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Peter Standing grew up in rural Gloucestershire and enjoyed what he often 
referred to as his “feral childhood”. He first ventured underground in the 
Box Stone Mines at the age of 13 and joined the Gloucester Speleological 
Society in the early 1960s. By 1963 he had become their Librarian and he 
was already an experienced caver when he came to consider his university 
options. Peter graded the various medical schools on the basis of their 
related caving opportunities, and he chose Bristol on the strength of its 
caving society – the University of Bristol Spelaeological Society (UBSS).

Peter trained as a cave diver in 1967 so that he could continue the 
exploration of Little Neath River Cave, in South Wales. In fact, his most 
visible and significant contribution to British caving was probably being 
responsible for the Little Neath River Cave survey. As well as taking part 
in the vast majority of the surveying trips he was also responsible for 
drawing the completed survey. What’s more, his original data were re-used 
when the survey was computerized a few years ago.

In 1966 Peter made his first visit to Co Clare in western Ireland, where 
he participated in the prevailing UBSS sport of squeezing through tight, 
wet passages, often with little tangible result. His passion for speleology, 
both sport caving and science, meant that he was as happy with a minor 
gain of 200 metres as he was with finding ten times that length. In a 
recent oral history project for the UBSS, he fondly recalled his interest in 
“chemical persuasion” and the “bangers’ headaches” that were a common 
result. First as a medical student and later as a General Practitioner (GP), 
Peter combined an academic interest in the science of caves with the 
characteristic robustness of a sport caver.

Peter also participated in several foreign expeditions, where caving-
doctors are always particularly welcome. He organized a UBSS expedition 
to Czechoslovakia in 1967, helped by David Judson, who had been on a 
British expedition there a few years earlier. They remained friends, despite 
maintaining a routine caving rivalry, and this led to other expeditions to 
what was then known as Persian Kurdistan, and the discoveries in Ghar 
Parau in Iran. An accident on one of the cave’s deep pitches led to it being 
named Standing’s Horror. During the 1972 expedition Peter was one of 
the three explorers – along with Glyn Edwards and Mike Jenkins – who 
used every available scrap of kit to get to the head of what was to be the 
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At a ceremony on November 17 2015, Chas was awarded the first 
and only “Lifetime Achievement Award” of the Alberta Speleological 
Society. Kathleen (Katie) Graham, the Society President, said:

“... We wanted to recognize Chas not only for his discoveries, 
but for his contributions as a mentor, entrepreneur, scientist, 
advocate, liaison, and role model ...”

Katie went on to mention just some of Chas’s achievements:
“As an explorer, his caving exploits have taken him to many of 
the karst areas on Earth; to name a few places – Cuba, Barbados, 
Belize, Mexico, United States, Norway, Indonesia, Australia, 
China, Vietnam, Bhutan, England, Wales, Ireland, France, Spain, 
Turkey, Papua New Guinea and Canada ... There are almost 
too many expeditions and trips to quantify, all of which ... have 
amazing stories and backgrounds.”

When closing her address Katie added:
“... Chas inspires a new generation of cavers to challenge 
themselves, and strive for more than instant gratification, but 
rather to seek to understand the unknown. He is a mentor to small 
business owners, outdoor pursuit students, students of geology 
and speleology. He is an advocate of science among cavers, and 
advocate of cavers among scientists.
To your commitment and passion to speleology past, present, and 
future: Thank you Chas!”

In hindsight maybe Chas did miss one golden opportunity, and that 
might have been to produce a memoir of his remarkable life – to cover 
its battles as well as adventures. But, with so much going on, and despite 
always being so generous with his time, the time simply ran out ...

David Lowe [many thanks to Katie Graham for sharing her words.]


Chas Yonge and I first met at the International Speleological Congress 
in Sheffield in 1977, where he was one of the leading organizers. He 
already had a reputation as a strong caver and held an MPhil degree in 
physics, so it was a pleasure to invite him to join our cave and speleothem 
science group at McMaster University in Ontario for PhD studies. His 
thesis (1982) was the first experimental and field study of the 1H/2H and 
16O/18O isotope ratios in the fluid inclusions (tiny quantities of formative 
water) that become trapped in most growing stalagmites, etc., and thus 
can tell us much about the sources and temperatures of rains and snows 
from long ago. His was a careful, thorough, pioneer undertaking that is 
still much cited. More importantly, Chas met Pam, a McMaster maths 
student, who joined him for a long and successful marriage.

After McMaster the couple settled down in Calgary for a number of years, 
where Chas broadened his experience of environmental isotope studies as 
a post-doc and lab chief at the University of Calgary, working on many 
different western Canadian waters, such as sulphate-rich springs and oilfield 
brines. He was within sight of the Rocky Mountain Front Ranges, which 
have abundant limestone for caves, and great rock and ice climbing potential. 

He and Pam enjoyed them to the full, including Rat’s Nest Cave, a fine, 
sporting challenge readily accessible from Canmore, the Olympic ski 
resort just inside the mountains and on the busy Trans-Canada Highway. 
They left Calgary and seized an opportunity here, opening the cave as 
“Canmore Caverns”, a guided real-caving adventure for tourists, providing 
all the gear, helmets, lamps, rappelling kit, etc. It proved a big success, and 
demanding in business sense and time. Nevertheless, Chas continued his 


