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Introduction 

In October 2014 CSS celebrates the 60th anniversary of its founding with this special issue of TVL, 
a function at the Yowani Country Club in Canberra and also a weekend in the recently refurbished 
Caves House at Yarrangobilly.  Many members, former members and friends of the Society are 
participating in the formal celebrations.  Sadly, several foundation members who had joined in 
previous anniversary celebrations are no longer with us.  However, a few people who joined CSS 
around fifty years ago have been able to participate and it is worth noting that three of them (Andy 
Spate, Roger Curtis and Neil Anderson) are still members of the Society. 
 
As the key event that led to the founding of CSS took place at Yarrangobilly, it is most appropriate 
that Yarrangobilly Caves House is the venue for the major 60th celebrations, given the link between 
Yarrangobilly and the founding of CSS, as revealed (again) in this issue. 
 
The history of CSS has been told before, such as in the special TVLs produced for the 25th and 40th 
anniversaries, and the pictorial history on CD-ROM produced for the 50th, but there is more to tell. 
 
In this issue, the retrospective is in two parts.  First, there is an overview of what the Society and its 
members have been up to over the last decade.  And there is also an account of the first ten years 
(1954-1964) as seen through the pages of The Canberra Times.  A narrative such as this would have 
been, in practical terms, almost impossible to compile without the digital on-line resources of the 
National Library’s Trove.  What a wonderful and ever-expanding research tool it is.  It is important 
to gratefully acknowledge the work of Kim Van Dyk, a caver with the Victorian Limestone Caving 
Team who is an avid reviewer and corrector of Trove pages.  Kim pointed CSS in the direction of 
many old newspaper articles in Trove, some of which were previously unknown to the Society. 
 
Enjoy. 
 
John Brush 
 

Front Cover: Montage from photos by Dave Purchase (1950s), Bluey Thomson (1960s), Andy Spate (1970s), Annette 
Robertson (1980s), Neil Anderson (1990s), Greg Middleton (2000s), John Brush (2010s & background). 
 
Back Cover:  Photo montage showing recent activities of members (pics by S March, L Petrovic and J Brush). 
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What CSS has been doing over the past decade 

John Brush 
 
Since the 50th anniversary celebrations in 2004, CSS and its members have participated in a broad 
range of cave and karst-related activities across Australia and overseas.  We have: 
 
 Conducted caving trips once every 2-3 weeks, on average; 

- covering karst areas in all Australian states and mainland Territories and overseas; 
- quite a few trips were purely for recreational caving, but a good many were to progress 

the Society’s documentation, surveying and management initiatives. 
 
 Continued cave discovery, exploration, documentation and mapping activities at:  

- Black Perry/ Jounama Creek, Cooleman Plain, Deua, Kybean, Lobs Hole/ Ravine, 
London Bridge, MacPhersons Creek, Marble Arch, Michelago, Paddys River (Cotter), 
Taemas, Warroo, Wee Jasper, White Rocks and Wyanbene; and at 

- Yarrangobilly, in support of SSS efforts; 
- but not at Rosebrook or Cave Flat, largely because of access difficulties (for example, 

Cave Flat is usually submerged beneath the waters of Lake Burrinjuck).  
 
 Undertaken and/ or supervised major engineering works, coordinated by Dirk Stoffels, to: 

- design, build and install a gate in Dogleg Cave, Wee Jasper; 
- design, build and install a bridge in Fossil Cave, Bungonia; 
- design and build an improved RDF unit for enhancing accuracy of cave surveys; and 
- design, build and launch a radio-controlled video camera on helium balloons in the 

Gunbarrel Aven, Wyanbene, preceded by extensive trials in Dip Cave, Wee Jasper. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dirk Stoffels, assisted by Marjorie Coggan, 
Rosemary Nicholson and Steve Pearce, 
makes final adjustments to the aerial 
surveillance gear, Gunbarrel Aven, 
Wyanbene (D Stoffels pic). 

 
 Worked with ACT Parks and Conservation staff in Cotter Cave to remove damaged and partly 

burnt wooden infrastructure and a considerable amount of rubbish. 
 
 Produced maps of some 300 caves, including 160 at Wee Jasper and 50 at Cooleman Plain. 
 
 Removed several cubic metres rubbish from an active inflow cave (Y47) at Yarrangobilly that 

had once been used as a rubbish dump. 
 

 Participated with NPWS staff in weed removal campaigns at Cooleman and Yarrangobilly. 
 

 Explored and mapped some very long and deep caves in Thailand and Laos. 
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Joe Sydney supervising rock winching operations  
at Grill Cave, Bungonia (J Brush pic). 

 
 Participated with other clubs (and in 

cooperation with NPWS) to remove unstable 
rocks from two cave entrances at Bungonia 
using a combination of brute force and 
chemical persuasion. 

 
 Participated in committees and reference 

groups to further cave access and management 
objectives. 

 
 Initiated cleaning and/or track marking projects 

in caves at Wyanbene, Wombeyan, 
Yarrangobilly and Wee Jasper. 

 
 Under contract to NPWS, supplied cave/ karst information and management advice on karst 

areas in the Deua National Park.  
 
 Provided management advice to authorities through formal and informal communication 

channels on the Cooleman, Deua, Indi, Marble Arch, Mt Eccles (Vic), Paddy’s River, Wee 
Jasper, Wyanbene and Yarrangobilly karst areas.  

 
 Negotiated access to caves on private land at Burra (ie London Bridge), Kybean, Mt Fairy, 

Taemas, Warroo, Wee Jasper and to a number of lava caves in Victoria. 
 
 Reactivated The Very Latest in 2007, after a long period of dormancy; 

- 28 years since the previous regular issue and 13 years since the last special issue. 
 
 Provided speleological services and ‘expertise’ to scientific expeditions in Flores, Indonesia 

(Neil Anderson) and Timor Leste (John Brush). 
 
 Supported the Wee Jasper Community by organising and/ or participating in several events 

during the Wee Jasper Naturally weekends. 
 
 Members have participated in a range of national and international cave / karst conferences. 
 
 And a steadily growing number of members have joined the Australasian Cave and Karst 

Management Association (ACKMA) and have been participating in its activities, for example:  
- 4 members attended the 10-day AGM and field trip at Mulu Caves, Malaysia in 2010;  
- 7 members attended the 2013 Biennial Conference at Waitomo (NZ) in 2013; 
- 8 members attended the AGM at Yarrangobilly in May 2014. 

 
 Undertook a project to map, track mark and selectively clean Nice Cave, Wee Jasper; 

- a spectacular but very delicate cave on private property. 
 
 Successfully applied for grants to assist in funding: 

- the gate project in Dogleg Cave (thanks to the ASF Karst Conservation Fund); 
- cleaning work in Wyanbene Cave (ASF Karst Conservation Fund and NPWS); 
- upgrading the Society’s SRT, lighting and safety gear (Volunteer Grants Program). 

 
 Continued to study the inter-relationships between limestone and fine fermented grape juice. 
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The early history of CSS (1954-1964) 

as revealed through the pages of The Canberra Times 
 

John Brush 
 
 
The CSS archives contain very little original information relating to the formation and early years of 
the society.  However, it is possible to reconstruct a reasonable account of the early history of CSS 
from the pages of The Canberra Times.  This is now a relatively easy task, thanks to the ever-
expanding resources of the National Library’s Trove.  The Trove collections of digitised records, 
include many early Australian newspapers, are accessible on-line and have searchable text. 
 
That so much material on CSS made it into newspapers of the day is remarkable and points to the 
existence of a very efficient public relations machine within CSS.  It was not unusual for The 
Canberra Times to report on a forthcoming CSS trip in the lead-up to a weekend and then, early in 
the following week, to publish an account of the Society’s weekend activities.   
 
The events leading to the establishment of CSS were recounted in The Very Best of The Very 
Latest; the special issue of The Very Latest (Volume 11) published at the time of CSS’s Fortieth 
Anniversary celebrations in 1994, but are repeated here to present the story from the very beginning. 
 
In December 1953, Brian O’Brien, a member of the Sydney University Speleological Society 
(SUSS) became separated from Fred Stewart, his caving companion, and failed to return from a trip 
into East Deep Creek Cave at Yarrangobilly.  Fred made it out of the cave and raised the alarm.  
Many people soon joined the search efforts, including six members of the Canberra Alpine Club 
(Jim Webb, Vic Pickering, Dennis Robinson, Jack Leslie, Clive Pritchard and Graham Young).  
According to The Canberra Times, all six were experienced speleologists, but none of them had 
previously visited Yarrangobilly.  After spending nearly 3 days in the cave, O’Brien was found in a 
previously unknown section by Jim, Vic and Dennis. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Canberra Times, 18 December 1953 



54  The Very Latest  Vol 19(3) November 2014 

 

The rescuers’ suggestion for the cave to be named after O’Brien, should it be developed as a show 
cave, did not come to pass.  However, the search and rescue incident did start them thinking.  It 
sparked a deeper interest in caves and in the following months, the Alpine Club cavers and a few 
others discussed the feasibility of forming a separate caving group in Canberra.  Their plans came to 
fruition at the end of October 1954, when the Canberra Speleological Society was established during 
a weekend trip to Cleitmore and The Big Hole, as noted in The Canberra Times the following 
Tuesday (below, left).  Two weeks later, the 17 December issue noted (below, right) that the 
Society’s second outing would be a trip to Cooleman, with some members planning to walk in via 
Mt Gingera (a tough walk) while others would travel by jeep (a rough ride in those days). 
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The activities of that first Cooleman trip were covered in two issues of The Canberra Times.  The 
first, published on 23 December within two days of returning to Canberra, reports the discovery of 
what was thought to be a blind cave fish (see below, at left).  It also noted that the discovery was 
made almost a year to the day since the Brian O’Brien incident and that O’Brien had given his 
rescuers a Christmas present, though what this might have been was not revealed. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Canberra Times 27 December 1954 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The second article appeared four days later and included a photo of Murray Cave (above, right).  
Both issues mention discovery of a new chamber filled with spectacular decorations that could be 
viewed through a small hole.  This was in what later became known as White Fish Cave.  
 
The party also visited River Cave.  This fact became evident in January 2010 when Jenny Street 
noticed a small lead tablet tucked into a narrow fissure above the stream in River Cave.  The tablet 
was inscribed on one side with the date of the CSS trip and on the other with the participants’ 
names: (Jim) Webb, (Joe) Jennings, (Vic) Pickering, (Harry) Black, (Ted) Lane, (Mike) Provis and 
Barr (see photo on the next page).   
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The inscribed tablet, 
recording CSS’s first 

visit to Cooleman was 
found in River Cave in 

2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The 23 December report of the blind fish discovery captured the nation’s attention – or perhaps it 
was just a slow news period in the days leading up to Christmas, because news of the discovery was 
published in many regional newspapers across the eastern states, including in Goulburn, Wagga 
Wagga, Newcastle, Adelaide, Burnie, Maryborough, Rockhampton and Ipswich. 
 
Two weeks later, the fish story returned, with The Canberra Times noting that scientific interest in 
the discovery was high and suggesting that a trip to attempt capture of a specimen was on the cards: 
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CSS was soon in the news again, this time after running a combined trip with the Canberra Bush-
walking club to Wyanbene, where low water levels enabled the party to progress further into the 
cave than previously: 
 

The Canberra Times 18 January 1955 

What people are doing - BUSHWALKING NEWS  

Canberra bushwalkers have not been idle over the Christmas New Year period. Two parties 
from the club went on walking tours in New Zealand, and four parties represented the club in 
Tasmania. As well, a party did an extensive trip at Christmas in the southern A.C.T., climbing 
Mts. Kelly and Scabby, and returning over Mt. Gudgenby, with a detour to take in the aboriginal 
rock painting in the valley of Rendezvous Creek. As a result, a number of social evenings are to 
be arranged in the near future to give walkers an opportunity to exchange stories and show 
colour slides of the places, they have visited. Two one-day trips have been organised since 
Christmas. Last Sunday the club combined with the Speleological Society in an interesting trip 
to Wyanbene. Cave, and since the creek running through the cave was extremely low, members 
of the party were able to penetrate more deeply than previously. On the previous Sunday, a large 
party enjoyed a pleasant trip to Pierce's. Creek and Vanity's Crossing on the Upper Cotter. Next 
week-end …  

 
 
 
 
A little over a month later, another article noted that 
a return trip to Cooleman was planned to attempt the 
capture of a white fish - which was to be netted, 
killed, preserved and conveyed to the Australian 
Museum for study.  There were also plans for 
explorers to “cut their way into” a chamber full of 
beautiful speleothems.   
 
The article also reports on the discovery the previous 
week of a new deep cave at Wyanbene that was 
unable to be explored because of a lack of 
equipment.  This minor inconvenience was soon 
sorted.  Just nine months later (well, things did move 
more slowly in those days), the Society having 
obviously obtained the required equipment was able 
to explore and produce a map of the cave which by 
then had become known as Ridge Mine Pot. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Canberra Times, 25 Feb 1955 
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In April 1955, the paper reported that CSS members returned to Cooleman for that fishing 
expedition and were successful in netting, killing and preserving a fine specimen (see below), as had 
been planned.  However, even before the specimen was dispatched to the Australian Museum in 
Sydney, members appear to have had suspicions that the fish was only a trout that had become 
trapped in the cave and slowly lost its pigmentation.  The suspicions were later confirmed when the 
museum identified the fish as a Rainbow Trout. 
 
After dealing with the fish, the “men” (and they seem to have been almost exclusively men in those 
early years) set about enlarging the hole into the decorated chamber found on the trip the previous 
December.  After two hours of work they were able to enter what is now known as the upper level of 
White Fish Cave. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The Canberra Times, 5 April 1955 
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With the Cooleman white fish proving to be nothing more than an ordinary, if somewhat pallid, 
Rainbow Trout, media interest waned and it was not for another five months that CSS rated a 
mention in the local paper.  Perhaps, this was because members had been engaged in other activities 
during the winter months and it was simply not the caving season: 

 
With the cave exploring season back in full swing, caving activities were once again back in the 
news.  Notices of forthcoming meetings started to appear regularly in The Canberra Times.  In those 
days the monthly meetings rotated around members’ houses or hostel rooms, a practice that 
continued until mid-1964 when the Australian National University granted access to a seminar room 
in the Coombs Building.  This was to become the meeting location for just shy of 50 years.  When 
increased overnight security measures made use of the Coombs building impractical, the ANU took 
pity on us when informed of this long association with Coombs and promptly found and offered the 
Society another room in an adjacent building.  But I digress. 
 
In the Spring of 1955, the paper reported on CSS’s AGM and noted there would be a practice day on 
local cliffs the following day:  
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The following Monday, the paper duly reported on the field day:  
 

 
 
Despite the heavy rain and the “precarious ascent” of the rugged cliff face, there are no records of 
any untoward safety incidents. 
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Early in 1956, The Canberra Times reported extensively on the Society’s efforts to explore and map 
a ‘new’ Cave at Wee Jasper.  This was Dip Cave and it was not until 1957 that the surveying task 
was completed.  The map, which was published in Helictite in April 1963, set a new standard in 
Australia for cave cartography. 
 
Imagine was it would have been like for those early explorers of Dip and imagine also, how 
horrified they would be if they were able to return to Dip today and slither their way along the 
passages on a busy Saturday! 
 

 
Article continued on next page 
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On 12 April 1956, The Canberra Times reported on a CSS 
meeting (see at right) where a new program to explore and 
study the caves at Wee Jasper was set out.  It seems that Wee 
Jasper was chosen because wet weather (and 1956 was a 
record year for flooding in southeastern Australia - Ed) had 
forced the postponement of work at Cooleman.  The research 
component of this work was driven by Dr Joe Jennings and 
resulted in several papers in Helictite. 
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If the lack of articles in local newspapers articles is any guide, 
1957 appears to have been a quiet year for the society.  Maybe it 
was simply a case of the media relations officer being on 
sabbatical, or perhaps was exploring caves somewhere.  It not 
until mid-1958, that CSS was again mentioned in The Canberra 
Times.  And then it was all about the Cotter (Paddy’s River) 
Caves.  First, it was announced that the society planned a meeting 
there and this was to include classes in laddering and belaying, 
surveying, photography and also bat catching and banding, both 
now lost arts in CSS.  This was an ambitious program for a single 
meeting and suggests CSS members were very fast learners back 
in those days. 
 
Several months later, there was controversy within the society 
over what access control and safety measures should be 
implemented at the Cotter Cave – this battle was fought, at least 
in part, through the pages of The Canberra Times, as the 
following clippings show.  The arguments raised seem 
remarkably similar to those advanced in the 1970s, the 1990s, the 
2000s and no doubt will be again at some time in the future.  
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After the Cotter controversy died away, all appears to have been quiet on the caving front until late 
1960 when the big news was the ASF conference (ASF’s Third Biennial Conference), which was 
held out at Sturt Island on the Murrumbidgee (see following pages). 
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Ced Pratt at Cooleman 
(Dave Purchase pic). 
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In mid-1961, there were ‘exciting’ trips to Dogleg Cave at Wee Jasper and to The Big Hole in what 
is now the Deua National Park.  Dogleg had been a major focus interest since 1958 and continued to 
be so through to the mid-1960s as efforts were made to pass the three sumps and explore the inner 
reaches of the system.  Of course, the efforts were often thwarted by the notorious sand trap at the 
first sump and by high water levels at the inner two sumps.   
 
According to the paper, three members made it to the bottom of The Big Hole and their efforts were 
filmed for Television.  The trip is also mentioned in the June 1961 issue of The Very Latest and 
names the three climbers as John Wanless, Bob Galloway and Mike Melbourne, supported by a 
surface party of 20.  There is no mention of the TV crew, but it does note there was a complex 
telecommunications system with four headsets worn by key personnel, including the telephone 
technician (Ced Pratt - Ed). 
 
Meanwhile, back in less-exciting Canberra, monthly meetings continued to be held at members’ 
houses, as duly advised in The Canberra Times each month.  
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In 1962, the Coppermine system at Yarrangobilly attracted the interest of members – and the 
attention of The Canberra Times.  An attempt was made to push Y10 (Old Inn Cave) towards the 
stream outflow at Y12 (Coppermine Cave), but to no avail.  A rough map, recording their 
exploration efforts was drawn up and is published for the first time on the next page. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Canberra Times Thursday 25 October 1962 

What people are doing – Wide travel by Society 

Canberra Speleological Society travelled widely on field and exploration trips in the last year. 

The annual report presented by the president, Mr. Graham Young, at the annual meeting last 
night showed the association ran trips to Yarrangobilly, Wee Jasper, Wyanbene and Cliefden. 

Club members also visited caves at Buchan, Jenolan and the western district of Victoria in 
private excursions or with other clubs. 

One of the club's main efforts was at Yarrangobilly, where it concentrated on one cave in the 
search for the Coppermine Cave link. The society made a compass and estimate sketch of the 
cave and plans to continue to explore it and make a more accurate survey. 

The society finished a survey of Punchbowl and Signature Caves at Wee Jasper. 

Club member, Mr. Dave Purchase, continued his work with bats and with the assistance of 
several other society members banded about 3,000 bats in the year. 

The C.S.I.R.O. has recognised the society's work and is following its work with interest. 

The society met to discuss the formation of an organised search and rescue group in the 
A.C.T. 

Representatives from eight clubs and associations attended the meeting and decided to 
establish a rescue group with official recognition. 

Two members are studying the needs and demands for 
local rescue work. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Joe Jennings in Cave Creek, Cooleman 
(Dave Purchase pic). 
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A copy of the 1962 map of Y10 that was recently donated to CSS by former member Ced Pratt. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Straws in Strawhaven Chamber, (Y10), 
Yarrangobilly (J Brush pic).  
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The 25 October 1962 issue of The Canberra Times (see page 68) mentioned the efforts of CSS 
members and other local outdoor groups to establish a bush rescue group in the ACT.  It was to be 
the first of such articles over the ensuing years and was followed up with a more comprehensive 
piece just a few weeks later: 
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In 1964, CSS President Graham Young continued his push for a rescue organisation with an 
impassioned plea in the Letters to the Editor column in August 1964. 
 
The lobbying efforts seem to have paid off, as a bush rescue service was indeed established in the 
ACT, but it was several years later, in November 1970. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Loxin Chamber in Punchbowl Cave, Wee Jasper (Bluey Thomson pic). 
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In the 1950s and early 1960s, CSS had strong scientific underpinnings.  Several members worked in 
institutions such as the ANU and CSIRO and were highly respected in their chosen fields of 
scientific endeavour.  As the 1960s progressed, the Society developed an arguably more 
sophisticated role and, if The Canberra Times is to be believed, came to regard itself as a cultural 
institution. It even affiliated with the ACT Council of Cultural Societies and maintained that 
affiliation into the Society’s second decade of activities under the stewardship of Mr Neil Anderson. 
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How to end an account of the first decade?  Unfortunately, the CSS media machine must have run 
out of steam as there was no appropriate article – in fact no caving article at all - in The Canberra 
Times during the closing months of 1964.  Possibly, cultural activities were not as newsworthy as 
underground exploits.  Maybe a new angle was needed and perhaps CSS should have adopted the 
approach of its caving neighbours over at the National University Caving Club, who in 1965 made it 
into the social pages of The Canberra Times.  How tragic it must have been for a disappointed Ms 
Joanne Fisher to discover that a planned trip to Wyanbene had been cancelled because the trip 
leader, who was also President, had been hospitalised following a laboratory explosion.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Is this the last printed issue of The Very Latest? 

 
It is becoming increasingly costly to print and distribute TVL to 

members and other clubs.  As a consequence, CSS is looking at options 
for distributing TVL in 2015 and beyond. 

How would you prefer to receive your TVLs in the future? 

Options under consideration are: 

A printed copy, distributed at meetings or by the postal service, 

(ie as before, but this option has cost implications); 

A PDF version that is emailed to your preferred address; 

or 

A PDF version that is posted on the CSS website (for a limited 
period) for you to download. 

 
 

These options will be canvassed at meetings in coming months, 
but please feel free to contact the Editor or a member of the 
committee with your views 




