends, and specialised in horticulture. After two 
years she was awarded a Diploma in Horticulture, the first 
female to achieve this distinction. As a talented professional, 
“Elsie” had a brief spell as Head Gardener at a big property 
in Weybridge, Surrey, before being lured back to Street by S. 
Thompson Clothier to manage the gardens at “The Birches”, 
Housman Road, and “Leigh Holt”. It has since been said 
that these splendid gardens “still provide ample proof of her 

professional skills”.  Later, her own children were very proud 
of their mother’s achievements in what was then largely a 
“man’s world”.  Willie also recalled his mother as being the 
disciplinarian of the family, with great appreciation and 
affection.

Willie’s father Harry was born in 1894, the son of a 
blacksmith in Luton. He attended the local Grammar School at 
the height of the Edwardian period, and played in the school’s 
football and cricket teams.  Afterwards he became a clerk in 
a factory manufacturing hats from local felts, at a time when 
working men especially wore toppers, bowlers, trilbies and 
caps to reflect their rank in society.  As well as helping to run 
a successful business, Harry regularly attended local Quaker 
Meetings and held strong anti-war views.  He founded the 
Luton branch of the Non-Combatant Corps on his 21st birthday, 
12 November 1915, contrary to the prevailing mood of most 
people during the early years of the First World War.  He was 
one of the first conscientious objectors when conscription 

into military service was 
introduced in May 1916. 
Harry subsequently became an 
“absolutist”, refusing any work 
deemed to support the “war 
effort”.  Extreme Socialist 
Internationalist ideals, led 
him to believe that resistance 
to the established power of 
the state by individuals was 
“a tremendous venture” (his 
words).  

With a few like-minded 
friends, Harry was imprisoned 
and severely treated in the 
infamous Harwich Redoubt, 
and then sent to labour camps 

in France.  Here he was one of thirty COs who received death 
sentences, commuted to penal servitude for 10 years. This 
punishment entailed hard labour and deprivation; initially 
living in tents near Aberdeen, quarrying granite and stone 
breaking. Latterly, he was moved to Maidstone in Kent to print 
and bind books. Harry’s own accounts of these difficult days 
have since been frankly published without any signs of remorse 
or blame, as in John Graham’s Conscription and Conscience: a 
History 1916-19 (New York, 1969).

Some insight into Harry Stanton’s firm anti-war convictions 
is evident when he wrote: “The very isolation gave me a strange 
sense of joy – perhaps an expression of my combatant instinct!”  
Jobs were difficult to come by when the war ended, especially 
for COs. Harry thus joined the Friends Relief Committee and 
undertook voluntary work in refugee camps in war-ravaged 
parts of Europe, notably Austria.  Here he met and impressed 
Miss Alice Clark, from Street, who invited him to join her 
family’s shoe-making business in Somerset in 1922. This move 
from shaping felt hats to leather shoes clearly suited Harry’s 
technical skills for he set up Clark’s first Closing Machinery 
Pool in Street, trained his own team of specialised mechanics 
and invented several labour-saving devices. He retired in 1962 
after a distinguished 40-year stint with the Company, and stayed 
in the town with “Elsie”, until ill-health saw both end their days 
in the old Cathedral View Nursing Home, Wookey Hole Road, 
Wells. Harry died there on 28 May 1990, and “Elsie” died the 
following year aged 87.

Willie’s personal tribute to his father at the Sunday Meeting 
for Worship on Sunday 3 June 1990, Street, included the 

Willie meets Norbert Casteret, the celebrated French 
Speleologist, 23 August 1949
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following recollections:
“As I look back over my father’s long life – 95 years – 

I realise that it fell into two very different parts, before and 
after his marriage to Elsie Walker of Street. He married quite 
late, when he was 35. My memories of him are of a quiet, 
conventional family man,, working at Clark’s, economising to 
pay for his children’s education, going fishing at weekends and 
keeping rabbits for the pot and growing huge plots of potatoes 
during the 1939-45 war. How different from his earlier life!

When we children asked him about his earlier days 
his stories were always of boyhood at Luton, never about 
the troubles that stemmed from his Quaker and Socialist 
International ideals.

Both in his private role as a family man, and in his public 
role objecting, on grounds of religious conviction, to war, he 
succeeded admirably. I could not have wished for a kinder, 
more thoughtful and more honourable father.”

Those of us who knew Willie came to recognise a “chip off 
the old block” in many ways; save that “religious conviction” 
was gradually exchanged for a growing belief that “social 
Darwinism” mattered most. He also often acknowledged 
that his own interests in the natural world 
stemmed mainly from his mother. But, 
this transition is best left for Part Two 
of my tribute to Willie, just as he 
divided his father’s life into two very 
different parts. 

Harry Stanton married 
Elizabeth “Elsie” Walker in Street 
on 18 July 1929, and Willie 
William Iredale Stanton was 
born in a hospital at Bristol on 
25 May 1930.  “Iredale” was 
an old family name, derived 
from his mother’s forebears 
in Cumbria. He clearly 
flourished at most academic 
studies, especially in 
sciences. At Sidcot during 
the war Willie played 
rugby, sang in the school 
choir and committed 
himself to caving, 
natural history and 
archaeology at every 
opportunity. He also 
grew in stature and 
outshone most of 
his contemporaries, 
both physically and 
intellectually.

It also seems that Willie occasionally 
succumbed to pranks that enliven the memories of most 
schoolboys – thank goodness! According to Chris Hawkes 
(hardly a goodie himself), Willie’s taste for rough cider reached 
the headmaster’s ear when he joined older lads celebrating VE 
Day 1945 at the Star Inn, then well “out of bounds”. Later that 
term he also led a party of older speleos down Coral Cave, 

which was gated but entered illicitly. Unfortunately, one 
boy fell and broke some ribs, necessitating an embarrassing 
self-rescue that “blew their cover”. This incident caused the 
cave to be closed over the next decade (as frankly noted by 
Willie in his three editions of The Complete Caves of Mendip, 
1970-77). As leader of the party, Willie was rusticated home 
to Street for the rest of the term. Here his ashamed mother 
banished him to a summer house so that any visitors would be 
unaware that Willie had been so disgraced.    

By the time he entered the Sixthform, young Willie had 
been in touch with Herbert Balch at Wells Museum, and 
subsequently corresponded with the great man about sites 
he was digging and exploring on Western Mendip, such 
as Scragg’s Hole on the slopes of Crook Peak. In my own 
“Introduction” to Pioneer under the Mendips (Wessex Cave 
Club, 1969), I cited one of HEB’s typically challenging 
replies to Willie on 26 November 1945 (see pages ii & iii). 
Their mutual regard is also evident in Balch’s final book, 
for his classic, Mendip, its Swallet Caves and Rock Shelters 
(1947) includes accounts by “W. Stanton, of Sidcot School” 
on Sandford Levvy and the Wolf Den.  The former includes 
Willie’s first published cave survey, dated 4 September 1945 
(see Plate 28 p. 101). I recall making a copy of this for my first 

trip into The Levvy just a few years later, complete 
with candles, wagon line and tape measure 

to be sure that we reached the 
end of this “extensive 
level”. In one of his 

contemporary scrap 
books, Balch scrawled 

a prophetic note about 
Willie that: He should go 

far. Yet another of HEB’s 
unerring predictions!  

Securing a place to read 
Geology at Imperial College 

(1948-51), Willie thus came 
under the influence of great 

geologists such as Professor 
Herbert Read; someone who 

always urged his students in the 
field to keep their eyes on the ground 

whilst taking in the landscape at 
large. Willie became expert at this, 

and nothing escaped his eagle eyes. 
And he could even interpret pairs of 

vertical air photographs in 3-D without 
the need for stereoscopic glasses; a well 

practised gift when doing fieldwork. 
Whilst an undergraduate, Willie 

continued to sing in choirs and joined 
Imperial College Mountaineering Club. 

Numerous visits to chalk mines in the North 
Downs were undertaken, and they often 

climbed on Harrisons Rock’s at Groombridge in Kent. 
Willie himself also led ICMC parties to Mendip on caving 
trips. Meanwhile, free weekends and vacations were taken up 
surveying Swildon’s Hole, especially with Howard and Luke. 

Willie graduated with BSc, DIC, ARCS qualifications in 
the summer of 1951, and celebrated with a field trip to Sark 
in the Channel Islands.  His horizons were further extended 
in undertaking post-graduate research from 1951-53 in 
Connemara, Ireland.  Here he undertook original geological 
mapping of 50 square miles of remote mountainous country, 

“The first of many”:  Willie’s survey of Sandford Levvy 
(From Sidcot School Speleological Society Caving Log 

Books Vol.3. pp.6-7, 11 May 1945, 
kindly provided by Paul Stilman from Mendip Cave 

Registry archives)
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for a doctorate thesis entitled: Lower Palaeozoic Rocks of 
South-West Murrisk, Eire. Willie was awarded his PhD for 
this research, and was especially proud when so much solitary 
work in the field was finally depicted as a map. Recently, 
when I showed him a paper I had written on William Smith, 
the “Father of English Geology” (who had drawn the world’s 
first geological map of the countryside around Bath in 1799), 
Willie added: Like many field geologists thereafter, Smith 
would have found creating an original geological map 
enthralling, a journey of exploration (pers. comm). 

Map-makers throughout history, of course, have acquired 
a “sense of ownership” of the areas they themselves have 
surveyed in the field. And this is particularly so when you 
draw up the finished map as well. Cartography is an historic 
and creative art form, and Willie was well-taught by his 
tutors at university. In those days, mapping classes were 
compulsory and rigorous, for the basic skills of pen-and-ink 
drawing, with precise lettering and conventional signs, all 
to scale, required more than an eye for detail and a steady 
hand. Willie mastered these skills and ensured that each 
time-consuming step from field observation to finished map 
reflected the pride he had taken at every stage. His output 
of cave surveys was prolific over the years, and all bear a 
distinctive “Stantonesque” style, of course.

At the end of August 1953, Willie had also completed 
his survey of Swildon’s Hole, and the general availability of 
his first edition as a 1: 1200 map played a big part in most 
new discoveries in the cave thereafter. This key survey was 
first published by the Mendip Nature Research Committee 
in photocopy form, and Howard Kenney masterminded 
sales when Willie went overseas soon afterwards. It set a 
new high standard for future cave surveyors, and revealed 
how his cartographic skills had inevitably advanced from his 
earlier portrayal of Sandford Levvy whilst at school. Indeed, 
it would be a fitting memorial to compile an annotated atlas 
of all Willie’s maps and cave surveys over the years, and 
certainly to arrange an exhibition of them. His surveying 
instruments and mapping equipment were also treasured 
items, and Swildon’s surveys should be centre-stage.    

Later in 1953, Willie went overseas to work for a 
Portuguese mining company. This career move enabled him 
to defer National Service in the armed forces, and avoid any 
risk of disappointing his father especially. Willie himself 
was clearly reluctant to leave his beloved Mendip, always 
kept in touch and took every opportunity to take extended 
leaves back home.  Every time he returned, there was a new 
bit of Swildon’s to add to his survey!  Oliver Lloyd dubbed 
him as Mendip’s “High Priest” at the time.  More recently, 
in his review of Swildon’s Hole: 100 years of Exploration 
(in Wells Natural History & Archaeological Society Report 
for 2007/2008), Willie himself notes that there have been … 
a succession of theorists (“high priests”) who have tried to 
work out stages in the development of the cave over the last 
million years or so. Herbert Balch was the first high priest; 
Derek Ford, Tim Atkinson and I have been others.

Willie’s contributions to Wessex Journals became prolific 
and typically provocative during the next couple of decades.  
Again, a dedicated bibliography of all his articles and letters 
would be welcome. We often exchanged newsy notes on 
what was “going on” back home whilst he was away in 
Angola until 1963. He worked there for a Portuguese copper 
mining company, and undertook original field survey work 
across  North Angola covering a vast area c. 35 000 square 
kilometres. His resultant maps eventually took pride of place 

on the walls of his home at Westbury-sub-Mendip.
Whilst on leave back in England in February 1957, Willie 

married Angela Mary Fardon whom he had courted whilst 
at Imperial College. She had worked there as a secretary 
for some while, after leaving Heathfield School for girls at 
Harrow-on-the Hill, West London. For a short while they 
lived in a comfortable caravan in the garden at Willie’s 
parents’ home, “Crabtrees”, Street, and Angela was initiated 
into the Mendip scene.  Both went to Angola, and Angela 
often joined Willie “on safari” expeditions under canvas 
whilst he continued his field work in remote bush country. 
When pregnant (with Jennifer Elizabeth, their first daughter) 
in 1961, however, such surveying came to a bloody end with 
the African uprising and military responses by the ruling 
Portuguese powers. Colonialism was to be blown away by 
the “Winds of Change”, as forecast by Harold Macmillan 
in his famous speech at Cape Town the previous year. 
Angela returned home for Jenny’s birth whilst Willie moved 
into Luanda, undertaking “desk work” for government 
publications of official geological maps and memoirs of 
Angola. This sedentary life was less satisfying, though it 
gave Willie, Angela and baby Jenny a relatively secure home 
in the capital for a few years. During this time, Willie also 
spent much of his free time compiling and completing his 
personal records on Mendip’s caves. 

When they took leave back in this country, Willie would 
fill in the gaps and refuel with more projects to keep him 
busy. Throughout much of 1965, in fact, he had a fruitful 
“sabbatical” break, and bought a cosy bungalow at Easton 
on the southern slopes of Mendip. He had long dreamt of 
living in this area, for Mendip’s imposing southern flank 
had beckoned as the backdrop to the view across the Brue 
and Axe moors from Street since his childhood. Willie and 
Angela’s second daughter, Susan Mary, was born in 1965, 
and I, too, was lucky to have him as a near neighbour.

On several occasions Willie enlisted me to dig in the 
Boulder Chamber in Gough’s, searching for ancient upstream 
passage. We also walked the Mendip plateau together whilst 
he mapped the area’s surface features in detail, field-by-
field; an original morphological mapping survey, the fruits of 
which were brilliantly linked with Derek Ford’s similar work 
underground for their joint paper on “The Geomorphology 
of the South-Central Mendip Hills”. This classic study was 
subsequently submitted to the Geologists’ Association in 24 
February 1967 and published in their Proceedings (Volume 
79, Part 4, 1968). Willie’s original field maps will be donated 
to Wells and Mendip Museum in due course, and he gave 
copies to the UBSS Library some while ago.

Other missions that arose from Willie’s surveys included 
a campaign against the haphazard infilling of surface 
depressions on Mendip, and issues about the rapid expansion 
of so many quarries. The former occasioned confrontations 
with several local farmers, and the latter brought about a 
much needed rethink by the major quarry companies and 
local planning authorities. Later in 1965, when he had to 
return to Angola to wrap up his work there, he had asked 
me to ensure that his first paper on “Mendip Quarries” was 
presented to a Cave Research Group meeting in Wells. So 
Professor Edgar Tratman kindly read this to those present 
whilst I displayed Willie’s illustrations. It was well received 
and fully published in the UBSS Proceedings (1966). The 
stir it created locally became a key issue when the Mendip 
Society formed and staged its Mendip 71 exhibition at the 
Bishop’s Palace in Wells during the summer of 1971 (see 
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Willie’s chapter in Man and the Mendips, 1971).
It was also during Willie’s “sabbatical” that we planned 

the Wessex Cave Club’s commemorative book to celebrate 
the centenary of Herbert Balch’s birth in 1869. When he 
then went to live in Portugal in 1966, we agreed to keep in 
touch: Willie took on compiling the text, whilst I searched 
Wells Museum’s archives, and met local people who knew 
HEB, to feed him further information. By July 1969, we had 
the full draft of Pioneer under Mendip almost complete.  To 
be sure, I also went to see him in Grandola, South Portugal, 
taking my own family, along with Donald Thomson and his 
family, and several sixthform students studying Geography. 
Willie had kindly obtained official permission for us to set up 
camp in isolated pinewoods outside the town. We also had a 
guided tour of his drilling rig sites and tell-tale gossan (surface 
“hardcaps” of oxidised ore deposits) in the main Iberian Pyrite 
Belt that extended westwards from the Rio Tinto region of 
Spain into the Alentejo province. 

We were taken around a high security prison, attended 
lectures on local farms and had a great beach barbeque at 
Sines, during which Willie directed the cooks and serving staff 
whilst giving well-rehearsed demonstrations on how to eat a 

Club News

RECENT ADDITIONS TO THE LIBRARY
As at 31st July 2010

B.E.C. Belfry Bulletin 57 3 (535) Summer 10) - BCA Handbook 2010-2011 - Newsletter 13 (Jun 10)
BCRA Cave and Karst Science 36, 3 (2009) - Speleology 15 (Jul 10) - Canadian Caver (The) 70 (Spr 09)  
(Photo of Ian Jepson, and mentions of Paul Hadfield & Dooley Walsh) - Cave Diving Group N/L 176 (Jul 
10) - Chelsea S.S. N/L 52, 6 (Jun 10) - Craven Pothole Club Record 99 (Jul 10) - Descent 214 (Jun/Jul 10) 
(Charterhouse Cave) - Mendip Caving Group. News. 362 (May 10)
N.S.S. News 68, 6, 7 (Jun, Jul 10) - Journal of Cave and Karst Studies 72, 1 (Apr 10) - Westminster S.G. N/L 
2010/2 (Apr 10) - Taviner R.(Ed.) (2010) Is that So? MCRA

Diary
Sept 11th  &12th 2010 - Members and guests weekend
October 16th 10.30am -Wessex Cave Club AGM - Hunters Lodge Inn, Priddy.
October 16th 2.30pm - Committee Meeting - Upper Pitts
October 16th 7pm - WCC Annual Dinner - Wedmore Golf Club (Booking essential via enclosed form)
Decmber 3rd - 5th 2010 - Members and guests weekend

2nd Saturday trips - These happen (as the name would suggest) on the second Saturday of each month. Usual meeting time and 
place is 10am at Upper Pitts. These are a fantastic way for members old and new to cave with people they otherwise may never 
meet. for more details please contact Les Williams (your Caving Secretary)

New Members
New Members Joining the Wessex are:

The following people were elected full members of the club at the 27th June committee meeting:
Andrew Hunneman: proposer: Matt Jones, seconder: Marion van de Waterbeemd

David Brock: proposer: Clive Westlake - seconder: Malcolm Foyle

great variety of charcoal grilled seafood. We also drank a lot 
of wine!

Another enduring memory was the spread of Portuguese 
fare that Angela and her girls laid on for all of us, tightly 
crowded into their home on a blistering hot day.  Here we 
watched the televised broadcast of NASA’s finest achievement, 
as Neil Armstrong first stepped onto the Moon. “Giant steps” 
were in fashion. 

It was also great news to hear that Willie’s prospecting 
across some 60 square kilometres of sparsely vegetated and 
poor rural country in South Portugal eventually found a very 
large copper orebody. It has since yielded many million tons 
of cupiferous pyrite; sufficient to satisfy and justify Willie’s 
quests overseas. He returned to Mendip in 1970, aged 40 and 
in fine form. This was a timely move for Portugal was on the 
verge of its own upheavals to oust the repressive regime of her 
ailing dictator, Salazar; an overdue social uprising that began 
in the backward Alentejo where Willie had been working. 
No conclusions about such major revolutions following him 
around can be made, of course!

Jim Hanwell

John Philpott - Honorary Member
At the committee meeting of 7th February 2010, John Philpott was elevated to the position of Honorary Member due to his 56 

years continuous membership of the club
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Recently, Don Thompson published an article entitled: ‘A brief account of perhaps the stupidest thing I have ever done’ 
(WCC 30 No. 318). It involved free diving through Ludwell sump, which I too visited in 1956 with the RAF Locking 
Caving Club. His tale of a narrow escape from the acid logic of the Coroner and the National Press rang a distant bell in 
my little grey cells. So here is my story about the silliest thing I ever did. It took place in Wookey-Hole….

The year was either 1959 or 1960. I cannot be sure, but I think it was 1960. A group of about 8 of us had signed on as 
Cave-Guides for the summer season. Most of us were University students, with hardly a penny between us. The pay was 
not brilliant, but it was enough. We were paid something like 15 shillings a week, but this was immediately taken back 
by the cost of board (Nissan Huts) and meals in the restaurant. Our nominal pay came from tips from the visitors. But it 
was sufficient, and we were living in glorious Somerset, with Wells just down the road. What more could a young man 
want?

In those days, Wookey Hole was owned and run by Wing Commander Hodgkinson and his second wife Olive. The Wing 
Commander was fairly laid back, but Olive was quite another matter. It was not enough to say: ‘Good Morning’ to the 
Wing Commander. You had to say: ‘Good Morning, Wing Commander’. Looking back, we were young and perhaps just 
a little rebellious, but we all felt that we were being ‘put in our place’. Olive ruled the roost. There is one other matter. I 
have to say that most of us felt for the Wing Commander’s son, Colin Hodgkinson. Despite being disabled, he became 
an RAF pilot during the WWII. He later wrote about his experiences in a book entitled: ‘Best Foot Forward’ (1957). 
Douglas Bader was not the only one. Sadly, we all knew that Colin Hodgkinson would be ‘disinherited’.

During our time at Wookey, two other people played an important part in our lives. They were Ann and Ted Phelps. Ann 
was the office secretary at Wookey Hole. She was directly responsible to Olive. But we all confided in Ann. Ted worked 
across the road in the Paper Mill. They lived in one of the row of cottages just to the west of the Wookey Hole complex. 
Ted was a Welshman, Labour to the core, but a real bon-viveur with a wonderful sense of humour. During the summer, 
he organized several dinner parties for us around at his house. These were hilarious occasions with much laughter and 
serious discussion. From Ted I learned much about the history of the Labour party. To this day I can still recall Aneurin’s 
reply to Churchill, in the house, during the dark days of WWII: Aneurin, said of Churchill: ‘Only an organizing genius, 
could simultaneously organize a shortage of fish and coal, on an island built on coal and surrounded by fish’.

One University student stood out during those days: Tom Vernon from Cambridge. He went on to do the TV series 
‘Fat-man on a bicycle’, both in the UK and France. He played classical guitar and gave free recitals for us in the first 
Chamber. I have never forgotten those recitals. They were wonderful. But, now, it is time to tell my story.

As a caver, I and some of the other guides crawled all over the upper series (relatively tame). Moreover, beyond the 
sentinel, some of us did the flat out crawl to the ‘grill’, so well photographed in Balch’s monograph on Wookey Hole. 
But for me the flooded tunnel between the 3rd and 4th chambers became irresistible. After weeks of switching off the 
lights in the 3rd chamber and switching on the light in the 4th, the temptation became too much. I purchased a face mask 
and a water-proof torch. Clad only in swimming trunks and a tight fitting pullover, I entered the blue-green water. It was 
freezing. But I swam through to the 4th Chamber with little trouble. I well remember seeing the mud slithering along 
the ground two or three feet ahead of me. Clearly, it was my own shock wave pushing ahead. Once in the 4th chamber I 
clambered up onto the bank and covered the light with my hand 3 times, to let my companion know that I was OK. Then 
I swam back, again with little trouble, apart from the extreme cold. On another occasion I swam through the tunnel again 
and this time used the 4th chamber to probe through to the 5th. But this was less successful. After that, I settled down and 
resumed ‘normal’ caving up ‘On Mendip’. All the guides knew of my underwater swims and so did Ann and Ted Phelps, 
but Olive did not. I’m sure that if she had heard about it, I would have been dismissed, instantly.

The summer season passed slowly by, but one day an interesting event took place. The sluice-gate at the entrance to 
Wookey Hole was opened. This caused the water level to drop inside the cave. Later, I understood from Ted Phelps that 
this was done a couple of times a year to flush out the stream and so clean up the water used in the paper-mill. But now 
inside the cave, there was a clear air-gap of about 1-2 ft in the tunnel between the 3rd and 4th chambers. Furthermore, in 
the 3rd chamber there was a canoe, the one which features in most of the old photos taken at Wookey. One of the guides, 
and I’m sorry I have forgotten his name, suggested that we take the canoe through to the 4th chamber, and asked me 

The silliest thing I ever did
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if I would do it. To me, it seemed a perfectly reasonable request and 
I knew that we might be able to peer more in the direction of the 5th 
chamber. So I readily agreed. In those days there was no such thing 
as a ‘risk-assessment form’. We just looked each other in the eye. For 
the remainder of this story I will call my companion Tim. The only 
thing that I can remember about Tim was that he was doing Theology 
at London University. Not to become a vicar, but for the study of the 
subject alone. He had a deep sonorous voice and I’m certain that he 
would have made a most convincing vicar. His voice alone would 
have added gravity during weddings, glimpses of the unknown during 
funerals, and hypnotic-induced sleep during sermons.

We decided to make our trip one evening after 6:00 pm, just after 
both of us had come off duty. But, the cave was still open. So we had 
just half-an-hour before the next party of visitors would reach the 3rd 
chamber; ample time, or so we thought. We waited until the last party 
of visitors had turned and exited the 3rd chamber, before dragging the 
canoe off the bank and into the water. We were both fully dressed and 
in our guide coats. All went well. We got into the canoe and paddled 
over to the entrance. We then laid ourselves flat out for the glide 
through the tunnel. A few more hand-paddles and it was time to lift 
our arms into the boat. All seemed to be going well and I remember 
looking up at the ceiling as we were gliding through. But, we had not got the direction of the boat quite right. Inside the 
tunnel the boat started to drift towards the right-hand wall. I was still not worried. But when it hit the wall, the canoe 
started to tilt and continued to do so. It would not stop. Then water started to pour into the canoe. It was at this point that 
I asked an important question: ‘Tim, can you swim?’ The answer was: ‘No’

By now we were going down fast. We were both sitting up in the canoe, heads above the water, but clearly going down. 
I said to Tim: ‘I’m going to give you a big shove towards the 4th chamber. Launch yourself in that direction’. A few more 
seconds and I deemed the time had come. So I gave Tim a huge shove. Then Newton’s third Law took over: ‘To every 
action there is an equal and opposite reaction’. Down I went, along with the boat.

When I resurfaced, I could see Tim’s head a few yards ahead of me. He was making a truly appalling noise. I swam up 
behind him and pushed him firmly up onto the steep slope of the sandy bank in the 4th chamber. We both clambered out 
of the water and huddled around the one electric light bulb in the 4th chamber. We had not even thought to bring a torch. 
Our position was absolutely untenable. If they shut the sluice gate, we would be trapped! Time was important, to say 
nothing of the cold. Tim could not swim. I stripped off and started diving for the canoe.

Despite the dark, I found it, and dragged it up laboriously towards the 4th chamber. Eventually, we were able to pull the 
canoe up onto the sandy bank. We drained it, simply by turning it over. We then re-launched the canoe. Tim got back into 
the boat and lay down, flat out once again. I joined him and slowly paddled the canoe back towards the tunnel. I cannot 
tell you how much care and effort I took to get that boat completely aligned with the direction of the tunnel. It took time, 
but we finally did it, and emerged very slowly back into the 3rd chamber. Just as we reached the bank, the next party of 
visitors entered the 3rd chamber. We said not a word. We simply walked straight past them, water dripping everywhere. 
Eyes followed us….

Outside the cave we knew that we dare not walk down the path, across the road, and past the shop and office. So some 
half-way down the path, we took off up the right-hand slope. We made our detour, through whose grounds, I do not 
know. Our objective was Titlands Lane which offers a back-route into the Wookey Hole Complex. In particular, the 
Nissan Huts where we could be re-united with dry clothes. To my knowledge, no-one saw us.

So there it is: the silliest thing I ever did. Looking back, after 50 years, it is obvious that we could have become a couple 
of Wookey’s ‘sillier statistics’. We were dead lucky to get away with it. Everyone at the time knew about our near-
drowning mishap, with the sole exception (to my knowledge) of Olive and Wing Commander Hodgkinson.

Professor Graham Bowden

The Author today
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Between 7th & 13th October 2009 I joined 
Jason Mallinson on a trip to the Pyrenees. 
The objective was to check out the route to 

the sump of an 1170m deep pothole, “Reseau de 
Soudet” – BT6, as a reconnaissance for a potential 
future diving project. The Soudet is little known 
in the UK despite its proximity to its more famous 
neighbours, the PSM  and BU56. It also shares the 
same hydrology system as PSM, resurging in the 
Kakouetta gorge in the Sainte Engrace valley.

Back in 1987 the first sump had been passed 
(S1 – 100m,-9m) shortly followed by sump 2, only 
dived for 20m due to lack of air reserves, with the 
sump left wide open. The depth of the cave, and 
remoteness of the sump, presumably restricting 
future diving projects.

Then, quite fortuitously a second much lower 
entrance was discovered, having been uncovered by 
a bulldozer, during the construction of a foresters 
track. This entrance, known as “Le Kongelateur” 
(the refrigerator), is at an altitude of 1000m meaning 
that it is only about 600m above the level of the 
sump. It wasn’t until 1991 that exploration began 
here, and the vertical entrance series was found 
to be 288m deep and dropped straight into “Le 
Soudet” above the 1000m level and approximately 
1km from the sump; an altogether more inviting 
prospect for a diving project.

In 2007, Malc Foyle and others on a trip to the 
area were given a tip-off about Le Kongelateur by 
ARSIP (the local caving body), and were tasked 
with digging it open after the entrance had become 
blocked with mud. This work was completed and 
the entrance series part descended by Tom Chapman 
and Kev Hilton. 

Jason and I, over an extended weekend in 
October 2009 got to the sump via Le Kongelater 
and things are looking good for a potential future 
larger-scale diving expedition in the forthcoming 
years. The following is an account of our recce trip.

DAY ONE
Jason and  I arrived to a warm & sunny October 

in the Pyrenees and drove straight to the correct 
foresters track off the road, and with luck on our 
side found the gate to be unlocked and the padlock 
missing. After a drive uphill, then a walk up the last 
steeper section, we quickly found the entrance and 
then drove the fully laden Fiesta all the way up to 
the cave. Having woken south of Bordeaux that 
morning at 8.30am we were now sitting in the sun by 
the entrance, eating lunch and feeling very pleased 
with ourselves indeed. We had 4.5 days to achieve 
our objective and we decided to spend just a couple 
of hours that afternoon rigging the upper part of the 
entrance to get a feel for the place before going off 
to find a campsite. This was a nice leisurely start, 
and Jason then uttered the predictably fateful words: 
“This is all going far too smoothly, something has 
to go wrong”.

Kitted up ready for SRT and clutching three 
large bags of rope plus drill, we were off, Jason 
rigged the entrance and slithered down the 
steeply dipping rock-tube; rather Mendip-like 
were it not for the very cold draught blowing 
out. I followed closely behind full of anticipation 
and nervousness as I’d not donned SRT kit for 
6 months and it had been over a year since my 
last trip in a deep continental pothole. I needn’t 
have worried though, as, from 6 metres depth, 
Jason announced that the cave was well and truly 
blocked and we were to dig.

For the next 4 hours we did just that. We only 
had a small tackle sack for mud hauling and a small 
supply of pointy sticks to loosen the mud-fill with, 
(when one snapped, the next was sent down). 
Digging with gloved hands was uncomfortably 
cold and sitting in the draught waiting to haul 
up the mud sack was no better, but it was this 
nuisance cold and noisy draught issuing through 
the blockage that kept us motivated. Eventually 
our efforts were rewarded, Jason was through 
and explored a short distance to the first pitch. 
We forgot the idea of rigging down. We had had 
enough for one day and just wanted to get out in 
the warm air again. 

We headed down to Ibarra campsite a short 
distance away, and found ourselves to be their 
only customers. After a meal and hot showers we 
went to bed and planned the following day. We 
hoped to rig the whole of the entrance series, and 
if time allowed, we would drop into the main river 
passage in Le Soudet and find the sump.

DAY TWO
By 9.30am we found ourselves at the entrance, 

having once again driven up unhindered and 
we were kitting up in the morning sunshine … 
incredibly mild weather for October in this region. 
This time we were off ... properly.

For rigging, Jason carried a drill and 40 
hangers and we carried between us about 300m 
of rope. The elevation survey we had, indicated 
just 6 pitches: one of 23m near the top  a couple 
of 11m and 22m, then near the bottom a 62m 
immediately followed by a 15m and ending in a 
50m pitch dropping into the master cave. Trouble 
was, with an entrance series of 288m we had no 
idea what to expect in the middle section. The 
top part of Le Kongelater turned out to be made 
up of relatively short pitches set within a steeply 
meandering passage. In very few places is a true 
floor reached, instead easily traversable ledges 
lead on to narrow pitch heads and for the most 
part the cave walls are only an arms span apart. 
Following on from this is a dry, mud-coated series 
of, again small pitches, developed just off-vertical. 
Due to the number of short pitches and lack of 
‘caving’ passage between, long rope loops were 

A 
Tr

ip
 t

o 
th

e 
Py

re
ne

es
 -

 B
L1
18:

 L
e 

Ko
ng

el
at

eu
r 

(B
T5

/B
T6

-R
es

ea
u 

de
 S

ou
de

t 
)



51

required to go from pitch to pitch. The cave rapidly ate 
up all the rope and hangers we had carried and we still 
hadn’t located the 60m pitch.

Limited by kit we came out after 7 hours 
underground, having not found a bottom to the entrance 
series, failing to reach the sump, using all 3 bags of 
rope, and completely running out of metalwork. Things 
may not have been looking too good, but Jason (being 
a determined chap), had a cunning plan for day three.

DAY THREE
The clouds were beginning to close in on the area and 
we were now kitting up under a misty drizzly sky. We 
had 2 more tackle bags full of rope as we descended 
the now familiar entrance series. Jason was to re-rig 
several pitches en-route by altering ‘wasteful’ two 
hanger y-hangs with rebelays backed up to naturals. 
When we got to our deepest point, we now had 10 spare 
hangers pilfered from above and (hopefully), plenty of 
rope. It turned out that the pitch-head we had stopped at 
was indeed the 60m pitch and this was the first pitch of 
reasonably impressive proportions as it had developed 
as a long but narrow black rift. From this point it was 
clear that in wet conditions, this area could be unpleasant 
and problematic. The 12m pitch immediately followed, 
which dropped us into the impressive fossil gallery 50m 
above Le Soudet; our first time stood on horizontally 
developed cave since arriving in France, and at last we 
could hear the river rumbling below. 

We shouldered our bags for the first time on the trip 
and set off at a quick pace before quickly being stopped 
in our tracks by a slippery mud-coated traverse and a 
few small pitches (using up even more gear) before 
arriving at the final 50m pitch. This landed us in a large 
dry section of bouldery passage, close to but out of 
sight of the main river. Then we were finally off caving 
on our way to the sump. As much as I enjoy SRT, this 
type of caving gives me far more pleasure, picking a 
way down large-scale river passage negotiating climbs, 
cascades, boulder mazes and where no other options 
allow, abseiling in order to make progress down the vast 
steeply dipping passage. Eventually the proportions 
reduced significantly, to Swildons size, in a long section 
that would clearly sump up in high water. Here, one 
or two small pitches had to be rigged and at one point 
some in-situ fixed traverse lines saw us safely across a 
deep pool without needing to get wet.

After an hour or so of progress we still hadn’t 
reached the sump and my ‘sense-of-remoteness’ was 
starting to get the better of me. I began to think about 
the journey back uphill and out, carrying rope-bags 
from the bottom of the entrance series. I sat down for 
a big drink of water and watched Jason disappearing 
onwards and downwards into the blackness. Just as 
I was beginning to nod off, he returned after about 
20mins. He had found the sump and it looked inviting!

We took it at a steady but continuous pace back uphill, 
quite often having to retrace our steps to find the correct 
route out, as it was not always obvious. Knowing where 
the Kongelateur branch enters the system is important, 

as it is obscure and the BT6 entrance is a further 6km!
The prussik out was fine and we de-rigged all the 

ropes up to the top of the 60m pitch. On arriving at the 
entrance area, within sniffing distance of the outside, 
it was clear that this part of the cave was becoming 
something of a strenuous exercise. It was now a slippery 
quagmire as it had been raining all day and we were 
pleased to have put a rope on the entrance slope. We 
surfaced after 12 hours and all that was left to do was 
to have a well-earned beer, a hot shower, and a good 
night’s sleep.

DAY FOUR
Day four was to be a rest day which meant pain au 
chocolat, and fresh bread in Tardets in the morning, 
followed by stroll up to Salle Le Verna in the rain from 
the track above Sainte Engrace. The cave was locked 
but it was interesting to see the new road. When either 
of us had last visited, it had been just a footpath to the 
entrance. 

DAY FIVE
It had rained gently all night and continued to do so in 
the morning. The plan was to complete the de-rig by 
mid-afternoon. Jason kitted up first and headed off. He 
was to go in ahead, de-rig a few pitches then hand me 
a full bag to disappear off and out with. As I made my 
way lazily to the entrance some five minutes after him, 
I was quite surprised to hear his voice. The entrance 
had blocked again, the rain-soaked mud had slumped 
in because of the increasingly wet weather. This time 
the digging was much harder as the job entailed having 
to try to dig a wet cold slurry with our bare hands, but 
the way was reopened in about half an hour (only just 
negotiable though). We appreciated our predicament; 
we were the only two out in France, nobody really 
knew we were there, (except the foresters we had 
passed on the track earlier, who had nearly barred our 
route), and it was continuing to drizzle so the chances 
of getting blocked in on the wrong side of the entrance 
were reasonable. Still, with the typical cavers’ attitude 
of ‘it’ll be reet!’ we headed in to retrieve the rest of 
our gear. The job was done quickly and as Jason could 
de-rig quicker than I could prussik out ahead, it wasn’t 
exactly the most leisurely of trips however, the entrance 
was foremost in our minds. I arrived first and squeezed 
through, but Jason had to remove his helmet to squeeze 
through. No matter, we hadn’t had to dig our way out 
and we had all the kit we arrived with, so all that was 
left to do was to wash our gear in the river and head for 
home. 

An excellent and productive few days!

Emma “Emsy” Heron
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Charterhouse Cave has been a very long-term 
project and Twenty-five Years to Life would 
be an appropriate title for this article. The saga 

started in 1982 when Pete Moody and I pushed a small 
cave above Read’s Grotto discovering 420m of passage. 
The cave was named Charterhouse and the find included 
some well decorated passage and several chambers 
including the massive void of The Citadel. The cave 
terminated in a large boulder choke at the end of the 
Grotto of the Singing Stal and prospects for a further 
extension looked promising. The stream sank away in 
the choke and a strong draught blew from between the 
boulders. Tyning’s Great Swallet, 70m above, is part 
of the same collapse. We started work at the choke in 
1982 and it soon became clear that this was going to be 
a major undertaking. Having a very healthy respect for 
large boulders we quickly subcontracted the dig to the 
experienced and capable hands of Pete Hann. Trained by 
Willie Stanton, Pete used the proven method of digging 
boulder chokes, as employed in Reservoir Hole, namely 
remove a boulder, cement everything in sight and then 
move on to the next rock. Over the next decade Pete 
notched up a very impressive number of digging trips, 
assisted by many different people, but notably by Nigel 
Graham and Julie Bolt. Twenty metres of progress was 

made before enthusiasm gradually waned in the 1990s.
With the near completion of the Swildon’s Hole book 

in 2006 I was keen to start digging again and Charterhouse 
was at the top of my list of unfinished digging projects. 
A reconnaissance trip with Pete Hann was made over 
Christmas and a month later the dig was restarted. Nigel 
Graham and Pete Moody made up the final members 
of the team. Trips took place on a regular basis, either 
weekly or fortnightly. The sand and cement was carried 
in from the surface and then mixed in Singing Stal (the 
nearest source of water) before being transported into 
the choke – not an easy task. Working conditions at the 
dig face were often quite constricted. The strong chilly 
draught led to the choke being christened Chill Out 
Choke, the name arising partly from the cold, but also 
because of the amount of time that the team was spending 
“chilling out” at this site. The solid left-hand wall of the 
choke was followed to provide a degree of safety, but 
as progress continued it became clear that the draught 
was rising from below. Thus the dig became increasingly 
vertical and over the next six months we excavated a 6m 
deep shaft. A shortage of rock for walling was the main 
problem encountered – a rather surprising dilemma in 
a boulder choke. There had been no sign of the stream 
since Singing Stal but under flood conditions in early 
December 2007 it was finally heard roaring beneath 
us through the choke. As we progressed vertically the 
gaps between the boulders became larger and rocks 
would rather worryingly drop away for several metres. 
Twenty-four trips were made in 2007 and by the end of 
the year we believed that a break-through was imminent. 
This eventually occurred on 16 February 2008 when 
entry was gained to a flowstone decorated “open” space 
in the boulders. From here a squeeze under a boulder 
(of dubious stability) gave access to a lower and much 
larger void. At this point a sizeable inlet entered from 
a small calcite walled chimney and the Charterhouse 
stream flowed out from under boulders on the left. An 
open route led on but it quickly became apparent that 
we had not yet escaped the clutches of the choke. The 
next section involved climbing down a pile of hanging 
deaths, precariously perched over a 3m vertical wall of 
flowstone covered clatch. At the base of this a wriggly 
route descended through more unstable boulders before 
breaking out into open passage at the top of a boulder 
slope. Chill Out Choke had finally been cracked and it 
had only taken a mere 26 years and about 120 digging 
trips. From Singing Stal the horizontal distance to the 
boulder slope is about 40m with around a 40m gain in 
depth, making the Tyning’s Great Swallet collapse over 
100m deep. 

Charterhouse Cave – Mendip’s Deepest
The 2008 and 2009 extensions

The Blades   -  photo Pete Hann
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Ahead the boulder slope led down to a well-decorated 
chamber and below this was the continuation of the 
Charterhouse streamway, although the large boulders 
with sideways formations in this area make it debatable 
as to where Chill Out Choke really ends. The cave 
descended steeply and a high and wide rift passage, 
Rock & Roll Rift, led down to a 4m deep rifty pot. 
On the first trip, because of concerns arising from the 
stability of the boulder choke, exploration was nearly 
halted at this point but glooping noises suggested that 
there might be a sump nearby and this obviously needed 
checking. A short distance further we stopped at a bend 
adorned with helictites. There was no sign of any sump 
and open passage could be seen leading enticingly 
onwards. It has since been discovered that the glooping 
occurs when a specific quantity of water descends Gloop 
Pot.  Frustratingly, the next trip had to be spent on 
urgent stabilisation work and it was a fortnight before 
we could resume exploration. From the point reached 
on the previous trip, the Aragonite Streamway (named 
after the large lumps of aragonite in the 2008 extensions) 
descended an entrenched tube and broke out into the side 
of a small chamber, with a fine remnant of false floor 
and some very large helictites. Downstream the passage 
narrowed to a tight rift, the Narrows, where three pinch 
points forced progress down to floor level. After 20m this 
awkward passage enlarged into a delightful Cresta Run-
like tube that stepped down to an alcove overlooking 
a sizeable chamber. Unfortunately the 6m climb down 
(Dragon Pitch) was in rotten shaley rock and rising 

exploration fever had to be contained while a ladder was 
collected from Chill Out Choke. In Master Chamber a 
surprise awaited for although the left-hand side was solid, 
the roof and right-hand wall were comprised of large 
flowstone cemented boulders. We had always suspected 
that any extension of the Charterhouse streamway might 
intercept the G.B. Great Chamber collapse but we 
had not expected to go underneath it. The survey later 
showed that Master Chamber is directly below Great 
Chamber, the two points being separated by about 60m 
of boulders. Turning a corner at the bottom end of the 
chamber a second surprise was encountered in the form 
of a sizeable inlet that flowed out from under boulders 
on the right. We immediately assumed that this was the 
water from G.B. and a week later were proved correct 
with fluorescein taking just 38 minutes to travel from the 
bottom of Main Chamber to the Confluence. Continuing 
downstream the passage varied in height from hands-
and-knees crawling to high rifts. The gradient diminished 
and it started to swing south-east away from G.B.. This 
section is well decorated and included a fine curtain and a 
stunning double bladed sword-like stalactite. Beyond the 
Blades, the streamway changed to a large and impressive 
flat roofed rectangular passage, Highway 120 (named 
after the bearing), and we started to wonder if we had 
been transported to South Wales. A short distance further 
a superb 4m high flowstone formation decorated the left-
hand wall, the Frozen Cascade.  Continuing downstream 
the passage shrank in dimensions, first becoming 
narrower and then lower until a flat-out crawl led to 

Highway 120  -  photo Pete Hann
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The Timeline  -  photo Pete Hann

where the water disappeared down an impenetrable slot. 
To the right of this a gravel bank appeared to 
block access to a larger passage. Returning 
the following Saturday we quickly excavated 
entry to a sizeable fossil passage and the 
stream was re-joined about 20m further on. 
Unfortunately, the roof lowered ahead and 
after only another 20m exploration was halted 
by a rather dismal and uninviting sump. It was 
disappointing but spirits were raised by an 
altimeter reading, which suggested that this 
point was deeper than Longwood Swallet, 
thus making Charterhouse the second deepest 
cave on Mendip.

Over the next few trips all potential leads 
were checked and the most significant of 
these proved to be a tight squeeze at the top 
of the Frozen Cascade. After a short distance 
the passage unexpectedly swung south-east 
and enlarged to a decorated rift with a crystal 
pool before breaking out in the floor of a 
large rectangular fossil passage, The Timeline. This gour-
floored passage descended to a phreatic section before 

dropping to a static flowstone-encrusted 
sump, where a minimal airspace gave access 
to an airbell.

The rest of the year was spent 
consolidating the discovery and John Cooper 
kindly agreed to assist with the survey. The 
2008 extension added 630m to the length 
of Charterhouse, making the cave just over 
1km in length. The altimeter reading at the 
streamway sump was proved to be pretty 
accurate and the streamway sump, at the end 
of 100 Fathom Passage, was established to 
be at a depth of 186m below the entrance 
(69m above Ordnance Datum). This beat 
Wookey Hole by 4m and made Charterhouse 
Mendip’s deepest cave and also the first to 
pass the 600ft mark. Interestingly, The 
Timeline was found to run parallel to the 
active streamway, the two passages only 
about 15m apart, with the streamway about 

4m deeper. A comprehensive photographic record was 
made of the extensions and conservation measures put 

in place. A considerable number of trips were spent 
on further stabilisation work in Chill Out Choke. We 
are extremely grateful for the numerous “volunteers” 
who helped to transport the large quantities of sand 
and gravel and in particular Mark Helmore and Mark 
Easterling who incorporated this in their training for 
a trip to BU56.

The 2008 extensions resulted in two potential leads 
at the further reaches of the cave. Phill Short found 
that the streamway sump was a low shallow bedding 
that became too tight after 9m. The static sump at the 
end of The Timeline was considered very promising 
and dives by Pete Moody and later John Maneely 
determined the existence of several airbells. The sump 
appeared to be horizontal and shallow but any route 
onwards appeared to be blocked by flowstone. The 

Frozen Cascade  -  photo Pete Hann

A formation near the Frozen Cascade  -  photo Pete Hann
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possibility of bailing the sump was discussed….
By the start of 2009 the team was looking forward 

to a well-earned rest, but Charterhouse had other plans! 
In late March we started introducing the Charterhouse 

leaders to the extensions and 
during these trips it was noted 
that the water level in the static 
sump was dropping, eventually 
allowing easy access into the 
first airbell.

At Hidden Earth, the previous 
autumn we had attended a 
demonstration by the Earby 
Pothole Club of a simple manual 
pump, the Earby Pump. This had 
been built to drain Sump 1 in 
Ireby Fell Cavern and sounded 
ideal for Charterhouse. Very 
generously the Earby diggers 
were happy to share their design 
and to give advice, enabling Pete 
Hann and Nigel Graham to build 
a Mendip version of the pump.

A dam was constructed by 
a hole in the calcite false floor 
of The Timeline, about 15m 
before the sump, in the hope that 
this would provide a drainhole. 
The 2009 Charterhouse digging 
team (Pete Hann, Ali and Pete 

Moody and John Cooper) was augmented by two UBSS 
members, Andrew Atkinson and Simon Flower, who 
offered to assist with the project. The dry weather in April 

Simon Flower in the squeeze at the end of Portal Pool. The top of the 
white flowstone is the normal winter water level  -  photo Andrew Atkinson

Onion Passage, Route 66  -  photo Pete Hann
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resulted in the water level continuing to drop and allowed 
a second airbell to be entered without diving equipment. 
Sloshing water towards the far end of the pool produced 
glooping noises and suggested a further airspace ahead. 
On a trip at the end of the month a dive by Pete Moody 
confirmed the existence of a tight underwater passage 
and a trial of the Earby pump proved very successful. 
This lowered the water level by 5cm, creating a small but 
draughting airspace through the sump. A fortnight later 
on 9 May, another session with the pump enabled me 
(as the smallest member of the party) to pass a tight and 
very aqueous squeeze into a steeply ascending phreatic 
riser. From the top of the riser a bedding passage with 
cobbles led to a pool. The way on then swung right and 
continued as a superb keyhole-shaped passage in black 
rock. Exercising great restraint I returned to assist the 
others with another pumping session and enlargement 
of the squeeze with a hammer. With everyone through 
the sump (now known as Portal Pool) we explored the 
keyhole-shaped passage to a short climb down into a 
sizeable chamber, (H)our Chamber (continuing the  time 
theme and celebrating the team’s discovery).  Across the 

chamber a high and impressive rift was followed to a 
bend where a small inlet entered. Downstream the rift 
diminished in size but cascading water could be heard 
ahead. A few minutes later we arrived at a cross-passage 
carrying a stream.  The quantity of water suggested that 
this must be the continuation of the main streamway last 
seen at the sump in 100 Fathom Passage. Ignoring the 
upstream lead, we followed the stream to a junction (The 
Crossing), where the water flowed off into a small narrow 
rift. Stepping up to the right a dry passage appeared to 
provide an easier route. Although initially thought to be 
an oxbow, we were surprised to find that this passage, 
Route 66 (the OD at the start), just kept going and going 
and showed no sign of re-joining the streamway. It 
proved to be fairly horizontal with the occasional loop up 
and down and appeared to run in a pretty linear direction. 
Progress ranged from hands-and-knees crawling to easy 
walking. The passage shape changed frequently and 
included phreatic tubes, a stunning bulb-shaped section, 
Onion Passage, and lofty rifts with high avens.  Several 
areas were well decorated. At the end of a long section of 
very pleasant walking-sized rift passage a small inlet was 

noted entering on the left. Beyond this point 
entrenched banks of cobbles lined the sides 
of the passage and the walls and roof became 
increasingly mud covered. The roof lowered to 
a muddy crawl where a strong smell of diesel 
became very evident and caused a marked 
deterioration in the air quality. The next pool 
was also polluted and we realised that we 
had disturbed a thick layer of diesel trapped 
in the mud. Ahead the passage continued as a 
stooping height tube before dividing into two 
options. An eyehole to the left gave access to 
a chamber with a cracked mud floor and static 
sump. The leg-grabbing properties of the 
mud resulted in this area immediately being 
named Quicksand Chamber. The other option 
at the junction proved to be the continuation 
of the main fossil passage. At this stage we 
had been beyond Portal Pool for over 2 hours 
and we had no idea how long it would take 
to re-fill. Therefore, with concern mounting, 
exploration was halted after about another 
25m at the base of an aven. With an estimated 
500m of new passage under our belts, it felt it 
had been a good day’s work. We were relieved 
to find Portal Pool still open on our return but 
the snugness of the squeeze resulted in the 
largest member of the party being extracted 
by his feet!

A fortnight later a reduced team returned 
with the main objective of starting a 
photographic record of the new extensions 
and also checking out a few of the minor leads. 
The tight inlet below (H)our Chamber did not 
look particularly promising but surprisingly a 
climb up through boulders broke out in a large 

     Route 66 approaching Diesel Duck  -  photo Pete Hann
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cross-rift. This area, Rip Passages (as in Rip in Time) 
proved extremely important with numerous leads. About 
300m of passage was explored and the main branch, 
a high and impressive rift, Rip Rift, trended south-
west and ended in a muddy chamber. At the end of the 
chamber a boulder blocked rift offered a possible high-
level continuation (at a later date this provided one of the 
links to Route 66). On this trip the streamway was also 
explored to an upstream sump, the water rising up from 
a deep clear rifty pool. A tube leading off from above 
the sump gave access to a further pool, probably a flood 
overflow. 

On 30 May the full team returned with the intention 
of pushing onwards along Route 66, but a nasty surprise 
awaited at the low muddy diesel polluted crawl. This had 
become an unpleasant 1.5m long duck (Diesel Duck) with 
about 15cm of airspace.  Continuing exploration from 
the aven reached on the previous trip, the next section 
of passage dipped through a sumpy-looking U-tube, 
with impressive mud banks. Beyond, Route 66 became 
horizontal again, trending in the same direction (south-
east). At the next feature, a draughty and very impressive 

aven that soared out of sight, the 
quality of the air improved. The 
following section was notable 
for the numerous bands of chert. 
The passage then completely 
changed in character and became 
much larger, rectangular in shape 
with a flat roof and smooth walls. 
Progress involved scrambling 
over large mud-coated boulders. 
The roof then lowered to a 10m 
long flat-out gravel crawl beyond 
which the passage became even 
larger. This area was extremely 
bouldery and by keeping at high 
level Simon was stopped by a 
deep hole. Meanwhile, Pete Hann, 
selecting a low-level passage, had 
found himself in a large chamber, 
the Hall of Time. This chamber 
had enormous sloping mud banks 
but unfortunately appeared to 
be blind. A dry stream channel 
disappeared into the mud and 
boulder floor and at the far end a 
lobster-shaped pot and high aven 
were both blocked by boulders. 
The drop that Simon looked down, 
the (W)hole of Time, was found to 
be associated with a high rift over 
to the right of the chamber. From 
the edge of the hole it was possible 
to see across into a continuation 
of the main fossil passage and 
a sloping traverse up to the left 
at roof level appeared to offer a 
route. This was not attempted. A 
Dictaphone was used to record 

information for a grade 2 survey on the way out. This 
basic survey indicated that we had gained another 450m 
of passage.

That May in excess of 1km of new passage was 
explored and although there were still numerous leads 
to push it was decided that we needed to consolidate 
what we had found.  For a Mendip caver, ignoring open 
passage is a very novel experience but over the next 
few weeks a high grade survey was started by Andrew 
Atkinson et al. and photographs taken by Pete Hann. The 
first half of July was pretty wet on Mendip causing the 
water level in Portal Pool to rise and later, Diesel Duck 
to sump, closing access to the further reaches of the 
extension.  Eventually, after making good progress with 
the survey and photographic work we decided to reward 
ourselves by checking out a few leads. This resulted in 
two connections being found between Route 66 and Rip 
Rift, the first via a pitch and the second from the muddy 
chamber mentioned earlier. By the end of September just 
over 1500m of passage had been surveyed and the depth 

  Route 66, southern section  -  photo Pete Hann
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of 209m at the Hall of Time promoted Charterhouse to the 
6th deepest cave in the UK. Exploration finished at the end 
of October when a pushing trip to the end was thwarted as 
Diesel Duck was found to be sumped by the large stream 
flowing into it. We have gained a healthy respect for this 
feature because if trapped on the far side it would be 
extremely difficult (if not impossible) to bail.  Returning 
to Portal Pool, which we had passed only a short period of 
time before, we found that the water level in the duck had 
risen alarmingly. A decision was made on safety grounds 
that no further trips to the 2009 extensions would be risked 
until drier conditions prevailed, hopefully, in spring 2010. 

With numerous leads still to push including the end of 
the cave we knew that we would be back….

Charterhouse Cave – an update
The Charterhouse team resumed work in April 2010 when 
Portal Pool reopened. The first priority was to push the 
end of the cave.  The sloping traverse at roof level (The 
Flyover) provided a route past the (W)hole of Time. From 
here a continuation of the fossil passage terminated in 
boulders but a crawl and awkward L-shaped squeeze gave 
access to a very large passage, High Time. Up cave led back 
over the 2009 extensions and terminated in an impressive 

aven with a good echo and a strong draught. In a down 
cave direction the cave split at a major junction, Zebra 
Junction (after the black and white rock). The left-hand 
branch ended after about 30m at a very promising dig 
below an aven. The other branch, an extremely scalloped 
high rift led to a small 6m pitch down a pot, below which 
the passage became increasingly muddy and descended 
steadily to a large static sump pool. This passage appears 
to flood frequently and extremely thixotropic mud is a 
feature of this area. The sump pool is around 35m OD 
and must be very close to water-table level. Various side 
leads have been pushed and to date about 770m of passage 
have been surveyed in this area. The depth of the cave at 
the sump pool is just over 220m, making Charterhouse 
the 4th deepest cave in the UK. Work continues.

Ali Moody

Hall of Time


