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organisation with individual membership. The explosive 
growth of caving clubs in the 1950s and 1960s led to the 
formation of the regional councils of caving, concerned 
largely with access. By the late 1960s it became obvious 
that a national organisation was needed, and in 1968 
the National Caving Association (NCA) was set up as a 
federation of the existing autonomous caving organisations 
representing regions or specialist interests at national level. 
It was deliberately constituted to include both sporting and 
scientific interests because these were felt to be inseparable 
in caving. CRG and BSA actively supported the setting up of 
NCA and were represented on its Council from the start.

The British Speleological Association and the Cave Research 
Group of Great Britain formally agreed to merge, and both 
were wound up on Saturday 23rd June 1973 in Bakewell, 
Derbyshire. After 38 years of BSA and 25 years of CRG, it was 
hoped that the existence of only one national body which 
was fully representative of all the scientific aspects of caves, 
cavers and their environment would lead to a more positive 
development of cave science in Britain. The caretaker Council 
established by mutual agreement of the two extinct bodies 
was replaced by the first elected Council at the AGM on 15th 
December 1973 in Skipton. The combined organisation was 
named the British Cave Research Association (BCRA), an 
amalgam of the two names. A consequence was that BCRA 
now had three delegates to NCA Council, a fourth scientific 
delegate being provided by the William Pengelly Cave 
Studies Trust. The Peak District chapter of BSA, which had 
latterly been concerned with the development of technical 
aids for caving, hived off at this time as the Technical 
Speleology Group. The first action of BCRA was to formally 
issue an invitation to the International Union of Speleology 
for the 7th International Congress of Speleology to be held 
in Sheffield in 1977. This application was accepted, and a 
very successful Congress was held which promoted British 
speleological achievements to the world.

The National Speleological Conferences formerly run by BSA 
were taken over by BCRA, and the series of very successful 
conferences continue to the present day. These have been 
augmented in recent years by regional meetings, after the 
pattern of the CRG General Meetings. A novel venture in 
recent years has been the Cavers' Fairs, run in conjunction 
with NCA and cave rescue organisations. The BCRA Bulletin 
(name later changed to Caves & Caving) took over the BSA 
Bulletin and the CRG Newsletter. The Transactions of the 
British Cave Research Association (name later changed to 
Cave Science) took over the Transactions of the Cave Research 
Group of Great Britain and Cave Science (the Journal of BSA).

The Formation of BCRA. Notes by John Wilcock

Club caving in Great Britain started around 1900 and at first 
progressed slowly, with only about 30 clubs in existence 
by the 1930s. Eli Simpson, or "Cymmie" as he preferred to 
be called, was a well-known caving organiser in the Settle 
area of the Yorkshire Dales, before the Second World War. 
By 1935 he was dreaming of a national caving organisation 
devoted to speleology. His tremendous enthusiasm for such a 
venture led him to contact prominent cavers, and the British 
Speleological Association (BSA) was born, thanks to his drive 
and energy. The first headquarters was an imposing building 
in Settle main street, now the Police Station, from where 
nowadays the first cave rescue callouts are coordinated. In 
pre-war days the BSA was strongly supported by members 
referred to by Cymmie as "academics", not without some 
measure of sneering scorn. However, the BSA organised a 
successful series of annual conferences, at which a number 
of prominent people such as the Abbé Breuil and Sir Arthur 
Keith gave lectures. Conferences were held in Buxton, Bristol, 
Giggleswick and Swansea, and organised visits to the local 
caves were well attended. Cymmie's field work included not 
only exploration in the Craven area, but also cave surveying 
of a fairly good standard, and the assembly of a mass of 
photographic and cartographic information. The BSA also 
supported the formation of local cave exploration chapters 
in various regions, more akin to modern caving clubs, but 
affiliated to BSA.

The war resulted in an almost complete suspension of cave 
exploration, although Cymmie encouraged a number of 
youngsters, not yet involved in the fighting Services, to keep 
activities going. By the time peace came, the BSA had changed 
its character and was little more than a caving club. Cymmie, 
however, continued as Recorder, handling many enquiries 
and large volumes of information, mostly from abroad, while 
encouraging cave exploration by the younger generation. 
Unfortunately, he alienated a number of the more academic 
pre-war members, and on their return from the war this 
resulted in the formation of the Cave Research Group of Great 
Britain (CRG) by the disaffected members, with the main 
object of promoting the scientific study of caves. A dominant 
activity of CRG was its General Meetings, held alternately 
north and south of the "Glennie Line", an artificial line on 
the map from Lowestoft to Aberdovey, originated by Aubrey 
Glennie, which had the effect of treating the Yorkshire Dales, 
Scottish, North Wales and Peak District caving regions as 
"North" and South Wales, Mendip and Devon as "South".

The attempt to start a national organisation in 1935 had 
thus failed because cavers were not ready for such a federal 

Feature: BCRA Origins

Introduction by John Gunn 

2023 was the 50th anniversary of the BCRA which was formed in June 1973 from a merger of the BSA (British Speleological 
Association) and the CRG (Cave Research Group of Great Britain). The late John Wilcock wrote some notes on the formation 
of the BCRA for the 1994 Cavers' Handbook, published by Ambit. These can be found on the BCRA website [ https://bcra.
org.uk/detail/origins.html ] but it was thought they should be reproduced as part of this anniversary edition of the BCRA 
Review. The wording is exactly as written by John Wilcock, followed by a short footnote written by myself. To the best of 
my knowledge no-one has attempted to document the history of BCRA over the 30 years since the Wilcock report, and this 
should be an interesting task for a speleo-historian! Should anyone wish to take on this challenge, then one item that will 
be of considerable use to them is Trevor Faulkner’s documentation of BCRA Scientific Meetings and Field Meetings 1974 – 
2018, which was published in the BCRA Annual Review for 2016 (pages 29-35). I also became aware that there is no record 
of BCRA Officers and post-holders, so I have compiled a separate document that follows this one.

British Cave Research Association Annual Review for 2023 © British Cave Research Association 2024
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Feature

BCRA Officers and Post-holders, 1974 - 2023

BCRA is a is a UK registered charity, and during the 50 years 
of its existence it has been run by a Council, whose members 
are also Charity Trustees, and by many volunteers who 
are not members of Council. The primary officers of BCRA 
(President, Chairman, Secretary and Treasurer) have always 
been members of Council but there have been a variety of 
other posts, some occupied by Council members and some 
by volunteers. Unfortunately, no record has been kept and as 
Chair I felt that as part of the anniversary a list of officers and 
post-holders should be compiled so that the work of many 
individuals could be properly acknowledged. Compilation of 
the list took much longer than I originally envisaged and I am 
grateful to David Gibson, Jenny Potts and Dave Shearsmith 
for their assistance. 

Particularly during the earlier years, it appears that officers 
commonly changed during the year, but for simplicity the 
person who was in post for most of the calendar year is 
listed. The exception is where it is known that there was a 
change during the year, for example in 2023, when David 
Gibson and Dave Shearsmith were each in post for six 
months, and hence both are listed. Once compiled, the list 
was circulated for comment to all post-holders for whom an 
email address is available. Some replied saying they were 
content with the list, some suggested changes and some 
did not reply. Consequently, the list is regarded as a ‘best 
estimate’ that may well have errors and omissions, for which 
BCRA apologise. Anyone with further information is asked 
to contact the Chair, and if necessary the list will be updated 
in the next BCRA Review. For ease of publication the list has 
been divided into three Tables.

Table 1 lists the posts the holders of which are commonly 
referred to as the “Honorary Officers”: the President, 
Chairman, Deputy Chairman (a post that is thought to have 
been discontinued after 1985), Secretary and Treasurer. 
It has not been possible to find out who (if anyone) was 
President in 1974, 1980 and 1986 but other than these 
omissions the list is complete and, hopefully, accurate. 

Table 2 lists Membership Secretaries, publication editors, 
and those who had the responsibility for meetings. Since 
the inception of the organisation the primary scientific 
publication has been ‘The Transactions of the British Cave 
Research Association’, initially under that title alone, then as 
“Cave Science: The Transactions of the British Cave Research 
Association” and, since 1995 as “Cave and Karst Science: The 
Transactions of the British Cave Research Association”. From 
1974 to 2013 the Association published a journal that was 
“mainly concerned with news, topical or sporting items”. This 

began as the Bulletin of the British Cave Research Association 
but in 1978 there was a name change to “Caves and Caving” 
which ran until issue 92 in 2002. In 2003 a new journal, 
“Speleology: Bulletin of the British Cave Research Association” 
was published and ran to issue 19 in 2013. 

In 2015 BCRA Council discussed how we could improve 
communication with our members and it was agreed that 
we should instigate an "Annual Review" to be published each 
year prior to the October AGM. The first issue, published 
in 2016, covered the 2015 calendar year, with subsequent 
issues continuing to the present. It should be noted that the 
persons listed as “Meetings Secretary/Manager” in Table 2 
are those who have that title in minutes of Council meetings 
and in various BCRA publications. These persons differ 
from the Lecture Secretaries listed by Trevor Faulkner in 
his documentation of BCRA Scientific Meetings and Field 
Meetings 1974 – 2018 which was published in the BCRA 
Annual Review for 2016 (pages 29-35). The persons listed 
as “Lecture Secretary on Trevor’s list served for the specific 
meeting listed as opposed to others who had a role within 
BCRA as a whole.

In addition to scientific meetings, BCRA is thought to 
have held an annual conference since 1974, but thus far 
no evidence has come to light as to when, where or who 
the organiser was between 1974 and 1991. Anyone who 
can provide this information is asked to contact the BCRA 
Chairman or Secretary. Fragmentary evidence suggests that 
between 1985 and 1995 the event was variously known as 
“The National Caving Conference” (e.g. 1985) , the BCRA 
Conference (e.g. 1987) and the “BCRA National Caving 
Conference” (e.g. 1991) but in 1996 this changed to “Hidden 
Earth”.

Table 3 lists some of the other posts recorded in minutes 
of Council meetings or in BCRA publications. Some of these 
have become redundant over the years (for example, when 
BCA was formed the post of Insurance Manager moved 
from BCRA to BCA) and other new posts have emerged 
(for example, Secretary to the UK Cave Conservation and 
Emergency Fund (UKCCEF). Not all posts are listed but 
hopefully the majority have been covered.

On behalf of the present BCRA Council I extend our thanks 
to all those who have served the Association in the 50 years 
since its formation, and hope that others will continue to 
serve with similar dedication over the next half-century.

John Gunn

Footnote by John Gunn

John Wilcock correctly writes that the BCRA Bulletin was replaced by Caves & Caving, but in 2003 it was replaced by 
Speleology, the last issue of which (#19) was published in 2016. There is a slight error in that in 1982 the Transactions of the 
British Cave Research Association became Cave Science (The Transactions of the British Cave Research Association). In 1995 
there was a further name change and since then the journal has been “Cave and Karst Science (The Transactions of the British 
Cave Research Association)”.

British Cave Research Association Annual Review for 2023 BCRA Origins, Officers and Post-holders
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BCRA OFFICERS, 1974 ONWARDS
YEAR President Chairman Deputy Chairman Secretary Treasurer
1974 None? E. Hensler None? D.M.Judson R.V.Davis
1975 J.W.Jackson,  E.A.Glennie R.G.Picknett E. Hensler D.M.Judson G.Kitchen
1976 J.W.Jackson,  E.A.Glennie R.G.Picknett E. Hensler D.M.Judson G.Kitchen
1977 J.W.Jackson,  E.A.Glennie J.D.Wilcock R.G.PIcknet D.M.Judson G.Kitchen
1978 J.W.Jackson,  E.A.Glennie J.D.Wilcock R.G.PIcknet I.G.Penney G.KItchen
1979 E.A.Glennie R.R.Glover J.D.Wilcock I.G.Penney J.Dey
1980 None? J.J.Rowland J.D.Wilcock I.G.Penney J.Dey
1981 J.T.Jefferson J.J.Rowland J.D.Wilcock I.G.Penney J.Dey
1982 J.T.Jefferson J.J.Rowland J.R.Wooldridge I.G.Penney J.Dey
1983 J.T.Jefferson J.J.Rowland J.R.Wooldridge R. Willis J.Dey
1984 J.T.Jefferson B.M.Ellis J.J.Rowland R. Willis J.Dey
1985 J.T.Jefferson B.M.Ellis J.J.Rowland R. Willis J.Dey
1986 None? K.Plumb Discontinued R. Willis W. Tolfree
1987 T.D.Ford K.Plumb R. Willis W. Tolfree
1988 T.D.Ford K.Plumb R. Willis W. Tolfree
1989 T.D.Ford K.Plumb P.Hatherley W. Tolfree
1990 T.D.Ford K.Plumb P.Hatherley W. Tolfree
1991 T.D.Ford K.Plumb P.Hatherley W. Tolfree
1992 T.D.Ford K.Plumb P.Hatherley W. Tolfree
1993 R.G.Picknett K.Plumb P.Hatherley W. Tolfree
1994 R.G.Picknett E.Shield P.Hatherley W. Tolfree
1995 R.G.Picknett E.Shield R. Willis T.Gilson
1996 R.G.Picknett E.Shield J.D.Wilcock T.Gilson
1997 J.Frankland C.Gardener J.D.Wilcock T.Gilson
1998 J.Frankland C.Gardener J.D.Wilcock T.Gilson
1999 J.Frankland C.Gardener J.D.Wilcock T.Gilson
2000 J.Frankland N. Williams1 J.D.Wilcock J.Griffiths
2001 J.Frankland N. Williams J.D.Wilcock J.Griffiths
2002 T.Waltham N. Williams J.D.Wilcock J.Griffiths
2003 T.Waltham N. Williams J.D.Wilcock J.Griffiths
2004 T.Waltham N. Williams J.D.Wilcock J.Griffiths
2005 D.Checkley N. Williams J.D.Wilcock J.Griffiths
2006 D.Checkley S.Whitlock J.D.Wilcock /U.Collie J.Griffiths
2007 D.Checkley S.Whitlock U.Collie J.Griffiths
2008 D.Checkley S.Whitlock U.Collie J.Griffiths
2009 D.Checkley S.Whitlock / D.Checkley U.Collie / T.Faulkner J.Griffiths
2010 J. Gunn D.Checkley D.Gibson J.Griffiths
2011 J. Gunn D.Checkley D.Gibson J.Griffiths
2012 J. Gunn D.Checkley D.Gibson J.Griffiths
2013 J. Gunn D.Checkley D.Gibson D.Gough
2014 J. Gunn D.Checkley D.Gibson D.Gough
2015 J. Gunn J. Gunn D.Gibson D.Gough
2016 D J Lowe J. Gunn D.Gibson D.Gough
2017 D J Lowe J. Gunn D.Gibson D.Gough
2018 D J Lowe J. Gunn D.Gibson A.Farrant
2019 D J Lowe J. Gunn D.Gibson A.Farrant
2020 D J Lowe J. Gunn D.Gibson A.Farrant
2021 D J Lowe J. Gunn D.Gibson A.Farrant
2022 S.Bottrell J. Gunn D.Gibson A.Farrant
2023 S.Bottrell J. Gunn D.Gibson/ D.Shearsmith A.Farrant

1 C.Gardener stood down as Chair at the end of 1999, and at the start of 2000 R.Magdan served as Temporary Chair, pending an election which was won by N.William

Table 1
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BCRA OFFICERS, 1974 ONWARDS

YEAR Membership 
Secretary Trans.  Editor Bulletin / C&C/ 

Speleology Editor Newsletter Editor Cave Studies 
Series Editor

Meetings Secretary 
/ Manager

BCRA Conference / 
Hidden Earth

1974 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A.C.Waltham
1975 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A.C.Waltham
1976 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A.C.Waltham
1977 J.R.Wooldrige T.D.Ford A.C.Waltham

1978 J.R.Wooldridge T.D.Ford A.C.Waltham (Bull) / 
C.J.Travis (C&C)

1979 J.R.Wooldridge T.D.Ford C.J.Travis

1980 J.R.Wooldridge T.D.Ford C.J.Travis  / J.Corrin & 
D.M.Judson R.G.Picknett

1981 J.R.Wooldridge T.D.Ford J.Corrin R.G.Picknett
1982 D.R.Stoddard T.D.Ford J.Corrin R.G.Picknett
1983 D.R.Stoddard T.D.Ford J.Corrin R.G.Picknett
1984 D.R.Stoddard T.D.Ford J.Corrin R.G.Picknett
1985 D.R.Stoddard T.D.Ford J.Corrin R.G.Picknett
1986 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A. Hall K.Plumb
1987 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A. Hall P.Hatherley
1988 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A. Hall P.Hatherley
1989 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A. Hall P.Hatherley
1990 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A. Hall P.Hatherley
1991 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A. Hall P.Hatherley
1992 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford A. Hall P. Cousins P. Hatherley
1993 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford M. Dougherty P. Cousins P. Hatherley
1994 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford M. Dougherty B.M.Ellis P. Cousins P. Hatherley
1995 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford H St Lawrence B.M.Ellis P. Cousins K. Plumb
1996 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford H St Lawrence B.M.Ellis P. Cousins Hidden Earth: R. Bartrop
1997 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford H St Lawrence B.M.Ellis D. Gibson P. Cousins
1998 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford H St Lawrence B.M.Ellis D. Gibson P. Cousins
1999 B.M.Ellis T.D.Ford H St Lawrence B.M.Ellis D. Gibson P. Cousins
2000 P. Cousins T.D.Ford I Chandler D.M.Judson Discontinued P. Mann

2001 L.Bailey T.D.Ford I Chandler / C 
Gardener D.M.Judson P. Mann

2002 L.Bailey J.Gunn, D.Lowe Speleology D.Gibson D.M.Judson P. Mann
2003 L.Bailey J.Gunn, D.Lowe D.Gibson Nick Williams D.M.Judson J. Whiteley
2004 L.Bailey J.Gunn, D.Lowe D.Gibson Nick Williams D.M.Judson J. Whiteley
2005 L.Bailey J.Gunn, D.Lowe E.Lynch Nick Williams D.M.Judson J. Whiteley
2006 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe E.Lynch D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2007 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe E.Lynch D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2008 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe E.Lynch D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2009 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe E.Lynch D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2010 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe E.Lynch D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2011 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe E.Lynch D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2012 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe D.Gibson D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2013 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe D.Gibson D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2014 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe BCRA Review D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2015 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe D.J.Lowe D.Gibson D.M.Judson L. Williams
2016 G. Jones J.Gunn, D.Lowe D.J.Lowe D.Gibson L. Williams1

2017 W. Williams J.Gunn, D.Lowe D.J.Lowe Online N/L D. Gibson L. Williams
2018 W. Williams J.Gunn, D.Lowe P.Wolstenholme D.Gibson L. Williams
2019 W. Williams J.Gunn, D.Lowe P.Wolstenholme D.Gibson L. Williams
2020 D.Gibson J.Gunn, D.Lowe P.Wolstenholme D.Gibson No Event - COVID 19
2021 D.Gibson J.Gunn, D.Lowe P.Wolstenholme D.Gibson No Event - COVID 19
2022 D.Gibson J.Gunn, D.Lowe P.Wolstenholme D.Gibson No Event - COVID 19
2023 D.Gibson J.Gunn, D.Lowe P.Wolstenholme D Shearsmith L. Williams

1 In 2016 the Hidden Earth team organised EuroSpeleo 2016 on behalf of BCRA and BCA and there was no separate conference

Table 2
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