The Molefone

The word ‘Molefone’ is a familiar one to cavers both in
the UK and abroad. Developed by Bob Mackin at
Lancaster University, this of course was the first prac-
tical cave radio. Ordinary radio waves are blocked by
rock. The Molefone, though, uses low frequency in-
duction, which allows it to provide through-rock com-
munication to a depth of afew hundred metres. Rescue
teams no longer remained out of touch with the surface
controller for hours on end and as a result cave rescue
was revolutionised. But ... all good things come to an
end!

In an era of built-in obsolescence, of PCs which are
hopelessly inadequate after just a few years, it is really
quite amazing that the Molefone has served the rescue
community so well and for so long. But it is asking a lot
of any electronic equipmentto survive a single trip into
a cave, let alone fifteen years’ worth of rescues. It is a
tribute to Bob’s engineering that the Molefone had
such a good innings, but as of a few years ago the UK’s
cave rescue teams eventually started to report failures.
To make matters worse, for various reasons, including
the obsolescence of some of the components, repair-
ing Molefones turned out not to be a viable option.
Worse still, you cannot go out and ‘buy’ a cave radio
—this is one piece of electronic equipment that is just
not produced commercially. The BCRC and its mem-
ber rescue teams had two options — either return to the
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dark ages with no cave communication or find some-

At first sight the CoRcs of the Derbyshire N one capable of designing and building a new cave
Constabulary HQ in Ripley looked as though — radio system.

it was hosting a car boot sale. The tailgate of a

. Wanted - A New Radio
4X4 was open and punters were queuing up and

In March 1999 the BCRA Special Interest Group CREG

walking off with batteries, microphones, coils of wire, ~ Cave Radio & Electronics Group — held one of its
PeliCases and mysterious looking grey boxes — complete regular field meetings in Derbyshire. The theme of the
with switches, sockets & lights. But although this was the first

meeting was rescue communications and as a result,

2 el A . oI F . along with the BCRC, many of the UK’s rescue teams
day of April, it was no joke. The vehicle in question was owned were represented. On the Saturday two new cave

by the British Cave Rescue Council’s Equipment Officer ‘Jopo’ radios were demonstrated in Peak Cavern. One was
(Brian Jopling); the event was the BCRC’s AGM; and those the Nicola System, which has been developed for
strange grey boxes were ‘HeyPhones’. So what is a HeyPhone rescue communication in France, and the other was an

ange grey y ’ Y experimental system designed by John Hey. Both
and why has it produced so much interest among the rescue performed very well. Communication over a distance
community? Here we take a look at an important new piece of of almost 500 metres was achieved and clear commu-

equipment in the arsenal of the UK’s cave rescue teams. nication was established between the surface and Far
Sump, a location that had previously been a commu-

nication ‘black spot'.

Further tests had been planned for the Sunday, but
BCRC Chairman Bill Whitehouse had other ideas.
With cave radio experts from France, Belgium, the
Netherlands and the UK at hand, this was too good an
opportunity to miss. A meeting was called to discuss
the BCRC’s communication requirements and a project
team was set up to develop a new radio system.
Eventually it was decided to base the new radio on
John Hey’s design and the real work started.

Not many people will be interested in a blow-by-
blow report of the development but a few facts and
figures need to be presented to give a feel for the size[]
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