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TBJI:. A.I~EUR IS A USEFUL ASS,]!T TO SPELEOLQgl 

~ajor R~ P. Webb * 

The aim of this lJ8.per is to demonstrate that the amateur 
speleologist is of considerable importance in the development 
of Speleological SCience. In fact it '!frill be shO't'ln that 
vii thout his assistance, the accumulation of scientific know'
ledge of caves would be severely retarded. 

DEFIlIITI Ol~S 

Before starting out to prove this statement, it is necessary 
to define the terms used so that there vlill be no misunder
standing caused through ambiguity. 

For the purpose of this paper, Speleology is defined as a 
complex amalgum of disciplines embraCing the branch of any 
science ';,Thich deals v1i th the properties of natural cavities 
in the earth's crust or the inhabitants of those cavities. 

From the above definition, '\,;hen mention is made in the paper 
of '-~he sCientist', the person referred to is anyone with a 
gelJ.L:"ne scientific interest in caves or their contents, 'l:lho 
has had formal education in one of the Speleological 
disc:Lplines. He, then, is the 'professional' even though he 
may receive no Y0hluneration for his labours, as opposed to 
t the a~:l1atetl:'..:·t ~~;,' ~·r;·:·:.~ed to in the title of this paper. 

Theamateu~: 'L'~' '~ loJ.;I:ilber of the proletariat of caving society 
'\'1ho has ha!:. 1~_··'·,~'jJ.lal training in the sCiences but t,.]'hose 
interest in (;;-,.C,',',-. has been created by any of a variety of 
non-scien tific: G f:imuli; physical exercise, the spice of 
danger, escapj mu or sheer idle curiosity. 

Between the black and. 'l:lhi te of scientist and non-scientist, 
there are a llUlllber of people ,\'1ho might be described as grey. 
It is not proposed to deal '!fli th this category of person here, 
not because their contribution to speleology is insignificant, 
but because, for a simple person like the author, they are an 
unnecessary complication which does not affect the validity 
of the thesis. 

There has been, 1(; ";"S PU-8t 1 a tendency for the scientist 
caver to vie,'l n0t~,-H,~"i..2ntist3 at best somewhat patronizingly 
and at ~:iorst aG 8. form of vermin 1:1hic11 slowly and inexorably 
reduce all caves to smooth walled sellers of no scientific 
value. The eventual outcome may be as bad as is feared, but 
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the deterioration can be slovled down and much additional 
data gathered if the reserve of energ-y available in the form 
of the amateur caver -vvere harnessed and used efficiently. To' 
demonstrate this, it is proposed to deal with the subject'in 
the follo-v"ling manner: 

Firstly, to outline some of the problems which the scientist 
meets in his quest for information; 
Secondly, to demonstrate that lack of knowledge rather than 
wilful destructiveness is at the root of many of the amateur's 
transgressions; and 
Thirdly, to suggest a solution "Thich could help to correct 
the problems outlined in parts one and t1,'1o. 

These arguments will demonstrate the place of the a~ateur in 
speleology and how professional and amateur can work together 
to their mutual advantage and for the benefit of speleology 
as a 1,·lhole. 

THE PROBLEI,lS OF THE SCIENTIST 

In speleology, there are a number of problems confronting the 
scientist in his quest for data ,\'1hich are not ali,rays present 
in other fields. For example, it may be perfectly satisfac
tory for the geologist to vvander about the countryside 
collecting rock samples on his ovm, though I understand he 
prefers to employ students to carry his specimens, but if 
the speleologist is to gather his specimens and samples, he 
'l;lill need assistance before he can even enter all but the 
simplest of cave systems. In all probability he would prefer 
to do his field uork in company with a fellow professional 
of the sa.ine discipline, but, \·[hen one considers the breadth 
of speleology and the limited number of speleologists, the 
chances of achieving thi.s are very poor, 

Time, closely allied "Vd th chance, is another problem. 
Looking for caves is like looking for a needle in a hay-
stack and a great deal of time may be lost before under
ground investigations can even begin. The most fertile field 
for the speleologist is the virgin cave and these do not grow 
on trees, if you ilill pardon the metaphor. Not only should 
the cave be in pristine condition for best results, but, . 
depending on the subject being investigated, it must also be 
the right sort of cave. A dry cave, no matter how full of 
bats, is useless to the hydrologist and a smooth Halled river 
cave is of little use in the study of crystal formations. 
Therefore, the chances of a scientist. discovering 8. ne'\'1 cave 
containing the conditions v1hich he needs are reduced to 
perhaps once or tvrice in .a lifetime. Science cannot wait 
that long. Ivlany searchers are required and the more the 
merrier. Proceedings of 7th Conference of the ASF   1968



116 Amateurs in Speleology 

As in geology, before any ne""! discoveries can be fully 
iv-ritten up, ,their location must be surveyed and mapped "",ith 
at least reasonable accuracy. Only in this "v"lay can per
spective be obtained and the true import of the discovery 
revealed. There \'rill be a requirement therefore, to survey 
Caves and no matter how le~rned the sCientist, he cannot hold 
both ends of the rJeasuring tape at once. He will need 
assistance for this task as well. 

An essential for the progress of any science is free inter
change of knovrledge aI1d ready 8.vailabili ty of existing 
documentation. Speleology although a broad field, is 
restricted in the s,ense that it interests a comparatively 
ferl people. Because of this, public libraries and similar 
institutions do not contain a great wealth of information of 
use to the speleologist. vlhat is needed, and what in fact 
have been established wherever there is active interest in 
caves, are societies and caving fraternities of one type or 
another. In order to be viable and '\vorth'Vlhile, these , 
societies need office bearers who need little if allY 
scientific knouledge to carry out their tasks effectively. 
Though 1Ile often find the scientist officiating in various 
capacities, these jobs take time and detract from the most 
ef~icient use of his hard earned knowledge. These tasks are 
best fulfilled by amateurs. 

The prpblems roferred tonOi'! will be those caused by the 
amateur as i1ell as those ,'Thich confront him. 

There is, of course, a 'ratbag element' among cavers as in any 
other field of human activity. Gaping with this problem is 
beyond the scope of the paper and apart from personal e~~ample 
and active discourageLent of vandalisrn,prohably little can be 
done to overcome it. It is ventured to suggest hOirever, that 
most deJllage to caves is caused inadvertentlY through accident. 
We cannot avoid the latter, but much can be done to alleviate 
the former. Lack of information and, i'That is more to the 
point, lack of know'ledge of hOvl to gain information, is the 
amateur's greatest problem. In the follovTing section a method 
of overcoming this problem 'Hill be suggested. 

The problem of maintaining interest in the amateur is one 
.... ,hich is perhaps not often considered. Some schools of 
thollgl1t ilOuld propose that the amateur should be discouraged 
rather than encouraged. The thesis proposed here is that the 
amateur is a useful asset to speleology and it therefore 
follows that effort spent in maintaining. his interest lTould be 
a sound investment. 
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The number of cavers, both amateur and scientist, who are 
active members of caving clubs and societies are few when 
compared with those who have enjoyed caving in the past but 
have drifted away to other interests. Those drifters rep
resent loss of capital and most of them drifted because they 
became bored. Having crawled through a few dozen caves, all 
the others are much the same from the point of view of the 
superficial observer. vfhat is needed is to open the eyes of 
the tyro, to show him the wealth and diversity of caving and 
provide him with the wherewithal to continue to widen his 
horizons. Above all, he needs an interesting and worthwhj,le 
task to do and the knowledge of how to do it. This will 
keep him out of mischief and ensure that he does not commit 
sins through ignorance; more importantly, it will maintai~ 
his interest in caving. 

THE CUBE 

We have discussed a number, though by no means all the 
problems confronting the professional and the amateur 
speleologist. Now let us see what can be done to solve these 
problems. There is no panacea for all these ills, but the 
cure suggested could go a long way to giving speleology more 
vitality with which to face the future. When the problem~ of 
the amateur and the scientist are considered together, the 
two sides of the argument are seen either to generate each 
other or to be counter-balancing. The answer then lies in 
unification of the two sides to cancel out the opposing 
forces and reach a state of equilibrium. 

The scientists l problems are basically caused by two things: 
the need for assistance; and the ignorance of the amateur· 
The amateurs' problems are caused by the need to be .usefu~lY 
occupied in an interesting task and by the need for infor~ 
mation. The scientist needs labour, the amateur needs 
information. Conversely the scientist has the information 
and the amateur has labour to offer. 

In the past there has been haphazard use of the resources 
available. The scientists have clamoured, often unheeded t 
for people to go on trips to gather water samples or dig ror 
bones. The amateurs have attended occasional lectures and 
read what literature' is available in the layman's tongue to 
broaden their knowledge. This process is primitive and can 
only maintain speleology at subsistence level. What is 
needed is the proper organization and effective use of the 
information and manpower available. It is suggested there
fore, that societies, as controlling bodies, should produce 
and follow regular training programmes in various branches 
of speleology. They should enlist the assistance of the 
scientists in their group to give a series of lectures 
designed to educate the amateurs in the basics of Proceedings of 7th Conference of the ASF   1968
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various br~~ches, of speleology. The number,of lectures and 
theircontont ~7ill vary according to the subject, (five or 
six might be a reasonable number spread over three months) 
but they must be pitched at the layman's level, they must be 
made as interesting as possible by the use of slides, 
specimens and other training aic1s, and they should be designed 
to teach the amateur those' things which 'Hill make him a useful 
field assistant and fire him \vith enthusiasm to learn more. 

"lhen a series of lectures is complete, or even at appropriate 
stages during the series, field trips should be organised to 
consolidate the theory taughta..'1d demonstrate its practical 
application. Not all the subjects \'Iill interest everyone, 
ana that is as it should be, but it could,be ,almost guaran
teed that the scientist \:'ould reap, 8.S a. rew'ard for his 
la~ours, sufficient enthusiastic and capable field 
assistants t'o enable him to carry out his "Jork effectively. 
In any case, the results will be directly proportional to the 
effort invested. 

CONCLUSIOl'{ 

The paper has demonstrated that the scientist has problems 
,\Ihich can be largely solved by the provision of a semi~skilled 
labour force. The scientists and their accumulated knowledge 
are the life blood of speleology and it has been shovm that 
th~ amateur caver can supply, vd th training, the labour' force 
vThj,ci1 vrill ,keep the pulse of spe le ology , throbbing. \1i thout 
the 8,mateur, speleology \vould 4io or 'at best subside into , 
suspended animation. With 'the amateur, developed and guided 
by the scientist \U1der the, auspic,es of the soci~ties" " 
speleology can clevel'op into ,a; dynamic sqien,c'e. I,t ,is there
fore subnii tted that the amateur' i,G e~ valuable as'se.t to 
speleoloB"Y • 

DISC1J8.SION 

John Dunkley. S.U.S.S.: :t think this, paper is Pfobably one of the 
most significant L've heard at an 

A.S.F. Conference and also one o.f the most significant ones 
I've read, because I think you' hav'eput your finger right 
on it '\':he n you s ay that the re is a ten dency for scientists to 
think that their non-academic fellm"l,s aren't ,terribly qualifiect 
to help them. At the same time I think it's al$o true that a 
lot of unqualified people are rather hesitant to. undertake any 
,\,i"ork in cO":,,operation vTi th some of their more qualified 
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colleagues because they don't kno'V'f '\-,here to start. IS d 
rather hoped v1hen I saw that this was going to be a paper at 
the Conference, that 'Yle might be able to have a fe'l,v people 
here who could give a supplementary paper on hO'V'l the amateur, 
can be of assistance in various branches of speleology. I do 
rather hope that w'e might be able to get some discussion goin~ 
and although i'Te haven't got the papers at this Conference or 
the personnel to present them, I hope that in the future we 
might have a fe'V'f more papers to carry your lecture on in 
greater depth in particular sciences. 

Roly Webb: I rather felt that various individuals 
have made efforts in various directions; not 

only this but most things that happen in speleology are 
extremely ,haphazard - speleologists are extremely haphazard 
people. We were speaking about poor old Edie Smith today, 
she was one of the greatest of these haphazard people. She 
hated any form of formality 'and so forth. I don't know 
'l,'lhether we, as her children, have inherited or w'hether i ~s 
just inherent in human nature, but it seems to me that if 
only i!J'e could get orga.'Yl.ised, not necessarily as a military 
body, but at least get organised in some fashion or other we 
could do so much more in the limited time available to us. 

Elery Hamilton-Smit~ If I could just take up John Dunkley's 
suggestion: firstly, to comment on 

what I think is one of the real barriers and problems here, 
is the ineptness and incompetence of certain scientists. And 
I suspect that there is a very major area of problem on this 
side rather than on the speleos side. 

11 ve been involved in a very large number of moves 'l,vhere 
various speleosocieties have tried to make use of scientific 
personnel. Some of these naVe been extremely successful and 
some of these have "been extremely unsuccessful. Speleology 
is, in itself, a fairly p.i:ghlyspecialised science, and'the 
fact that a guy is a biologist or a geologist or something 
doesn't necessarily mean he knows anything about speleo
logical science and it may be that he's a bloody sight more 
ignorant than 90% of the amateurs. He's ,also quite likely to 
be a peasrult-type person in regard to ethical issue~ or 
consei~vation issues: I could name one certain 'veIl kno'Ym 
biologist who cleaned up ab out tvio-thirds of the population 
of Victoria's rarest bat in one fell svlOOP 'with one cartridge, 
and probably cleaned up about 2000 juvenile Horseshoes ivi th " 
the next few cartridges. I could continue but I won't - it 
makes me sick. 

So I think there's a problem here and vIe have got to think in 
terms of a real t'wo vlay system. We can contribute to helping 
the scientist adapt his special know'-how to the speCial 
issues of speleology.' 
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. ' .... '~ . 
Just picking up briefly on John's point, I won't stay on my 
fe'et too long or it will be· a second paper already~ the 
amateur has made an enormous contribution to cave biology in 
Australia already. Most specimens have been collected by 
am~teurs - I don't quite know ''There Roly rates me in this 
(Roly: Dark greyt). In fact, apart from the i'lork I've done, 
a very large number of people, some of them are here today, 
have collected a very large number of specimens, many of which 
have been pretty si~1ificant and valuable specimens. There 
has been an awful lot of donkey work go in on some of these 
by various speleos and this certainly, is one' major area of 
co-operation. . 

Alan Hill, C.E.G.S.A.: I feel that Roly has created a slightly 
ne", line of policy wi th this ts.lk. I 

was impressed by it myself, but I do feel that to this point 
in our discussion we have been generalising a little bit. I 
was wondering if we could bring the discussion at this stage 
to '\-That positive steps we can take to bring this about. vie 
are looking for a more direct interchange between the 
scientific people and our own people. C.E.G.S.A. does try to 
fo1lo-;" a little bit of this policy line: in our general 
meetlllgs we try wherever possible to get scientific people 
along to give us talks - we ask them to us - one at a time. 
Out of this we get most interesting, learned people. They 
realise they're amongst amateur types and they can speak 
down to us and we can communicate with them. This is only 
one vi ay • I'm wondering if there are any other ''lays people 
could put forward here that "Te. could tal,e advantage of later 
on. Another effort that C.E.G.S.A. put over,· with very mixed 
success It m afraid, a' few years agol 'l(le tried to introduce a 
summer school at one of the camps over a period of several 
weekends not too far out of Adelaide, ~;here \'Te tried to bring 
in authorities on a mixed varje tyof scientific and topical 
subjects on caving. Unf'ortunately it didn'·t have the 
following we would have liked but there must have been some 
SUCCeSS out of it. 

Now could I ask if there are any other positive "laYs the.t we 
can help to create this interchange? 

Ted Anderson. S.~.S.S.: One thi~g that came to mind out 
of what Roly has said was this 

business of field days and practical aspects of this, apart 
from the lectures and what not. I have myself found in the 
past that when you ask some scientific person to come along 
and give a lecture on his particular field of activity, there 
is often a lot of questions as to how we speleologists should 
conduct ourselves in regard to this activity uhen vl.e are in a 
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cave. v/hat Elery has said is that very often the chap 
himself is very ignorant of the practical e;spects of caving 
rulj~ay, and he finds he very often can't answer these 
questions because he's not a\'Tare of what already goes on on 
caving trips and in caves, and therefore can't very easily 
make suggestions for improvement or otherwise. I think the 
important aspect in this instance is to have field trips and 
bring the person along, \'1hich provides the opportunity for 
interchange both ways. It's very much better if the scientist 
can see what vIe are doing, the way vre go about what we ar~ 
dOing and at the same time take the opportunity to point put 
the errors and make useful comments. I think this practical 
side of it is not only likely to produce better results but 
it has the advantage of attracting possibly more of the 
cavers along. I knoVl that S.U.S.S. have very often had 
difficulty in getting sufficient numbers to this ,kind of 
lecture because many feel they are just not interested in 
this particular branch of science, whereas if they happened 
to be on a caving trip anyway, there's a far better chance of 
them picking up a bit of additional knovlledge. 

RolX' vlebb: The trouble vTi th the odd lecture that ;Ie hav~ had 
\ in the past is that it's been isola ted - "re have 
\ had only one on any particular subject in a year, perhaps 

t\"O or three. There has been no follo\v-up to it, and the 
lone man coming along hears a lot of stuff, some ,of ,,,hich he 
finds interesting and some of whiqh goes over his head. ~hen, 
because there is insufficient information he can put this to 
no good use and in the due course of time, sometimes very 
short, he forgetsi t all. So we're nO'Vl back to square oJ1.e 
again. The scientist has gained nothing from the effort.he 
has put into his lecture - except perhaps a cup of tea - so 
'\le haven't achieved anything other than that time has paf?sed. 
This is vlhy I suggest that the scientist, and we needn't be 
tahard in our definition of "scientist": s:riy of you bl04es 
ui th a B. Sc. and doing active' field 'work in a scientific· 
fashion could look at yourselves im'lardly on this, and cQuld 
gather under your wing a group of people and traih them. ·And 
use them. Whilst you might find some cavers that are not 
interested because they may have had insufficient experi~nce 
or may be purely interested in the physical side of the Slport, 
you ,{ill find some who are, and although a lot of tIlis is ~ust 
going to flow off the backs of some people like water you re 
going to get something back for your efforts. You're going 
to get some value out of the workyoutve put into it, and 
you "rill then be able to carry out your o,"n studies more 
effiCiently. You can't, obviously, hope for a 100~ success 
or even 50% but you are going to get some, "lhich is better 
than none, "Thich you are getting at the moment. 
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9".t.enn Hunt, S.UoS.S.: I Vlant to extend ,.;hat Roly has said 
and "<'That Elery has said. Most people 

have been ta~ing abou~ direct co-operation between the 
scientist 811d the amateur. HOl'lever there are several cases 
in which the amateur makes his casual observations on a cave, 
records these, and the sCientist gets to know these through v 

society journals etc. ~'le can't l.A.nder estimate the importance 
of this. For instance, S.U.S.S. was fortunate enough to have 
for a member for a "rhile Ed. Ongley, a geomorphologist, and 
John happened to take him into Serpentine Cave at Jenolan and 
he' was so excited by the meandering of the passage that he 
,,~ote a paper, and a very high powered paper at that. But he 
",asn't satisfied vrith just SerpeIitine, he then proceeded to 
ask around amateurs to see if people could tel.l.h1!g where 
further examples of this sort-of thing occurred, and he was 
lucky in a couple of instances. I think that this indirect 
fi+tering of information to the scientist from the casual 
observer or amateur caver is very _important. So this business 
of educating the ruuateur into observing certain features of 
caves in ",hich scientists might be interested, or ,.,hat is more 
important to then go and record these in trip reports or some
thing like this. I think this is one of the main fields of 
c~operation between the amateur end the scientist. 

BQtY ~'T~bb: Yes, you've touched on a subject \',1'hich I didn't 
touch on and which I think is vital thoughrarsly 

happens, and that is trip reports; and not just "vIe went there t 
we "Vlent in, we came out, and the following people were present". 
Tr~p reports to be of any use should be as detailed as possible 
and should record everything you see whether you think it's 
important or not. Sooner or later a scientist is going to 
ne~d some information on a cave on a certain subject and he's 
go~ngto delve through papers and, lo-and-behold, he finds 
ths.t you've written something of unique value to him. Whereas 
otherwise -j,t~ just lost and ~'J'asted arid 'you have wasted your 
time except that yOU might have· go.t a hit of exer~ise. -

. . . .' . . , 

ElEtry -Hamilton-Smith: Perhaps if Ic.ould add another comment 
here: there is a body called the Cave 

Research Foundation in the-United States which is in fact a 
pretty high-powered research organisation, but contains a 
number of rank amateurs on Roly's definition, but nevertheless 
they have turned out in the last few years an incredible amount 
of really top-level scie.ntific work. They have a publication 
which is very pertinent to the present discussion and \'1hich I 
think any society who is interested in the research side of 
things should see. It's, I think, called "An Integrated 
Cave ResearchPrograrnme". It outlines' the total field of 
research possibilities in speleology in a very clear, simple 
and useful way. It "lOuld be well wcrth looking at at society 
level. These sort of publications don't seem to be readily 

Proceedings of 7th Conference of the ASF   1968



Amateurs in Speleology 

available in Australia. There are three special bulletins 
. put out by this organisation and this, I think, is No. 2. 

B21y Webb: As a suggestion, I think it would be a great idea 
if A.S.F. were to organise the importation of a 

quantity of booklets of this type vvhich are of great use, and 
'\;\'"hich people don't knO\lT about, . and have them available to 
people as and when they want them. It's the sort of invest-· 
ment on vb ich 'Ive couldn t t very'well lose out. 

********** 
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