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      ‘I believe there never was a boy yet who saw a hole in the ground, or a cave in a hill, or much more an underground passage,
         but longed incontinently to be into it and discover whither it led.’
      

      
      J. Meade Falkner, Moonfleet


   



      
      FOREWORD


ET IN SUBTERRANEA EGO

      
      There is another country, a hidden England, a happy valley. Those who sigh for a prelapsarian Albion would be astonished –
         not to say restored – by the idyllic delights that go unnoticed under our very noses. There are secret swathes of this land
         untouched by modernity, with crystal streams, and groves of stalagmites to rival any stand of oak. Here the pipistrelle, rather
         than the curlew, tolls the knell of parting day. I can lead you to caves as decorated as the finest church, like the troglodyte
         transepts explored by Axel and the Professor in Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth: ‘A succession of arches appeared before us like the aisles of a Gothic cathedral; here the architects of the Middle Ages
         might have studied all the forms of that religious architecture which developed from the pointed arch.’ We can enter hallowed
         hillsides, bestride storied hummocks, that preserve the slumbers of Englishmen as old as antiquity. There are secret passages
         in the grounds of convents that are almost unchanged since nuns flitted through them to illicit medieval assignations – or
         so the story goes. In steepling piles near the Welsh Marches, where recusant families sheltered priests from the agents of Queen Bess, you can almost smell the commingled incense and fear. There are English cities under
         water, drowned towns, which could be the models for the lost Arthurian citadel of Lyonesse.
      

      
      If this all seems a little rose-tinted, even reactionary, for your taste, have no fear. The secret shires are a marvellously
         mutable backdrop to England-as-she-should-be, whether your reveries are nostalgic or your fancy is for something more republican,
         even revolutionary. It is down in the underground that we uncover the compromising secrets of royalty, as well as the subterranean
         Sandringhams, the bunkered Balmorals, where the Windsors and the rest of the Establishment would have sat out a nuclear blast
         in splendid insulation.
      

      
      Under the soot-streaked streets of one of our great northern entrepôts we may roam the spellbinding labyrinth built for the
         private delectation of a reclusive nineteenth-century millionaire. Are you weary of shopping, our national sport? Well then,
         perhaps you’d like the distraction of an upmarket menswear boutique in a Midlands city where a secret door leads to a deep
         and sinuous cave? Is there a soul so dull that it doesn’t thrill to the thought of the tunnels hewn from the living chalk
         of Buckinghamshire, where a select few of the English ruling class indulged in dark and decadent rites two hundred and fifty
         years ago? You may walk these sulphurous passages to this day: every Eden contains within it the seed of corruption, even
         our subterranean one.
      

      
      Like any enchanted kingdom, any perfumed walled garden, this other England is retiring, strangely diffident, a reward for
         the patient and the diligent. But though it may hide from us in plain view, it offers many a clue as to its identity and whereabouts.
         In the blood-warm waters that have risen immemorially from below the West Country, I glimpse through a skein of steam a lion
         – a lion and yes, a unicorn. Looked at one way, these magnificent beasts are merely figures in relief on the honeyed stone
         of the municipal architecture of Bath, visible from the rooftop spa pool where I lie like a torpid croc. But they are nothing if not heraldic, and what they herald is surely the semi-mythical land
         of which I speak. ‘I lay back on the warm marble, breathing in the vapour. I thought of Emperor Justinian’s vast, underground
         cistern in Old Stamboul,’ writes Alexia Brue in Cathedrals of the Flesh, her soapy tour of the bathhouses of the world.
      

      
      Ah yes: Old Stamboul … Part of the allure of these baths, for me and I’m sure for others, is that here we’re recreating an
         ancient recreation – the Romans did this, the first invaders of England. The subterranean spring is the river of time, in
         flux between the present and the not so distant past; in turn, this tub is an infinity pool. I wear a bracelet, and this admits
         me to any part of the multi-storey grot of Thermae Spa, from the sauna to the plunge-pools underground. Any incidental expenses
         that I might incur – a mineral water at the wet bar, an extra towelling robe – are swiped and registered on this bangle. I
         can run up a tab on my tag; my wrist is good for it. Depending on your point of view, this gewgaw is either a status symbol
         or yet another marker of our surveillance culture. For myself, I prefer to think of it as a charm, an ‘Open Sesame!’ device,
         part of the charismatic trinketry of an ageless England.
      

      
      I feel the same way about Doug Bower’s plank. To the naked eye, this is no more than a length of four-by-two, showing some
         signs of foxing, to be sure, and bandaged here and there with gaffer tape, but otherwise sound – remarkably sound, in fact,
         for all the miles it has clocked up. And yet Doug and his lumber-yard cast-off made headlines around the world, eliciting
         wonder about an uncanny phenomenon descending from another world – or perhaps springing up from underneath this one. In 2008
         the government declassified its files on UFOs, which revealed that the MoD’s Little Green Men unit went to Middle Wallop,
         Hampshire, in the 1980s to placate a farmer who was indignant about crop circles in his fields, blaming them on army manoeuvres.
         The papers released to the National Archives at Kew recorded: ‘Lt Col. took a Major and Air Accident officer to the scene to investigate and found “an exactly circular hole
         in the wheat [which had] been laid flat in a clockwise twist 40ft in diameter as if a plank had been put with one end at the centre and swept round in a complete circle.”’ [my italics].
      

      
      It was like the moment in Our Man in Havana when the field officer who is running Wormold, the vacuum-cleaner salesman, realises that the sketches he has been receiving
         of Soviet missiles in Cuba bear an uncanny resemblance to the hoses and nozzles, the accoutrements and appurtenances, of the
         cleaning cupboard. Just as in Greene’s entertainment, the mortifyingly prosaic explanation was not the one that Whitehall
         was ready to hear. So the MoD duly sent in a chopper, swept the tousled cornfield, carried out aerial reconnaissance, dunked
         its photographs in a developer. ‘These were passed to DS8 and the Defence Intelligence Staff (DI55) for scrutiny,’ the official
         minutes go unbelievably on. ‘[The circles] remain a mystery [but] from a purely defence viewpoint I don’t think there is anything
         in the report to worry us … I lean to some kind of natural phenomena such as mini-tornadoes bouncing off the ground.’
      

      
      If it wasn’t ‘mini-tornadoes’ it was over-zealous war games; if it wasn’t the urgent ciphering of an alien master race, it
         was a seismic disturbance. The last explanation was the closest to the truth: it was a subterranean happening. It was underground
         art – to be specific, the work of Bower, a mischief-making picture-framer from Southampton. He and his wife had taken a passage
         to Australia in their early married life, and the strange aboriginal markings upon the rufous earth that met their eyes had
         stayed with Doug, a handy artist in his spare time. Plotting with his best mate Dave in the snug of a pub near Winchester,
         Doug resolved that the wheatfields of Wessex would be his canvas.
      

      
      And so the pair of them went out in the dead of night, slipping on masks as if en route to a harlequinade, and launched themselves
         like pole-vaulters – on the ends of specially whittled hazelnut boughs, the better to cover their tracks – into a clump of cereals. For years, it was a private joke between Doug
         and Dave, while the rest of the world speculated ever more fancifully about the occult agrarian designs. Doug was filled with
         contempt for the gullibility of the soi-disant experts – and their cupidity in making money from the media for their wild surmisings – but also excited about the effect
         he was having. The mysterious cuneiform of his arable patterns spelled out an enormous and elaborate V-sign – and it was also
         a great ‘public art’ project, anticipating the gable-end graffiti of Banksy by twenty years or more.
      

      
      ‘You were like Dennis the Menace,’ I tell this marble-eyed octogenarian.

      
      ‘Just William,’ he corrects me in his Hampshire burr. Of course. Not the inner-city tough in the hornet knitwear, but William,
         the always-boy of the endless English summer.
      

      
      It is May Day, an auspicious date in the calendar of old England. There is a brilliant blue sky and we are in a flinty field
         under the bluff of Cheesefoot Head, an ancient Roman fort on the South Downs, in order to see Doug do his stuff. Just William
         is deceptively wardrobed as an old countryman, in twill trousers and ox-blood brogues. But as he places his trusty plank on
         the herbage and begins to rotate it, his wiry frame seems inhabited by an even more archaic presence. With one foot keeping
         the board flat, he moves it around on a rein, describing a still-compact circle after all these years. With his ramrod back
         and his ride-a-cock-horse gait, Bower might be a mummer or chevalier, and his terpsichorean tramplings a rain dance or worm-charming.
         Even his name evokes a poetic landscape; and as for the hairs that sprout from his ears, they put one in mind, perhaps, of
         a long-vanished hedgerow grass – ‘Old Man’s Lughole’, maybe, or ‘Knave’s Lobe’? He is a figure of English folklore, and his
         ploughshare a sword: Excalibur!
      

      
      Like crop circles, the hidden Arcadia of which I speak in this book can appear so remarkable, so otherworldly, that it too seems extraterrestrial; and, of course, it isn’t terrestrial, but rather a realm beneath the familiar one. It often breaks cover – when an archaeologist’s trowel deckles
         on a Roman flagstone, or a hobbyist’s metal-detector pingingly strikes gold. There are yet more wayposts to this buried demesne,
         from the rocky niches once occupied by hermits, to the extraordinary brace of flint-and-slate huts in the churchyard of St
         Thomas à Becket in Warblington near Chichester, where sextons once kept watch by night for grave-robbers.
      

      
      This hinterland isn’t always winsome, it isn’t always salubrious, and yet once you encounter it, it’s difficult to wrench
         yourself away. A plot to tunnel under a shopping precinct in Manchester and dig up underneath a cash machine was only foiled
         by chance when builders broke into the forty-foot hidden passage in 2007. The criminals were within fifteen feet of their
         prize. Detectives found that their excavation was rigged with electric lights and wooden scaffolding and that the would-be
         robbers had extracted tons of spoil from below a car park without being rumbled. According to one report, ‘The design and
         level of secrecy were on a par with wartime tunnels dug by British prisoners in Germany, notably in the “wooden horse” escape
         in 1943 and the Great Escape in 1944, both from Stalag Luft III camp.’ One of the workmen who inadvertently thwarted the ruse
         expressed no fears about the tunnel collapsing on him when he stumbled into it. ‘They had made a really good job of the supports
         and even the police were impressed with the workmanship.’
      

      
      In 2007 the nation was agog at the story of the canoeist John Darwin, who admitted faking his own death in order to cash in
         on life policies. The News of the World devoted its front page to the discovery of the ‘tunnel of love’ that the fugitive had installed in a terraced house at Hartlepool,
         so that he could sneak through a ‘coffin-shaped door’ to the marital home next door. ‘When family or friends called on “widow” Anne, “dead” John could use the hidden passage to nip into his three-bed bolt-hole in
         the adjoining terrace.’ Darwin had even laid a concrete floor and a carpet across the threshold, so that he ‘would not creak
         floorboards as he flitted between No. 3 and No. 4.’ His victims were insurance companies.
      

      
      To happier matters, and the remorseless downward drive of property. I’m not talking about falling house prices – not much
         happiness there – but rather the subterranean tendency in home improvement. When the housing market is in a hole, the answer
         is: keep digging. If it’s too dicey to move, if planning regulations put a crimp in loft conversions and granny flats, the
         solution is to refit the basement, or even quarry out a new sunken storey altogether. While the builders have been heading
         south, the graph of demand for cellar makeovers has been travelling in the opposite direction. The uptake for this kind of
         ‘downsizing’ has tripled in a couple of years in England’s bigger conurbations, while the average dimensions of these condo-grottoes
         have expanded from 400 square feet to 700. ‘People are now digging under their gardens and drives as well as underneath their
         entire ground floor,’ according to one housing insider – better say, undersider. Of course, campaigners against development have been known to take to the subsoil, too, most notably when eco-activists led by snaggle-haired Swampy quarried
         out a warren of tunnels in front of the bulldozers digging out the Newbury bypass in 1996.
      

      
      We can’t resist the tug of the subterranean, any more than we can the insistent pull of gravity. The Tate Modern gallery has
         never seen crowds like it had in 2007–8 for Shibboleth by the Colombian artist Doris Salcedo. This consisted of a crack running through the concrete floor of the former turbine
         hall. Despite many posted warnings, it was all the gallery staff could do to keep their many visitors from probing this fault-line
         – some dipped a questing toe into it, while others could not resist lowering their phizogs at full stretch into the void. We yearn to peep into the cave, to find the cavern under the menswear
         racks, to do the graveyard shift in the stony hides of Warblington.
      

      
      It’s time to light out now for this terra incognita, this half foreign land beneath our feet. And you’ll come with me, I hope.
         Even if I wanted to put you off, it would be useless, I like to think. about the most counter-productive thing you can say
         to another living soul is, ‘Don’t look down!’
      

      

      Stephen Smith
2009
Somewhere under England
      

   



      
      
      1

      
      EXTREMOPHILES

      
      ‘Are you Kurtz?’ said the man.
      

      
      ‘No,’ I said, ‘I’m not Kurtz.’ I’m not Kurtz but you could be, I thought. Here, in this end-of-the-world place, indulging in your unspeakable, your unnatural practices. He was sitting in the abandoned schoolroom, wearing a blue woolly hat. He introduced me to ‘some Dutch friends’
         who guffawed. At this simple declaration of their nationality, the Netherlanders laughed to see such fun.
      

      
      Now, though, I’m beginning to think that the man in the knitted headgear was right all along. I’m beginning to think that
         I might be Kurtz, after all, or that I might just as well be. (Did he say ‘Kurt’, I’m now wondering, rather than ‘Kurtz’?
         Well, it scarcely matters any more). I’m lost, in the howling Conradian meaning of that term. My Heart of Darkness might not
         be a beaded curtain of humidity, an air-throttling raffiawork of palms and creepers, a hooting mangrove – but it’s a savage
         and primitive place, all the same. I’ve fallen among a remote people who are in thrall to rain gods, to fire and fire-water.
      

      
      I’ve treated with them at their trading post, their river station, long into the unforgivable night. Now they’ve led me far from the light of day, beyond the ken of civilised men, to the terrible
         immensity of a monstrous conundrum: do I press on with them, do I thread my aching body through an inhuman, practically indiscernible,
         needle’s eye of a grot? Or must I go back the way I came, into the groping cavern, through the Stygian stream, only to face
         the sheer sides of the pitilessly drumming waterfall?
      

      
      I’ll take another tot of cockle-warming Ribena from Andy’s battered Thermos, his storied hip flask, and I’ll think it over.
         No point rushing into anything. After all, it’s not as if I’m going anywhere in a hurry, I reflect, as the cordial works its
         sweet alchemy on these old bones of mine. The Letterbox? I think. How bad can it be? As bad as it sounds – or, on the other
         hand, worse, unutterably worse?
      

      
      We come into this life through a tunnel, the birth canal, and for the most part we end up underground, at the other end of
         it all – in this ever-changing world of ours, these are surely thoughts to hug to ourselves. Outside of a hospital bed, the
         most realistic way to simulate these drastic experiences is to go caving; though cavers themselves, who tend to be philosophical,
         in the sense that they don’t like to think about anything very much, or at least they pretend that they don’t, would scoff
         at this idea.
      

      
      And we in turn scoff at them, don’t we, us non-cavers? Let’s see if we have this right: you want to spend your time under
         a hillside miles from anywhere, sidewinding through claustrophobically narrow crevices in the cold and wet and dark, and the
         most you can look forward to is coming out knackered and covered in mud when it’s all over? You might get up to some staggering
         things down there – as a matter of fact, we’ll bet you do – but it’s not as if anyone’s going to see them, is it? Let’s face
         it, you can barely see them yourselves.
      

      
      Cavers have an extraordinary sangfroid – on second thoughts, that sounds a little exotic, a little continental. It’s more
         of a leg-pulling, bloody-minded stoicism, combined with a certain defensiveness, towards the media at least, which borders on wariness – and often crosses the border altogether, in truth,
         though cavers are hardly alone in that. In Gloucester, at the annual expo of the great below-doors, ‘Hidden Earth’, there
         are men in detachable trousers and T-shirts with slogans like ‘Time to Cave, Said Zebedee’ and ‘If You Die, We Split Your
         Kit’. One of the country’s leading spelunkers is describing – defending – a film he produced for the BBC. ‘We’re not making the film for us. We’re making it for a bunch of people in London,’ he says,
         London being a kind of Sodom to cavers, London with its sheer size and urbanness, as antithetic and unsympathetic to their
         chosen country pursuit as it is to the Beaufort Hunt.
      

      
      There is laughter at the producer’s mention of ‘health-and-safety guidelines’. It seems that TV bosses overruled his idea
         to make the presenters ‘dig their way out’ of a cave system. He goes on to say that it was ‘not my choice of script’, a reference
         to a provocative line of commentary about ‘the possibility of being buried alive’.
      

      
      A delegate from a northern cave system takes the floor. He’s now entirely bald but is recognisably the same man who appears,
         with tufts of hair around his ears, on videos about the northern cave system which are on sale at Hidden Earth. He has been
         an outspoken critic of the caving film in on-line chat rooms, going so far as to call it ‘dishonest’. Confronted by the film-maker
         himself, the man from the north backtracks quite a lot, but still manages several swipes at the dire state of television.
         We hear about Beneath the Pennines, a documentary made about caving in the 1960s and 70s. The man from the floor rates it for its no doubt expansive truthfulness,
         and the caver-producer chips in from the podium, ‘That’s what got me into caving in the first place.’
      

      
      This isn’t a book for cavers. It’s a book for us, for everyone else, the non-cavers; though the cavers are very welcome, too.
         Before I went caving, I was searching for a book about caving. I read what cavers read – in so far as they are ever caught reading anything at all. The problem was, the books that I could find
         were all written by cavers, those strange and forbidding, if courageous and therefore rather enviable, people in overalls
         and hard hats. I enjoyed the books I read. They were full of incident and drama. I read about the great, the legendary cavers,
         I gathered from the diagrams that cave systems radiate out like cracks in glass. There are galleries at the end of brutally
         difficult systems in Yorkshire that have been explored by fewer people than have walked on the moon. The cataract that tumbles
         into Gaping Gill on the dales drops further than Niagara Falls. I began to absorb the meaning of the verb ‘to cave’; as in
         ‘I caved last Wednesday’ or, simply, ‘Are you caving?’ But none of these books seemed to transport me, a non-caver, into the
         cave alongside the writer. I’m sure it was no reflection on the books, or the authors, themselves.
      

      
      All right, you think, I’ll ask the cavers face to face. ‘Why do you do it, then?’ you say. They can’t tell you. Anglers appreciate
         the peace and quiet of the riverbank, as well as the visceral if one-sided contest. Boy racers get off on speed. But cavers
         are at a loss to put the allure of their pastime into words, so much so that you begin to think it must be a sworn secret
         of this subterranean sodality. So you put aside all your preconceptions and aversions to wriggle where they wriggle, squirm
         where they squirm. Yes, and eat where they eat, bunk where they bunk.
      

      
      Somewhere in the moon-rimed dales, in a pub where time is never called, I’m drinking with one of the leading, the elite, cavers.
         Keith has a crew-cut, an earstud. ‘You have to be cave-fit,’ says this lean fifty-something. Keith’s son-in-law plays five-a-side and also does something with dogs, perhaps he
         hunts – ‘But when he caved, he was knackered.’
      

      
      Cavers have their own specialities, their quiddities. Sue, tiny Sue, explains how it’s possible to walk up a waterfall underground,
         unaided and in wellies. The answer is there’s no sun underground, so no treacherous algae can grow under foot. Sue can only be five feet tall, at most. She can walk – amble – through the kind of constriction that the chaps have to climb over (‘traverse’). She tells me she’s as wide as her Tim
         is deep. The thankfully chunky Tim is also tall and speccy: I like him on sight. To make or reinforce a point in conversation,
         he raps Sue on her head.
      

      
      This is not a place for girly girls, nor for men who know what to do with them. So Sue can shapeshift through rock; another
         woman is good in water. Cavers are like superheroes, like the XMen, each with their own recherché powers.
      

      
      In this lonely spot, there is only the pub by the beck, a humpback bridge, three or four houses and an old school, the cavers’
         clubhouse. I scribble my notes on my bunk in the schoolhouse, by the light of my new Maglite, which I have surprised myself
         by adapting into ‘lamp mode’ – maybe I’m developing X-Men powers of my own. All the fittings and fixtures are cave-related:
         there are pictures cut or torn out of cave mags on the walls; signs and notices about cave events. The only reading matter
         is a caving journal (Descent). I didn’t expect a bound set of Cahiers du Cinéma, but I mean to say. Four bunks have been claimed in here so far, including mine. My roomies include a buxom, chirpy blonde
         of sixteen – and her dad, Andy, ex-services, who’s sleeping shotgun.
      

      
      Later, we’re all asleep and the lights are out when the door is booted open, and a gristly ex-services type whom I’d seen
         in the pub vaults with a single bound into a top bunk. He’s another elite caver. Presently, there’s the noise of running water.
         ‘Jason, what the fuck are you doing?’ says the man in the bunk beneath the newcomer. ‘Have you pissed yourself?!’
      

      
      Jason is long gone by the time I finally come to – at the not very outdoorsy hour of 9 a.m.

      
      It’s raining hard, and there’s a lively brook under foot in Long Churn. That’s the name of the cave, or ‘pot’, that we’re
         attempting this morning, though it also does pretty well as a description of the thoroughgoing experience itself; it’s nigh
         on onomatopoeic. The darkling limestone channel, which the elements have corkscrewed out of the hillside over the centuries,
         twists and turns before us. Within a few paces, the water is in over the top of my boots, drenching through two pairs of socks.
         In another moment, it’s waist deep. Now my boilersuit, even my pert bodystocking, are saturated.
      

      
      Long Churn is part of the Alum Pot cave system. The Alum Pot itself, sometimes known as ‘Hell’s Mouth’, is a yawning opening
         on the fellside from which a beck drops as a waterfall for two hundred feet, cascading another hundred to a deep pool. Alum
         Pot lies in a natural bowl where rainfall swiftly accumulates. When it’s pouring, like today, water rises rapidly in Long
         Churn, racing inside the hillside to the pot – it’s even more rapid if the moors are already teeming after sustained bad weather.
      

      
      My Selected Caves of Britain and Ireland, the Baedeker of the buried world, tells me that there is not one Long Churn, in fact, but two: the lower pipe, first tamed
         in 1848 by ‘J. Birkbeck and party’, commences at an altitude of 351 metres and descends to a depth of 107 metres over a length
         of 366. It’s described as ‘a fine though heavily used cave’. However, we are winding through the upper bore, to begin with:
         it may be gained at exactly the same height, but it’s longer – 762 metres – and boasts the eccentric feature of a depth of
         ‘+18 metres’, according to my handbook. Alum Pot is frequented by beginners and school parties but also by serious cavers.
         In this respect, it’s a bit like the North Circular or Marble Arch: it is shot, or forded, by the most white-knuckled novice
         and by the adroit veteran alike. It’s not free from peril. ‘It is quite possible and in fact easy to die a horrible death
         by straying off route,’ wrote the great fellsman Alfred Wainwright in a book of walks in limestone country. ‘The dangers of
         Alum Pot are manifestly obvious. Other deathtraps, unseen, occur in the black interiors of the caves.’

	    Our group of half a dozen is led by a taciturn outward-bound specialist from Wales. Last night in the pub, I took his brooding
         silence for quiet authority, but in the passage of Long Churn, my doubts grow about his communication skills. I yearn for
         words of encouragement, for a morale boost – oh, all right then, for praise. Of course, it’s probably the sign of a good guide
         to say less rather than more. It’s noisy enough down here as it is: maybe that’s why he’s cheese-paring with his remarks.
         The water thunders in, as if on to the movie set of a scuttling ship or breached U-boat. These conditions are described by
         more than one seasoned caver as ‘sporting’.
      

      
      Geoff, an older man, who’s wearing thick bins and some sort of hood or balaclava under his helmet (‘bonnet’), tells me that
         a group such as ours poses problems: some people inevitably stand around while the others catch up. ‘That’s how you get cold.’
         Plunging body temperature is one of the biggest hazards to the caver, he says. Once or twice, as we are flattening ourselves
         against slippery inclines, he gives me a lift – it’s no more than a manly, two-handed push on the buttocks; there’s nothing
         over-familiar about it – and there’s him giving me fifteen years or more.
      

      
      Our party includes a young teacher from the North East. ‘She’s very driven,’ says her boyfriend. You wouldn’t necessarily
         say the same thing about him. He’s out of shape: I can’t tell you how he gladdens this old heart of mine. His blue bonnet,
         admittedly not really his size, makes him look like a man in a fancy-dress policeman’s helmet. As he’d floundered windedly
         up the hill towards the mouth of the cave at the start of the day, I’d felt waves of gratitude for this Keystone Cop – I wasn’t
         the least fit, I wasn’t the one with the longest face.
      

      
      We plummet into chilling pools; we wade through fast-flowing streams; we haul ourselves up streaming rockfaces; we shuffle
         forward on our hands and knees, our arses, ultimately our elbows, beneath a swooning roof. It’s probably a good thing that
         I don’t know what’s coming next – that I literally can’t see it, face down as I increasingly am – because all at once the headroom is so limited that we’re obliged to hit the deck. I’m spreadeagled
         – no, I’m butterflied, I’m a spit-roast prawn.
      

      
      At full stretch, and sometimes less, my fingers are brushing the wriggling heels of the person in front of me. My bonnet clangs
         on the sinking ceiling and I effortfully – with an effort of will – twist my neck until my jangling jughead clears the choke point. ‘Beneath – in the great, mythic hollows of the earth itself
         – lies a separate world, timeless and in large part still unknown where one travels in darkness through mazelike tunnels,
         down cliffs, in icy streams, and through passages so narrow that there comes a point where there is not room to breathe and
         the panic of death begins,’ says the writer James Salter.
      

      
      As I proceed, in increments of inches – as I cave – I try to apply a piece of advice that I was given by Keith, the earringed elite caver. I think of him telling me to relax
         – ‘It makes you smaller’ – and then exhaling in an exaggerated way in front of me in the pub, collapsing like a faulty airbag.
         Unlike Keith, I have no idea what I’m doing, which ought to be a cause for concern. On the other hand, whatever it is, it’s
         too preoccupying and exhausting to leave any nervous energy for fear, for ‘the panic of death’. The only sound I can hear
         is my own stentorian breathing. ‘Underground noises always sound weird and solitude heightens the impression,’ the caving
         journalist James Lovelock has written. ‘The oddest thing that happened to me once was in a long, narrow crawl with two companions.
         We all stopped to rest and as we lay still there was a deep, rhythmic booming sound to be heard like the rhythm of a water
         ram in a stream. In a few minutes it dawned on us what it was – we were listening to the sounds of our own hearts and the
         passage was acting like a stethoscope. The friend behind me commented drily: “It proves we are bloody well alive at any rate.”’
      

      
      Exhilaratingly, Long Churn opens up around us again. I know the relief that the crawl is over, at least for now, mixed with
         the satisfaction that I’ve somehow done it – as opposed to bottled or botched it. And what unanticipated diversions await. We
         negotiate an extraordinary passage which is serpentine – but from head to toe instead of horizontally. There’s Dr Bannister’s
         Handbasin, which has the unhappy ring of Victorian gynaecology about it, but proves to be a five-metre cataract of water hammering
         into a pool the depth of a standing man.
      

      
      Amidst the exertion, amidst the racket of the battering water, the otherworldly aspect of the cave stealthily insinuates itself.
         The constant action of acidic rainwater on limestone carves scallops into the rock: the bigger the bivalves, the slower the
         flow. The crown of the cowrie points in the direction that the water’s going: this is the kind of lore that can be a life-saver
         to a backwoodsman – an underwoodsman – in the confusion of a dark and flooding cave system. The cave is ‘decorated’, in the jargon. The roof sparkles
         with pyrites, fool’s gold: in reality, it’s millions of swanky bacteria hanging out together at their glittering parties.
         Elsewhere, the prospecting fingers of the mountain stream have grubbed nuggets of limestone from the hillside.
      

      
      A cave is like the bottom of a deep ocean, perpetually dark, constantly cold, reliably wet. There is little or nothing in
         the way of food, and yet caves sustain their own arcane and otherworldly ecosystems: creatures that can survive without organic
         material, subsisting on the chemicals and minerals they glean from their forbidding surroundings; mud-dwelling bugs that inexplicably
         get by without oxygen. Sue isn’t entirely right: there are algae, as well as mosses, lichen, moulds, and these in turn sustain tiny crustacea such as Asellus, which dines off water fungus at the edge of limestone pools. He has to be quick about it, or else he winds up as lunch for
         Niphargus, a blind and semitransparent crustacean. Spiders, worms, slugs, snails and flies share this hidden habitat. Many of its
         denizens have adapted to its gruelling conditions: in the absence of light, eyes have dwindled or else disappeared altogether, while feelers, probes and probosces have flourished in compensation. ‘Perhaps, here
         in caves, is a wonderful process of life comparable to that of the “primeval slime” from which evolution as we know it today
         began,’ as Donald Robinson and Anthony Greenbank muse in their Caving and Potholing. Scientists have recently discovered flourishing microbial ecosystems thousands of feet under the soil, some so deeply embedded
         that they are warmed by the hot magma of the planetary core. The creatures that inhabit these fastnesses, making do without
         oxygen and light, are known as ‘extremophiles’. That’s what the elite cavers are, I think, extremophiles.
      

      
      The wetter it gets in Long Churn, the better the teacher’s boyfriend likes it, the better he’s faring. ‘I’m a swimmer so I
         don’t mind this,’ he says. In turn, I tire, slip back. I’m holding on halfway up a wet wall, a sore and sorry starfish.
      

      
      Older Geoff says to me, ‘First time caving?’ I feel him administer a bolstering goosing.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And the last?’ 

      
      ‘Well, we’ll see,’ I manage. But perhaps my lack of gusto is all too apparent. It’s an uncanny replay of an almost identical
         conversation that I once had with another old fart from Subterranea Britannica, a group of underground enthusiasts, after
         a run out to a demobbed radar post in Lincolnshire.
      

      
      It’s two and half hours before we emerge at last on to the stair-rodding fellside. When I empty my boots, it takes quite a
         long time for the water to run out. Taking my cue from the others, I’m soon in my birthday suit beneath the tipping Yorkshire
         sky: exiting my saturated bodystocking, it’s less like stripping off, more like upending a catch on to the deck of a trawler.
         I wouldn’t be surprised if a salmon flapped from my fishnets.
      

      
      I’m shaken that I failed to negotiate one or two of the modest climbs without help. I’m weary and I ache, and I’m not sure
         I’m in a hurry to go through more, perhaps worse, the following day. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. But I’m
         very pleased that I did it, pleased that I got round Long Churn; pleased to have caved it.
      

      
      In the secret heart of every speleologist, he knows that the excruciating underground effort is climaxed, reified, by the
         safe return to terra firma, and the blissful prospect of going on about it all for a long time in the warm. The delightful
         expression, ‘It’s home for tea and medals’, which we heard more than once in Long Churn, speaks to the truth of this, albeit
         from the safe distance of irony. In the seminal The Eightfold Way of Caving, John Gillett takes the reader briskly through the prosaic if necessary preliminaries – the choosing of kit; the cave selection;
         the other bit, the caving – before arriving at last at his true Tao: ‘The cavers who can change into dry clothes the most
         quickly are the first to enter the sixth stage and can bag the best places in the pub. The sixth or refreshment stage is rarely
         short.’
      

      
      In our case, it’s a troglodyte-friendly Yorkshire buttery, rather than a pub, in which we enter Gillett’s blissful state.
         Tim, the big bloke, who had kindly lent me my now-beached long coms, reads aloud in an arch voice from the personal ads in
         the Guardian. The café has a box set of Dave Pelzer’s misery memoirs: a trilogy of them, in a little card holder. I remember a similar
         set of D. H. Lawrence that I had as a youth; they were a lot less dog-eared than the Pelzers.
      

      
      The teacher’s boyfriend tells me that she went out with a caver before him, a proper caver, a cave diver: the best of the best, the elitist of the elite. ‘Yes, she lost her last boyfriend,’ he adds. For a dopey
         moment, I imagine that this poor bloke is still wandering around out there somewhere. But he got trapped in an underground
         pool. ‘She was his time-out,’ says the new boyfriend. This is the person you call before you go caving. You tell your time-out
         that you’ll be entering such and such a cave system and what time you expect to be leaving it; if your time-out doesn’t hear from you by the appointed hour, it falls to them to raise the alarm.
      

      
      At the old schoolhouse that night, there’s a reckless fireworks display in driving wind and rain. The fun is coordinated by
         Tim and by a short but sturdy lad – he may be the ideal build for caving, I think to myself – who is wearing shorts. At this
         saturnalia of bonfire and gunpowder, fireworks are definitely returned to after they’ve been lit: well before one would want to certify them extinguished, they’re picked up again and
         tossed on to the fire, snatched by the ragged lasso of the flames. The lad in the shorts lets off a rocket from the launchpad
         of his arms. I hear Geoff being asked by a young friend, ‘Have you caved this week?’
      

      
      In the pub, Geoff’s missus is eking out a glass of red. ‘This will last me forty minutes,’ she says. It’s hard to know why
         this is such an appalling thing to hear. Still, she makes my day when she says, ‘Geoff didn’t report you going white.’ I’d
         voiced my concern that I might have been underperforming, letting the side down. But Geoff had marked her card on which of
         the novices were faring badly, who had been looking pasty, and I wasn’t listed among the casualties. She tells me about the
         ‘pothole widows’, the wives left at home when the men are caving; and the paradoxical fact that, of their circle of friends,
         two or three of the men are already widowers, confounding the actuarial tables by surviving their spouses. ‘The wives died
         of neglect,’ she clarifies. Decades of sourness and disappointment in that, one feels.
      

      
      She goes on to allude, all too fleetingly, to Geoff’s ideas about ‘a parallel universe’ – and to his discovering one, if you
         please, right here in the wilderness of the north country, barely a barm cake’s throw from Settle. As well as being a caver,
         Geoff is a digger. He and his mates like nothing better than going into a pot right to the sump – that is, as far as they
         can go – and then shovelling out centuries’ worth of dreck and gloop in the hope of making a breakthrough into another, unknown
         chamber or even cave system.

Well, Geoff’s been digging for years ‘and found absolutely nothing’, in the unsparing tyke tones of his bride and helpmeet.
         But not long ago, he and his friends came across a passage – literally unearthed it – the like of which none of them had seen
         before. Geoff and co. couldn’t get over finding this übergrot, this platonic version of the cave. His wife is on the point
         of outlining Geoff’s belief in a parallel universe, and what this has to do with the discovery of his ‘perfectly geometrical
         tunnel’, when she elects to go on instead about how another group of diggers came across the hole, and started poking around
         in it themselves. From the moment this incursion was discovered, Geoff was not his usual self. He went right off the incredible
         new tunnel, never went near it again, never even brought the subject up. Mrs G. puzzled over her husband’s behaviour, she
         says, until at last it came to her: ‘It was like his virgin had been violated.’
      

      
      Most of the cavers are in the other bar, the one that has fruit machines in it, but not Geoff or his wife. Tim and Sue are
         in the group. I’m fascinated by the courtship rituals of the cavers, their love dance. Winched once to the bottom of the great
         nave of Gaping Gill in Yorkshire, beneath an endless rood-screen of rock that flew past my bucketing bosun’s chair, I was
         smitten by the astonishing sight of overalled lovelies playing rubbers of badminton in the void. By the pale glow of my mobile
         phone light, the lantern I had shrewdly stowed on my person for the trip, the girls were striking with their cork-blackened
         faces, their damp yet fetching pigtails, the awful one-size-fits-all dowdiness of their cavewear. One of them clinched a set
         with a smash worthy of Joan Hunter Dunne. The girls were thrilling, like the women of the French Resistance. Leaving the cavern
         had a little of the atmosphere of Dunkirk, come to that: we were wet, exhausted, waiting to be lifted off the shingly beach
         at the bottom of the gill. A Thermos of hot Ribena was passed down the line like a packet of ciggies. I basked unentitled
         in the camaraderie of the queue as my Joan told me that she had first caved after her boyfriend, a stalwart of the Bradford club, asked her if she’d like to come along. ‘I loved it!’ she told
         me.
      

      
      In the pub on the dales, one of the gang is a warehouseman by day, a young, goofy lad who has an alpine hat with integral
         ear muffs. He folds and refolds it in his lap. He sleeps free of charge on a bench in the bar, in the unimaginable hour when
         the punters have finally left (thought to be six o’clock). This is in order to save the heartbreakingly nominal fee levied
         at the schoolhouse.
      

      
      Keith the elite caver is here; he’s on the BMWs. ‘It’s Bailey’s, Malibu and whisky. You can have a taste,’ he says. He boxes
         me in near a slot machine so that our knees touch. Keith of Derby, and his life of stag-dos in the new fleshpots of Europe
         – Prague and Riga and Barcelona. Like the lad with the deerstalker who kips down in the snug, Keith seems to have an aversion
         to sheets, preferring to spend nights going round and round on fairground rides on his away-days with the boys, rather than
         booking a hotel and lumbering himself with the unnecessary ballast of a room for the night.
      

      
      I ask Keith about Jason, his fellow elitist, the man who sprang into bed last night from a standing jump. Keith sheds light
         on Jason’s midnight micturation. ‘He were just pouring water on the bloke in the bottom bunk,’ Keith clarifies. It seems that
         Jason, like the teacher’s former boyfriend, is a cave diver. ‘Possibly the best in the world,’ adds Keith thoughtfully. A
         few years back, Jason rescued a group of British squaddies after they got into difficulties in a distant cavern. He himself
         has known near-misses. Once he was diving with a ‘scooter’, a hand-held motor, and re-breathing – an impossibly advanced and
         dangerous feat of oxygen-recycling. ‘He hit a rock and cut his arm open to the bone. Insisted on putting the stitches in himself.’
         Jason doesn’t carry a knife when he goes cave diving, Keith explains, because it takes two hands to use one: one to hold the
         knife and the other to hold the rope, or whatever it is that has to be cut.
      

      
      Keith tells me about a cave diver who became entangled under water and died. He had oxygen on him – ten minutes of it. So, said Keith, he would have known, must have counted down, that
         he only had ten minutes to live … and then nine, and so on. ‘Jason has a pair of secateurs,’ says Keith. ‘Keeps ’em strapped
         to him.’
      

      
      In the morning, I’ve made up my mind. I’m leaving after breakfast. The cavers have been marvellously hospitable and friendly.
         But I won’t be caving today. I’m sitting in the youth-club-style lounge with little Sue, or at least she’s there at the same time as me, and she looks
         up from her caving mag and says, ‘Are you excited about going underground again?’
      

      
      ‘Well, I am very excited, yes,’ I hear myself say, ‘but the thing is, it won’t be today. I’ve got to get back to London.’ A truth bookended
         by two lies. But then I think, Going underground? Of course – that’s what I’m here for! OK, I could legitimately claim to
         have popped my caving cherry now, but to spurn a tailormade opportunity seems perverse, with nothing else in the diary.
      

      
      In the club’s equatorial drying-room, my kit is warm but still wet – sopping, wallowing wet. I’ve done myself no favours by
         leaving my tackle piled – balled – on the floor. Tim’s pantyhose is, I fear, unconscionable. Rummaging through my trunk, I snag a nail on the leg of my thermals
         – last worn in action, I think, at a media-hostile environment course, and before that as long ago as Bosnia, a real hostile
         environment. They will have to do.
      

      
      In Old Lings, I surprise myself with a new agility and elasticity, an unheralded access of superpowers. The passages of this
         cave are tight and U-shaped, so that instead of grimly fording them, you have the alternative of straddling the divide and
         moving along the walls as if on a fly’s Velcro-like soles. Even when a handhold doesn’t hold and I feel myself swaying backwards, away from the wall, about to drop into the water – even then something affixes
         me to the rock – the nook where a foot is slithering? – and I stay on: all this without the kind of contact from Geoff that,
         in the workplace, would see him frogmarched to HR (but which I shall always be grateful to him for). All the same, there comes a moment when I have no choice but to stretch
         across a boiling pool. Shimmering under the water are columns of limestone, sunken piers on which the caver may tread in reasonable
         confidence. One such reef is just visible four or five feet in front of me and this is my goal. I swing my leg out to reach
         a foothold – it’s there! It’s all going terribly well, in fact, until the moment when I have to follow through with the rest
         of my body. I push off with my trailing foot – and drop chest-deep into the pool. Andy, the old soldier and protective dad
         from the bunkhouse, chortles to see such sport. I’m an Inuit in an ice hole.
      

      
      Nor is it an unalloyed boon to have the wringing walrus pelt of my boilersuit clinging to me from this early hour, because
         Old Lings is merely a warm-up (you could have fooled me). The main event is the freak of geology – the contortionist’s conundrum,
         the human hole-in-one – of the Letterbox.
      

      
      ‘How big is the Letterbox?’ I ask someone. 

      
      ‘Well, have you heard of the Cheese Press? That’s eleven inches wide.’

      
      ‘Yes?’ 

      
      ‘This is tighter.’

      
      Eleven inches! That’s the kind of clearance I like to give myself when I’m flossing my teeth. And I’ve got to pass through
         a cleft in a rock that’s tighter than that. That’s when I finally get there, mark you: the Letterbox is separated from us
         by a frothing waterfall and the uterine unknowability of another stooping cave in a different part of the Alum Pot system.
      

      
      Andy is guiding today, along with Stuart, and they opt to send us over the twenty-foot cascade on the end of a bit of rope.
         I bump down the side of this stony showerbath. Stuart yells something about a ledge a metre below the drop, and using this
         for a foothold. But then he says, ‘Let the rope take the weight of your body! Push out!’
      

      
      I suit the action to the words: in another moment, the indifferent Newtonian universe slams me back against the hard, slick rock. I’m underneath the overhang now, and beginning
         to wonder if I might end up hooked and dangling there like the less winsome novelties in the fossiling waters of Old Mother
         Shipton’s cave – when all at once I’ve bottomed in the surging shower stall.
      

      
      I’m nonplussed to find that my teeth are chattering: actually working independently of me. Materialising through a skein of
         waterfall spray is the immensely reassuring sight of Andy holding out a nip of Ribena in a battered mug, like a mind-reading
         manservant of Middle Earth. His Thermos appears to be sheathed in brown paper, or lashed Jiffy bags. ‘It’s bomb-proof,’ he
         says. He doles out rations of Mars bar, as well as tots of blackcurrant grog, our short commons of confectionery. It must
         be a tradition in the services to take a flask when caving, judging by the memoirs of the distinguished old campaigner and
         potholer Arthur Gemmell. His own trusty canteen went with him to Gaping Gill, and many other tight spots besides:
      

      
      I was the proud possessor of a remarkable Thermos flask which had been my stalwart companion on many expeditions and which  had safely endured the ordeal of being dragged a quarter of a mile over a rough stony floor wrapped in an old shirt inside a haversack, tied to my foot. Though battered, dented and rusty, it never failed to keep its contents warm and intact, and I would not have parted with it for its weight in gold. Perhaps the saddest day of my life was that one, five years later, when it finally gave up the ghost on being subjected to the savage treatment of my batman who, lacking other utensils, poured boiling water into it to mash the tea.



      
      Stuart warns us that the cave that opens at the foot of the falls is noteworthy for the way the roof closes in. Sure enough,
         it soon becomes necessary to hobble through it in a scuttling Richard III mince, your top half almost at right-angles to your
         pistoning thighs; after that, it’s only accessible on your hands and knees. Andy lends me his knee-pads, which help a lot, though I
         still scrape my shins up pretty good. He also takes the balaclava from under his bonnet, making me a priceless gift of the
         sweat-soaked article. ‘I could see you were shivering,’ he says. Too true, mate, but is this the cold? Or rather, is it only the cold?
      

      
      I have a healthy respect for the pillarbox of rock that lies ahead. From the novels of Martin Amis, we have an unforgettable
         simile for impotence: putting an oyster into a parking meter. With the clunky carapace of my hard-hat and all-in-one, not
         to mention the flailing claws of my gauntleted arms, I imagine myself as another piece of star-crossed seafood, mounting an
         equally doomed assault on another unavailing slot. This is going to be like stuffing a lobster through the Letterbox, I think.
      

      
      I’m assured by the older hands that I’ll get through it, though one man is only willing to commit himself to saying that I
         might come out the other side. I don’t want to funk it outright, but nor do I wish to get stuck in it. Now that I’m in the cave,
         with the means of entry to it still fresh in my mind, I have no overwhelming desire to retrace my hunched steps to the pool
         at the bottom of the waterfall – and make my way out of it up the slippery sides of the rock on the rungs of a dainty rope
         ladder (Plan B, according to Stuart and Andy). From what I gather, the Letterbox is almost the last test that lies ahead –
         so all things considered, it’s better to get through it, if at all possible.
      

      
      We are sitting by a vision of the Styx: a smallish stream, to be sure, but in the dark, and seemingly far from the everyday
         world. We are trying to keep warm, waiting to be called forward by the guides to essay the unforgiving trouser-press of a
         fissure. ‘Sometimes it is better to avoid using names,’ says Gillett in a chapter entitled ‘The Unknown’. ‘For many years
         I sidled down the “Crab Walk” in Giant’s Hole, Derbyshire, without any bother. Then one day someone asked me if I had had
         any problems in passing “The Vice”… On my next trip, I managed to become stuck in it! Unnamed, I had no slot in my memory for it; named, it became an obstacle to be overcome well before
         I entered the cave.’
      

      
      Now it’s my turn. I have to snake towards a kind of antechamber from where the Letterbox itself is accessed. This room, never
         mind the ultimate objective itself, looks impossible at first – a cramped space almost filled to its low cornice with rocks,
         it’s like an air pocket, a tiny bubble left behind after a landslip. Stuart is coiled up somehow in a corner of it.
      

      
      The first challenge is to move into this little cell at all. It feels as though my shoulders are jammed. At Stuart’s instruction,
         I move my top half until I gain a little breathing space, a little play on my upper arms, and swing my legs round until my
         feet are over a niche, a mousehole, in the stone floor: this turns out to be the Letterbox itself. As it’s explained to me
         by the marvellously patient and encouraging Stuart, the knack is to go in feet first, but without bending your knees. ‘Imagine
         you’re going down a slide in a kiddies’ playground,’ he says. ‘Keep your arms up over your head, that’ll reduce the span of
         your shoulders, and slide through on your bum.’
      

      
      Well, the first bit seems to go OK: I manoeuvre my boots into the hole and drop my legs in after them, bracing them stiffly
         as though they’re splinted. ‘Well done, mate,’ grunts Stuart.
      

      
      I sink down into the slot – I’m thrilled. I’m out of the tight chamber, or half out, anyway. I’m getting – earning – rare compliments from my guides. I won’t have to go back through anything, do anything again, I won’t have to climb out
         of the pot with the waterfall discharging into it.
      

      
      Then I get stuck. My chest is pinioned by an outcrop – a spar, a spur, a snag – of rock.

      
      It would be going too far to say that it all disappears, evaporates, in that moment – the bulking, louring limestone, the
         fatigue, the cold and wet and dark. But you find that you become intimately acquainted with the interiority of caving. It’s
         not about the space, or the lack of it, out there; it’s about you, and how much of it you take up (or others take up around you) – as in a lift or an aircraft. It’s also about the way caving, even a beginner’s experience,
         turns you in on your own resources – of confidence, of cool, of pluck. As Gillett writes, ‘The caver has two unknowns to contend
         with, the caves and himself.’ Wedged in the foot or less of the Letterbox, I don’t feel any panic or distress; I have complete
         faith in my guides. I have a job to do and my lot will be much the better all round – as will everybody else’s – if I get
         it done. Somehow.
      

      
      I breathe out, I duck and feint, I move to my right, I lift my arms higher to release the pressure on my chest – and all at
         once, I’m a cork fizzing out of a bottle.
      

      
      We exit the cave through the fug, the jet stream, of our own milling exhalation, and flop on to the dales still breathing
         hard. Why do cavers do it? For moments like this, for when it’s all over. Yes, they love the caving – the crawling and the
         climbing. They love to cave – of course they do. They enjoy every stage of Gillett’s eightfold way, every house of his Tao. But it’s also about the unique
         exhilaration that comes from having outfaced not only the possibility of death but also Salter’s ‘panic of death’. Cavers
         would scoff at this, too, but you have only to substitute the unlicensed wilderness of their chosen milieu for, let us say,
         a ‘caveworld theme park’ expunged of all risk, health-and-safetied to a vanilla threatlessness, to know that it would be no
         place for an extremophile.
      

      
      ‘We kicked the arse out of it,’ someone says. It emerges that yesterday’s circuit of Long Churn, euphemistically described
         as ‘sporting’ on account of the swollen stream, had been ‘touch and go’ because of the poor weather. We almost didn’t cave
         it at all. It’s barely a month later, in the Christmas holidays, that a man of thirty-three and a twenty-eight-year-old woman,
         both experienced cavers, are trapped by rising water in Long Churn, and drowned.
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      AN ENGLISHMAN’S HOME IS HIS CAVE

      
      
      I think that perhaps you and I are not so very different – born in the twentieth century, into industrial or post-industrial
         societies – am I right? People that we know, people we’re related to, they don’t live in caves. That’s what I thought when
         I started digging about in them. I found there was no end of things you could do in caves. You could cave in one, for a start, as we’ve seen, but a cave wasn’t only for recreation. You could also hide yourself, or secrete your
         stash of booty. You could practise satanic rituals away from scandalised eyes, or turn your cloistered crevice into a sanctuary
         where the guttering flame of the one true faith could be tended.
      

      
      A hundred feet beneath a branch of Ladbroke’s in Royston, on a snowy Easter weekend, I entered a cave that might have come
         from the pages of The Da Vinci Code. Heretical Knights Templar are thought to have quarried out this chalky pit as their secret chapel after a change in the
         religious weather left them out in the cold. It was uncovered centuries after the last of their courtly order had died out,
         by workmen installing a new bench in the Butter Market in 1742. Somewhat improbably, the knights ran a market stall at Royston from 1199 to 1254 on their return from the Crusades. One theory is that these mailed traders, these Middle
         EastEnders, dug out the bell-shaped cave as a kind of early lockup. But extraordinary carvings around the chamber – Christian
         saints and depictions of Calvary, as well as archaic pagan motifs including human heads, hands gripping hearts, a raunchy
         Sheelana-Gig – have persuaded some scholars that the out-of-favour chevaliers attended to their forbidden devotions below
         the bookie’s, in the dank recesses of the Hertfordshire commuter belt.
      

      
      You could go to a cave for the most basic stuff of life. Where better to draw water than from a stream tricklingly filtered
         through untouched limestone? At the same time, an earth, a remote and germ-free environment, made an ideal laboratory. In
         1782 a plumber called William Watts patented lead shot after a recurring dream in which he dug a hole beside his house in
         Bristol into the Redcliffe Caves below. Suiting the action to the nagging reverie, Watts was able to drop lumps of lead a
         distance of 120 feet, from the top of his roof to the limestone floor of the cavern, and so fashion musket-ready rounds. This
         great boon to the small-bore industry was recognised in a Grade II listing for Watt’s shot-tower; that is, until 1968, when
         the burghers of Bristol elected to widen the road it stood on and took a potshot at it themselves with a wrecking ball.
      

      
      You can even make cheese in a cave. One purveyor of these stalactite Stiltons, these troglodyte truckles, whom I consulted
         in Wookey Hole promised, or perhaps warned, ‘They taste of cave’ – and he wasn’t wrong.
      

      
      But people didn’t live in caves … Oh, sure, they lived in caves, of course they did. Once upon a time, they lived in caves, all right. The cave was man’s earliest abode, his starter
         home; perhaps a folk memory of this is at the root of the expression ‘digs’, meaning a rudimentary place to stay, with only
         the barest basics found. As with so many other architectural trends, the English were at the forefront of cave habitation.
         Archaeologists have discovered natural caves that were inhabited during the last ice age. At Pin Hole, Derbyshire, they confirmed a long
         unbroken sequence of occupation. Other settled caves include Creswell Crags in the same county, where engravings of birds
         and an ibex are twelve thousand years old; Kent’s Cavern in Torquay; and Oldbury in Kent. Prehistoric people set up home inside
         a high chalk ridge a mile south of Salisbury. There is evidence of more than a hundred subterranean living-quarters, each
         broadly circular in shape, some of them as much as fifteen feet deep and twelve feet across. There were portholes in the walls
         of these chalky rooms, just large enough to crawl through, so that they formed corridors of underground cabins. In the remote
         Himalayas, people still retreat into such earthen accommodation when the weather is at its bleakest, which suggests that our
         forefathers wintered in the Wiltshire gullies. Bones found in the caves indicate that when times were hard, our ancestors
         were not averse to dining off each other – perhaps when times weren’t so hard, too. These rock-hopping cannibals may well
         have inspired folk legends of ogres, and were perhaps what H. G. Wells had in mind when he depicted the Morlocks of his Time Machine.
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