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Dedicated to Mum and Dad, to whom I owe everything and who made me who I am today. From an early age, your guidance instilled the principles of hard work, good manners, respect, high standards and strong family values in me. I am forever grateful.


In 2021 my grandson Theodore was born.
I hope this book inspires him to follow his dreams.









Glossary


Carbide lamp – a miner’s lamp that produces acetylene gas by a chemical reaction between calcium carbide and water; the acetylene gas is ignited and burns with a bright white flame.


GPR – ground-penetrating radar.


HEMS – the Helicopter Emergency Medical Services.


HSE – the Health and Safety Executive.


PC – a police constable.


PJI – a parachute jump instructor in the Armed Forces.


PolSA – a police search adviser; plans and coordinates crime and missing person searches.


ROV – remote-operated vehicle, for search operations.


SGI – Specialist Group International, the search and rescue company run by Peter Faulding.


SIO – a senior investigating officer; the police officer in charge of a particular investigation.


SSS – side scan sonar; this equipment sends out sonar waves which, when they bounce back and are processed, can build a picture of a riverbed or lakebed, showing objects lying on the bottom.


Static line – a webbing strap attached to an aircraft and to a parachute; as a paratrooper jumps from the aircraft, the parachute is pulled from its backpack and is opened automatically.


Wire ladder – a lightweight roll-up ladder that cavers use to climb up and down shafts; normally ten metres long and can be joined together with other ladders for greater lengths.












Prologue



The ground I was standing on had kept its secrets for four years. And judging by the mess around me, it wasn’t going to give them up easily now. Somewhere in the soil there was a body. Her name was Kate Prout. She’d been placed there by her husband who had admitted to murdering her a week previously, after which he led the police to the spot where he claimed to have disposed of her body, the place where I was now standing. It was a wooded crime scene of around 250 square metres, over which had already trundled police officers, a cadaver dog and handler, a mechanical digger, a man with a radar and a forensic archaeologist. Lots of people, but no body.


Kate was last seen alive on 5 November 2007. Bonfire night. The final contact she made was a call to her bank. Then she disappeared. Five days after she was reported missing by her husband, Adrian. They were in the process of a messy divorce. You can probably guess the rest.


Four years later, after being convicted of her murder by a jury, Adrian, who professed his innocence from jail for several months after the trial, finally caved in and confessed. Which is why I was in woodland with a team of police officers, crime scene investigators and forensic archaeologists, surveying a landscape.


My name is Peter Faulding and I find things. By the time I’m called to places like this patch of land in Gloucestershire, things have generally gone south for someone. I’m rarely asked to look for the living, I’m looking for the dead, or for the clues that will tell the authorities how they met their end. Sometimes it’s simple: the body is in a garden, or under floorboards. But sometimes, when the murderer chooses open space – a field, a wood, a lake – it’s much harder. X rarely marks the spot. In those cases, the police call me.


My ability to find things comes from experience and a curious mind. After so many years and so many searches, my ability to locate people and things is almost instinctive. I know where to look and what questions to ask of the landscape. Is that depression a drain, or a grave? Is that mound a tree root, or a buried torso? There are signs everywhere. You just need to be able to read them. My world is below the surface, and on that cold grey November afternoon in 2011 I scanned the scene calmly and began to digest the information before me.


I was there with three of my colleagues from the search and rescue company I run, Specialist Group International (SGI). I had been called up the previous day by the detective inspector in the case, Giulia Marogna. She was not in a good mood. The search should have been easy. Kate’s body should have been located, recovered and in the morgue by now, but for some reason, even though Adrian had taken officers to where he said he had buried her, she could not be found. Instead, everywhere you looked there were holes. There was a JCB standing still to one side, ready to do any heavy work required, and several people with spades.


‘We’re struggling to find her – I need you to do your magic on this one,’ Giulia said.


A search starts with questions. How long ago was the body buried? What type of soil or ground cover are you dealing with? Could the body have been moved after it was dumped? Could there have been a water course running over the area at any time? Are there wild animals around? All these potential variables will affect how and where the search takes you.


I crouched down and scraped the ground with the trowel I always carry with me on any searches, and knew immediately what the problem was. Radar equipment had been used that day but the soil was fine-grained and sandy, not ideal conditions for ground-penetrating radar. I had years of experience working with this type of equipment so I knew the limitations in these soil conditions. Radar shows disturbances and anomalies under the surface, but grains of sand evenly redistribute themselves after they’ve been disturbed by things such as rainfall. Think of how sandcastles on the beach disappear after the tide has come in, leaving no trace. After four years underground, all the soil on top of Kate would have evened itself out.


We needed to wind back and start from the only concrete thing we knew, which was that Adrian had told the police a specific area in which he said he had buried the body. Before the search operation started there were five pheasant pens in the area, simple structures of four posts with corrugated iron across the top where pheasants could shelter. Adrian admitted he buried his wife in front of one of these. They had all been dismantled by the time I arrived.


‘Can we put everything back as it was?’ I asked Giulia. She gladly obliged and ordered everyone off the scene so that me and my colleagues could return the area to how it was when they had arrived and start again, focusing on the location Adrian had identified. Once that had been done I briefed my team on what they needed to do the following morning as I had to attend another police operation.


Having re-established the scene, I tasked one of the team, Chris, to scan the area with our powerful metal detector, as often bodies are buried in shallow graves with jewellery still on them. Within a few minutes the detector issued a high-pitched squawk. The area was swept to double check, and again the machine beeped.


The spot the metal detector had indicated was marked and the forensic archaeologist moved in.


Time can appear to stand still at these points in a search when it’s clear the target is in sight, and as the soil was methodically and slowly scraped away it was obvious what we’d discovered. Exposed human fingers jutted from the shallow hole in the earth. They were stark, almost obscene against the surrounding woodland floor, set into a claw, decomposed, with bone and tendons showing through discoloured flesh.


A hush fell over the scene. The only noise was the soft scraping of the archaeologist’s trowel as they continued to reveal more of the body. Something sparkled in the light. As more soil was brushed away, Kate’s wrist was revealed. There was still a watch on it.










Chapter 1



It is the late 1960s and a Halloween night in a field in Surrey by the side of a quiet road which will one day be the M25. A waxy moon sheds an eerie glow over the grass. The sound of cows gently mooing in the distance punctuates the silence.


At the side of the road in Gatton Bottom, near Merstham, a group of adults stand around a deep hole, looking down. Carbide lamps are placed around the rim, illuminating the first few feet of the square shaft dug through the rock. A wire ladder and a rope disappear into it. Beneath us, forty-five feet underground, shadows dance off the walls and a child’s voice can be heard. It belongs to a nine-year-old, whose slight frame is now edging, inch by inch, down into what for all intents and purposes is a compacted earth tomb. He is secured on the rope, which one of the adults feeds down as he clambers down the ladder into the gloom. After several painstaking minutes the lifeline goes slack. Everything is still. An owl hoots in the distance.


‘Peter?’ one of the adults shouts.


In the ground under their feet a child had dropped through the ceiling of a forgotten ancient mine and was standing in a chamber that hadn’t echoed with the sound of human feet for hundreds of years. His heart was beating with excitement, adrenaline surging, as he shone his headlamp over tunnel walls carved out by miners in the late Middle Ages.


The boy was me, Peter Faulding, and the shaft I was lowered into that night was an enlarged bore hole that had been sunk by contractors building what would eventually become London’s orbital motorway and one of the most congested roads in Europe. The adults on the surface were my parents – my mum Nora, my dad John and their friends Dennis Musto, Mick Clark and Graham. While this scene would have appeared bizarre and probably macabre to any passers-by, particularly given the date, for the Fauldings this was a normal family outing. We were cavers. Dad was a highly experienced subterranean explorer and for years I had accompanied him on his weekend expeditions into the abandoned mines that stretched for miles in and around Surrey.


We were in this field because a few months before hundreds of bore holes had been sunk by the construction company contracted to build the motorway in an area that was honey-combed with disused firestone mines. Dad’s friend Dennis, a local historian and caver, was acting as a consultant. He and the crew had spent many months – every Sunday morning and some weekday evenings – widening the bore hole by chiselling out the square shaft that I had descended into to see what was at the bottom of it. They used an old ex-military canvas bucket attached to a rope to haul the rubble to the surface. The ‘spoil’ was then emptied in a square-shaped pile around the top of the shaft.


Eager to discover what lay beneath, Dad and the team had reached the last two feet of the shaft before the hole opened into the void and eagerly chiselled away to make it wide enough for a small person to squeeze through.


While most children would be terrified at the prospect of being lowered into a deep, dark hole in the ground on Halloween, I was thrilled. When I first manoeuvred my body into the opening, it was so tight I could barely fit my helmet through, so I had to remove the light attached to it, which I carried in my hand.


As the shaft was dug, pieces of earth and rubble had dropped down the bore hole to form a heap a few feet high under the hole in the ceiling through which I had been lowered. I landed on the pile and clambered down the mound, shining my lamp around the tunnel.


‘What can you see?’ Dad called down.


‘It’s a long passage with neatly packed walls, Dad,’ I replied.


Below ground it was always warmer than at the surface, and even though the space had been vented by the hole, it still smelled damp and stale. The ceiling was low and scarred with chisel marks. They created eerie shapes in the light of the lamp. I walked up the passage and found an old clay pot full of water. I wondered who had last touched it. I continued up the passage, which ended in a wall of tightly compacted stone and mud. The passageway had been closed off by the miners who had worked there hundreds of years ago.


I walked back a further fifty feet past the ceiling entrance hole until I reached a pile of rocks and soil that had fallen from the roof and blocked off the passageway. Cavers knew these as boulder chokes.


I reported back up to the surface.


‘It’s a section of mine, about a hundred feet long, closed at one end with a rockfall at the other,’ I called up.


‘Be careful,’ Dad called down. ‘Stay away from the roof fall. We will be with you soon.’


The environment was familiar. I had been in many similar underground tunnels and chambers, and I knew that if you were lucky, you might find relics from the past dropped by the people who worked in these places centuries ago, such as old horseshoes and broken clay pipes.


The team on the surface carried on chiselling away at the small hole I had dropped through and after about an hour Dad, who always told someone where we were and left notes under the windscreen wiper in case something happened, dropped through, followed by Mum, and then the others. We explored the tunnel looking for potential areas we could start a dig through to break into other sections of the mine. Graham and Mick started to take measurements.


However, with school beckoning in the morning, it was time to go back ‘upstairs’. We surfaced into the moonlight at midnight. Mum lit the camping-gas stove and put on a kettle to warm us up with a cup of tea. We excitedly discussed returning at the weekend to start a dig through the boulder choke at the end of the passage. However, our plans never came to fruition.


A few days later a large, mysterious, funnel-shaped hole appeared in the same field. The very mine that I had been climbing in days previously had completely collapsed and tons of earth and rock had filled it in, leaving a large sinkhole at the surface. The collapse was covered by the local newspaper, The Surrey Mirror, with commentary from Dad. I’ve still got the press cuttings to this day.


Dad and I were acutely aware of how lucky we were to have escaped being buried alive, thinking we must have a guardian angel looking after us.


I was born on 23 July 1962 – a tumultuous year. The Swinging Sixties were just getting going, the Soviet Union and the USA went head-to-head in a potentially apocalyptic game of chicken during the Cuban Missile Crisis, and the space race was hotting up. On 22 July, NASA launched, then aborted, its first interplanetary probe, Mariner 1. The following day, on the other side of the Atlantic, Mum had a more successful mission when, after a long labour, I was born. My parent’s first and only child. The subject of why I never had a brother or sister didn’t come up through the years and, to be honest, it wasn’t ever something I thought about because our family life was so idyllic. The three of us did so much together that it never felt like anything was missing. Mum and Dad were happy as one-child parents and I was happy being an only child. I had good friends and I was never lonely. Together, we were so adventurous and busy that another child might have held us back.


Mum had a tough start in life. Originally from County Carlow in Southern Ireland, her mum died of tuberculosis when she was eleven. Her father, Ben Carroll, a plasterer and builder, was unable to work and look after her and her sisters at the same time, so he put them into a convent where they were raised by nuns, while he moved to the UK to find work and a home where they could eventually join him.


My paternal grandmother, Edna (her nickname was Dolly) was a lovely woman and we had a very special bond. As a child she suffered a terrible accident when a scalding-hot pan of fat tipped over her head, leaving her permanently scarred and almost bald.


Dad was born in 1930, and after he left school he did an apprenticeship at a local printing company, The Surrey Fine Arts, as a stereotyper – which involved casting the printing plates out of molten lead and engraving them before they were used in the print presses. In 1952 he was called up for national service for two years and went into the elite Airborne Artillery. Dad completed the gruelling training and was awarded the coveted maroon beret, which he was very proud of, and completed his military parachute course at RAF Abingdon.


Mum used to do a bit of housekeeping.


My parents met at the Oakley youth club in Merstham when Mum was eighteen and Dad was twenty-four. They made a good-looking couple. Dad was five feet seven inches tall, slim and very fit. He was always smartly dressed and looked after himself. Mum was a gorgeous, gutsy four-foot-eleven-inch Irish girl with dark hair and radiant blue eyes. They were both adventurous and loved the outdoors, and they passed that on to me.


From the off, I had an unstoppable adventurous streak and could often be found clambering onto the roof of the row of garages at the side of the flats. In those days kids were free to play and have harmless fun. Parents would let their kids roam and explore without panicking. Mum would keep a loose eye on me from the window of the flat, but generally she would let me get on with it as the area was considered safe.


As I became more confident, I would run as fast as I could across the roofs of the garages and launch myself into an adjacent tree. There were other young families living in the same block and the kids all boisterously played outside the flats and on the garage roofs like a pack of wild monkeys. I can distinctly remember the caterwauling of one elderly resident living on the top floor who constantly yelled at us out of the window to get down off the roof and get out of the trees. Every so often there was an accident, like the time one of the kids decided to run across the roofs of a row of parked cars dressed in a Batman costume and went straight through the fabric sunroof of a Morris Minor.


I went to the newly built Spring Vale Primary School and family life had an easy rhythm. Dad worked Monday to Friday; he made a modest living but we didn’t have a lot. He came home each week with his pay packet and would lay out £10 to save for a holiday and put aside some money for petrol. We had an Austin A30 that he was constantly tinkering with in his garage with his mate Wally. Dad was a good mechanic and kept that car going for years. At the weekend he’d fix whatever was wrong with it, buying parts from the motor accessory shop or the breakers’ yard.


Mum and Dad always wanted a house, and when I was five we moved to a place called Woodhatch in Reigate, Surrey. The property was a rundown two-bed, semi-detached former council house that cost £3,000. It was fair to say it was a ‘doer-upper’. Dad was a grafter and handy at DIY, so he was unfazed by the work required.


Dad was intent on passing his practical knowledge on to me. He had antique muskets in the house and together we made gunpowder which we then loaded into the old pistols and fired into the local stream, creating an impressive bang and puff of smoke. If I did that today, I’d be arrested under the Terrorism Act.


Bonfire Night was always a big deal in my house. We made fireworks with the homemade gunpowder and Dad knew how to create the perfect bonfire and Guy. He sewed and stitched the head using an old sack, then stuffed it with exploding crow-scarers, which he’d buy from the local agricultural supplier. Normally they burned down a slow fuse and exploded every fifteen minutes, but when packed in a ball inside the Guy’s body they went up spectacularly, usually blowing the Guy to pieces.


I got my first blank-firing pistol when I was five and I had my first air rifle when I was seven. I used two-pence pieces placed upright in a bucket of sand at the bottom of the garden as target practice, and at seven I was a crack shot, always walking away with prizes at the local fairground. Most of my friends had air rifles, too, and we’d take them over the fields and put up bits of wood as targets. No one batted an eyelid. Not even the police, who stopped me and my friend Richard once when we were older as we were crossing the road to the fields carrying our rifles.


‘Off to do a bit of target practice, lads?’ the officer asked.


‘Yes sir,’ we said.


‘Have a good day then. And be careful.’


The police were part of the community, and they knew who to keep an eye on. Likewise, they knew who behaved and they understood that just because you were carrying an air rifle it didn’t mean you were up to no good or out to harm someone. Crime rates were low and people respected the law. When crimes were committed, detection rates were good because people knew their local beat officer and trusted them. Ours was John Buchanan, he was always on foot, and he had eyes and ears everywhere. He was also an instructor at the Church Lads Brigade.


My childhood above ground was perfect but it got very interesting at a young age thanks to a chance encounter that my dad had.


Dad was an action man, and despite working five days a week he managed to pack lots of other things into his life, one of which was caving, of course. He’d been interested in it for much of his life and as far back as I can remember there were bits and pieces of equipment in the house and shed – such as brightly polished brass miners’ lamps and lengths of rope.


Dad’s interest became an obsession when one of the reporters on the newspaper where he worked was covering a story about some old abandoned mines in the area that had been rediscovered by a man named Dennis Musto, who later helped lower me into the hole in the Surrey field. The reporter knew Dad was a caver and invited him along on the assignment.


Dad duly dusted off the old carbide caving lamp, went along to the mine entrance that Dennis had found and met another caver there named Robin Walls.


The area had been a centre for mines and quarries as far back as medieval times, the earliest of which was recorded in the Domesday Book of 1086. The main material mined there was Reigate Stone, which was a pale-green to light-grey stone that was particularly prized because it was easy to carve. It was once one of the most important stones used for building in London, and in particular in the construction of Royal palaces, including parts of the Tower of London, in the Great Hall doorway at Hampton Court Palace, in Windsor Castle, Westminster Abbey and in Henry VIII’s Nonsuch Palace.


Over the centuries the mines, long since abandoned and forgotten, had collapsed and then been filled in before being reclaimed by the earth. The entrances and shafts had become overgrown, and there was no reliable record of where they were, or how far the network reached.


Dennis was determined to rediscover the underground world, and after years of research he had started to search the local woods around Merstham. He looked for signs in the ground, depressions or piles of old firestone that might give him clues. In the corner of a wood at the bottom of a large embankment he found a possible entrance and started digging a vertical shaft. After several weeks he broke through a section of tunnel, which became known as Bedlams Bank Entrance. Dad and Dennis met right at the beginning of this underground odyssey when the newspaper article was being written, and Dad’s sense of adventure and imagination was sparked like one of his crow-scarers going off.


‘Perhaps I can give you a hand sometimes?’ he offered when they met.


Dennis was more than happy to welcome another pair of hands. Neither man had any inkling at that stage just what a huge task they were committing to.


From then on, every Sunday Dad met Dennis and some other volunteer cavers in the woods and they’d all disappear into a hole in the ground and spend the next few hours picking away at rock falls, inch by inch.


Dad was enthused by the adventure and, after about four weeks of exploration, suggested ‘bringing his little nipper along’. That was me.


‘How old is he?’ Dennis asked.


‘Five,’ Dad answered.


‘Five?’ Dennis frowned.


‘Yes, he’s good. He’s small and can help us in the tiny tunnels,’ Dad insisted.


The following week I was presented with my first little helmet rigged up with a miner’s light and, like something from a Dickens novel, I was taken into the woods and, tied to a safety line, I climbed down the shaft on a flexible wire caving ladder. Once in, I took stock of my surroundings. My senses were firing all sorts of information at me. Through the beam from my headtorch I could make out the shape of the tunnel and could see that the floor was layered with small boulders, the air around me damp and musty. It was completely silent and any movement I made sounded loud and echoed off the walls. Dad blew out the flame on my carbine lamp along with his and we were in total darkness. The darkness and the silence would have been enough to scare off most adults forever, but for me it was the most exciting and mesmerizing moment of my short life up to that point. The adrenaline rush was instant and I was hooked. I wanted to be a part of this adventure and couldn’t wait to go back each week. I was proud to be involved. I wasn’t scared or apprehensive.


Good progress was made, and several sections of the tunnel had been opened by the time I started helping. Some sections were high enough to stand up in and walk through, others required a crouch on hands and knees. We came across stalactites and evidence of previous human activity, such as symbols scratched in the walls, footprints in the ground and bits of mining equipment left behind. There were cart tracks grooved into the floor where the miners had pushed trolleys full of rock or spoil that needed to go to the surface to be disposed of. Sometimes the tracks seemed to stop dead at a roof collapse, as if the cart had magically passed through solid rock. When we reached these dead ends, we knew they were collapsed sections. This is where more digging began, slow and steady through compacted rock with a hammer and chisel. Sometimes the passageway was so low and narrow that we would be on our bellies. Dad was up front at the rock face and I was behind him. We called these sections ‘crawls’. He pushed the loosened rocks and debris underneath him and back towards me with his feet and then I did the same, passing the rubble underneath me, then back with my feet down the tiny tunnel to one of the other guys, who would load it onto a sledge that we had built and drag it out to empty in the main passage. It was like a production line.


It was always exciting when we broke through the collapsed wall to the other side. The air quality in the new space was tested each time before anyone went in. This was done by reaching through the gap with a candle or a carbide lamp and if the flame reduced, it meant the oxygen level was low and the space needed venting before we could enter. When the gap was too small for one of the adults, I was sent through. We always broke through at the top of a pile, so I’d crawl through the hole and scramble down four or five feet on the other side into a new passage, which was completely dark except for the light on my helmet. Mine were the first pair of eyes that had seen those reopened sections for hundreds of years. I stood there in the quiet, looking around, taking it all in. In those moments, it was all mine. I was there on my own, a child deep in a mine. It was a very special feeling. The passages varied in length and could be hundreds of metres long. Tentatively, I’d walk or crawl along the new passageways into the uncharted space while the adults waited for me to report back what I’d found. Some of the sections we opened were 800 feet under the surface and whenever we broke through into a new, significant piece of mine we wrote our names on the wall neatly to record the moment as part of history.


That became the pattern of our weekends for many years throughout my childhood and teenage years. We went down the mines at ten in the morning and we’d come up four hours later, blinking in the sunlight. Time went quickly underground.


As we ventured deeper and further, one of the other cavers, Graham, mapped the system and we stashed caches of chocolate, water and equipment such as matches and candles in waterproof bags as we went, in case we ever got lost or trapped.


My caving gear included boots, jeans, a top, an old jacket, gloves and a helmet. I was still too small to fit into any overalls or knee pads but Mum sewed canvas knee patches onto my jeans. We used to carry a shovel each and we packed water and spare candles in a canvas Second World War gas-mask bag. The calcium carbide for our lamps was kept in a metal ammunition tin. The flames in the lamps were fuelled by a highly flammable gas called acetylene. It was produced by water dripping from the top chamber of the brass lamp onto the small pieces of gravel-like calcium carbide in the chamber below. As the water landed on the chemical it produced gas, which was pushed through a felt pad and emerged in a fine jet in the front of a reflector. The jet was ignited by a small flint wheel. The acetylene light produced an extremely narrow, bright white flame. You could adjust the brightness by controlling how much water dripped down. The fuel lasted around four hours and we took plenty extra. Battery powered miners’ lamps were available, but my dad always said, ‘once your battery goes, son, then you’re buggered.’ Another benefit of the carbide lamps was that if we ever did get trapped, the bottom of them could be used as a heat source to keep hands warm. Another vital piece of kit was a flexible wire ladder that was wrapped around a bar placed over the top of the shaft and allowed us to climb up and down the shafts.


We must have looked quite a sight, emerging from a seemingly innocuous hole in the ground, covered in mud, in the middle of the Surrey woods. As soon as we were back above ground we took off our filthy jeans and boots, put them in a bag and washed our hands before driving the old Austin A30 home. In the back garden Dad and I would then clean all the equipment with a bucket of warm water. Boots were scrubbed, lamps were washed, dried and polished with Brasso, then clipped back on the helmet bracket and placed on the stairs again, ready for the next week’s adventure. This discipline of maintaining my tools and equipment and ensuring they were ready for the next use was instilled in me at an early age and has stuck with me ever since.


After Dad, Dennis and the team opened Bedlams Bank they started looking for another section of the mine to the east called Quarry Hangers. They spent years digging through backfills and eventually broke through into an area they thought was ‘The Hangers’. There they found an old oxen skeleton and clay pipes used by the miners. This was a very tidy section of the mine, with ochre troughs and the names of miners and dates chalked on the working faces of the rock. The cart tracks in this section remained intact.


Dad was always extremely diligent when it came to safety and he erred on the side of caution if ever there was even the slightest whiff of peril. However, he also knew that caving and underground exploration came with inherent risks and that even with the best mitigation practices in place there was always the chance of something going pear-shaped. And one day it did, when Dad was down a much deeper section of Bedlams Bank.


He was digging through a roof fall in a chamber not far from the oxen skeleton when it suddenly caved in on him. Unconscious, with head and facial injuries and a broken arm, he was frantically dug out from under the debris by Dennis. Luckily Dad was wearing his helmet and he regained consciousness shortly after. It took them about three hours to get back to the entrance shaft where Dad had to climb the swinging wire ladder with only one arm. Not wanting to burden the ambulance service, he then drove himself to East Surrey Hospital on Redhill Common and was admitted for two days. He had to have his arm reset and, frustratingly for him, he was in a cast for several weeks. But as soon as the cast was off and he was fit enough, he went straight back underground.


Dad would also gleefully recount the story of how when he was a child he had been buried alive in a sand cave in a quarry on Redstone Hill in Redhill. He was playing in the cave when the tunnel collapsed on him. It was only the small gap between his legs allowing just enough oxygen to come in that kept him alive until the local firefighters dug him out. Subsequently, Dad’s words of wisdom to me in case I was ever in a collapse was ‘try to curl into a ball and get your head between your legs; curling up in a ball protects the head and creates an air pocket.’


Dad and Dennis were becoming well known for their achievements in the mine, and one day a large earth mover used in the construction of the M23 and M25 went through the roof of a mine in Rockshaw Road, Merstham. On behalf of the company, French Construction, Dad and Dennis carried out an inspection of the tunnel and advised the contractors where the tunnels were.


A large area of the mine to the west of Bedlams Bank was to be filled in with concrete to prevent the new motorway collapsing when it eventually carried vehicles. Mass volumes of liquid were pumped through bore holes on the surface. Fortunately, prior to the tunnels being filled with concrete we were able to remove some of the large stalagmites for preservation in the local museum.


The mines were my childhood playground, so full of wonder and excitement. As I got older, life was one long fun-filled adventure. School was fine. I liked science and sport; I played football and ran for the cross-country team, representing the school in the county championships that we won, but I lived for the caves and mines on the weekend. Caving and mine exploration became my passion. I enjoyed anything practical but got bored with the academic stuff. I did my real learning away from the classroom and just wanted to play in the garden, go to the nearby woods, put my tent up and spend time down the mines or go to cadets. My enthusiasm was infectious and my fascinated school teachers asked me to give a talk to my classmates about my underground exploits. I took some artefacts that we had found to show off and my geography teacher helped us date the pipes by researching the angle of the heads.


Our caving kit went everywhere with us, even on our annual Cornish camping holidays. We went every year to the same campsite, Presingoll Farm Caravan and Camping site in St Agnes, which was, and still is, run by Pam Williams. In fact, I still take my family there every summer. Dad drove the trusty Austin A30, with our gear and a suitcase perfectly packed and strapped onto the roof rack. The journey took about eight hours chugging along with the 800cc engine that Dad meticulously maintained. One summer, the big end went on the crankshaft as we approached St Agnes and we crawled into Peterville Garage to ask the owner if he could make the repair. He was too busy but offered Dad the use of his tools and the corner of the workshop to do it himself. While I spent a great week surfing in Trevaunance Cove, Dad was up to his elbows rebuilding the car’s engine.


We took our caving maps and lots of rope and explored the vast network of the Blue Hill mines, often entering the horizontal passages – known as adits – from the beach. One summer, a huge storm tore through the campsite for two days. Tents were blown to shreds, everything was sodden, caravans got rolled onto their backs and everyone bailed out and went home apart from us. Everything we had was soaking wet, but resourceful Dad got some bin liners and fashioned ponchos for us. We took our clothes to the local launderette, dried all our stuff and spent a day re-establishing our camp. After that, we enjoyed two weeks of solid sunshine in an empty campsite.


At eight, I joined the Cubs, at eleven, I joined the Junior Training Corps, which was part of the Church Lads Brigade, where I learned to play the tenor drum and bugle. At thirteen I joined the air cadets, which I loved and I relished any chance I got to go flying and gliding. We went to RAF Abingdon, where Dad had done his parachute training, and we got to fly in a Chipmunk with an RAF pilot.


The experience began with the young recruits being shown a military safety film on how to bail out of a doomed Chipmunk aircraft and deploy the parachute. In clipped English the narrator explained: ‘In the event of an emergency, climb onto the wing, jump, count to three and pull the ripcord.’ After the safety briefing, we were given our parachutes, which were strapped to our backsides on a harness and were designed to be used as a cushion in the aircraft. Throughout the entirety of the flight in the two-seater Chipmunk I hoped the engine would fail because I really wanted to jump out of the plane just like they showed us on the film.


I loved the cadets and stayed for three years. While all my mates were at home or hanging around the street at the weekend, I’d be off flying, gliding or caving.


By the time I left school at the age of sixteen, I had an enviable skill set. I was resourceful and resilient and could problem-solve quickly without flapping. All those amazing experiences made me who I am today and the driving force behind it all was Dad, who I loved, admired, and wanted to be like. Thanks to him and Mum, my childhood was like growing up in a real-life version of Raiders of the Lost Ark.










Chapter 2



I left school with only a vague idea of what I wanted to do and a strong idea of what I didn’t. I knew I wasn’t destined for an office job, or a regular nine-to-five. Ideally, I wanted to be outdoors and doing something practical. I also liked the idea of being my own boss.


I had always taken an interest in the emergency services, particularly Fire and Rescue. As a small child I watched in awe as fire engines whizzed past, wondering what dangerous and exciting incidents the men and women on board were about to encounter. I was drawn to the idea of saving people, of being the rescuer. My favourite TV programme was Thunderbirds, which followed the exploits of the Tracy family who make up International Rescue, a secret organization founded to save human life. They were helped in their mission by technologically advanced land, sea, air and space vehicles that were called into service when conventional rescue methods proved ineffective. The most important of these vehicles were the five ‘Thunderbird machines’. I imagined myself as Jeff Tracy, head of the family and rescue organization, and dreamed of building an identical Thunderbird machine that I could fly and use to rescue people in peril anywhere in the world.


I had no idea that my rescue interests would later shape themselves into a career. There were no job ads in The Surrey Mirror for trainee rescuers, or Thunderbird pilots, but the thought was there, and it remained a seed for the next few years through my late teens and early twenties as I tried my hand at a variety of different jobs.


Like most teenagers, I learned to drive as soon as I was legally allowed, and after eleven lessons with a driving instructor in a Mini Cooper (one of the old ones that really were ‘mini’), I passed my test on the first attempt. I had had plenty of practice behind the wheel prior to the test because Dad regularly let me drive with him on L plates. I once drove my parents all the way from Surrey to Cornwall on a provisional licence, avoiding the motorways. My parents saw this period of time as payback, taking full advantage of having a designated driver, and had me chauffeur them on Friday evenings when they went out for a drink.


Our trusty Austin A30 had finally given up the ghost, despite Dad’s best attempts at mechanical life support. The replacement family car was a Vauxhall Viva. Dad also had a moped, a little 50cc DT Yamaha, which he preferred to use if there was ever a choice. So, after I passed my driver’s test, he handed the keys of the Viva to me and used his moped to commute instead. In return for the much-appreciated gift of my first car, I drove him to work when the weather was inclement. Dad also had a rare 1962 Lotus Elite, his pride and joy, which I still have today.


The freedom of the open road allowed me to begin a side hustle taking groups of people on tours down the mines. It was purely a word-of-mouth venture. I began taking friends and Scout groups and quickly became an unofficial underground tour guide, running evening jaunts through the ancient tunnels for a few extra quid.


Often on a Friday night I met groups of office workers in The Feathers pub in Merstham, not far from the mines, for these clandestine trips. They followed me to a lay-by near one of the access shafts where I explained the safety drill. They changed out of their office garb into more suitable attire, the wire ladder was lowered, lifelines were attached and then we climbed down into the darkness.


There were no authorities regulating the mines and no health and safety regulations. By that time plenty of people were venturing into the shafts themselves with no guide or experience. The tunnels that we had painstakingly spent years opening and mapping had become a magnet for other cavers, thrill-seekers and teenagers looking for somewhere to smoke dope and drink booze. People travelled miles to explore them, and the local caving club eventually ‘adopted’ them and became quite territorial over access to them. Sadly, I even noticed that our names were scrubbed out on the breakthrough plaques on the wall, in what I assumed was a petty attempt to hide the fact that Dennis Musto, Mick Clarke, Graham and my dad had opened up the Bedlams Bank mine. Luckily, we had the photos for the history books. There were also other excellent cavers to mention who came along with us, such as Stuart Goldsmith, a firefighter, and Ron Smith. They were two regular guys, cavers who were always down the mine. Ron worked in a boarding school and would often take groups of Scouts down the mine with him. There was a small community of cavers who we’d regularly bump into.


One day, Dad and I met members of the Fire Service up the mines who were carrying out training in the tunnels to familiarize themselves with the environment. They didn’t know their way around so they only ventured a short distance, using numbered white gardening pegs with orange fluorescent tape around the top as markers. I offered to take them through the mine to show them how extensive, disorientating and dangerous the tunnels were, and they quickly realized how vast the system was and how out of their depth they were, should an incident occur.


After further discussions with the senior officer on the job, I suggested that perhaps they should keep our numbers on file and call us should they need any training, or someone to lead them, a scout. He agreed and over the following weeks I held some training sessions for the Service. Soon after, I was given a pager connected to Surrey Fire and Rescue control centre, which was used to alert me if there was an incident in the mines that Dad or I could help with. I felt honoured that my expertise and knowledge was valued by the emergency services and I diligently and proudly carried the pager around with me. This was my first ‘official’ role as a rescuer and I’d be lying if I said that the idea of the pager going off and me racing to the scene of a rescue didn’t give me a thrill.


The first time it beeped was late at night. It was on my bedside cabinet where I left it each night. I was asleep but I woke with a jolt of adrenaline. I’d been versed on the protocol. If I was available, I was to call the Fire Brigade control room, tell them who I was and I would be given details of the incident.


I dialled the number.


‘Control room?’


‘This is Peter Faulding,’ I said.


‘We have an incident at Merstham, a number of children are reported missing. They entered by number eight entrance,’ the control answered.


‘I’m on my way.’


Since being given the pager, I carried my caving equipment in the back of the Viva, so I didn’t have to waste time collecting it if I was called. I dressed quickly, ran downstairs, jumped in the car, gunned the one-litre engine and sped off to Merstham. Even before I approached the rendezvous point that control had given me, I could see the blue lights illuminating the low cloud. I realized something serious was happening. When I pulled into the road there were six fire engines, five ambulances, police everywhere and a group of very worried-looking parents. I parked, got out and started pulling on my caving outfit.


A police officer came over.


‘Who are you?’ he asked.


‘Peter Faulding,’ I replied. ‘Special rescue.’


‘Follow me,’ he said.


I was taken to see the crew commander, who I knew from the training sessions I had carried out for the Special Rescue Unit for Surrey Fire Brigade.


‘We’ve got a group of Scouts lost down there. They went down at around 3 p.m. so they’ve been there for nine hours. No one reported them missing until late. We don’t know if there are any injuries and we don’t know what section of the tunnels they are in. We need to find them urgently.’


I nodded and with that I was escorted to the mine entrance and went in, followed by a team of six firefighters carrying a collapsible stretcher and medical equipment.


I had walked the length and breadth of the system hundreds of times and knew every twist, turn and chamber. I tried to work out what sort of route they would have taken. As you entered the mine it split into two tunnels, the east and west. Most groups ended up going to the east because it was a much larger section of mine. I could also see lots of footprints in the mud where people had gone in. I took the right fork to the east of the mine that led to a honeycomb of tunnels that went for miles. The tunnels were about five foot high in places, less in others. Miners were shorter back when the system was operational but any average-sized person would have to stoop, even where the tunnels were at their highest.


I walked with my head leaned to the side. I could move quickly through the passages, but for tall people it was a struggle. Some of the lowest (which were called crawls, for obvious reasons) were only about twelve inches high and you had to crawl through these on your belly. We started searching every small chamber and over the top of every roof collapse calling out as we went, then stopping and listening for a reply. Nothing. We ventured further in and repeated. At points we left candles to mark the areas we had already searched and also as beacons for the lost party to follow, if they were moving through the system.


Eventually, when we were several hundred metres in, I heard a faint reply. The acoustics in the system were difficult to interpret and to orientate around, but I understood where they were coming from, and I headed in that direction. A few minutes later I entered a small, cramped chamber in which sat a group of seven terrified but relieved Boy Scouts with their Scout leader, who took one look at me and the firefighters behind me and started sobbing. They had been sitting in complete darkness without food or water for what must have seemed an eternity, the batteries of their torches long-since dead and their supplies finished hours ago.


I led the whole party back the way we had come and within forty minutes we were all safely back on the surface where several of the parents who had been waiting anxiously ran to hug their children.


I went over and spoke to the Scout leader, who looked dazed.


‘Are you okay?’ I asked.


‘There were monsters in there,’ he shivered. ‘I saw them coming out of the walls.’


Years of experience taught me that fear does strange things to the mind in desperate situations and in the pitch darkness his imagination had run wild, creating hallucinations. When I took groups down the mines I would get them to turn their lights out, to experience what pitch black feels like. It is so dark you can’t see your hand in front of your face even if you are wearing white gloves. In that atmosphere sounds become amplified and even the drip of water from a stalactite can be terrifying.


The success of my first rescue meant I was called upon more as a volunteer to assist Surrey Fire Brigade. Although I had no formal training, my knowledge of the mine system, combined with years of underground crawling through tunnels, meant my experience was valued by the firefighters.


Although the majority of the cavers worked together for the common good of the caves and those enjoying them, there were a couple of individuals who became territorial over them and would openly criticize my efforts to assist the Fire Service. They called me Surrey’s ‘tame pet rescuer’ in the group’s newsletter. On occasion someone would try to stop me going down the mines because they thought I would need rescuing, and I won’t lie, in those moments I did drop in my father’s name and explained to them that he opened most of these mines. That usually did the trick.


I was undeterred and determined to follow my goal to become the new Jeff Tracy.


My role as scout and adviser eventually led me down paths I could never have imagined.


But back then, in my late teens, I needed a job, so I started looking around for ways to earn a living.


My experiences in the air cadets, along with Dad’s glowing recollections of his time in the Airborne Artillery, made me consider a career in the Armed Forces. I wanted to follow in Dad’s footsteps and join an elite specialist unit. The Parachute Regiment, colloquially known as the Paras, is Britain’s elite airborne infantry and I had been holding on to the recruitment papers for this unit handed out by army recruiters before I left school. Parental consent to register for selection was required for anyone under eighteen, and when I placed the forms in front of Dad, he shook his head.


‘You need to get a trade, son,’ he counselled.


I was disappointed at the time, but in hindsight, along with the ‘head-between-the-legs’ tip, it was the best guidance he ever gave me.


Instead of trooping off to join the Armed Forces, I put my practical skills to use in another way and applied to be an apprentice engineer.


I had not been academic at school and was told once that I’d ‘never get anywhere and would end up on the scrapheap.’ My application was rejected due to a lack of the required qualifications, but that just made me more determined. Staying positive, I persevered, and kept applying for other jobs, eventually securing an apprenticeship with a company called Multico that made woodworking machinery. It paid £19 a week, as cash in a brown envelope with a pay slip. I had a Honda CB50 moped (which I’ve still got) that my parents lent me the money for. I rode to work in all weathers.


I worked at Multico through 1978 when the Conservative government of the time introduced the three-day working week to conserve electricity, which was severely restricted owing to industrial action by coal miners and railway workers. The country was in political turmoil, but it did give me an opportunity to spend more time exploring the mines and working on my car and the moped.


It came as a shock when, less than two years into my employment, I was suddenly made redundant. Luckily my training officer, who had been assigned to me from the Engineering Industry Training Board, found another opportunity for me. He arranged an interview with the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) at Gatwick Airport for an apprenticeship as a radar engineer at the Telecommunications Engineering Establishment. It was a dream job at the time, so I put my suit on, polished my shoes, went to the interview, and was offered the position.


At the CAA, I started working in the instrument-making section, where I learned to make intricate pieces of radar equipment from precision drawings. I spent time in the drawing office and in the workshop making components. I also went on site visits to airports to install radar systems. It was a great job and I gained masses of knowledge and experience, but I always felt an urge to strive for more and eventually I got itchy feet and left. My decision to leave was made after one of my ex-Royal Marine mentors called Les retired and invited us to celebrate. One of the guys in our group, Barry, said: ‘Let’s go and get hammered on the old fart.’ I had an epiphany. I didn’t want to be Mr Average retiring after forty years of hard graft only for people who hardly knew me to use it as an excuse to get drunk. I finished my six-year apprenticeship and all my college exams and moved on. I was now a highly qualified engineer.


Away from work, I continued to help as a volunteer rescuer for the Fire Brigade and also advised the service informally on underground rescue. My network of contacts within the Service was growing, and I happily shared advice and guidance on confined-space rescue.


Thanks to my parents, my core values were hard work, decency, respect and honesty. But I also spent my late teens and early twenties enjoying life. I had a good circle of friends and we got up to the usual japes that young people did. I went to the pub, I went to discos, I enjoyed a beer, and I was always game for a laugh and a practical joke.


I also had several hobbies that were unusual for the time. At the age of sixteen I had made my first parachute jump. People have studied the psychological effects of parachute jumping and have concluded all kinds of benefits. It trains the mind to act faster under pressure and teaches individuals to conquer fear, thereby increasing confidence. It encourages calm thinking and self-control. Others say that people take up jumping out of aeroplanes as a hobby because the stress response becomes addictive, giving rise to the classic adrenaline junkie who thrives on danger. None of these reasons led me to take a parachute course and my first jump; I did it because Mum and Dad arranged it. It was a typically idiosyncratic Faulding family outing – a weekend parachute course at RSA Parachute Club, Thruxton, which was run by an ex-member of the Paras, Bob Acraman.
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