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THE DRIPSTONE

running to a hole not very much bigger than a man’s
body. Ferns grow round the edges and the noise of
falling water can be heard below.

IN WHITE SCAR CAVERN, THE
ENTRANCE TO WHICH IS NEAR INGLETON

Special apparatus has to be rigged up in
order to make the descent into the cave.
One sits in a little chair, having donned
oilskins in order to pass through the water-
fall which enters the shaft a few feet below
the surface of the ground, and the chair is
lowered by a winch operated by a little petrol
engine. A field telephone is installed at the
bottom of the shaft and a most careful
system of checking ascents and descents is
in force to make sure that everyone is
accounted for. &

Parties go down for several hours at a
time when a meet is in progress; even a
cursory examination of the series of passages
and caverns takes five hours, and so it is
usual for a camp to be set up at the entrance
to the hole. Our party went down at eight
o’clock in the evening and came up at six
the following morning.

Negotiating the waterfalls on the descent
can be an alarming experience, depending,
of course, upon the volume of the water at
the time of the descent. I went right through
one and it felt like red-hot lead on the back
of my head. When I was deposited upon the
floor of the cave, 365 feet below, a dripping
bundle of rags, I was quite dazed by the
experience.

Contrary to what one would expect, the
series of passages leading out of the main
chamber starts at ceiling height and not at ground
level. It is thus necessary to climb up the side of
the cavern to enter them. Their negotiation is not

for anyone who suffers from claustrophobia, for
some of these passages are literally stomach crawls
and very exhausting. It is not a nice feeling to haye
to squeeze through places so narrow that the weight
of thousands of tons of rock presses into the smal|
of your back as you proceed.

The rewards are there, though. There are forma-
tions of limestone curtains and stalactites which
cannot be seen anywhere else in this country. One
set of stalactites is known as the ‘ organ pipes »
because it is possible to play a tune on them, the
resulting sound reminding one of a xylophone,
There is another huge cavern known as Mud Hall,
so called because the rocks and the floor are covered
with greasy, clinging mud, very difficult and dangerous
to negotiate. The breath makes clouds of steam in
the atmosphere of this place. Then, as a contrast,
there is Sand Cavern, a perfectly dry cave, the floor
of which is covered with the finest of soft, dry sand,
The profusion of passages is bewildering and a bit
frightening, too.

The sound of waterfalls roaring in the blackness
is very awe-inspiring and when you rise slowly into
the light of day you will appreciate with new fecling
some things which you have hitherto taken for
granted—sunshine, fresh air, and the freedom of
moorland spaces and the open road.

While it is, of course, true that the limestone caves
in these islands cannot compare in size or grandeur
with the more famous series of caverns, including the
immense Mammoth Cave, of Kentucky, they are
none the less very well worth the attention of the
visitor who has an interest in natural architecture.

THE BIGGEST PIKE IN THE WORLD

By H. E. BATES

*“To my dying day I shall maintain that the scales were wrong’’

with woods of alder and silver poplar about it,
 with islands of quince trees, and covered in
summer with yellow water lilies, so thick that moor-
hens walk on the water and fat brown tench wallow
on the lily leaves on sultry summer days.

IN the centre of our village is a lake, charming

From this lake, forty years ago, was taken one of
those pike that become, with the years, a legend. As
legendary pike go it was not a monster. It was simply
that no one had ever rivalled its twenty pounds. Asa
five-foot man is a giant among the Lilliputians, so
this pike, splendidly set up in its glass case in the hall
of the angler who had caught it on a cold Boxing Day
at the beginning of the century, had become a monster
among the tiddlers. It had become a sacred term of
comparison, in our small world, whenever fish were
caught.

I did not become a fisherman until the late summer
of 1940, when I found it a simple and wonderful
antidote in a disintegrating world to sit in the alder
shade with a four-and-sixpenny rod. With that rod I
caught, I think, more and certainly more exciting fish
than I have ever caught since with a very superior
split cane affair that cost me seven guineas. [
certainly caught two excellent pike with it, one of
eight and one of ten pounds, and lost another that
frightened me to death one winter afternoon by
breaking a line of twenty-pound strain at the first
second of striking.

It was that fish, walloping over on its golden belly
and then vanishing with my entire tackle, that really
stimulated me into trying to rival the record of forty
years. Time took me into the R.A.F. and later gave
me a commanding officer of sense and indulgence
who understood that one of the surest places for
thinking clearly in this muddled world is at the end
of a fishing rod.

I had been up to one of those vast American air-
fields that have now gone back to corn and cattle in
the gentle valleys of the Eastern Midlands, and I
had come back to Kent to write about what T had
seen there. On my way back I had called in to see a
school friend who keeps the most sensible kind of
shop. He cuts your hair on one side of it and keeps
a ravishing selection of fishing tackle on the other:
his theory being, perhaps, that barbers and fishermen
are the biggest gossips in the world and that what one
does not think of the other will. From him I bought
a can of Nene roach, all he had left on a Friday
afternoon.

Now Nene roach, coming from a deep fast stream,
are very strong and dark and tough. They are not to
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be compared with the roach of still waters, and they
are revered wherever the pike-fishers of the Midlands
go. They will work all day in a strenuous, whipping
kind of way.

With these roach I went off on the following
afternoon. It was very calm and spring-like and the
new unfurling pads of the water-lilies were brilliant
emerald just under the surface of the water. In our
lake the stems of these lilies grow like colossal octopi.
Their grey-green tentacles hook up out of the water
everywhere, in some cases as thick as the thigh of a
man. And they lie, of course, as such things always
do, on the fringes of the deepest pools.

I fished that afternoon for about three-quarters of
an hour without so much as a tiddler breaking the
water anywhere. There are afternoons, as any angler
knows, when you can feel the stir of fish and a
strange sense of excitement under the water. But
that afternoon there was nothing of that. It had the
deadness of a true blank day. I had two rods and I
had put them in about fifty yards apart from each
other. You could smell the spring coming in the sun
and I spent most of the time idly walking between
one rod and another.

And then suddenly there was one of those soft,
sucking, cork-like bursts of a float going down. Not
one of those niggling, bobbing affairs when it proves,
after ten minutes’ waiting, that the pike was no bigger
than the bait itself; but a burst of the swiftest and
most luscious greed.

Now sad experience has taught me that the greatest
mistake with pike is to hurry. I remember standing
there wondering vaguely whether it still would not
be a good idea to go for another stroll, and then I
realised that there was simply no sign of the float at
all. It had vanished entirely out of the range of
sunlight and all T could see was the line paying out
like a golden wire. i

Even then I kept calm. Plenty of time, I thought.
Do not rush it. T even remember looking up and
down the bank for a clear landing place between the
reeds. All this, of course, probably did not take more
than twenty seconds or so and all the time the line
was whistling away like a wire.

And then suddenly I saw where it was going. It
was going straight for the octupus limbs of lily stems.
And in the space of another half second practically
all my airy calmness went with it. A pike among lily
roots is the end. I picked up the rod and struck.

It seemed to me then, as it still seems to me now
as I write of it, that I had hooked a sort of submarine.
It was like hanging on to an immense kite, in a
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stormy wind, by a length of sewing cotton. The reel
screamed and I checked, too sharply. I knew that
everything was going, and yet it did not go, and for
about three seconds I was in agony, letting the line
run free and wondering if I should check again. All
the time I could see the reef of lily roots waiting to
shipwreck me.

And then I saw the pike, too. I believe I let out
some sort of ghastly noise of excitement. It was as
big as the Legend. It even looked for a moment,
magnified as it was into a great golden torpedo as it
turned in the sun, as if it might even be bigger than
that. I hung on and then he bored away again, out
of the sun into the gloom above the lily-roots, and
then I brought him back and he bored away again
and I held him and once more brought him back.

Like that, steadily, fairly quickly, keeping him
away from the lily roots, I got him in. The excitement
of landing a fish has sometimes a sort of mesmeric
effect and you forget where you are. I think some-
thing of that sort had happened to me because
suddenly I seemed to wake up and in a moment of
horrible clarity I remembered the gaff.

I had left it fifty yards away, by the other rod.
I went through five or ten seconds of the most dismal
sweat. The pike, thrashing and whipping as I brought
him in, was only two or three yards from the reeds.
In my anxiety to get as near to the water as possible
I slipped flat on my back down the bank. I got up
and reeled him tautly in and stood firm. As he came
into shallow water he had the fantastic enormity of
something between ten and forty feet long.

And then everything happened. The trace broke.
I slipped with both feet into the lake. The pike gave
a strenuous curl of escape, half dazed, half out of the
water. And I, in a moment of incredible presence of
mind, gaffed him with my fingers.

He could not possibly have been more surprised,
more terrified or more exhausted than I was. I bore
him home through an astounded village on an alder
pole. He was criticised, appraised, photographed;
weighed against the Legend. Small boys came from
far off to look at him. They measured themselves
against him.

Does it matter that he failed against the record,
the Legend, by about twenty ounces? Not a scrap.
To my dying day I shall staunchly maintain that the
scales that weighed him were wrong by as many
pounds.

For me he will always remain, quite properly, the
biggest pike in the world.



