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CLOTHING AND FOOTWEAR 
 

Most caves and mines can be considered to be relatively harsh environments that can pose several major problems 
to visiting groups.  These are: 
 

1. No sunlight beyond the entrance zone 
2. The underground temperature range in the UK is between 5°C - 12°C 
3. There may be standing or flowing cold water, usually between 1°C - 10°C 
4. The rock is hard and abrasive, sometimes with sharp edges 
5. Slippery and uneven surfaces  
6. A variety of techniques may be needed, e.g. crawling, stooping, climbing, walking and wading. 

 
Clothing 
 
Requirements vary according to the type of venue but some are basic, i.e. 
 

 to provide thermal insulation to maintain body heat in a cold and sometimes draughty environment 

 to protect the body from abrasion and damage 

 to be comfortable, especially on long trips, with the ability to ventilate 
 

Consider the following points: 
 

a) Easy, dry trips into mines – Old clothes may be fine for this.  Always try to avoid jeans or heavy cotton 
clothing. A layering system is best. 

b) Moderate or longer easy, dry trips into mines or caves - Fleece clothing or an undersuit with waterproofs or 
an oversuit. 

c) Damp or wet caves and mines – Fleece clothing or undersuit with an oversuit that is tough and water 
resistant. 

d) Trips with a vertical element (waiting inevitable) – same as (b) or (c). 
e) Nature of the walk to and from the venue – Consider the season and whether the trip will be wet or dry.  

Changing into dry kit on exit may be necessary.  In poor weather or winter periods the group may need 
extra, dry clothing for the surface walk. 

  

 Dry Mine 
Damp and 
draughty 

Wading or wet 
crawls 

Very wet system 
Involves 
Swimming 

Old clothes Adequate Not Advised Unsuitable Unsuitable Unsuitable 

Waterproofs over 
insulated clothing 

Adequate Adequate Unsuitable Unsuitable Unsuitable 

Undersuit and 
Oversuit  

Suitable Suitable Suitable 
Not advised for 
frequent wading. 

Not Advised 

Neoprene wetsuit Not advised Not advised Suitable 
Suitable. Possibly 
combined with 
oversuit. 

Suitable when 
other safety 
factors considered 
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Footwear 
 
The considerations for selecting footwear for a trip underground vary according to the type of venue: 
 

 Type of underground terrain? 

 Is the venue wet or dry? 

 Do you walk to and from the site in the same footwear? 

 How abrasive is the venue?  
 
Ideal features for underground footwear: 
 

 Sole of rubber with a deep tread pattern 

 Hard wearing 

 Waterproof  

 Warm 

 Comfortable 
 

 
Show cave or 
mine 

Dry simple mine 
Damp cave or 
mine 

Physical venues 
with crawls etc.. 

Wet systems 

Trainers or shoes Adequate Not Advised Unsuitable Unsuitable Unsuitable 

Walking boots Adequate Adequate Unsuitable Unsuitable Unsuitable 

Wellington Boots  Adequate Suitable Suitable Suitable Suitable 

Canyoning shoes Overkill Not advised Not advised Not advised Suitable 

 
 
Wellington Boots are relatively cheap and are long lasting. 
Trainers and walking boots are more prone to wear and failure underground.  
Trainers deliver no ankle support and leave the wearer more at risk from lower leg injuries. 
Wellingtons can be cold to wear. Combine them with neoprene socks for warm and tough underground footwear. 


