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Journal No 44. February 1954. 

 

FOREWORD 

 

Members will have noticed the change in size of the Journal, but this reduction in size 

does not mean that there is a corresponding reduction in reading matter. The use of 

smaller typescript has resulted in a reduction in the quantity of paper required, and this 

is a considerable saving on stencils. 

 

There appears to be some misunderstanding regarding the personnel responsibly for the 

publication of this journal. The journal's content in decided by a  sub- editorial 

committee consisting of the Hon. Secretary, the Hon Assnt. Secretary - D.Willis, and 

M.Glenister. It has always been the opinion of your committee that it is undesirable that 

any one person should have near-dictatorial power to decide the contents of the journal. 

Mistakes have been made, and, (most of us being human,) will continue to be made, but 

every effort is directed towards producing an interesting and readable journal. Finally, if 

you have any complaints, send them to the Hon Secretary who, incidentally, is 

responsible for the Foreword of each issue. 

 

This issue is being produced commercially and we must express our grateful thanks to 

David and Mrs Willis for all they have done in the past. Mrs Willis typed the stencils, 

and with David prepared the lay-out of the journal. David was also responsible for the 

actual duplicating and despatch of each issue. 

 

In view of a recent incident at Hillgrove, when two members who had previously 

booked accommodation, arriving late at night, found all the bunks taken, the committee 

has decided that no visitors may stay at either Hillgrove or Eastwater hut without a 

member making a booking through the Hon. Sec. When making a request for overnight 

accommodation, the names of the members of the party must be given, stating if they 

are visitors or members. On the occasion in question, a member booked for two but 

brought seven people, and another also increased the size of his party! To add insult to 

injury, one of the "victims" had left his sleeping-bag on a bunk in the afternoon, and 

this had been thrown on the floor, and the bunk occupied by a visitor. 

 

Thanks are due to those members who have made suggestions for improving the 

facilities and comfort at Hillgrove. There has been an offer of curtain material from a 

good friend of the club, and Eric Hensler has written offering to give us a 100 gallon 

tank for water storage. David Willis has been working on the hut and site most 

weekends and will be very pleased to receive offers of help from members. 

 

All members will learn with regret the news of the death of David Price of the Gwyn 

Arms on Dec 30th at the age of 66. 



2. 

We welcome the following New Members: 

Mr & Mrs J.A Cornelius. D. Kemp. 

P. Gass M.T. Lane. 

J.D Hanwell J.H Tomkins. 

E.R. Hanwell Affiliation: Norton School Caving Club. 

 

Changes of Address: 

B. Booth. "Somerby" 96 Pear Tree Lane, Little Common, Bexhill-on-Sea, Sussex. 

P.R. & W.J. Cooke. Under Callow, Oakbridge Lane, Winscombe, Som. 

22716668 Pte Duck. ATT No 1, RMP, DOG Coy, 9 BAD, Abu-Sultan, Melf 25. 

A.H.H. Johnson. 35 Santley St, London SW 4. 

J. Lewins. 7 Norfolk Street, Brighton, Sussex. 

 

 

Hon. Sec: F. Frost. 22 Wolseley Rd, Bristol 7. Phone: 44221. 

Hon. Assnt Sec: D. Thonson. 4 St Joseph Rd, Weston-super-Mare. 

Hon Treasurer: G. Williams. 1 Redhill Drive, Fishponds, Bristol. 

Hon Sec London Group: Mrs JHD Hooper. 92 Station Cres, Ashford, Middx. Phone 

2168. 

 

 

 

FORTHCOMING EVENTS 

 

GB "Guest Days": Sunday 14th February and Easter Monday, April 19th. The 

descent will be at 3pm. Names must be sent to  the Hon Sec a 

week before the event. 

UBSS Lectures: Main Geography Lecture Theatre at 8.15pm. 

Mon Feb 22nd: "FROGMANSHIP" (Provisional). 

Mon March 22nd: The Annual General Meeting. 

The Presidential Address will be on "Aveline's Hole". 

Club Events: Sun Feb 21st: Cave cleaning trip to the upper parts of 

Eastwater Cavern. Leader: D. Willis. 11am at cave. 

Easter: The club will run the usual Yorkshire trip, and the actual 

caving will include visits to "tough" caves as well as more 

leisurely trips. All members who are interested should send 

their names to the Hon. Assnt Sec. 

 

NOTE: 

If sufficient support is forthcoming a club supper will be arranged during the early 

months of 1954. The Hon. Sec. will be pleased to hear from members who are in favour 

of the idea. 



3. 

SUBSCRIPTIONS 

 

End of Rule 8 states:- 

"any member whose subscription has become more than three months overdue shall be 

named in the next circular and if within one month the subscription has not been paid, 

the members name shall be removed from the list of members, and notice to this effect 

shall be sent to the member. "  

 

The following members have not paid their subscriptions for 1953/54. 

 

Aherne MA. Gloyn Mr and Mrs CA. Rahtz P. 

Applegate G. Green C. Read D.J. 

Brooks N. Harris PR. Russell KEG. 

Butt GN. Hill AG. Smith R. 

Cahill P. Holloway Mr and Mrs H. Sangha L. 

Cave Mr and Mrs RG. Hucker FG. Stanbury TH. 

Clinch MC. Hunt DG. Stimpson VCR. 

Davis JM. Jeans WP. Stocker GW 

Dear I. Kenney RR. Surrall DA. 

Dingle LS. Mackintosh I. Thomson DA. 

Dolphin PB. Maitland CC. Thomson GM. 

Donnan WH. Mason EJ. Tupman J. 

Falconer G. Nightingale KR. Vowles Mr & Mrs C. 

Flavell BR. Palmer AF. Waddon EJ. 

 Waller Miss EV. Wadsworth A. 

 

Full Membership 10/- and "joint" Membership 12/6. Please send your subscriptions 

direct to the Hon. Treasurer: 

G. Williams. 1 Redhill Drive, Fishponds, Bristol. 

 

 

 

WILLIE STANTON writes from Portuguese West Africa. 17-1-54. 

 

"I'm mapping a region of limestone which is absolutely honeycombed with caves, 

swallets, sink holes and what not. On the surface there are not many rock outcrops, so I 

consider it a necessary part of the day's work to explore all the caves that are readily 

accessible. The dry ones are not very pleasant, being full of insects and (I suspect) 

unfriendly animals, but the wet swallets are quite enchanting. The black boys love the 

sport and catch the bats to eat. It's gentlemanly caving though, I haven't descended to 

hands-and-knees work yet." 

 



4. 

 

METAL LADDERS 

 

The "Tratman" method of metal ladder construction has been test ed. Two rungs using a 

zinc filling and one using soft solder were made, and in case of the zinc there was no 

sign of movement when the rung was subjected to a pull of 50o1bs + (in fact the rung 

began to bend), whereas the rung with the solder moved with less than 300lbs pull. We 

therefore intend to go ahead with the construction of ladders using this method, and we 

thought the following extracts from a 1etter of Prof Tratman would be of interest to 

members. 

 

"The idea is based on the construction of metals in passing from liquid to solid state. 

The centrifugal force exerted is very considerable. Zinc is the metal I have in mind to 

use. 

1: Drill rung to size of wire it is intended to use. 

2: Plug tube 1/2 " length of dowelling at each end ¾" - ½" inside wire holes. 

3: Thread wire. Push a little plasticine or putty as temporary stopping around hole, to 

prevent the molten metal running out through the wire holes. (This was not found 

necessary in practice. FF.) 

4: Set up on end and pour in Zinc nearly at solidifying poin t, and fill rung to about 1/4 " 

from end. Allow to cool. 

5: Remove plasticine or putty. Dowelling remains in rung, but adds 1ittle to weight. If it 

rots, as it probably will, it does not matter. It has served its function as a stop for the 

molten metal. 

 

I think the contraction of the zinc will so bind it on to the wire rope that it will hold any 

weight one is likely to put on, but an experimental rung or so should be constructed and 

tested to destruction. This method avoids all soldering and zinc tends to preserve wire. 

The weight of zinc used should not exceed 2 - 3 lbs for a 40ft ladder. 

 

Hon. Secretary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5. 

HILLIER'S CAVE 

 

This cave, situated in Fairy Cave Quarry was broken into during quarrying operations. 

One of our young members, David Penrose, (Who has been digging in Fairy Cave) 

made an initial exploration. With him was his friend JA Quinn. The manager of the 

quarry phoned the Hon Sec, and invited him to come along to see the cave. A small 

party met David Penrose and friend at (actually in the new cave) the quarry, and a 

rough survey was made by Prof Tratman. This survey confirmed David's estimate of the 

length of the cave, ie about 1000ft. There are some quite pleasant formations in the 

cave, but also plenty of mud and loose rocks. 

There is a real danger that the cave may be destroyed or blocked, and David is 

continuing the exploration of the cave. Every effort is being made to survey and 

photograph it with as little delay as possible. We congratulate David Penrose on the 

discovery and would like to take this opportunity of thanking the manager of the quarry, 

Mr Garlick, for his kindness in allowing us access to his property. Members will be 

informed when it is possible to visit the place. 

Hon Sec. 

 

 

 

The Scavenging Party to Swildon's Hole on Jan 17th was a success. Thirteen people 

took part including members of the four principa1 Mendip caving clubs - the Wessex, 

the Spelaeos, the BEC and the MNRC. Most of the rubbish was removed from the three 

main upper routes and from the whole of the streamway and upper grottoes. There was 

still some carbide however, in the boulder part of the lower streamway, which can be 

cleaned up later. 

It seemed to me, as I came out, that the character of the foreign matter in the cave had 

undergone a remarkable change, for the only thing I found cluttering up the streamway 

was a scrubbing brush. 

Oliver C. Lloyd. 

 

 

NOTE: We hear of a complaint of "jam jars" being left in Eastwater Cavern. These 

"jam jars" are of considerable historical interest, being part of evaporation testing 

apparatus placed in position by the Bristol Speleological Society which was in 

existence BEFORE the UBSS was formed. It is suggested that if there is any doubt 

about the nature of such like articles, members should get in touch with the Hon. Sec . 

 

Hon Sec 

 

 

 



6. 

BACK TO SHAKESPEARE 

or 

"How now old Mole?" 

 

The first scene (or is it the second ?) of the immortal bard's "Hamlet" gives us good 

reason to suppose that even in those far-off days there were cavers under the ancient 

pile of Elsinore. It would be interesting to know whether Hamlet senior used electric or 

acetylene lights, during his subterranean perambulations, but the purpose of this article 

is to discuss the impact of digging on the caving fraternity of today. 

 

It is reasonable to suppose that the first caving dig was undertaken when all the best 

desirable residences boasted a narrow entrance, a tight chimney to the surface and a 

small stream to solve the washing up and hygiene problems. One can imagine Mr & 

Mrs Titerift discussing their own housing problem over a meal of Mammoth fritters and 

stewed Cave Bear. 

 

"The second best bed-chamber is really a bit too small, dear. I'm sure the guests admire 

the curtains, but if anybody else spears himself on the stalactite like poor Uncle 

Bedding plane, I'm afraid that the police will take a dim view."  

 

"I expect they will darling, especially since they still use those obsolete wolf -fat 

candles. Ha Ha! Joking apart  I'll catch the eleven o'clock bison up to town and see the 

minister for Swallet and Pitch Planning." 

 

A few weeks later, having obtained permission, Mr Titerift collects his f1ock of 

children and sharpens his strongest shoulder-blade. A promising-looking choke is 

selected and the great work is started. Unfortunately Mr T. shortly afterwa rds grossly 

under-estimated the turn of speed of an aged buffalo and the distance to the nearest tree 

and the further progress of this, the first of all digs, is lost to posterity. 

 

Returning to the present, the digging process may be divided into three phase s: a). 

Selection of the Site. b). Working the dig. c). Finishing the dig (the hardest of the lot).  

In the best military traditions, these will be taken in order. 

 

There are many schools of thought on the question of where to dig. Taking a few at 

random, we have the scientific school: "Just here we are on the junction of the 

Carboniferous Limestone and the Old Red Sandstone; that stunted tree over there has its 

roots in the shales between the two. The catchment area is large and there are clear 

signs of a Rhaetic Age stream going in the opposite direction to the present one." The 

Materialistic school:- "It doesn't look too wet, there's a bus -stop not far away and you 

can see the chimneys of the "Hunters". 
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The Coldly Calculating:- "The dowser says that there is a stream 40ft down. We'll dig 

to that depth or eight weekends and then stop." The Intuitive:- (plaintively) "Somehow 

I'm sure there is a hole below this one."  

 

So, with the question of site satisfactorily decided, we come to the working of the dig. 

Here again there are many different methods. 

 

THE MIRACLE OF MODERN ENGINEERING: A sheer-legs is set up with windlass 

or three-to-one lifting purchase, a two-to-one topping lift and guys secured to 

convenient rocks. A self-tripping device deposits the spoil into panniers on the backs of 

sheep, which are then driven away to a safe distance. The erection of any such shaft -

head gear automatically ensures that an impassable rift will be encountered within a 

matter of feet. 

THE LASH-UP: A suitable pole is placed across the shaft and a snatch block lashed to 

it. The operation of lifting the bucket off the hook invariably results in the digger being 

showered with dirt. This has enriched the English language with many gems of 

invective. 

THE "LIGHT THE BLUE PAPER AND RETIRE IMMEDIATFLY" METHOD: Here 

a small vertical hole is made and gelignite placed therein. The explosion causes a 

satisfactory fountain of stones, mud, irate badgers, etc., and consolidates the earth 

below, thereby progressively increasing the difficulty  of boring the next shot-hole. 

These methods are usually inapplicable when the dig is in a cave, and one or more of 

the following old favourites must be resorted to. 

THE SLEDGE METHOD: Planks are laid down in the dig; the spoil is loaded into coal-

scuttles and dragged out with a rope, human buffers and points being stationed at 

intervals. The Mendip clay soon transforms the coal scuttles into unrecognisable lumps 

and the payload declines sharply to about 10%. 

THE BAG METHOD: Small linen bags are loaded by the digger and passed back from 

hand to hand. This method has proved to be eminently satisfactory in practice.  

THE HUMAN SHOVEL METHOD: The digger loosens the spoil and scoops it back to 

one side of, or between his legs. The next man passes it on along the dig and so on to 

the entrance. The following little duologue is often heard: 

"Hullo, I've got a big loose rock here". 

"Don't be a clot, that's my foot!"  

There are of course various ways of disposing of the spoil in subterranean digs: 

FILLING UP ODD SPACES: The spoil is tucked as neatly as possible into small side 

passages or between boulders. The joke here is that the side passage so laboriously 

filled turns out to be the one that finally "goes". 

TAKING IT OUT TO THE MAIN CHAMBER: All very well until water and clay 

combine to form an ankle-deep boot-removing morass. Extensive civil engineering 

projects may be necessary to keep the dig dry. 
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CHUCKING IT DOWN TO THE PASSAGE BELOW: The resounding crashes 

produced by large boulders or masses of calcite are mo st satisfactory and appea1 

strongly to the destructive instinct in all of us. Unfortunately later users of the passage 

may object. 

In conclusion, we come to the vexed question of finishing the dig. In fact "there are 

more unfinished digs in the earth than are dreamed of in your philosophy'' (A very long 

way after Shakespeare.) 

R.E. Lawder. 

 

Should any member detect in the above, references to his work it is hoped that they will 

be taken in the spirit in which they were meant! 

 

 

 

 

PHOTOGRAPHY 

 

Denis Warburton has now received a set of prints from the negatives taken at the 

Dinner. Members interested in copies of same should get in touch with the Hon. Sec.  

About a dozen whole-plate enlargements have been made from negatives taken by 

Donald Thomson. These prints are being mounted by Donald and will be p1aced in the 

Hillgrove hut. 

The photographs of the 33' Eastwater pitch used by the Hon Sec. for his Christmas 

cards to members, was printed from a 35mm negative taken by Denis Warburton who 

very kindly loaned it to the Hon Sec. 

 

Denis has suggested that it would be rather nice if more members could send the club 

copies of any caving photographs, or failing, this, allow the club to make a copy from 

their negatives. The print will be mounted in the Club Album. 

Hon Sec. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9. 

 

SURVEYING SWILDON' S HOLE 

 

At about 10.30pm on August 30th 1953, Howard Kenney and I completed the survey of 

Swildon's Hole. The achievement scarcely registered on us at the time, since we were at 

the upper end of Fools Paradise, two-thirds of a mile from the open air, and on the 

wrong side of the Black Hole and Sump 1. But two hours later, in Mr Maine's barn, we 

felt an intense satisfaction that cannot have been wholly due to Oliver Lloyd's hot 

coffee. The work of survey had taken us jus t two years. 

It had all begun in the summer of 1950, after the exploration of the Black Hole Series. 

Then, Howard and I had carried out a hasty survey from Sump 1 to Fools Paradise, 

using a prismatic compass, an altimeter and a yardstick (The latter is now sticking in the 

mud between Duck 1 and the Ten Foot Overhang, and is greeted with little cries of 

recognition by the original explorers whenever they pass). This first survey was of 

CRG. grade 3½. 

There was no map of Swildon's beyond Sump 1, and we gradually talked ourselves into 

making one. The greatest accuracy we could attain with our instruments corresponded 

to grade 5 of the CRG scale, and we determined to survey the whole of Swildon's Two 

at this standard. Howard and I started the grade 5 survey in July 1951, by surveying 500 

feet of streamway between Sump and Creep 2. Cave surveying is seldom a warm 

occupation, and in some ways this first inexperienced expedition was our worst. Our 

technique was bad, in as much as the work was not equally shared between surveyor 

and stooge, we took no food, and we had no target for the day but just intended to map 

as much as possible - a fatal mistake. Without a predestined end to the day's work, such 

a trip seems endless. 

Subsequently we remedied these errors. On sump trips we wore thick wool next the 

skin, and wrung out our cloths beyond Duck 1 We experimented with various types of 

food, and soon found that glucose was far and away the best. The little white tablets are 

invaluable, not the least of their virtues being that they can be eaten on the move, 

without necessitating a cold delay. The benefit is not felt at once, but after a short while 

one realises that things aren't as bad as they were, and that the outlook is, in fact, quite 

bright. 

For writing papers we used a special kind of tracing paper which maintains its strength 

under water and can be written on even after 12 hours immersion. Excess mud can be 

washed or licked off during or after the trip (or both). For safety's sake we stored the 

sheets in an empty carbide tin before and after use. 

In August 1951, Colin Vowles and I put in a good deal of hard work beyond the sump. 

The survey of the Approach Passage, an interminable 
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muddy tunnel on a steep slope, was an especially memorable occasion. In cave 

surveying, photography, and biology, it is the stooge who generally complains bitterly, 

and in the Approach Passage Colin did not for one instant deviate from this rule. At 

length I succumbed to his psychological warfare. Working under such condition at the ir 

worst in the Approach Passage, induces a, peculiar frame of mind. One is not conscious 

of intolerable cold, nor of extreme exhaustion, but there is a lessening of concentration, 

a dullness or apathy, which insidiously saps the will to complete the day's  programme 

so on this occasion I capitulated and suggested a return. But Colin, as ever, quickly 

sensed his opportunity, and announced that "NO! WE MUST NOT FALTER, WE 

MUST FINISH THE JOB! We did. Colin still reminds me of it from time to time. 

By the end of 1951 we had completely mapped the streamway between Sumps 1 and 2, 

and had made a good start at re-surveying the Black Hole Series. We had also decided 

to run a traverse at CRG grade 5 from Sump 1 to the entrance, to check the accuracy of 

the old survey. Sumping loses much of its appeal in the winter, so on our next visits in 

March 1952, we kept to Swildon's One. After two trips we had reached Barnes' Loop 

(working upstream). Colin Vowles helped me on the first occasion, which was graced 

a1so by the presence of Bob Sellers, biologist, explorer, and hero of Gough's Cave and 

the Street Tunnel. All went well until we reached the big pothole below the Upper 

Grottoes. Here Bob discovered a hole, which he entered head first to search for 

salamanders, and promptly became stuck. A large portion of him remained visible, and 

Colin and I indulged in little friendly mudslinging. Bob appears to have harboured a 

grievance for he wrote to the Journal (No 33) about it! 

Work resumed in August 1952, when Colin and I, in two marathon trips, completed the 

survey of the Mud Series, south and west of the Black Hole. Mud is colder and 

clammier than water, and our outstanding memories of these trips are concerned with 

their prolonged discomfort, and with the relief which we felt when we reached a 

"glucose station". Co1in developed a morbid affection for the 'Notes' column of the 

survey sheet, and faithfully recorded my least utterance as well as a few ideas of his 

own. It was fortunate that we were staying at Charterhouse, where th e sheets could be 

copied in strict privacy, and then burned! 

In the winter of 1952 we continued the traverse through Swildon's One. The weather 

was bad on the two survey trips in December, so Jock Broadley, Howard Kenney and I 

mapped from the entrance to the Forty Foot Pot, via the Short Dry Way. 

Early in 1953 the work of surveying was temporarily halted by the discovery of St 

Paul's Grotto and Damascus. "When the new passages were thoroughly explored, we 

were naturally anxious to know "where they 
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went", so we decided to map them straight away. It was not a pleasant task. The little 

trickle of water that flows past the Blasted Boss can effectively soak the larger caver 

(who is in prolonged contact with it), and the mud passages of Damascus are quit e 

comparable to those of the Mud Series beyond Sump 1. 

The final survey trip to Damascus was the first of three marathon occasions when 

Howard Kenney and I went down Swildon's with the express intent of cramming two 

day's work into one. Our task seemed endless, and was magnified by three unexpected 

hazards. Firstly, the photographers accidentally failed to use smokeless flashpowder in 

taking one picture, so that more than 100 feet of passage was filled with dense fog. 

Secondly, I had to change carbide in a confined space and was smitten with a severe 

headache. But the third setback was a shock of the worst kind. We were in the most 

remote and claustrophobic passage of Damascus, beyond the duck (which is something 

of a squeeze, and becomes a six-foot sump in very wet weather), I had just put forward 

the theory that after heavy rain a stream wells up from the sump at the far end of the 

passage and completely floods the little tunnel (like the Goatchurch rabbit burrow) that 

we were in. In such an event two sumps  would immediate1y form between us and the 

open air, after which the entire passage would gradually fill up! 

Howard listened unperturbed to this homily, and then wriggled on, feet first, to the next 

survey point. Gradually, above his grunts and exclamation s, there rose the sound of 

trickling water, rapidly growing louder. We gazed at each other with a wild surmise. It 

would be impossible to reach the first duck before it flooded. Howard announced that 

he was lying in a pool of water! But the noise diminished and then ceased and we found 

that by sliding into the pool, Howard has caused it to overflow and start a little 

waterfall. The relief was immense. 

The second marathon trip took place a few days later. It involved surveying the main 

streamway from below Barne's Loop to the head of the Fort Foot Pot, and was tedious 

but not particularly uncomfortable. There was one breathtaking moment of juggling 

with the compass, when it slipped out of my hand vertically above the lower Double 

Pot! This day's completed the traverse from Sump 2 to the entrance, and we found that 

the cave was just 401 feet deep. 

Early in the summer, Oliver Lloyd and I surveyed the Pretty Way and the Wet Way, in 

two pleasant and not-too-energetic trips. We appreciated our proximity to the entrance, 

from which we emerged at lunch-time to enjoy the hot sunshine on Mendip. We did not 

map- the Oxbows, but used a survey made by Richard Venney and Luke Devenish, 

shortly after the war. 

The survey was now nearly complete. However, the unmapped  
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portion of the cave was infinitely the most remote, being the system beyond the Black 

Hole. This continued more than 1000 feet of passage and clearly called for a marathon 

trip. Our first attempt at blasting open the PG sump and by -passing Sump 1 had ended 

in failure, and as time was running short, we decided to make a big effort and complete 

the survey via Sump l. 

The trip was planned down to the last detail but, as usual things turned out very 

differently. Various people dropped out, and in the end Howard Kenney and I arrived at 

the sump with surveying tackle and a 100ft nylon rope, but without ladders for the 

Black Hole. To add to our discomfort, heavy rain had swollen the stream and the sump 

was concealed beneath a layer of dirty foam a foot thick. In the end I persuaded Howard 

that he was capable of climbing across the Black Hole and we plunged through. I was 

interested to find that the sump is apparently just as it has always been, except that the 

cable is fraying rather badly. 

We passed the yardstick, and made history at the Ten Foot Overhang by changing into 

dry long woollen underwear which we had brought down with us in a water-proof pack. 

Don Thomson and his friend John now joined us, and we went on to the Black Hole. 

This place has a bad name, and certainly passing it is a tricky business, but the life1ine 

gave us confidence and we all managed to climb across safe1y. Don and John went 

ahead to plan their photography, while Howard and I began the survey. All went 

smoothly, except that the time went by at an alarming rate. The photographers 

considerately waited until we had passed them before they began work. It was pleasant 

to revisit the old places, but the tight pots seemed narrower than of yore.  

Don and John started back while the surveyors were labouring in Sore Knees Creep. 

We had now been about six hours beyond the sump, and Howard developed an aptit ude 

for doodling. The "Notes" column was obliterated by a giant tortoise wearing a top hat, 

trousers, and hob-nailed boots, who smoked a pipe and exhorted me, by means if a label 

issuing from his mouth, to get on with it. (or words to that effect.) 

Nearly 12 hours after we had entered the cave we emerged and walked triumphantly 

back to the barn. The survey was finished – for the time being. 

The passage length of Swildon's Hole is almost exactly 1 2/3rds miles. It is interesting 

to note that one half of this has been added in the last five years, and it seems likely that 

more discoveries will be forthcoming. The Black Hole Series is an upper level which  

must have an important continuation, if only we can get into it. 

Swildon's Hole can boast nine sumps, (apologies to my intrepid colleague CHK), of 

which only Sump 1 has been passed. Sump 2 seems too long to dive without a very 

special effort, based on well-informed planning. The PG Sump, and the sumps below 

the Well and the Black Hole are too tight to dive, as are the three in Damascus. 

However, it is  
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possible that two of the latter may vanish in dry weather. Muddy Sump may yet be 

drained, and is one of the potential gateways to the beyond. It is the westernmost point 

in the cave, almost directly below Priddy Vicarage. 

The survey as drawn up included a plan and section of the cave at a scale of 100ft to the 

inch, and a smaller-scale map showing the position of the cave in relation to the ground 

above. It will be published, together with a full discussion and a description of the new 

portions of the cave in a forthcoming report of the Mendip Nature Research Committee.  

My especial thanks are due to Mr Maine, the owner of Swildon's Hole, who has spared 

no effort to help the surveyors, and has on many occasions stayed up late at night to 

have a fire ready for them on their return. 

In conclusion, I should like to thank my many helpers, and in particular Ho ward 

Kenney, Colin Vowles, and Oliver Lloyd, for willingly giving their assistance 

whenever it was asked. I hope that the survey, when it is published, will be sufficient 

compensation for the peculiarly uncomfortable and uninspiring hours that they spent, 

making a map of Swildon's Hole. 

W.I.STANTON 

 

 

 

 

 

The article which follows was written after the Club Expedition to Steep Holm. The 

party was too big for individual identification here, and anyway, a list of names is 

tedious. But let it be told that while the author was taking unsuccessful photographs, 

Mick Glenister was guessing the measurements and writing his notes, and the 

remainder of the party were scouting around the island, p oking, their noses into every 

crack and crevice and between whiles just enjoying the sunshine. Other people went 

around smiting the bushes with butterfly nets and pouring bug into little bottles, but 

their researches will not concern us; doubtless they have their own journals for such 

matters. 

So if you will imagine ten or twelve enthusiastic cavers on a small dusty, rocky little 

island on a hot autumn day - read on -. 
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THE CAVES AND ISLAND OF STEEP HOLM 

 

There is something fascinating about an island, especially a deserted island, which has 

seen little bits of history and then retired once more to its former loneliness. Steep 

Holm is an island like this. The story goes that the murderers of Thomas a Becket fled 

there about the year 1171 and founded the Priory. Nobody seems to know just where 

the Priory was, but the ruins are there somewhere; what the four knights had to do with 

it is even less certain, though it is said that their spirits walk the island still. Then there 

was Harris. From time to time Steep Holm was used as a distribution centre for 

contraband, usually wine, from the Continent. Harris realised that the island was part 

neither o the Kingdom nor of the Principality, and that it was subject to its own 

licensing laws. Harris therefore built himself a den within convenient rolling distance of 

the landing beach and threw open the doors, entertaining the fisher folk, who came out 

from Weston-by-Worle with their pockets full of English money to sail drunkenly back 

with their bellies full of French spirits. The Excise men could do nothing. By the time 

the Authorities had come round to dealing with the enormity of this indulgence, Harris 

was quite rich enough to live well on the proceeds, retire to the mainland, and allow his 

hotel to fall into its present state of disrepair. Later still, Steep Holm became an 

essential part of the Bristol Channel defences, and these are still represented by massive 

iron cannon lying around the island and by the barracks, built in 1867. Gun 

emplacements of the 1914-8 war and of the recent one scar the already unlovely 

landscape, and the Army's amazing capacity for making a mess is evidenced, by the 

half rotten wood, rusty corrugated iron, and slabs of concrete which lie everywhere. The 

island is now used as a bird sanctuary, where thousands of gulls are hatched every year, 

and when many die and lie rotting among the Alexander plants. 

Everyone living in the West Country knows there are caves on Steep Ho1m. The island 

is said to be "honeycombed with caves." Really there is no reason why there should not 

be some small ones. The island is about three-quarters of a mile from East to West, and 

about half a mile from North to South. This is really a little piece of Mendip, separated 

and put out in the Channel. It is composed of limestone with a thin gritty covering of 

poor soil, in which the Alexanders (great tall things, like cow parsley, but coarser,) and 

little else, grow. There do not seem to be any sandstone pebbles, even down on the 

beach; there is no sandstone cap, and therefore no "run off" to form the large streams 

necessary for the typical swallet caves. The limestone beds dip roughly from north -east 

to south-west and seem to be of the same hardness. As one would expect, the steepest  
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cliffs on the south. The northern cliffs are overhanging and forbidding, in shadow 

almost all day, and coming down to a foreshore of solid rough rock, with little razor 

sharp projections. Calcite veins are to be found at fairly frequent intervals along the 

cliffs and there are a few faults here and there containing calcite and small stones - like 

a conglomerate. Most of the sea caves are cavities formed in association with these 

joints. 

Landing on Steep Holm is forbidden except by permission, but this does not include the 

area of shore between high and low tides, for it is the doubtful pleasure of the Sovereign 

of the Realm to own this. Many of the caves described in this dissertation are covered at 

high tide. The three most interesting ones are all within easy reach of the landing beach 

at low tide. The first of these (it happened to be the second  hole we investigated) lies 

about 200 yards from the shingle beach and is entered by a low crawl over pebbles into 

a small chamber The entrance is undoubtedly flooded by the sea, as there is a salt water 

pool nearby and the pebbles are clean and look sea-washed. We were not the first 

visitors; an inscription UBSS 1933 was marked with acetylene smoke on the wall quite 

near the entrance. Perched rather precariously in the roof of this chamber are some 

nasty looking boulders but it is possible to infiltrate th rough them into a low crawl, 

which gets smaller and smaller until claustrophobia and a sense of impending 

dissolution force the explorer to retreat. Where the crawl begins are some muddy little 

stalactites. It seems likely that this cave is partly "land" and partly "sea cave". The 

higher parts look like a typical boulder filled solution passage, modified in the chamber 

below by the rounding off action of the sea water. In all, it is about seventy -five feet 

long. Nearby, under the cliff below the well is a cavity, seen through a hole, formed in a 

fault. A small quantity of explosive would soon see if it went, but without this one 

cannot judge. 

Twenty-five yards further along the coast from the last cave is a pool with a tunnel 

leading into the cliff side. The water is only about three feet deep, and after a delightful 

thirty foot splash through this canal one emerges into a chamber some fifty feet by 

fifteen, with an arched roof and a floor of pebbles, sloping gently upwards to the wall at 

the far end. This, the Hall Cave, is a typical sea cave, formed by solution along some 

line of weakness, and having no water inlet from above. This cave is about eighty feet 

long, and although it probably does not flood to the roof at high tide, there being no 

blow hole chimney, it is best explored during the ebb. 

The third important cave, known as the Window Cave, is about two hundred yards from 

the jetty on the South Coast. This was reported by the other members of the party, and 

the enthusiasm of the author to see it necess itated three people's scaling unscaleable 

cliffs to escape the tide. The information is, nevertheless, passed on as hearsay. The  
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cave entrance is through a fissure which turns at right angles and runs parallel with the 

cliff edge as a rift passage with a muddy floor. About half way along, a square window 

looks out over the sea, and furnishes an alternative entrance. Its total length was 

estimated at eighty feet. 

But let us continue our journey round the island from the Hall Cave. The fourth cave we  

looked at was a cavity high up in the overhanging cliff almost on the high tide mark. A 

drip of surface water comes down here, and the cave is an enlargement of a calcite joint. 

There seemed to be three ways of getting into this cave. The obvious way was to climb 

into it. The second method was to dangle a rope ladder from the cliff above and 

"pendulate" into it. The return journey was considered a different problem. The last 

suggestion was to float in on the rising tide. The first method was tried, and the  climb 

found very difficult, so that idea was abandoned. Lack of practical enthusiasm showed 

that the other methods were of academic interest only. All along the north -eoast are 

enlargements of the joints and faults. It is difficult to decide which should be considered 

caves. There are about five of these, varying in length from ten to fifty feet. One or two 

of them are lofty and make sporting chimney climbs. 

Sea caves form frequently, in different types of rock. They form readily in limestone, 

but also in New Red Sandstone, and in other substances. Perhaps they are not as 

interesting, nor as extensive as land caves but they have a minor importance. Some of 

the caves one thinks of as land caves may have formed on ancient shore lines. For 

example when the Marchiness of Bath published a little book on the Caves of Cheddar, 

she wrote that Cox's cave differed from the others in being a sea cave. She does not 

quote her source of information and nobody else has ventured a Similar opinion. 

Although caves with shore-resurgences cannot be common, the outflow of many cave 

systems is below the sea. The caves of County Clare come out somewhere off the coast,  

and there is said to be a large spring of fresh water in the Bristol Channel near Steep 

Holm. Perhaps if the land were to rise in these places these great resurgences would be 

considered partly land cave, partly sea cave. 

There are tales of other caves on Steep Holm. There is a tiny rock shelter near the 

observation post on the north coast which might be of archaeological interest, and there 

is said to be a cave entered through a tight hole and having several chambers, the final 

one with an altar. Nobody seems to have been here for a great many years, and the 

entrance may now be lost. It is called "The Church" and start s as a hole on or near the 

plateau on the top of the island. I have looked all over this on two occasions but never 

found anything. The vegetation, particularly in summer, is very thick, and the gulls 

always unfriendly to the extent of being belligerent, s o the entrance may be just difficult 

to find. It is quite an experience to visit the caves of Steep Holm;  

(concluded on Page 19) 
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ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE BULLDOZER 

 

When we began investigating the archaeo1ogy of the area to be covered by the Chew 

Valley Reservoir early in 1953, it seemed that there was very little to investigate - only 

an alleged Roman road passing through the Valley and one or two moated enclosures 

which were thought to be mediaeval  buildings. It seemed that the valley was too 

marshy and low-lying to prehistoric and Romano-British people, and nothing had ever 

been found there, but in the space of a few months our ideas were shattered: now at the 

end of 1953 it 1ooks as if we shall find it difficult to excavate everything before the 

water fills the valley at the end of 1954. 

This has been mainly due to the tractors and scrapers which have taken the clay from 

many fields for the embankments of the reservoir. Just before Easter, whilst examining 

a section of the Roman road we heard a rumour that some "black pottery" had been 

found at Herriotts Bridge, where the first clay-pit had been begun: this sounded hopeful 

so we walked over and found that several acres had been stripped and in the surface of 

the red marl, polished like wood by the scraper blades were many dark patches, and 

Roman pottery fragments were picked up over a very big area. There were no walled 

foundations and we realised at once that here was a Romano -British settlement, the 

excavation of which would be a very big job. During the next few months we examined 

most of the site and found ditches in profusion draining the whole area, many of them 

containing pottery and other Roman rubbish. There were hearths, cremation burials and 

skeletons with boat nails around the feet, but no traces were found of the habitations 

which we think may lie in the lower part of the field by the River Chew, but as this has 

not been stripped, we are going to dig there next year. These people must have been 

very poor indeed, as not a single coin was found, 

This was not the end. In June the scraper assembled at Ben -Bridge, and being ready this 

time, we were not disappointed; we walked in the wake of the scraper blades with 

trowels, tapes, compasses, note books, bags etc., and as the top soil rolled up insid e the 

machine like the crest of a great wave, the hearths, ditches and burials appeared behind, 

and a very hasty excavation was done It should be explained that at Herriotts Bridge, 

the richest part of the site was roped off for a while, but this could not  be done at Ben-

Bridge. For the first few days nothing dateable appeared, then suddenly the dark marks 

were seen to form several enclosures with a dark patch in each. This area was left to us 

for a few days and proved to be a ditched enclosure surrounding Roman burials. Then 

great excitement, the first prehistoric remains were uncovered; a small circular pit 

containing pottery, over 100 flints, and other objects of the early Bronze Age  
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(about 2000BC). This was a surprise indeed, as the races of th is period had always been 

thought to be confined to much higher ground, such as the top of Mendip, but further 

Bronze Age finds were made, and also others of Roman and Medieval date, before the 

work at Ben-Bridge was completed. 

The machines were not however, the only archaeological pioneers; the mules have 

given us our biggest site. Whi1e walking over the fields near Chew Park, we found 

Roman pottery in the mule-casts: the rough ground suggested ancient disturbance and 

aeria1 photographs showed several markings. A trial trench revealed Roman 

foundations, and here we began our longest excavation in July. We had time to make a 

thorough examination and plan a careful excavation without the necessity of watching 

over our shoulders for the return of the- scraper for more clay. It is fortunate that Chew 

Park was not chosen to supply clay; the remains here are so extensive that much 

damage would have been done and much information lost. We have found habitations 

here of the Early Bronze Age, the Iron Age and the who le of the Roman period 

covering several acres. There are also several medieval lime-kilns. We have excavated 

Bronze Age graves and ditches, Iron Age ditches and Roman ditches (All crossing one 

another in a bewildering maze, and all to drain the marshy grou nd). We have uncovered 

a Roman villa 80' x 56'; it is a simple farm building with no mosaic pavements, baths or 

similar features found in more luxurious buildings but there are many coins, brooches, 

pottery etc., and we have excavated only a fraction of th e site. Less than a year remains 

for this and further excavation at Herriotts Bridge and at St Grass Nunnery, a medieval 

site where much walling exists, so we have called in the scrapers at Chew Park, not to 

work haphazardly for clay, but to strip, under our control, selected areas to exactly the 

right depth at which we shall be able to excavate most of the site, without having to 

spend valuable time in removing turf and topsoil. On another medieval site shortly to be 

flooded we have used a bulldozer to prepare the way for a quick excavation; here we 

have walls, floors, pottery and coins from the 12th Century to the time of William and 

Mary. 

Next year we plan to begin 1arge scale digging as soon as possible. We ourselves will 

continue through the Winter working in rubber boots and canvas shelters when it is 

humanly possible. At one stage in the flooding, Chew Park will become an island, as 

perhaps it was in more ancient times and we shall have to use a boat to reach the dig. If 

anyone is prepared to work regularly throughout the year we shall be glad of his or her 

assistance: there will be a great deal to do. 

P A. RAHTZ 

E. GREENFIELD. 
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STEEP HOLM 

(contd from P 16.) 

 

they have not previously been written up, and one has the sensation of original 

exploration. So far only three of importance are known, and these have not yet graced 

the pages of "Britain Underground". Perhaps when this prospectively useful little 

manual is brought up-to-date, the Steep Holm caves will join company with Ludwell 

Cave and Reservoir Hole, and other small caves here and there, and we shall be able to 

read details about them. But if one can obtain the party, permission, and the boat, a 

week-end on Steep Holm is a rewarding experience. 

DONALD THOMSON 

 


