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Editorial 

Welcome to the 352nd Journal of the Wessex Cave Club.  
 
I would like to express my gratitude to all the contributors and especially to John Cooper for proof reading. I found it 
very frustrating in the beginning. Word seems to have a mind of its own and it took a while to sort out the 
presentation.  Producing a readable journal has been challenging to say the least. 
 

 However…. 
 
It has been a fantastic year for caving. There have been trips as far afield as Mulu and Cantabria along with domestic 
trips even overnight camps in Daren Cilau. 2nd Saturdays have been very popular with regular large attendances. 
Facebook is replete with photos of member’s exploits and the log book has many entries. However, very little has 
been typed up and sent to the editor for inclusion in the journal. There are times when I feel like a stray dog begging 
for scraps at a banquet and what a feast has been laid on by the experienced Wessex members. Are their efforts 
providing quality trips not worth a story? With around 50 people going to Cantabria I had hoped to produce a 
bumper edition but there has been scarcely a whisper although Noel Cleave stalwartly transcribed the entire log 
book and sent me a copy to extract the good bits. 
 
 I will be standing down as editor this year and to use the trending theme, became Editor, produced 4 Journals, 
became disillusioned and went for a beer! 
 

 

Recent additions to the library. 

 
As at 26th September 2019 

BCA N/L 36 (Jul. 2019) 
BCRA Cave and Karst Science 46, 2 (Aug. 2019) (Pleistocene frost damage in Hallowe’en Rift) 
CDG N/L 212 (Jul. 2019) 
Chelsea S.S. N/L 61, 4/5/6 (Apr. – Jun 2019) 
CNCC N/L 10 (Sept 2019) 
Descent 269 (Aug-Sept. 2019) (Cryogenic stal, Green Ore, Cheddar floods, Lechuguilla) 
Mendip Caving Group ‘News’ 384 (Aug 2018) (Charnel Shaft, Cheddar Catchment Survey) 
Red Rose P.C. N/L 56, 2 (May 2019) 
White Rose P.C. N/L 38, 2 (July 2019) 
 
Proc. 12th Eurospeleo Forum (2018) Ebensee, Austria Eds. Mattes J., Christian E. & Plan L. 
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A 2-day, double trip of epic proportions - Nick Parham 
Mike Kushy, Monica Bollani, Jenna Overstolz, Kim Lake and Nick Parham 

 

The Sound of Silencio 
Sunday 18th August, 2019  
The episode of defiled innocence 
 
It was at 12:30 that this group of intrepid 
explorers entered the very innocent looking 
entrance to what would reveal itself to be a 
labyrinth of horrors.  
 
As “Wingco” had eloquently explained earlier: the 
pretty little villages, rolling countryside and 
alluring name of ‘Red del Silencio’ conceal the 
ugly truth of what is actually the ‘Angler fish’ of 
caves. It entices you in and then eats you whole.  
 
In high spirits and full of excitement, Monica led 
the way into the pitches. Down and down we 
went with whoops and squeals of excitement 
(mainly from Monica). Then we arrived at the first 
really testing/exciting pitch. It was necessary to sit 
on a small piece of rock, hanging precariously over 
the ravine, next to the Y-hang and attach the 
descender before dropping around 130 metres. 
Several more pitches later, we descended the 
145-metre pitch before arriving at a very sketchy 
traverse with frayed, tatty old ropes. With nerves 
of steel, we faced this peril to descend yet 
another deviation with broken crab that could 
easily have unhitched and let us swing into the 
rock face. 
 
At the end of the last rope in this series of pitches, 
we were met with another delightful surprise – 
the rope was 17.3 feet too short and we had to 
balance on a wobbly pile of rocks to unclip. In 
‘Torca de Seguia’, immediately at the foot of this 
pitch, we took a few minutes to review the map 
and have something to eat and drink. It was with 
horror that we realized that we were already 3 
hours in and only about 1/20 of the way (about 2 
inches on the map) to ‘The Book’.  
 
We then started meandering, following passages 
that squeezed and widened, required ducking 
under and climbing over boulders, bridging over 
rifts and splashing through water. Kim (‘Bob’) and 
Jenna (‘Carmen’) were delighted with all the 
‘pretties’ and we were occasionally treated to the 
delights of Jenna’s wonderful renditions of 
beautiful arias. At one point, we even stopped for 
a performance of Carmen (hence the nickname).  

Several more hours later and having got 
thoroughly bored (speaking for myself at least) of 
every type of cave terrain, the map revealed that 
we were still only about half way through the first 
page of the map!  
 
On and on it went, with poor pitch rigging, foot-
crushing v-shaped narrow passages and lots more 
scrabbly bits. The delights of this cave never end!  
 
Despite the unending ordeal, our spirits remained 
high, laughing and joking and even making up 
songs. A particular favourite of Monica’s was: ‘I 
would walk 500 miles’, which evolved into: ‘I 
would cave 500 miles, I would prussik 500 metres, 
Kushy would dig 500 miles, just to be the caver 
who dug his way to your back door’.  
 
Episode 2: Hello darkness my old friend  
 
DELIGHT! We arrived at a wonderful river passage 
that gave some special thrills on sliding into deep, 
4°C pools of water. But then we arrived at ‘El 
Balcón’ and the start of the second page of the 
map. Joy!  
 
We had to take another break and Mike asked me 
to put on some music. I knew that Monica loved 
this special cover version by ‘Disturbed’, so I 
played ‘The sound of silence’. Unwittingly, I 
realized that I had just played the most 
appropriate song possible. The sound of silence 
(or Silencio) then resonated with us for the rest of 
the day, especially as no-one could stop singing it.  
 
As I write this, I am reminded of how we felt then. 
I have been at this for a while and have lost a lot 
of the will to carry on, but I am still only half way 
through the Red del Silencio story. There, 
unfortunately, we had no option other than to 
carry on for every bloody metre. However, I will 
spare you the same ordeal of reading all of my 
ponderous thoughts and attempt to describe only 
the highlights. There were a few more sketchy 
ropes to go down, which were a bit moth-eaten 
from having been rubbed across rocks. (Wayne 
later told Jenna that we should have been carrying 
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a spare rope to cover such situations.) There were 
also, of course, pitches and climbs without ropes 
or with ropes that only covered a small part of 
them. One of these was a descent within a 
meandering passage where the rope didn’t reach 
the bottom. We descended this ‘fluffy’ rope, 
through two tightish gaps and then stepped off to 
our right. Here, we had to stay high while bridging 
the gap to get through this section of passage. 
Kim, however, broke and dropped her right 
kneepad, so I climbed down to retrieve it for her. 
Unfortunately, this meant that she had no 
protection for that knee and it is now a rather 
different colour to the left.  
 
The deep pools of ice-cold water were another 
delight that we embraced with excited 
trepidation. The bracing cold was quite a shock as 
it tickled the body’s sensitive parts, but it was 
good to cool down after all the previous hard 
work. There was then a series of traverses that did 
catch a few of us out – getting hung up and 
needing a leg-up from Kushy. Our fearless leader 
then then led us through the last traverse, but 
while he was on the rope Jenna heard a ‘ping’ 
followed by “FUCK!” Jen-jen quickly asked: “Is 
everything ok?” to which the reply of “Yeah, all 
fine, come” was heard. On arriving at the end, 
Kushy was found holding a frayed rope away from 
the wall. It was fine!  
 
It must have only been a matter of minutes after 
this (relatively speaking) that we arrived at ‘The 
Book’. Monica ran up to a plastic box hanging 
from the ceiling and found a ‘real’ book inside. To 
Monica’s extreme surprise, ‘The Book’ on the map 
was a real book (“Oh my God, it’s a real book” she 
exclaimed with amazement) and not a 
speleothem.  
 
We read lovely comments from the previous two 
teams that had passed through earlier that day. 
We then entered our details at 00:00 hrs. ‘Red de 
la Puta Madre’ (top to middle) had only taken us 
11.5 hours (we were promised 6)! It is unlikely to 
be done again. 
 
The Torture of the Canal  
Monday 19th August, 2019 The promise of 
freedom  

It was at 00:01 on this beautiful Monday morning 
that we entered what was supposed to be a ½-
hour stroll out that would get us to the famous 

Portuguese restaurant in Arredondo before 
closing time. We had all been dreaming about our 
fantasy end-of-caving meals, but it was not to be.  

The lovely little stroll then had a small prussik, 
followed by a tight bit. Jenna followed me and 
Bob and asked: “Where’s the tight bit?” to which I 
replied: “You’ve just gone through it (you bitch)!” 
Somehow (I don’t remember), Bob took the lead 
and suddenly I heard cries and groans coming 
from around the corner in front of me. We were 
already in a tight, winding passageway that 
required bridging to avoid a nasty fall to a horrific, 
squeezing/crushing death and there was no 
option other than to fight our way through.  

After all the life-force was drained from our 
bodies by miraculously surviving the ‘Torture of 
the Canal’, we then found another ‘hand line’. I 
clambered up and attached my hand jammer and 
cow’s tails and then proceeded to fight with all of 
my remaining strength for every inch. Squeezing 
between the boulder and wall, I lifted myself up 
and then jammed my arse in the gap to stop 
myself from falling. When I had got on top of the 
boulder, I used the hand jammer to pull myself 
across to the end of the traverse. I fell on the 
floor, gasping for breath, happy in the knowledge 
that I would have plenty of time to recover before 
the other 4 arrived. Bob then also took the same 
(dare I say) idiotic approach to this obstacle and 
joined me in the passageway enjoying the cool, 
fresh air blowing through. To our dismay and 
frustration, Carmen, MolBol and Kushy arrived 
within minutes having simply walked the ‘tight 
rope’ across the gap (Jenna was delighted that 
Kushy had been impressed with her improvisation 
and copied her)!  

The episode of awesomeness 

We entered the last section, a crawl with 
numerous tight squeezes. After several of these, I 
saw a light and heard a familiar ‘Woo Hoo’. I knew 
straight away that this was ‘The Awesome Bean’ 
who had come to join us on our fantastic, mystical 
journey. Generously, ‘The Awesome Bean’ had 
also brought along ‘The Awesome Hal’ (The Bag 
Mule) to learn from the master. These delightful 
gentlemen had brought an enormous sack of 
water and goodies as an offering to be accepted 
into the infamous team of optimistic (if slightly 
deluded) bloody idiots who had taken on this 
ridiculous challenge. We let them join us, as it 
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would have been unfair not to share the glory of 
defeating these two evil geological beasts.  

‘The Awesome Bean’ took my ‘rocksack’ and 
generously allowed ‘The Awesome Hal’ to carry it 
out to the cars. Up the rocky slope of peril (where 
Lou Lou had previously tried to stone Ralph to 
death), we found ‘The Awesome Wayne’. We also 
allowed him to join our merry band and we all 
ascended into the woody, muddy wilderness 
outside. Fortunately, we did not lose our mobile 
phones at this point (apparently, this is a real 

danger in this wooded area) and managed to 
climb our way out of the ‘Slope of slippy doom’ to 
the cars. We were met by a large group of other 
‘Awesome People’, who were there to cheer and 
celebrate our miraculous and heroic achievement. 
It was 01:30, a nice little quick trip for a Monday 
morning!  

That night at dinner, speeches were made, 
chocolates were given and there was much 
rejoicing! NB: Artistic license taken with pitch 
heights (and everything else). 

Painting Wookey Hole - Michael Thomas 
 

 
Sometime in early January 2019 Miranda 
Litchfield from Wookey Hole emailed me with a 
seemingly crazy idea! I phoned her straight back 
“You want to do what underwater in Wookey 
Hole? “  
 
In 1935 using Standard Dress diving equipment 
(think big brass helmet and lead boots) divers 
Penelope Powell and Graham Balcombe walked 
into the unknown on a true cutting edge 

exploration of the cave eventually finding 
chamber seven. At this point they had pushed the 
limits of what was possible using the equipment 
available and would have to wait for technology 
to catch up with the divers desire to explore 
before they could continue.  
 
To celebrate the 85th anniversary of the 
exploration, Wookey Hole had commissioned 
Philip Grey an extreme artist to paint two 
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paintings underwater in Wookey Hole one in 
chamber 3 and one in chamber 7. Philip would be 
diving with a camera woman to record the 
painting Natasha Maksymenko and his dive 
instructor Matt Jevon who he had worked with on 
many painting projects underwater.  
 
Now all the painting team had experience in the 
warm blue caves of Mexico and Spain but Wookey 
Hole is not Mexico, the entire art team would 
need diver sitting underwater to ensure everyone 
got in and out. What Miranda wanted me to do 
was arrange the safety of the entire dive team. Oh 
and start praying to the cave gods that for the 
week we had scheduled in in early July, the 
weather would be good  as the team was flying in 
from Southern Ireland and Lanzarote.  Not much 
chance of complete failure then!  
 
All divers apart from Philip the artist would be 
using closed circuit rebreather units to enable the 
divers to stay silently in place, keep warmer and 
have plenty of time in case of problems, I opted to 
put one more diver into the team that was 
capable of work, compliant with HSE medical and 
knew the cave. Robert Thomas was the last 
member and came on as safety diver.  
 
Now in mid-February I found out I had a small 
technical problem with a cancerous lump! I said to 
the oncologist “will it kill me” she said no if we 
treat it but within 18 months if we don’t! Ok I said 
“best treat this please”. Now here was the 
problem the nice oncologist said five months of 
treatment and six months recovery! I said “ you 
are joking yes ? “ take the rest weeks out of the 
treatment schedule and it will be finished in four 
months and in time for the Wookey project. She 
did not believe I could do this but I did and it hurt, 
but......... 
 
So four days after a blood transfusion to repair 
some treatment damage I dived Porth Yr Ogof 
cave in Wales under Roberts’s watchful eye, the 
student became the master. I needed to know I 
could still dive, I call it mental healing. The 
following day we checked into Wookey Hole.  
 
After meeting the team the first job was to tour 
the cave to explain the layout and work out how 
we would orchestrate this project, the next job 
was to set up underwater, two areas that Philip 
would paint in. This involved placing tarpaulins 
held down with lead weights so Philip would not 

kick up the mud when working. Extra diving 
weights were also taken in so Philip could clip 
them to himself and become heavy when 
painting. Much mud was kicked up during this 
process and I was glad the weather was perfect 
and by the morning the cave would be clear again. 
The painting areas would be in chamber four 
looking back into three and in chamber seven. 
That afternoon Robert and I took the team on a 
guided tour of the Mineries Pool and the entrance 
of Swildon’s Hole as both are important parts of 
the story of diving in Wookey Hole. Philip did his 
best to explain to Robert and I the art of making 
art! I think he had a difficult job. 
 
The following day we assembled in chamber 
Three of Wookey Hole, Due to the passage size 
restrictions I placed Robert as close support for 
Philip, Robert also swam the easel and canvas into 
the cave. Natasha was filming and Matt was on 
standby in chamber three fully equipped. I 
remained on the surface to control the reporters, 
BBC film team and what seemed like hundreds of 
tourists. As the divers were only 10m or so into 
the cave I was sure Robert could extract everyone 
if needed. Finally the canvas emerges swam out 
by Robert and handed back to Philip for the BBC 
to film! I have to be honest I was rather stunned 
at how good it was.  
 
Day three and in my mind the riskiest dive, 
everyone into chamber seven to paint, film and 
then extract. Again I placed Robert as close 
support to Philip, when Philip starts painting he is 
no longer a diver and becomes an artist so air 
contents gauges and time are monitored by the 
close support and Philip was told by Robert when 
to change regulators. Philip just got in the zone 
and did “Art” I opted to dive today and with Matt 
we stayed six to eight metres back from the art 
team so we could watch but not get in the way 
unless needed. All went very well until the 
painting was finished, by now the visibility behind 
us downstream was very poor and some carful 
escorting of the divers and the painting was 
needed to get everyone back safely into chamber 
three. Again the painting that emerged was 
superb. I’ve still no idea how Philip does this. 
Matt, Robert and I then went back into the cave 
to remove the tarpaulins and extra weight, 
visibility by now was zero and all this was done by 
touch.  
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Finally on day four Robert kitted me up and 
placed me back into the water, I was getting tired 
by now! I just did a final sweep of the cave to 
remove any lost objects or rubbish left from the 
painting and ensured you could not tell we had 
been in. On surfacing Natasha stuck a camera in 

my face and wanted an interview. I said yes as 
long as it involved sunshine and ice cream. 
 
The painting can be viewed at Wookey Hole caves 
and many thanks to Miranda for her crazy idea. 

 
 

 

Another Well – Geoff Newton 

Many of you will have received an email early in 
August 2019 circulated by the Wessex Cave Club 
on behalf of Mr David Buckett, of a farm near the 
village of Upham near Winchester.  The water 
supply for the farm comes from a well situated in 
the farmyard. The well is understood to have been 
dug by hand about 200 years ago. The well has a 
diameter of 5 feet and is approximately 42 metres 
(139ft) deep. The top two feet are lined with 
bricks; the remainder was dug through solid chalk. 
At some time in the last century the well began to 
run dry periodically, so a previous owner of the 
farm had a borehole driven into the bottom of the 
well to allow extraction from a greater depth. 

Water is extracted from the borehole using a 
borehole pump attached to steel pipe with a 
diameter similar to a scaffold bar. Every 5-10 
years the pump needs to be removed and either 
replaced or serviced. Mr Buckett does not 
remember any problems with this in the past, but 
on this occasion they were unable to relocate the 
new pump into the borehole despite several 
attempts and they came to the conclusion that it 
would be necessary to actually send somebody 
down the shaft to assist in relocating the pump 
into the borehole. As Ian from the contractors so 
aptly put it, they needed “a madman” to go down 
the well. So, Mr Buckett googled caving clubs on 
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the internet, and as a result of his search, he 
contacted the Wessex, and his request for help 
was circulated to members by email.  

By the time I replied to the email he had already 
been deluged with offers of help. However, 
although I was one of the last to reply, the others 
were all on their way to Cantabria or actually 
already there, and I was able to do the job the 
following week. It may also have helped that I live 
about an hour’s drive away and was able to do the 
job midweek.  He offered to supply a tripod and a 
man-winch. I declined the offer of the winch, but 
accepted the offer of the tripod, to hang my rope 
from. I preferred to descend and ascend under my 
own steam using SRT, in case there were 
communication problems. He was offering to pay 
for the work. I refused payment for the work but 
suggest a donation to the Wessex Cave Club 
would be in order once the job was complete. 

I foresaw a number of potential problems. The 
well was known to be flooded to a depth of about 
5 metres, so locating the pump into the hole could 
be problematical, particularly if there the pump 
was a close fit to the borehole. There was the 
question of visibility if the borehole was 
underwater. I was not sure if I would be able to 
anchor myself firmly enough to the walls in order 
have control over the pipe and pump, if the 
insertion was being carried out several metres 
away from me. If this were not possible it would 
be necessary to drain the well or send in cave 
divers. There was also the possibility (admittedly 
very low) of bad air and the possibility of poor 
acoustics making communication difficult. 

I would not be doing this all on my own. There 
would be a couple of people from the pump 
company, Ian and Mike from Action Pumps 
Arundel, who would be in charge of the pump and 
pipework, inserting or removing the 3 metre 
lengths of pipe (which looked a bit like scaffold 
bars) as required. David would raise and lower the 
pipe using a machine which looked like a cross 
between a JCB, a winch and a cherry picker.  All I 
had to do was guide the pump into the hole as 
they lowered it nice and slow. On the day, things 
proceeded in a friendly, relaxed but efficient, 
business-like manner. 

The farm is in the middle of nowhere and reached 
at the end of a winding half mile long drive over 
the downs, but I managed to find it without 
getting lost as I had an OS map of the area. I had 

to drive very slowly along the drive as there was a 
section beside a small copse or covert which was 
swarming with what I took to be young pheasants, 
which seemed rather reluctant to get off the road. 
The farmhouse itself was an impressive building, 
almost like a minor stately home, and everything 
was immaculate. The day selected for the 
operation turned out to be a wet one. I was glad 
that I could change into full caving kit rather than 
dry grots. My over suit was soon totally wet on 
the outside and I had not even made the descent. 
But I was probably better off than David and the 
contractors. 

The entrance to the well was on the edge of the 
farmyard, a manhole set in concrete next to a 
barn. The hole was relatively small; a large person 
might have had difficulty getting through. Under 
the manhole the shaft was seen to be circular and 
about 5ft in diameter as I had been told. As I 
descended, I saw that after the initial brick lined 
section, the walls were pick marked chalk and 
streaked with a thin film of reddish clay. This 
presented a somewhat grubby appearance 
compared with the White Cliffs of Dover, although 
I was pleased to see that the walls looked very 
stable and sound. The appearance of the walls did 
not really change significantly as I went down. 
Flints in the walls were small and not obviously 
numerous. 

 Fortunately, the contractors had a gas monitor 
and I took this down with me on the initial 
descent. When I had only descended a few 
metres, the monitor signalled higher CO2 levels 
than outside, although nowhere near dangerous 
levels. So, I sent the meter back up and they 
lowered it to the water level on a long survey 
tape. They were able to confirm that the air did 
not get any worse and in fact improved slightly 
towards the bottom of the shaft. The acoustics 
proved to be good and voice communication was 
no problem. So, I was able to continue down and 
soon found out why they had been having 
problems.  

The pump had been lowered to the bottom of the 
well at 42m, but the steel borehole pipe extended 
up from the bottom to a depth of 33m, about 4 or 
5m above the water level and a further 4 or 5 m 
above the well bottom. Furthermore, the end of 
the borehole pipe was well off centre, so they 
were never going to be able to insert the pump 
into the pipe without assistance underground. I 
also determined that I could comfortably brace 
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myself against the walls of the shaft when guiding 
the pump (although someone much shorter than 
me might have had difficulty). Having established 
this, I ascended back up the rope to the surface 
for a mug of coffee. Whilst I was drinking this, the 
contractors removed two lengths of pipe from the 
top and raised the pump up 9m from its previous 
position. 

When I descended for the second time, I found 
that the pump was now about half a metre too 
low and needed to be raised another metre or so. 
To save time I stayed down whilst they took out 
another pipe section and raised the remainder to 
the required height, hoping that nobody would 

drop a spanner on me whilst I was down there. 
After 10 minutes or so, as the harness was 
beginning to bite, they were able to lower the 
pump very slowly and I was able to easily guide it 
into the borehole pipe. The pump was nearly a 
metre long, shaped like a torpedo and fitted into 
the pipe with about 10mm clearance either side. 
Once it was safely in, my work was done, and I 
was able to ascend to the surface. The 
contractors, after a brief lunch break, carried on 
adding further sections of pipe with David’s 
assistance as they lowered the pump back down. 
They were still doing this when I left.  It was still 
pouring with rain. 

Vurley Swallet 3 - Nick Chipchase August 2019. 
 
At the end of 2017 the dig at Vurley looked 
beyond hope. There had been worrying CO2 
measurements the previous summer and the 
choke below The Egg Timer looked awful. In 
December Peter Glanvill and I took down two big 
Acro props which Nigel Cox later placed 
horizontally across the face of the choke. More 
poles and jacks were fitted to these early in 2018. 
By the end of February we had passed around the 
choke to enter a wet pot taking a stream from 
above. In early March a small chamber in solid 
rock was entered with the stream flowing away 
into an impenetrable rift. (Kate’s Corner). We 
were over 60m below the surface and the cave 
had entered solid rock. Much of this was done 
during the wet season so digging meant following 
the stream route and getting a good soaking if we 
tarried in the wet pot. The lintel above the pot 
seemed likely to be supporting the whole choke 
so progress here was usually fairly rapid. 
 
 Late in March the rift was banged and another 
small chamber was entered again with an 
impenetrable rift leading down from which rocks 
could be thrown into unknown depths. More work 
was done at the choke with the keystone being 
underpinned in the wet pot. Banging and 
clearance allowed Nigel Cox to descend an 11m. 
pitch into a relatively large chamber on April 10th 
2018. Later in April, on my 122nd trip, more of us 
descended the pitch to see a very wet fault 
aligned chamber (As yet un-named). From here a 
wide bedding passage descended to a choke. 
Much work was done in stabilizing the route and 
the WCC younger members’ abseiled down a fine 
20m pitch beyond. Rob Harper and Nigel Cox 

descended two shorter pitches below. Ultimately 
the cave "bottom" was reached along a narrow 
rift where the stream sank in a muddy chamber. 
At this point the cave is some 150m deep. 
 
 Lots more shoring and cementing was done in the 
upper cave as exploration continued. One day 
Peter was prusiking up the 20m pitch with me in 
the passage above. The floor gave way beneath 
me and a large rock went crashing down the rift. 
Another large piece I held back with my knees. I 
was convinced poor Peter was a goner but the 
rock missed him on the line and he got up 
unharmed. The rest of the floor went crashing 
down damaging our equipment drum below. Tony 
Boycott above the 11m pitch was so alarmed by 
all the noise that he was about to exit the cave 
and call out a rescue. 
 
 During summer 2018 the CO2 at the 20m pitch 
reached %3.5. Work beyond the 11m pitch ceased 
at that point apart from a gallant capping session 
at the bottom of the 20m Pitch by the WCC. There 
was no obvious way on below the boulder they 
demolished. Floods in the depression caused 
worrying erosion below the entrance pipe and I 
spent a few sessions there wall building and 
adding support. My last work there was in May 
2019, my 146th trip. Still worried about the CO2 
and subsequent O2 depletion at %17 the digging 
team moved on to other projects at Reservoir 
Hole and Fairy Cave Quarry. 
 
 Vurley Swallet is unique on Mendip. A near 
vertical cave reaching 150m depth within a closed 
karst basin. It is closely associated with The South 
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Western Overthrust reaching solid rock at 66m 
depth. The cave becomes much larger below the 
11m pitch and this seems to be the result of 
chemically aggressive water mainly in the form of 
drips and the small stream. The rock here is well 
fluted and small vadose trenches have been cut 
by the stream. There are no speleothems. The 
stream reacts quickly to surface rainfall. We have 
watched it double in quantity in the wet pot in 
minutes. In dryer spells the stream does not flow 
at all.  At around 120m depth the cave passes 
through a well-defined chert cobble layer situated 
close to the base of the Oxwich Head Limestone 
the same layer appearing low down in Cheddar 
Gorge. The bottom of the cave might well have 
reached the upper Clifton Down series in which 

Gough's Cave lies still some 50m below the end of 
Vurley Swallet. Possibly there are large phreatic 
scallops at depth suggesting that there was slow 
moving water flow here that may correlate with 
base levels in Reservoir Hole. Any water flow from 
Vurley to Cheddar would be predominately along 
strike thus not following the classic Mendip down 
dip pattern with deep phreatic loops. 
 
 For the moment no work is being done at Vurley. 
We have installed a CO2 logger and are trying to 
understand the long term effects of CO2 and O2 
depletion. The survey still remains incomplete and 
most of the major parts of the cave remain un-
named. 

 

Viaduct Sink – Geoff Newton 

 

Photo Dave King 

Having un-backfilled the streamway at the bottom 
of the cave, we were stopped by the wet squeeze 
which barred further progress to the ATLAS 
people who originally opened up the cave. 
However, we thought that after a metre or so, the 

floor of the squeeze appeared to drop sufficiently 
to give access to a low but passable continuation 
of the stream way. I received a number of offers 
to chemically enlarge the squeeze, but these 
failed to materialise as the people concerned 
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were far too busy doing other things. Eventually I 
lost patience and attacked the roof of the 
approach to the squeeze with hammer and chisel 
and made surprisingly good progress. The actual 
crux of the squeeze was more resistant but 
eventually I was able to get close enough to 
supplement the hammer and chisel with 
borrowed battery powered tools. An SDS chisel 
(thanks to Gavin Lyall) and a Bosch Drill (thanks to 
John Cooper) were a great help. The streamway 
was of course not as big as it appeared from the 
near side of the squeeze, but I was able to 
penetrate about 2metres before I was stopped by 
an accumulation of washed in spoil and gravel. 
Beyond the heap of washed in debris the passage 
appeared to continue small but passable, until it 
turned into a left-hand bend. Some assistance was 
required on the return in the form of Simon 
Meade-King (one of the original explorers) pulling 
on my feet. So, the following week, further drilling 
and hammering was used to further enlarge the 

squeeze and now I was able to return without 
assistance from Dave King, who was also there at 
my request to assess the possibilities for diverting 
the stream into a parallel side passage, The 
Somme. Diverting the stream would serve a dual 
purpose. It would make the wet squeeze less wet 
and it would hopefully wash through the gravel 
choke at the end of The Somme, allowing that 
passage to be extended, possibly even linking up 
with the streamway further into the cave. 
Meanwhile I removed most of the washed in spoil 
at the dig face. Alas the way on was initially too 
tight to pass or even work, although it did appear 
to get bigger again after a metre or so.  

The dam building got off to a good start but was 
delayed by holidays. Dave King conveniently had a 
large quantity of semi-flexible plastic pipe in his 
Aladdin’s Cave and this is proving to be ideal for 
the job. The works are substantially complete as I 
write, and the dam should (touch wood) be 
operational by the time you read this. 

 

Geoff in the squeeze, Photo Dave King  
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The Wessex Hut Sinking Fund - Aubrey Newport 

Club Rule 5.9: 

 That at each A.G.M. the Club shall decide on the sum of money to be placed for that year in the Hut Sinking 
Fund. This Fund is to be used only for major repairs, extensions, additions to or replacements of the Club 
Huts. The administration of the Fund is in the hands of the Committee. 
 
This rule dates back to the early days of the club when monies to acquire a club hut were raised by holding 
jumble sales and similar events. After Upper Pitts was built (in the late 1960s) money was set aside in the 
Hut Sinking Fund for improvements and possible extensions.  

In the 1970s the hut was run on a self-financing basis where the hut fees were set to more than cover the 
running costs. At each AGM this surplus from hut fees together with the surplus from club sales and any 
bank interest was normally voted into the fund. 

Later it was decided that some of the costs of running the hut should be from the annual subscription 
income so there was no annual surplus from hut fees. The income from sales declined, partly due to the 
expansion of commercial caving equipment suppliers and so the total amount available to transfer to the 
Hut Sinking Fund using the previous formula reduced significantly.  

In 2014 the treasurer reviewed the workings of the Hut Sinking Fund because little was being added each 
year. This review resulted in a one-off transfer of £30,000 being made into the fund at the 2014 AGM and a 
new method of computing the annual transfer was devised: 

The aim is to ensure the Hut Sinking Fund holds sufficient money to pay for major repairs and renewals to 
the structure of Upper Pitts. A simple definition of what is included in the structure is to compare the hut to 
a domestic house being sold on the open market. Any fixed items like plumbing, heating and boiler(s) would 
be included but furniture etc. would not. Items having an expected life of less than 10 years or costing less 
than (say) £1000 are excluded by the wording of the rule. 

The method used is that (say) the hut roof has an expected life of 50 years and estimated to cost £25000 to 
refurbish then each year we should add £25000/50 (£500) to the Hut Sinking Fund for that projected roof 
work. A simple spreadsheet holds these expected or estimated costs and life spans of each item and shows 
the total which should be in the fund at any time as well as the suggested minimum annual transfer. This 
spreadsheet could be published in the AGM handbook to assist the membership in deciding the actual 
amount to be added to the fund.  

The projected costs need to be revised on a regular basis to allow for inflation, market changes and new 
standards. In theory, if the appropriate annual transfers are made and bank interest is added then the fund 
should always be sufficient. In practice financial top-ups will almost certainly be necessary. 

The suggested life spans and costs will always be disputed but the aim of having sufficient money put aside 
in the fund should override objections. If the club wants to save monies for other projects (e.g. buying land?) 
then this can be included by adding another item to the existing spreadsheet. 

Snake Pit Hole - Geoff Newton 

The rift gained in the initial phase of the dig had 
turned back under itself and morphed into a 
horizontal passage with a T-section. At the end of 
the latter a tight section, only one or two metres 
long was enlarged by removing a number of slabs 

in the floor with hammer and crowbar until it 
became passable. Beyond this the passage turned 
right and became larger, eventually becoming a 
small chamber as boulders, formerly held in by 
mud, fell out of the roof and the right-hand wall 
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over the course of a few weeks, mostly when we 
were not there. The boulders were converted to 
kit form by Mike Kushy and the bits taken out of 
the cave or stacked in the alcove at the foot of the 
rift. However, one, the Monster Boulder, proved 
resistant to capping due to its size, shape and 
composition. This was unfortunate as it was 
making it almost impossible to remove buckets of 
spoil from the area of the dig face. This was 
particularly frustrating as the spoil is now very 
easy to dig and very easy to empty onto the spoil 
heap from the buckets. There seems to be a 
decent draught, and the passage is still headed 
towards the swallets on the opposite side of the 
road, so the long-term prospects are good. As the 
dig progresses, the mud becomes progressively 
wetter, which does tend to suggest a connection 
with the above mentioned swallets, although it 
also tends to suggest than the streamway may be 
choked or tight when we get there. The Monster 

Boulder was subject to something stronger than 
capping by Mike on Sunday 4th August, shortly 
before he went off to Cantabria. The bits were 
subsequently taken to the surface with the 
assistance of Lee Venning and Colin Shapter, 
together with a large number of boulders that had 
accumulated in the intermediate stacking space 
and the process of mud removal was restarted. At 
a later date, I further reduced the size of the 
Monster Boulder with a lump hammer so that it 
can now be moved about the end chamber, 
although it is still too heavy to take out. The 
Monster Boulder will not be the last boulder we 
encounter. As previous diggers in Snake Pit Hole 
have found, it is sometimes difficult to distinguish 
what is a solid wall and what is a boulder held in 
place by mud, and we are now in an area where 
this problem is prevalent. All we can do is keep 
removing mud and boulders until the way on 
becomes obvious again. 

 
Second Saturday Trips 2019 

 

October 12th - Singing River Mine.  
Duration – 2 – 3 hours.  
Location – Meet at Upper Pitts at 10:00.  
Singing River Mine is over at Shipham and is an intricate and interesting trip. The aim will be to visit 
both the West and East ends of the mine, although the East end may involve a swim if the water levels 
are high.  
No special equipment is required, although a belay belt is recommended for the ladder pitch at the 
entrance.  
 

November 9th – Digging Special.  
Duration – 3 – 4 hours.  
Location – Meet at Upper Pitts at 10:00.  
The Wessex Cave Club has a long tradition of digging and many members are active every week 
pursuing long term digging projects across the Mendip hills. This is your chance to visit some of these 
digs, see what is involved, learn about the techniques used and no doubt haul a few buckets. The dig 
sites will include the opportunity to visit and help out at Mitchell’s and Spider Hole and Rose Cottage. 
For those that are really keen (and have a love of mud) there will also be the chance to visit Snake Pit on 
Sunday morning too.  
No special equipment is required, although a belay belt is recommended for anyone visiting Mitchell’s 
Dig Spider Hole  
 

December 14th – Xmas Special.  
Duration – 2 – 3 hours.  
Location – Meet at Upper Pitts at 10:00.  
Details to be released closer to the time (please let me have any suggestions you may have).  
 
If you would like to attend any of these events then please let me know (wayne@cuckoocleeves.uk) so 
we have an idea of numbers.  
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Also please let me know if you would like to help lead any of the above trips or have any suggestions for 

future trips. 

Derek C. Ford “Caving Where it’s Cold!” 

Phil Hendy - Reproduced from NSS’ News’ “Luminary Series”. Presentations at the 2018 National 

Speleological Society Convention. Vol. 76, 6 (June 2018) by kind permission of the National Speleological 

Society of America. (Derek is a Vice-President of the Club) 

Derek Ford was born in Bath, England in 1935. He 

is fond of pointing out that many of the Jane 

Austen movies show the high-class portion of 

Bath. But Derek emphasizes that, in contrast, he 

was from the lower-income, eastern section of 

the city. As a schoolboy, Derek examined the 

1940s book entitled Let’s Go Climbing by Colin 

Kirkus. This single publication launched Ford and 

his friends on many rock climbing adventures. 

Before long, these youngsters concluded that 

there was also fun to be had in caves. So, 

employing candles and bicycle headlamps, they 

explored Goatchurch Cavern and Sidcot Swallet. 

Derek formed a small cave exploring club at his 

school and had the ambition to get it affiliated 

with a well-established caving club in the Mendip 

Hills. (Wessex Cave Club – Ed.) Remarkably, by 

negotiating the cable ladders common in England 

during that period, Ford already had done many 

of the toughest caves in his geographic area by 

the time that he was only 16 years of age. After 

graduation from high school, and during time off 

from his mandatory stint with the Royal Air Force, 

Derek continued difficult and challenging caving 

trips. Progressing to cave mapping, he began to 

wonder why different cave passages display the 

various spatial patterns that characterize them. 

He won scholarships to Oxford University and 

began to take a serious interest in the geologic 

history of physical landscapes. 

In due course, Derek Ford began Ph.D. thesis work 

at Oxford under Marjorie Sweeting. At this point 

in time, Marjorie was just beginning to establish 

her own career in the karst sciences, and Derek 

was her very first Ph.D. student. As such, he 

decided to concentrate on the caves of the central 

Mendip Hills - some of the same caves that he 

became familiar with as a youthful explorer. He 

completed his thesis work and defended it in June 

of 1963. 

After a short period of teaching in Los Angeles, in 

the spring of 1964 Dr. Ford was offered a position 

at McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario. He 

quickly recognized that there was an absence of 

cave-related research going on in Canada and, to 

top it all off, Hamilton seemed quite a distance 

removed from cave country. So, Derek decided to 

remedy this deficiency and start a Karst Research 

Group in the Department of Geography at 

McMaster University. 

At the time, there were three competing theories 

describing the presumed speleogenesis of classical 

types of limestone caves. Namely, were they 

formed in the vadose zone, were they formed in 

the phreatic zone, or were they formed proximate 

to the water table? After much work and thought, 
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Ford and his scholars would go on to conclude 

that, under specific circumstances, each of the 

three mechanisms is descriptive. And, he was 

eager to develop a single unifying theory linking 

together what were originally believed to be 

disparate and mutually exclusive mechanisms. In 

the course of doing so, Dr. Ford realized that he 

needed to expand his own base of expertise from 

simply cave science into the complementary 

realms of karst and surface morphologies. 

During his career at McMaster University, Dr. Ford 

supervised a large number of graduate students. 

Many of these students were also expert cavers in 

their own right, some became NSS members, and 

quite a few have gone on to distinguished careers 

in cave exploration and karst science. For 

instance, one of these people—Ford’s first Ph.D. 

student—is a man named Mike Goodchild. Even 

before Derek got hold of him, Mike was a great 

caver and a classical physicist. As such, he was 

able to add a highly quantitative and analytical 

flavor to the earth science research initiatives at 

McMaster. 

Derek admits - as is not unusual for scientists of 

his era - that he is not a big computer person. 

Instead, Derek prefers what he refers to as 

“hardware modelling.” As only one example, Mike 

Goodchild’s Ph.D. project under Derek Ford 

involved taking the power unit of an ordinary 

washing machine, hooking it up to blast water 

over Plaster of Paris slabs and, thereby, physically 

mimic the formation of cave scallops. Similarly, 

when studying under Dr. Ford, Ralph Ewers used 

physical hardware models to mechanically force 

water through several matrices that, initially, 

were nearly solid. In this manner, the complex 

relationship between water flow patterns and 

conduit propagation was elucidated. 

Fortunately, during all of this research, the “cave 

bug” still burned brightly in Derek Ford. He and his 

teammates opened up nearly all of the major cave 

regions of Canada. They set records for length and 

for depth in Canadian caves. And, as part of the 

magic, Ford and company did most of the 

pioneering work in Castleguard Cave - an 

extremely significant cavern located under the 

Columbia Icefield in Banff National Park. Now the 

subject of books and movies, Castleguard surely 

must rank as one of the outstanding caves on the 

planet. 

During his long and distinguished career, Derek 

Ford authored and co-authored many books and 

professional publications; discovered, surveyed, 

studied, and explored fabulous caves around the 

world; and established professional and personal 

relationships with an expanding cadre of karst 

scientists. He is knowledgeable, and his 

presentations provide insightful, comical, fun, and 

informative times for his enthralled audiences. 

FRED REMEMBERS - Phil Hendy 

Fred Davies started caving in the 1950s, and was 
involved in some of the exploration of the lower 
reaches of the Swildon’s Hole streamway.  I 
recorded some of his recollections at a recent 
Library Open Morning.   

The discussion centred mainly on the exploration 
of Swildon’s Four, discovered after engineering 
the tight Blue Pencil Passage leading from 
Paradise Regained in 1957.  An aven was noticed 
just before Sump IV, and cavers including 
members of the Westminster Speleological Group 
determined to ascend and explore it.  The use of a 
maypole was decided upon, but the only way of 
getting it there was via Blue Pencil Passage. 
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Ralph Lewis of the WSG had access to the 
necessary tools, and made at least ten 2-foot 
lengths of steel scaffold pole.  This was the 
longest length that could be carried down the 
passage.  Each end was given a male thread, and a 
number of female connectors were procured.  
Getting this amount of gear down to Four was a 
struggle, but eventually it was assembled, and the 
first aven was climbed, then Great Aven. Progress 
was abandoned due to logistical problems, but 
later Mike Boon dived the upstream sump in Four, 
emerging in Swildon’s Three.  Diving the sumps 
then became the preferred route to Four, and this 
allowed longer lengths of maypole to be carried 
down. 

Fred recalls that whatever the aven was originally 
called, it did not become Cowsh Avens until 1959.  
Up to then, only a small trickle of clear water fell 
from the aven.  Fred used this water when setting 
up a soup kitchen for divers pushing sumps IV and 
V, as it looked cleaner than water from the main 
streamway.  The passage of cavers down the cave 
stirred up mud in the pools, making the water 
turbid.  Only once, Fred says, did he manage to be 
the first into the cave.  By going downstream as 
fast as he could, he found perfect visibility in the 
sumps and for the first time could see where he 
was going. 

The presence of bovine waste in the aven water 
was not noticed until 1959, when cavers 
happened to be in Four during a rainstorm.  The 
smell of manure was very noticeable, says Fred, 
and it was surmised that there was a fairly short 
route from the surface down to the aven.  Cavers 
being naturally morally fastidious, the sink was 
tentatively named Cowsh Swallet, and was 
postulated as being near Priddy Green. In normal 
dry conditions, the passage allows organic matter 
to settle, leaving clear water to fall down the 
aven.  Only during heavy rain was the smell of 
cowsh obvious, and then someone had to be in 
the cave to observe it.  That the aven could take a 
lot of water became clear when in 1962 an 
exploration party had to suddenly abandon the 
dig due to a flood pulse. 

A sink was known to exist on the roadside 
adjacent to Manor Farm, and in 1959 Jim Hanwell 
obtained permission to dig there.  Work started in 
that year, with a multi-club consortium including 
Jim, Mike Thompson, Bryan Ellis and Fred Davies. 
Wally Wilcocks (Black Wal) of the Wessex was a 

chemist, and suggested water tracing using 
copper sulphate.  This test successfully proved the 
connection between the dig and the avens (the 
use of CuSO4 for this purpose is not wise, as it is 
hazardous to wildlife). Not wishing to abandon 
the word ‘cowsh’, the name was transferred from 
the swallet to the cave, and Cowsh Avens they 
have remained to this day. Fred said that no-one 
came to any harm from drinking the Cowsh water 
(in fact all the little inlets in Swildon’s are polluted 
to some extent), and of course, the extreme 
efforts of Tony Jarratt and his cohort eventually 
made the connection between Priddy Green Sink 
and Swildon’s Four. 

Fred also recalls what he thinks was the first use 
of a wetsuit in Mendip caving.  The time was the 
late 1950s or early 1960s, when Fred was teaching 
at Millfield School.  Senior to him was another 
student, Chris Whitaker.  Fred suggested a caving 
trip, and together they explored Swildon’s to 
Sump II.  On surfacing, Chris was appalled at the 
way they wore old clothes, which became sodden 
and heavy, and offered little protection against 
knocks or the cold.  He was a keen sea-diver, and 
used one of the new-fangled neoprene wetsuits.  
(Off-the-peg suits were too expensive for cavers 
at the time; later we bought sheets of neoprene 
and made our own). He loaned one to Fred, but it 
was too large, so Fred passed it on to Mike 
Thompson.  After a wet caving trip, Mike was sold 
on the idea, and the notion rapidly spread to 
other cavers.  At the time most cavers, had to 
make their own.  This deserves an article of its 
own! 

Chris was not to live for long, however.  He 
became involved with a Swiss, Keller, who was 
experimenting with gas mixtures for diving at 
depth.  They went to Catalina in the United States, 
where two volunteers went down 1000 feet in a 
diving bell.  On the return, Chris dived down 
outside the bell to observe, and was never seen 
again.  Of the two volunteers, only one survived.  
The enquiry was documented in the BSAC 
magazine ’Triton’ (Mar/Apr 1963), but Fred is 
sceptical, thinking that the full facts were never 
published.  Interestingly, the same issue contains 
the Coroner’s report into the death of Jack 
Waddon in Mineries Pool. 

My thanks to Fred for taking time to talk into a 
recorder.  It is interesting to have a first-hand 
account of some historical events.
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The Cave that didn’t want to be found! – Adrian Vanderplank 
 
“Let’s find a pretty cave, one with helictites”. We 
were at the start of our two weeks caving in 
Cantabria. 
 
Malcolm Foyle had been given a huge download 
of the caves in the Cantabria region. Surely, we 
could find something that fitted our simplistic 
criteria for a caving trip. The pictures in the 
download lure us in different directions, stunning 
helictites; 4 hours walk to the cave? NO. Good 
formations close to the road, 8 hours trip to get to 
the pretties? NO! We wanted GB cave meets 
Shatter Cave on steroids please! 
 
Sima Picón seemed to tick a lot of the boxes on 
the must have list. Good helictites, 15 metre 
entrance pitch, close to the road and only a 5-mile 
drive from Casa Tomas …. Sorted. So, on 14th 
August Malc, Rita, Tommo, Jude and I set off to 
find the entrance, armed with two working GPS’s. 
We parked next to another car that obviously 
belonged to cavers and set off looking for the 
entrance. We probably should have realised, after 
the first hour that this was not going to be as easy 
as we had hoped. The Coordinates didn’t seem to 
give us any cave, and the compass was doing a 
2019 version of the “Magic Roundabout”. To be 
fair to us we were reluctant to go traipsing across 
fields because it felt rude, so we did a lot of 
searching around in the wooded valleys and the 
higher hillsides, but to no avail. 
 
Eventually I managed to find an entrance, with 
hangers and a rope on it, excellent; we can now 
come back and “do” the trip. NB it was sort of in 
the right place, it didn’t really fit the description, 
but hey we’re in Spain it’s got to be right, hasn’t 
it? 
 
Next day saw Jude and I back at the entrance 
armed with two 60 metre ropes. The first pitch 
turned out to be just 8 metres long followed by a 
short passage and a 5 metre pitch. This did not 
follow the description and quite frankly felt like a 
bit of a shithole. We realised this was not the cave 
we wanted and beat a hasty retreat. 
 
We returned to the bar and out laptops, to work 
out where we had gone wrong. Jude and I were 
organised for another trip next day, but Malcolm 
now was determined to find the entrance and set 
off to trudge round the Spanish countryside for 

the day. August 21st was my next free day, and 
Malc now knew where the cave entrance was, 
honestly, “trust me I’m a builder”. Jude and I had 
double booked ourselves; we were due to cave 
with Clive and Gerik later, but knowing where the 
entrance was, and it being a short trip, what could 
possibly go wrong! Armed with directions from 
Bill Nix, Rob Harper, Malcolm and Rita Foyle, Kat 
Harrison, Jude and I set off to do Sima Picón. Rita 
and Kat came along as surface support whilst the 
rest of us went underground. Three quarters of an 
hour later saw us all standing on the edge of a 
wide shaft, as least the description was right this 
time. Coordinates, well, we were in Cantabria and 
the cave was in Cantabria, and the culprits for our 
GPS inaccuracies went up both sides of the valley 
in the form of high-tension electricity cables.  
 
Malc was soon kitted up, and suitable hanger and 
tree belay were found, he descended the cave, 
another re-belay was passed on a steep slope and 
then there was a final re-belay above where the 
shaft went totally sheer, 5 metres above the floor. 
 
He had just finished rigging this last re-belay when 
we heard a slithering noise and a thud. I had that 
split-second thought, “That didn’t sound like a 
nice controlled abseil” and there was no cheery 
“rope free” from the bottom. Quickly we heard 
swearing from below; to our relief he was alive 
and conscious. The more worrying concern was he 
thought he had broken his leg. I’m not sure what 
Rob thought at this time but thinking ahead Malc 
was not renowned for being slight of frame, and 
slinging him over our shoulder and prusiking out 
was not going to be an option. Malc manged to 
release himself from the rope and Rob went down 
to assess the injuries. Luckily Rob, being a retired 
vet, didn’t have his humane killer with him, but 
we also had no first aid kit on site. 
 
Once down at the bottom Rob happily announced 
that he didn’t think Malc had broken his leg, just 
knackered his cruciate ligaments on his knee. I 
joined Rob at the bottom, and we decided with 
Rita, Jude and Kat’s help we would get an extra 
rope from the car, organise some more help and 
get Malcolm to prussik out aided by a z- rig. We 
decided to take out all the re-belays, making the 
ascent as straight forward as possible. Rob went 
up to set up the z-rig and I started on a quick 
secondary/AMPLE survey. It’s always a bit 
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disconcerting when doing a secondary survey, and 
your hands come away covered with a red sticky 
liquid. Had he surreptitiously been carrying a 
bottle of Cherry Brandy liquor for a party down at 
the bottom? Probably not! First aid instructors (in 
ideal situations) will teach the 3 Es: expose, 
examine, evaluate, down a cave it’s a bit different. 
Loss of blood is a worry, was it spurting? No, 
that’s good, if it had been 10 minutes down the 
line and he wouldn’t have been very well. Though 
it was still quite a significant bleed. 
 
I called up to ask if there were any bandages, and 
a bag came down with Malc’s t-shirt in it. 
 
The simplest option seemed to be the most 
effective, fold the t-shirt up, guess where the 
bleed was, put the t-shirt on top and secure with a 
knee pad, not pretty, but very effective.  
 
With the ropes in place Malc was attached and 
slowly, with Rob assisting, started prusiking out. 
Whilst this was happening help from cavers at 
Casa Tomas and Matienzo where making their 
way to the cave. When Malc arrived at the surface 
Kat and Rob did another assessment and were 
concerned that he wasn’t in as good a condition 
as we had hoped he would be. Whether this was 
down to shock, blood loss, internal injuries or cold 
we were unsure. By this time Tom Williams had 
arrived with more equipment and under Kat’s 
directions Malc was rolled onto some foam mats 
with foil blankets over the top and candles lit 
underneath. 
 
Gerik and Clive started organising a route directly 
down the hillside to the valley floor. We had come 
to the decision that the injuries might be more 
serious than previously thought, and a helicopter 
evacuation would be ideal. The dubious honour of 
calling 112 was left to me, it was interesting that 
initially there was a language barrier, but then all 
communications were to be via “Whats App”. 
 
They weren’t interested in GPS coordinates, and 
with a lot of help from Tom (a very big thank you), 
our position was plotted on google maps and 
shared via “Whats App”. To which they texted 
back, “we have just sent the helicopter”. 
 
By now we had a strong team of cavers from 
Matienzo and the Wessex, plus we had a sturdy 
stretcher capable of holding a small elephant (or 
Malcom!) With the amount of electricity pylons 

and cables in the vicinity we decided to 
lower/carry him through the woods to the valley 
floor. He was duly wrapped and packaged in the 
stretcher, safety rope attached and headed down 
through the woods. I stayed at the entrance, de- 
tackling and bagging up kit. 
 

The helicopter arrived from up valley, and a 
paramedic was winched down to my position. He 
ran down through the woods, stretcher chasing. It 
can’t have been very pleasant for the people 
carrying the stretcher; the downdraught from a 
helicopter literally breaks trees and all the 
equipment that was by the entrance nearly ended 
up down the cave.  
 
As the stretcher emerged out of the woods the 
helicopter landed on the valley floor. The 
paramedics assessment of possible injuries that 
appeared in the Spanish press were two broken 
legs and lumbar and thoracic trauma. Hospital x-
rays and MRI assessment showed a broken 
kneecap and knackered cruciate ligaments, not to 
mention severe bruising. The vet was right!! 
Whoo Hoo. 
 
Aftermath: Malcolm spent several days in hospital 
in Santander before being flown home by 
Snowcard insurance (seriously it does what it says 
on the tin, everyone I know who has used it says 
it’s brilliant), and then taxi to Salisbury hospital. At 
the time of writing he is waiting to have his leg 
rebuilt, requiring some transplanted ligaments, 
then there will be time recuperating. But 
sometime next year the “Shrek will be back”. 
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On a personal note can I say a big “Thank You” to 
everyone who helped rescue Malc. Particularly 
mentioning Rob Harper (a retired vet) and Kat 

Harrison (a midwife), so we had all eventualities 
covered! 

 

Cantabria Log Book Extracts transcribed by Noel Cleave 

Sunday 11 August 2019 Mass carry of ropes and water to Cueto.    

Bodies on duty included Gerik, Darren, Nick B, 
Nick P, Maxine, Andy, Tom, Kushy, Louise, Kim, 
Noel, Frances, Tommo, Frank plus a couple of 
extras who are hidden in the group photos. 

Nick B drove Nick P and Noel and we somehow 
found the others parked on the col despite the 
two Nick satnav/iPhone systems quarrelling about 
where we were. Hell of a road up, with some 
serious gradients.  

Wayne led the way, marking it with the usual red-
and-white tape (brilliantly successful). Route 
finding was assisted here and there by yellow 
paint splodges from previous visitors. It drizzled 

soon after the start and then began to rain with 
considerable enthusiasm from half-way up. Sod it. 
The climb goes on and on, but at Cueto, 
eventually, we chained all the loads into the cave 
and started down.  Getting up there was one 
bastard of a climb involving razor sharp limestone, 
brambles, gorse and long wet slippery grass. 
There were lots of cuts and scratches on display 
back in civilisation. Civilisation being Aredondo, 
where we collected Sam and had mass beers in 
their local bar. Had a minor epiphany at Cueto. 
That climb up, with caving kit, then a 12 hour + 
trip to follow? Maybe not, maybe today a reality 
check.  Noel 

 

Monday 12 August 2019 Coventosa. Main boat carry-in.  

No list of names, but basically everyone who was 
anyone got stuck in. Darren in charge of 
proceedings and decreed that I should have a 
pack-free pass to the lakes. Hmmm another minor 
epiphany, that I felt relieved, but instead offered 
to carry a photo pack for Bill and Emma. This time 
in a continuous conga of bodies, no route finding 
problems and we dropped into the main 
Coventosa easily. And holy smoke, the Coventosa 
is fantabulous, size-wise and in every sporting 
way. Climbs and drops traverses and strolling 
sections. Then the drop into the active reaches 
and beautiful gours: what a place. Encountered a 
body-ruckle just short of lake 1, so departed in 
slow time for the exit.   Bill and Emma stuck it out 
for an hour without any clearance offering a lake 
photo opportunity, so they retreated in turn. I was 
glad to be on my own - doing some moaning and 

groaning because I had bruised some ribs on my 
earlier Coventosa tumble and couldn’t laugh, 
cough or pull properly on my jammer. Had 
arranged to stop at the foot of the entrance rope 
and wait for Bill and Emma there, so had a quality 
40 winks before the hordes started to return. 
Maxine pointed out that I was sleeping next to an 
offensively malodorous human turd pile. What 
kind of psycho craps 10 minutes from daylight? 
Waited for Bill and Emma and various others to 
depart, then headed out, meeting Maxine who 
had come back in to see that I was safely on my 
way. How kind, but it is seeping into my 
consciousness that people are starting to look out 
for me. Maybe I have to come to terms with this 
aspect of being an ageing caver. Distributed my 
beer cache back at the cars, then home. Noel 

 

Monday 12 August 2019 Gándara    
FlipFlop, John the Greek.  
 
Back to Gándara and down Angel Pitch in an 
attempt to get to the P50. Angel chamber very 
impressive, and noise with the waterfall though 

impossible to see it with all the dust in the air. 
Followed the traverse lines down a well-worn 
route to arrive at the Helictites - a mass of 
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Helictites, many forced horizontally by the 
draught.  An incredible sight, which should be on 
every caver's hit list. The way on is a few metres 
past these formations down a hole that has a 
gale-force wind coming out of it. Down a very 
slippery ramp, then a big passage, all impressive, 
to Vivac 1. The camp here is well equipped. Past 
the camp then up a 5m rope into a fabulous 
twisting canyon.... this is where we went wrong!  
At a marker, we thought we were on the correct 
route, so we went on and eventually found 
ourselves in a very high waterfall with a double 
rope at one side (not accessible) and a traverse 
line on our side. We continued and skirted a huge 

drop on water-worn boulders on the ledge then 
up calcited boulders to arrive in a small passage. 
Ahead the way on was blocked by stal formations 
- very good - and rim pools at lower level.  

Obviously not the way on, so we backtracked and 
spent an hour trying to find it. Eventually we 
climbed up the position marked by reflective 
marker (in the canyon) and found the caver-worn 
passage. Pushing on through this area of low, 
sandy route we found the slop up into bigger 
passage. Many markers "C" or reflective tapes. 
After going a little further we decided to turn 
back. Time out about 3 hours.  Dave B 

 

Monday 12 August 2019    Cueto Coventosa 

Rigging team of Bean, Max, Wayne, Pete and 
Aiden. Rigged the first pitch and dropped the 
180m rope down the pitch, only trouble was 
picking it up to put in my bobbin and had a little 

trouble getting enough slack at the first couple of 
re-belays because of the weight of the rope. Good 
rigging trip and thanks for the people putting the 
boats in so that we made it out. 12 hours.  Bean 

 

Wednesday 14 August 2019 Cueva Cañuela.  

Kushy, Franky, Darren, Nick B, Sam, Noel. 

The access lane to Cañuela was a potential tow-
away parking spot, so Nick B was not happy. He 
also had a “Holiday” moment, rather than a 
“Caving” moment and decided that he was going 
to soft-pedal the caving and skip Cañuela. So two 
cavers and three grockles set out to find the cave.  
The cairns and red-and-white tapes were rubbish. 
We went from tape to tape in the woods and 
rough going and got nowhere. The Wingco gave 
up in disgust, but finally we found the small 
clearing and path up to the cave entrance. The 
warm air from the mountain top mixed with the 
cold cave air giving an atmosphere of “Gorillas in 
the Mist” with Kushy up front! Quick photo op, 
then Nick and Sam left to join the Wingco for 
beers in the sun, and the real men entered the 
underworld.  

Almost immediately there was a 30m traverse line 
(a handrail), which was fun. There are a few cairns 
and reflectors to show the way, but we still 
managed to go round in circles a few times. Frank 

and Kushy generally kept us on the right path 
through - for which they earned beer tokens.  
There a few sketchy ascents (prusiking) and SRT 
descents as well as hand lines and ‘freestyle’. 
Again Kushy earned beer tokens for help here. We 
weren’t sure where we were at points but 
eventually realised that we had done the last 
passage after the Great Chamber. We tried to get 
out of a sump and even climb out, but we went 
back and completed the main chamber. After 
climbing out we thought that we’d lost Kushy, but 
he’d just gone off exploring elsewhere - for which 
he had lots of demerits and was now in beer 
deficit! Nonetheless the Wookie did some good 
and got us out within 6 hours. We slid down the 
grass, enjoying the lovely cold air and then fought 
our way through the reeds to the river. Inspired 
by Kim we jumped straight into the river (not 
naked though!). Then it was a quick change, fall 
into the car and drive at warp-speed down into 
Aredondo for a litre of water and 1 of Estrella 
Galicia each. Bliss! Kushy 
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Wednesday 14 August, 2019  Cueva Narizon  

Clive's photographic trip with Kim, Louise, Gerik, Ralph, Maxine. 

Unfortunately only 6 of 8 made it to the entrance 
(Ed: Frances and Monica cruelly abandoned, see 
report on 19th August). Trip began with an out 
and back through the spiky passage. Everyone 
thought this was really pretty although we didn't 
know what was to come. Spent quite a while 
trying to work out the way, ignoring misleading 
arrows and losing each other in the mud maze. 
Maxine eventually found the way and we 
squeezed our way to a couple of exciting vertical 

pitches. Took off SRT kit to do the route through 
the superbly pretty stalactite maze to the 
"Jewellery Room", which is the prettiest chamber 
that I've ever seen underground. Stopped to hold 
flash-bulbs under Clive's direction; photos taken 
and good times enjoyed. The way out involved 
more exciting pitches and lots more getting lost. 
(Always saved by Maxine). Out in time for beer 
and dinner.  Kim 

 

Saturday 17 August 2019 Cubillio de Ojácano - Cubillio de la Anjana  

Kim, Nick P, Noel 

Maxine told me I had to do this trip: she was in 
Full Forceful Maxine Mode on the subject, so I 
deemed it wise to admit defeat and go. Anything 
for a peaceful life. We parked by the bus stop but 
took a couple of shots at finding the entrance 
(“look for a stick against the bank”) and got 
brambled in the process. Otherwise cracking good 
fun, all pre-rigged, went mildly wrong once but 
basically followed the printed guide (Google 
Translate Spanish......) and cairns. After the dry 
fossil passages dropped into the delightful 
streamway, sort of mini, shrunken, OFD. At the 
downstream terminal sump made a mistake 

climbed the 20 odd metres of rope instead of the 
passage directly behind us. So we arrived back in 
the slightly grotty, muddy, entrance series. A 
round trip, therefore, rather than a through trip. A 
super trip in any case, so a very big “Thank you” 
Maxine.  Drove home the mountain route with 
fabulous views. Washed and dumped kit, then 
into Ramales to the Lupa, which was closed, so 
bought cash instead. Back at Ogarrio went down 
to swim in the Ason, slightly upstream of the 
bridge, which was magic. Kim cheats all the time... 
beach or river, wears a shorty wet-suit. Noel 

 

Saturday 17 August 2019   Cueva Narizon - Torca Palomas  

Frances, Simon, Guy Roebuck, Mat Greene, Antonio 

This was nearly a rest-day for me, but Simon of 
the Brighton Explorers grabbed me at breakfast 
for the promised trip.  The story is that last 
Wednesday Monica and I were on a Cueva 
Narizon trip, except that we were cruelly 
abandoned by the others when exploring a 
random entrance off the path.  I was determined 
to stick like glue to this lot, lest I spend another 
day outside.... because I still didn't know where 
the entrance was! Now having been here before, I 
found the exit (Torca Palomas) very easily. There 
was a misspent hour messing around with the 
rigging. We found the entrance easily enough 
above the industrial estate, now that I've seen the 
Easter Island head like boulder above it. 
Immediately there were tight squeezes and tricky 

navigation but Mat and I worked well as a team. 
The first major gallery, "Laminador de la 
Esperanza" featured magical floating rocks. 
Dropped out of this via the tight "Well of Hope" 
35 m pitch. Next level down we were treated to 
the unearthly "Jewellery" gallery - a bedding plane 
crawl thick with column forests and covered in 
Helictites. However, even this didn't prepare us 
for the Jewellery Shop, a tiny side chamber which 
sparkled with Gypsum and countless Helictite 
formations. Returning to the Well, we descended 
into the river passage of Torca Palomas and out.  

After the trip the Brighton mob visited Castro 
Urdiales for culture and food. Thanks and kudos 
to the Brighton group for organising this trip. It 
was very memorable. Frances 
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Wednesday 21 August 2019 Cañuela 
 Kim, Louise, Cookie, Frances 
 
A long walk in through field and ford rewarded us 
with the colossal entrance mouth. You can walk in 
a good way here before turning your light on. It 
stays the same grand dimensions throughout. But 
after Coventosa and Gándara, Kim and I aced the 
airy traverse past the deep bit. We found a 
chamber aptly called the "Hall of the Scimitars" 
full of unique formations, stalactites many metres 
long, wind-blown into sharp, flat shapes.  After 
taking a few photos we continued to the "Gallery 
of August 10", cut across by a very deep canyon, 
which we had to jump: I dared not look down! 

We approached our goal the "Sala Olivier 
Guillaume", the second largest chamber in 
Europe.  I was a bit upset to see three enormous 
block mountains in my way, as my knees were 
already complaining. Despite this, we dumped our 
SRT kits and dug in to reach the top. Our lights 
fought against the darkness and we accidentally 
walked off in completely the wrong direction. 
Thankfully Cookie had a compass or else we 
would have become very tired and lost our SRT 
kits. Frances 

Thursday August 22 2019 Cueto de-rigging  

 Noel, John (porters), Bean, Max, Hal, Pete 

John and I set off from the Busta side col for the 
blood some hike up to Cueto. It hasn’t improved 
this week and barely seems more trodden, or 
easier to see, than the first Sunday. Good to arrive 
at the Cueto and meet up with Bean, Max and 
Pete. While Hal was ‘way down the shaft 
recovering ropes we poured many litres of water 
away -wot we’d portered up there; a slight over-
stocking! Hal eventually surfaced from his 

mammoth prusiking trip, and we hauled 200 
metres of bobbin-blackened rope out. Despite the 
colour, it was still round, rather than elliptical 
after so much use. I packed a separate 100m into 
my rucksack and went down alone, leaving John 
to descend the other path with Bean in due 
course. Going down laden demanded care and 
back at Tomas a Cerveza Grande was very 
welcome.

 

Bean’s “Log-Book” notes. 
Red de Silencio 

Bean, Max, Darren, Jacob, Jake, Hal, Pete and 
Wayne.  After Jacob forgetting a vital part of his 
kit (SRT Kit) and a quick return to Ogarrio we set 
off. We had pre-rigged some of these pitches at 
Easter but now found that below these some 
pitches were not rigged and with rope running out 
we reached the bottom. I forgot how varied this 
trip is with lots of ups and downs and traversing. 
Luckily the sumps were dry so we reached the 
book in good time. The book is hanging from the 

ceiling as you pass it and is an indicator of about 
halfway through the traverse also the middle 
entrance departs from here. We ate and wrote in 
the book then it was time for the crawling which 
was not as bad as I remember from a few years 
before. 

We reached the streamway and the four boulder 
piles passed the streamway was a lot dryer that 
my previous trip, it was waist deep before and 
now ankle deep!! Brilliant trip. 11 Hours 

Cueto Coventosa 

Bean, Max, Jacob, Hal, Jake and Ralph. Ralph had 
been put in the group to keep the age gap up. This 
was the boys’ biggest trip and I was feeling a little 
nervous but they just took it in their stride and we 
all descended the ropes and made our way 

through the cave. The only hiccup was overtaking 
some Spaniards who kindly let us by as they 
thought we were racing snakes!! The boys did the 
boat transfers and we made our way out for tea, 
which was a great delight to Jacob!! 7.5 Hours. 
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