Netherworld
“Maybe, if you are so poorly off, I would GIVE you a bed”, said the
woman in the beer shop at Enniskillen, Northern Ireland. The kindly offer in
response to our enquiries about accommodation was prompted no doubt by
Pat Hodgkin’s appearance. When he was cycling he would wear three
raincoats. The first to be put on was merely shabby, such as might be worn to
clean the car. The second was both shabby and dirty and the outside layer
defied description. After thanking the lady for her offer and declining, we
finished our draught Guinness, cleaned ourselves up and booked in at the
Railway Hotel. There we came under some suspicion when we were caught
mixing photographic flash powder; for, even in 1935 the IRA was not
unknown. We had come to County Fermanagh to explore and photograph
the caves. I was using a home-made camera, specially designed for the job. It
was strong and waterproof and easy to work in the dark. Its short focus, wideangle lens enabled focussing to be dispensed with, and it used film packs
which were quickly changed. Next morning we set out along the pretty,
winding Fermanagh lanes towards the village of Boho. Progress was slow on
account of the many donkeys with their unwieldy burdens of milk cans and
baskets of peat. The first cave to be tackled was Coolarkan, a cavern of
immense proportions, which opens at
the bottom of a 60 foot pothole and
runs dead straight for 165 yards into
the mountain, until it is blocked by a
fall of the roof. In contrast, Boho cave
was an intricate maze of little
passageways with seven entrances and
five exits, where a limestone barrier
across the valley had been
honeycombed by a little stream. The
problem here was not to get lost. On a
previous visit the year before we had
marked our route with stone cairns;
this time we used short lengths of
paper streamers. There must have
been scores of wrong turnings that
could have been taken. Boho is one of
those rare caves with both entrances
and exits; most have one or the other.
Our next objective, a cave named
Ooghboragan, contains exits. At the
time, a continuous torrent was pouring
PH in Boho Cavern 1935
from it, and we had to scale a long
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series of waterfalls to reach the cave
mouth. This was said to be 100 feet
high and 120 feet wide. Inside, there
was more water to wade through and
boulders to be scrambled over, until
we reached the end where a curtain of
rock closed down over a deep pool. I
say “end”, though further progress
might have been made by diving under
the curtain, and by now this has
probably been done.
Also in
Fermanagh are the Marble Arch Caves
at Florence Court. Here we found
some immense caverns and an
underground lake.
PH at entrance to Ooghboragan

But Fermanagh is not the only caving
district in Ireland. In 1937,
with Charles Bottomley
from Brighouse, I visited
the Mitchelstown Caves in
Tipperary and those in
County Clare. On this
occasion we used an Austin
Seven, and drove from
Dublin down to Tipperary
where the caves were
situated. There are two
caves, though we only saw
one of them, the “new”
WPB in Marble Arch Cave 1935
cave. This is an immense
system, with huge halls,
long passages like railway
tunnels and some giant
stalactites. We had food
with us and spent a whole
day underground without
seeing a quarter of it.
Then we drove on to
Lisdoonvarna, an Irish spa
in
County
Clare.
Lisdoonvarna was no more
than a village but, on
account of its much prized
CB in Mitchelstown Cave 1937
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waters, there were many large hotels. Ours was a favourite with the Roman
clergy, whose office books were much in evidence at breakfast, propped
against the coffee pots. We had rope ladders with us and, on returning from
the caves, would spread them on the lawn to dry. Our fellow guests wondered
what we were up to, but were too polite to ask: “Have you had a good day’s
fishing?” they would say. “We have not been fishing” we replied. Next day:
“Have you had a good day’s climbing?” “We have not been climbing.”
When we told them eventually we had been exploring caves, they wanted to
know if we had found any gold. Finally, they decided we must be writing a
book; for obviously no one would undergo such hardships unless he expected
to get something out of it. Every evening the entire company would assemble
in the drawing room for an impromptu entertainment. Charles and I were
pressed to sing. We said that, like most Englishmen, there was only one song
we knew really well and they wouldn’t like it. They were sure they would but,
when we told them it was “God save the King”, they agreed to excuse us.
Anxious not to disappoint them, we gave our best rendering of “On Ilkley
Moor Baht 'at”. Then they wanted a dance so we organised Musical Chairs.
Afterwards they said: “That was a wonderful dance; let’s have it again.” We
thought them pretty naïve, but my Irish wife now assures me they were pulling
our legs. I expect she is right.
Much of Clare is a
b arren wilderness of
limestone of which it has
been said there is not “water
enough to drown a man,
trees enough to hang a man,
or earth enough to bury a
man”. The water in fact is
under the ground, still
shaping the caves it has been
hollowing out for hundreds
of thousands of years. One
of these is Kilcorney, the
Cave of the Wild Horses.
In bygone times, according
WPB in the Cave of the Wild Horses 1937
to the story, a herd of wild
horses had emerged from it to stock the plains of Ireland. Be that as it may,
Charles and I found it a tight fit as we squeezed along its muddy passages. In
one place a huge rock all but blocked the way. There was barely room to
wriggle between it and the roof. A much more open way was afforded by
Poul-na-gollum, The Cave of Doves. We scrambled down a huge funnel in
the ground on 100 feet of rope with a short, 20 foot ladder for the final pitch.
We found ourselves paddling down a little stream between smooth, high walls.
41

Flotsam jammed high up in the
roof indicated that after heavy
rain the cave would fill to the
top. We thought of “sodden
death”, and would it, wouldn’t it
rain! Presently a dull throb grew
to a deafening roar as we passed
a waterfall coming in from a
tributary cave. We might have
gone on for miles, for this is one
of the longest caves in Ireland.
However, our limit in those days
was about half a mile and when
we judged we had accomplished
it we turned back and were glad
to see daylight once again.
On some of these outings we
took a young Roman priest
along with us. No matter how
wet or muddy the cave, he
always wore his black suit and
clerical collar. I, however, never
CB in Poul-na-gollum 1937
dressed as a parson and my
profession was not known. At
times there would be theological discussions at the hotel in which both priests
and laity took part. Incautiously I joined in one of these. Suspicions were
aroused and I was asked my profession: “A priest of the Church of England”,
said I. That tore it. Next day not one of the clergy would say “good morning”
or look my way. Charles, however, was excluded from the ban. I am sure that
in these days of ecumenism it would be quite different. But that is how it was
then.
What is the attraction of cave exploring? Well, first, I suppose, the
physical and mental satisfaction that comes of pitting your strength, endurance,
nerve and intelligence against hostile nature. It is mountaineering reversed.
Secondly, it is the thought of going on a journey of discovery through regions
unseen by the majority of mankind. There is ever the possibility of finding a
corner of the earth no human eye has ever seen before. Then there is the
contrast between harsh, barbaric rock and the exquisite beauty of stalactites
and cave pearl. There are the queer, sightless creatures that have evolved in
the darkness and become a race apart. There are the geological problems to
be solved as you try to trace the origin and growth of a cave system back
through the millennia. In the Craven district of Yorkshire I found scores of
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little caves within my capacity to
explore alone. I could go a hundred
yards, two hundred, maybe three or
four. But little caves have a way of
turning into big caves. A short
stream passage might lead to a
vertical chasm needing ropes and
rope ladders and a team of cave
explorers to handle them. I never
joined a club.
Clubs meet at
weekends when a parson is seldom
free. Instead I roped in (almost
literally) a circle of friends. Charles
Bottomley and Pat Hodgkin you
have already met; there was my
cousin George Piat; Agnes May
Moorhead from Ireland, who was
nursing in Southport; Charles Girling
occasionally and, still more
occasionally, a few of my Rover
Scouts.

AM making rope ladders

We began to make rope ladders. Beechen rungs, with half-inch holes,
were cut for me at a timber merchant’s. The rungs were threaded along
manila ropes stretched across the lawn. They were fixed in place by whippings
of tarred twine above and below each rung. (To this day I find the scent of
tarred twine unmistakably nostalgic.) Long rope lines, with pulleys to pass
them over, completed the equipment and we were ready for some of
Yorkshire’s less demanding potholes. Sell Gill Hole was one of these. It has a
formidable waterfall thundering down the main shaft, but this can be bypassed,
and the descent made by three
dry ladder pitches. A watchdog
should be left at the head of
each pitch but, with double lifelines passed over pulleys, you
can all get down. And this is
what we did. There is a huge
chamber at the bottom, and
then the cave shrinks suddenly
and continues for a while
through a tight, drain-pipe crawl.
Alum Pot was another of our
ventures and it has a wide, open
shaft, 290 feet deep. But you
Long Churn with Alum Pot behind
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can enter by way of Long Churn, a
cave that starts on the surface a
quarter of a mile away and goes
down by fairly gentle stages until it
enters the pot hole about half way
down; rather like entering a lidless
teapot through the spout. Perhaps
I have made it sound too easy.
There are one or two hazards: a
stream to be waded through at the
start; a deep bore to be crossed
along a narrow sloping plank; a
“letter box” to be slipped through;
one or two low rock climbs; and
the 40 foot “Dolly Tubs” rope
ladder pitch at the end. Having
come out of the spout you are in
daylight once again, or at least
twilight. You can look up the
main shaft, fringed with trees at the
top, towards sky. Then you must
slide down a rope, negotiate a
narrow ledge and cross over “The
Bridge” which is a steeply sloping
block of rock that takes you over
to the other side of the pothole.
After that you traverse another
ledge and use your longest ladder
to reach the bottom. It is a very
wet place. It was so wet when we
were there that we failed to notice
that it had started raining. It must
have rained very hard indeed; for
on the way back there were little
waterfalls to scramble up when
there should have been dry rock.
As we neared the entrance passage
in Long Churn we were greeted by
an ominous roar. By the light of
our torches we could see what had
been a little stream, but was now a
breast-high torrent, frothing and
fuming as it raced towards us.
There was nothing for it but to get

Sloping plank over deep bore

AM descending Dolly Tubs pitch
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down into the torrent and
force our way out.
We
deposited our coils of ladders
in a dry spot, roped ourselves
together with a life-line, and
hauled ourselves out by such
handholds as we could find.
We
had
been
underground for five hours
and during that time a storm
had raged on the mountain
side above us. However, all’s
well that ends well. And in
this case the end was a hot
bath at the Golden Lion,
Horton-in-Ribblesdale, where
we were staying, and a huge
meal of roast beef washed
down with tankards of beer.
The participants were Agnes
May, Pat and myself.
Although I did not join a
The Bridge
club, I did join the British
Speleological Association. In
fact I showed lantern slides of
Ireland at their Swansea
Annual Conference, just
before the War.
The
previous year they had met at
Settle and I went with them
on an excursion down Gaping
Ghyll. This is Yorkshire’s
mightiest pot hole. It had first
been descended by the
French explorer, E A Martel,
in 1895. Martel used rope
ladders and the feat has been
Alum Pot from Long Churn (with AM)
repeated, but in modern times
the descent has usually been by motor winch. Gaping Ghyll begins with an
open shaft on the slopes of Ingleborough. When my turn came to go down, I
was dressed in oilskins and seated on a bosun’s chair. As the wire rope was
paid out, the shaft I was descending suddenly opened out into an enormous
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AM in Porth-yr-Ogof Cave, South Wales

hall. I had been told it was
long enough and wide enough
and high enough to hold a
cathedral. After dangling in
space for what seemed a fair
time, I made a safe landing
and joined my companions
strolling about on the level
floor. When the party was
complete we were led off
along a passage that became
very muddy, and on down a
rope ladder. In contrast to
the mud there were many
beautiful stalactite displays
which I stopped to
photograph. Eventually, we
reached the end of this
particular passage, although
there were others, we were
told, that totalled several miles
in length. When I reached
the surface again I was tired,
hungry and dirtier than I had
ever been before. But it had
been a great experience and
one which I shall never forget.
After
the
Swansea
Speleological Conference,
Girling, Bottomley, Agnes
May and I saw something of
the South Wales caves,
including Dan-yr-Ogof, Porthyr-Ogof, and Llygad Llwchwr.
But the war was soon to
follow; caving was much
reduced and, though not
entirely abandoned, was never
resumed, as far as I was
concerned, on the pre-war
scale. So closes an interesting
chapter.

WPB and AM
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