An overview of the archaeology of Mendip caves and
karst. Compiled and edited by Vince Simmonds.

Looking out to Blackdown, the highest point on Mendip, from Burrington Ham
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AThe Mendip Hills are an important archaeological landscape, with an interrupted sequence
of human activity stretching back 500 000 yeéditsewis, 2011).

Introduction

The Mendip Hills are a dominant topographic feature comprising a high-sitep plateau

that stretches from norihvest to soutkeast diagonally across much of the northern region of
Somerset Greenand Weth, 1965). The nam&lendip is probably derived from the Celtic
Omynydd6é meaning mount dhemilsare formeddredomipatetywfi e s o n ,
limestone andbcatedwithin this landscape amumerous caes andtherkarstic features

Caves arancient features that appear in many shapes andgfand a number of them have
been used asatural sheltex for humans throughout timeanging from the Palaeolithic
through to the modern erdihey haveprovided an opportunity for a diverse range ofeoth
functions, be it domestic, economic, or ritual and funerisny of the caves are mulki
period sites being used for different purposes at different timesheaariety of usehas
resulted in some caves becoming filledh sediments over time. Theaterials brought in by
human occupantsaveformeda stratified deposit that miginiclude lithics, bones, pottery,
evidence of metalworking, charcoal from hearths and food refirsbaeology is the study
of peoples, past and present, through their material remains aMetitp cavesrepresent
important archaeological resources given the often abundant and varied materials that have
been deposited in them, in particular by preirist pegples. Some of thecavebased
resouces within the Mendip Hillsarenot onlyof nationa) but of wider Europeamportance
and have a major role in the storytbe human occupation of Britain and the subsequent
settlement of the landhelping us tdetter understand how people in the past lived

This overview puts forwards some suggested reasons why caves might have besh utilis
what occurred during this usafgg a range of activitieand a description of the evidence that
has been found to support this is givérdraws on data from a number of sources including
written works, online databases and other electronic media to build a timeline of the human
use of Mendip caveshe information is presented in text and tables

A brief introduction to some of the notabdavers and cave archaeologists involved in the
excavation and exploration of Mendip caves is inclydiémse providea continuity of
archaeological fieldwork from the TSenturythroughto the 2% century Ther are many
more fieldworkers and authorthat hae made important contributions, esflected in the
archaeological raard that is currently availahle

Using a variety obourcesa more detailed descriptiarf individual Mendip caves and other
karst siteshas been compiled. This focuses the archaeologal interest that caves and
karstic featuresnight contain andvherethere is archaeological potential ftmose sites not

yet investigatedthe listing is notexhaustive and it is intended that tii@tabe updated as

necessaryasand whemmore sites and information cosw® light.



In the bibliographyas well as the usual listings of publications ushdre are a number of
links to a range of available infortian sources, there may well be others not accessed for
the purposes of this overview.
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Chart 1. The record for human use of caves in the Mendip Hills

The data frmm 93 caves has been analysed and used in the compilation of this overview. The
records for the liman use of these caves are presented in the chag.dbshould be noted

that while manycaves may have a single record, thereatiner cavs that have a record of
multi-phased activities within thenalthough this usage is not necdly continuouslt is
unfortunate thatfor one reason or anothenuch of theearly artefactual evidenchas been

lost and, thereforis no longer availabléor any furtherinterpretation

The earliest recordsncompassintghe Lower, Middle and UppePalaeolithic are noted at 17
sites,there is some question as to the record for the Lower Palaeolithic evilencé¢he

lithic assemblage recoveredom Westbury Quarryalthough therecentrecognition of
butchery marks on a deer bone might indicate hamaativity within the areaaround the
cave(Macphail and Goldberg, 1999Jhere then appears a drop in usage in the Mesolithic
with just 6 recorded sites. This is followed by a steady rise with 15 records for the Neolithic,
18 during the Bronze Age and @gently peaking in the lron Age with 23 records. The
record for the Roman (14) and Roma®atish (9) may well be blurredvith some potential
misinterpretation of evidence. There is a reduction of use during the Medieval period with
just 2 recorded sitewith a slight rise in the Poshedieval to 4 records and ending with
another smaltise in the Modern period withr@&cords.



The geological landscape.

The Mendip Hills reacla maximum elevationf 325 metrest Beacon Batclon Blackdown

andas a wholeise up todominate the surrounding flat landscape (Schulting, 2005). With the
exception of a small area of Silurian volcanic rocks, the Mendip Hills are made up of
sedimentary rocks ranging in age from Late Devonian (approximatel\8385million years

old) to Mid Jurassic (about 161 million years ago), anglpredominately of Carboniferous

Li mestone. The Mendip | andscape iIis dominate
the action of water on lirastone. The rainwater acés a weak acidsometimestermed

0 c ar b o n that dissolvesithe Jimestone, creating a landscape in which much of the
drainage is underground. Landforthst aretypical of karst includelry valleys and gorges

closed depressions known dglines or sinkholessinking streamsgavesand large springs

(BGS, 2014).The tehml 68 i ahkhc o mpfasraated pracesseathagresult in
ground collapse. Geologically, the term refers to a natural surface depression caused by the
dissolution of soluble rocks at depth. Other more local names are often usadyrfgole the
terms6shakehol ed or ¢ s wranorthermEnglamd) Whde inathe soutbweshmo n
of Englandt he ter ms more commonly used are O6swal
2014).The carbonate rich water resurges at numerous springs aroupaisthef he Mendip

upland; a numbeof these springs are tufacepaeme of thesdeposits from the Mendip area

have been radiocarbon dated to the Late Mesolghir@dor earlier (SWARF, 2008, p 68).

In recognition of thespecial qualitiesand featureghe Mendip Hills havebeen designated as

an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBIthough this designation iscurrently
restricted to the western part of the hills.

Cavesare a significant feature of the Mendip landscape, they are ancient landforms and
appea in many forms and spas, for the purposes of this oview they are defined as
naturally created subterranean voids; they can be horizontal, vertical or a combination of
both, and have been used or adapted by humans, or they could be natural prmes that

might contain eidence for human activity. The cavewmy be empty, or partially or wholly

infilled with sediment, rock debris and/or water. Vertical fissures are usually related to cave
systems where thegan provide an accessroute to horizontd passages and/or chambers;
fissures can also occur separately as unrelated features. In addition to the caves and fissures
in the gorges, combes and exposed cliff faces of Mendip, rockshaiggrsalsobe found. A
rockshelter can be definegan area beneath a natural overhang or-fack that might have

been used by humans, often they are more open to the elements and daylight than caves, and
the distinction between an open air locale and a rockshelter can often be blurred. An
overhang ca provide some of the properties of caves as well as those of an operakr loc

( MI e R013).,Platforms outside caves and rockshelters, as well as the areas of talus or
scree and tipped material from previous excavations, can all contain archaeoglogicall
significant material (Andrews, 201&hd therefore, might warrant some furtherrattan.


http://www.bgs.ac.uk/mendips/caveskarst/karst_2.htm
http://www.bgs.ac.uk/mendips/caveskarst/karst_3.htm
http://www.bgs.ac.uk/mendips/caveskarst/caves_1.htm

An active swallet (sinkhole) ilongwood valley in the Mendip Hills.

The cave environment.

Caves are dynamic environments;tabitats thepave certain environmental properties that
distinguish them from the surrounding landscape, they are cooler in summer and warmer in
winter; the ambient temperature and humidity levels within British caves are reasonably
constant with temperatures generdiletween 1% and 13c throughout the yea(Bryant,

2011) In deepr caves, thdimited penetration of daylight create®nes oftwilight and
darkness where shadows abouraljes carbe perceived as unusual, liminal places in many
societies and are often used for buaat ritual(Schulting, 2005). Caves, in particular those

into which water entered, might have been regarded as gateways to the underworld or places
that link to ancesirs, perhaps seen dke beginning of a journey for the deceas@d the

other hand, those caves and springs from which water emerges might have been thought of as
a new beginning, aew life emergingbeginning its lifgjourney.Lewis (2000) suggests that
number of swallets were used for rituals involving the deposition of human remains during
the Late Neothic/Early Bronze Age on Mendip and, lagrggestshat there might be a link
between swallets with artificial pits amgdonumentlsewhere in the fascapeboth in terms

of the material that is placed within them and of their spatial relatiomsthp the landscape
(Lewis, 2005) For example, lhe Priddy Circlesare situated in an area where there are
numerous natural sinkholes described by Stanton (19&6dfollowing an archaeological
excavationcarried outin 2013 (as yet unpublished) would appear that some of #e



sinkholes have been incorporated into the ditch construof the monumenand t is
suggested that thenkholes formed an integral part of the ditch.
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A sinkholepartially exposed in the ditch of Priddy Circle No. 1 during an archaeological
excavation carried out in October 2013

Water is of fundamental practical and ideological significance. It stestain life, it has
reflective qualities acting as a mirror of life and, ultimately it can take life away (Pryor, 2003,
p1l82) Rivers were being used for navigation; for the transportation of goods, both
downstream and upstream; settlements initially wohétbe been placed within close
proximity of the river access, rive might have marked boundaries. People maturally
curiousand it seems likely that rivers would have been followed upstream tcsthetes, at
springs or atesurgences. Mobile groums hunting and gatherindprays to the uplands
following the animal herdthe water might have beaseen to enter the ground and disappear.
Rivers are frequently found near prehistoric religious or ceremonial sites (Pryor, 2003). They
are significant, symdic features in the landscape, continually flowing in the same direction,
permanent in living memory and in folklore. Could it be that caves,@ermanent features
within the landscapand, perhaps associated with riveshere water enters the underigor

and then, at some other place the water resurges, ardedgaith the same significande
being thought thawhatever enters will eventually returmefreshed, new.

Experienceswithin the cave environment

The thoughts below are dravitom my ownexperienceasa modern western human who
has been exploring caves for several decades using light sources designed for underground
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exploration and wearing clothgrfit for purposelt is difficult, if not impossible to imagine

what people from the pagtlt as thewenturedinto the subterranean world o&ves; were

they, at times jusascurious, feeling an urge to explotetpassages and chambers ahead and
pushing ever deeper into the darkné&®re they intrigued by the shadows dancing in the
flickering light of their tallow lamps? Anyone who has spent time looking at the art they
created in some caves cannot help but be amazed at the animation and incredible movement
captured in the figures that they creatBdl the way that the experiences peoplé fehile

being in caves influence the way they created their@atly such dramatic cave art is not to

be found in the caves of Mendip although a few examples of portable art have been recovered
and a few scratch markksave beendentifiedi n A v éHble that¢ dight baelated to the
Mesolithicby associatiorfMullan and Wilson, 2004).

Inside Bracelet Cave sunlight enters from an upper entrance illuminating the rocks below.

Entry into the cave environment creates a range of differing experiences, both physical and
psychological. In some caves there may be an eerie silence broken occasionally by the drip of
water into a dark pool, a mist may be seen rising from an entranoe, caves have air
movement within them and this might have its own sound and feel, whispering, fleeting; in
other caves there might be a staleness of the air within, clammy, a sense of age. From
experience, being alone in a cave highlights sounds anahdsglyou can hear your own
heartbeat, pounding, certainly after exertion and your imagination becomes heightened. In an



active cave with a stream flowing there is a gurgling, babbling sound, a movement of cool air
drawn along by the water, where you stimpagining that you have heard voices behind you

or in the distance; then you come to realise, it is only the stream talking, whispering in the
shadows. There is an echo of footsteps as pebbles and cobbles move under your feet;
grinding, clanking, almost ntallic. The effort of movement is enhanced as you progress;
stretching, stooping, climbing, stumbling, faltering, at times you wonder if you will find the
way; you get hot, sweaty, there is apprehension as you squeeze through the narrow passages,
the rockis hard, cold, abrasive, unmoving and yet, it can be comforting and, at times, present
itself as a canvas to be adorned. Then there are the natural formations, crystal white,
reflecting and refracting light, glistening drips of water, there are shadoweslaad figures

hidden in the recesses of your lights range. In the total darkness of the cave around you are
confined within the bubble of your light source, those you might be with are seen to be
restricted in their own bubbles of light. At the end oliygourney through the cave you
emerge into wide open space, there is the sky, whether sunshine or stars, it is endless. There
is often a dramatic change in temperature, the air that you breathe is different; there is relief,
a feeling of satisfaction, feslom.

The use of caves.

It might well be that we in our western*2tentury mindsattach too much romanticism or
mysticism to the way we believe ancient peoples regarded caves; they may well have been far
more pragmatic than we give them credit for. That aditere may be many reasons why
people entered cavéslit, their use as a sare of shelter is perhaps obvious, and the artefacts
and human remains that have been recovered from numerous cavensitésndip and
elsewherehave been interpreted as indicators for a range of functions that were practised
within and arounadavesand kastc features

During the Quaternary cavesre known to have served as residencies for a variety of
creatures including hyenas, bearen$, smaller mammals, and bird$eyalsoprovided an
opportunity for humans, not only for shelter but a diverse rafdenctions, be it domestic,
economic, o ritual and funeraryCaves represernimportant archaeological resources given

the often abundant and varied materidiat havebeendeposited in them, in particular by
prehistoric peples (Manem2012). As cavedecane filled with sediments over time then

any materials brought in by human occupants will become part of the stratified deposit and
might include lithics, bones, pottery, charcoal from Hesaend food refuseThe excavation

of these deposits can raleinformation regarding any past human occupancy and the
environmental conditions at that particular time. Human populations might be thought to
have a 6écatchmentd anal ogous to river or |
found within the ca® deposits are seen to be representative oivitter area that has been
exploited by the human occupants, such as the hunting and gathering territory that surrounds
the site. The nature of the territory around an archaeological site can provide imgatéant

that aids an interpretation of the record of economic activities presenseéds and bones
(Roberts, 19891998). Early prehistoric settlements asstedavith hunteigatherer groups in
general appear to kemporary although a particular site ntig have been revisited on a
regular, seasonal basend frequently made use tife natural rock shelters and cavdse
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excavation of cave sediments most usually focuseshe identification ofthese activity
areas, and ssbut to establishvhether occpation was regulaintermittentor evena oneoff
occurrence (Greene 2011). For example, the animal assemblagecovered from
Charterhouse Warren Farm Swallet, althouighad possibly beenplaced in a ritualistic
context, might be seen to indicate Late Neolithic setiment site nearby anihe wider
contactsof groupsare indicated by the finds recoverefiflint, beach shell and amber, the
latter originating from the east coast, the flioimingfrom the Wessex area and shells from
distant fossil beaches (Ellis, 1992)Table 1 below presents more details of caves where
human remains have been recovered.

Site Name Burials (minimum 14C date (uncalibrated)
number of individuals) | and/or inferred date

Avel ineds |21+ (16 adults, 49114 BP (BM471); 9100 BP (OxA
juveniles 800); 8860 BP (OxA01); 8740 BF
(OxA-1070) on human bone 9090 E
(Q-1458) on mixed bone sample; 81
BP (GrN-5393) on stalagmite insid
human skull; 9210 BP to 8890 BP (]
samples) (GrA22421GrA22605) on
human bone

BadgerHole 3 (1 adult, 2 children) Early Mesolithic and Medieval; 906
BP (OxA-679); 9360 BP (OxAL459)
on human bone; 1380 BP (Ox@80) on

human bone
Beaker Shelter 4+ Neolithic or Early Bronze Age
Bleadon Cavern 1+ Not dated
Bone Hole 18 (13 adult, 3uvenile) | Not dated
Bracelet Cave 9+ Bronze Age or RomanBritish
Bridged Pot Shelter ?1+ Neolithic or Early Bronze Age
Brimble Pit Swallet ? Neolithic
Browneds H|1+ Not dated
Charterhouse  Warre 30+ Early Bronze Age and Iron Age; 37¢
Farm Swallet BP (OxA-1559), 3760 BP (OxAL560),

2145 BP (SRR3450) on human bon
3870 BP (OxA1561), 3245 BP (BM
731), 4340 BP (SRR452), 4130 BF




(SRR3449), 3615 BP (SRRA451),
3605 BP (OxA9862) on animal bone

Chel mods 5 (3adults 2 children) | Neolithic; 4680 BP (BM2974) on hum

Sheler Fan bone; 10,190 BP (Bi2318);
10,220 BP (BM2431); 10,140 tg
10,910 BP (OxAL781 to 1785) or
animal bone from layers belo
Holocene deposits

Cockl ebs W

Upper Cave 2 Neolithic

Lower Cave 2+ (aduls) Neolithic or Bronze Age

Cooper 6s Hj|1+ Not dated

Dinder Wood Shelter | 1 (juvenile) Not dated

FIlint Jack|4 4430 BP (BM2839) on human bone

Goughos Ca|5+(4adults, 1 child) Late  Upper Palaeolithic, Earl

Mesolithic and LateBronze Age or
Early Iron Age; 12,570 BP (OxR414),
11,480 (OxA2234), 11,820 (OxA
2795), 11,990 (OxA235), 11,70C
(OxA-2236), 12,300 (OxAR237),
12,380 (OxA2796), 9100 BP (OxA
814), 9080 BP (BMb25), 2850 BF
(OxA-1202) on human bone

Hansdown Swallet 1 Not dated

Hay Wood Rock 10+ Neolithic; 4674 to 5052 BP (OxA844,
Shelter 19768, 19906.9917) on human bones
Hope Wood Hole ? 9 (7adults2 juvenile) | Bronze Age

(Cookbs Hi

Ki dés Hol e]|1(uvenile) Not dated

Little Cave 1 Not dated

Long Hole(The Slitter) | 1 Not dated

Outlook Cave 1+ Neolithic?
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Pickenbs H|1 Neolithic: 4800 BP (OxAb865) on
human tooth

Reados C a v| 4+ (3 adults, 1 child) Iron Age

Cavern)

Rowberrow Cavern 1+ Not dated

St. Cuthbe|l Late Iron Age 2023BP (SUERG
50796)

Savorybs H|1+ Not dated

Stoke Lane Slocker |2 Not dated

Sun Hole (Sheep Hole| 4+ (2 adults, 2 juveniles) Palaeolithic and Neolithic or Earl
Bronze Age; 10,110 BP (Birf819),
10,280 BP (Birm820), 10,470 (Birm
821) on animal bonel2,210 BP (OxA
535) on human bone; 12,378 BP (Bl
524) on Ursus bone from underlyir

levels
Tom Ti veyo0]|1(adult) Neolithic or Bronze Age
Totty Pot 1+ Early Mesolithic and Neolithic, 818

BP (BM-2973), 8245 BP (OxAL6457)
on human bone; 4008 BP to G BP
(OxA-16,458 to 16,462) on human bo|

Tyningbds G|3 Iron Age; 2254 BP (OxAL5350) on
human bone

Ubley Hill Pot 4+ Not dated

Uphill Quarry Caves | 7+ Middle Palaeolithic and Roman

British; 28080 (OxA8408) on bone
point from Uphill 8; 1710BP (OxA-
4022) on human bone from Uphill 2

White CIiff Cave 1+ Not dated

Data source: Chamberlain, A.T., 2014 accessgultp://caveburial.ubss.org.uk

'+' sign indicates that the estimate is a minimoomber, normally calculated from the most
frequently represented skeletal element

Table 1 Mendip cave sites where human remains have been fodritese remains might
be seenas evidence fothe occupation, funerary or ritualistic use of cave sites by hunsan
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It is likely that someof the recovered material thdtasnot beensecurelyradiocarbondated
might be subject ta re-interpretation of the estimated datesparticularly those dated by
associationwith other finds, i.e. pottery.

Herbert Ernest Balch (18691929) founded the [nowMWells and Mendip Museum

in 1894 (imagefrom www.wellsmuseum.org.uk/thgociety
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Some notable Mendipcavers andcavearchaeologists

Marny cavers an@rchaeologists have expressedinterest and affection fdine archaeology

of Mendip caves and karst, both in the past and at present, and hopefully the list will continue
to grow into the future. Those named below are chosen because they represdantiatimont

of exploration,excavation and studgf Mendip cavesitesfrom the 19' centuryto the 2%
century and much of their published works [together with other contributors] form the
background for further researbbth now and in the future.

Professor Sir Wiliam Boyd Dawkins (1837 1929) was a Britishgeologist and
archaeologistHe was a member dhe Geological Survey of Great BritgirtCurator of the
Manchester Museurand Professor of Geology @wens CollegeManchesterHe is noted

for his researt onfossilsand theantiquity of man In 1859 he moved t8omerseto study
classics with the vicar alVookey On hearing of the discovery of bones by local workmen he
led excavations in the area of the HyenanDatWookey Hole CavesHe also excavated
Aveline's Hole expanding its entrance and naming it after hisntor William Talbot
Aveline. His work led to the discovery of the first evidence for use by Palaeolithic man in the
Caves of the Mendip HillsAmong a number of other publications covering a range of
subjects, including Pleistocene mammals and discoveries at Creswedl i@rBgrbyshire,

his wellknown bookCave Huntingvas published in 1874.

Herbert Ernest Balch (1869 1958) was an English archaeologist, naturalistyer and
geologistwho explored théMendip Hills underground labyrinths and pioneered many of the
techniques used by modern cavers. Due to his suatésel life there is now a street, Balch
Road, named after him within the city @fells. Balch was born inWells, Somersen 4
November 1869, and gained a scholarshiphe Blue Schol in Wells. He left school at 14
and became messenger boy at Wells post office and then woikimga up to postmaster.

In 1894 Balchestablished th&Vells Museum, which is now known as t&lls and Mendip
Museum Balch's fine collection of local artefacts and memorabilia still form the core of the
museum's displays, which retains the best qualities of a private Victorian collection. He rose
to become pmdent of the Wells Natural History and Archaeological Society. Balch
conducted excavations in conjunction with ®@merset Archaeological and Natural History
Societysuc h as Ch el modGhed@ap GuogeTheOaost Bamaussite that Balch
excavated wag/ookey Hole Cavesvhere he led excavations of the entrance passagei (1904
15), Witch's Kitchen and Hell's Ladder (192827) and the Badger Hole (193854). Balch

was a meber of caving clubs such as éessex Cave ClulHe was a seriouspeleologist

and often made tenour trips wearing cloth cap, old suit and tie. His publications inClime
Netherworld of Mendip: Explorations in the Great Caverns of Somerset, Yorkshire,
Derbyshire and Elsewherd907; Wooke Hole; Its Caves and Cave Dwellers914; The
Caves of Mendipl1926 Mendipthe Great Cave of Wookey HplE929 MendipCheddar, its
Gorge and Caved 935andMendip: its swallets, caves and rock shelierd937

Ernest Kingsley Tratman (18991978) wasa caver and archaeologist and a hinge
member of the University of Bristol Spelaeological Society. Not only was he involved in the
exploration of a number of cave sites, e.g.
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open air sites such as Gordégbury and Priddy Circles. He published his fieldwork articles

and reports extensively in tiroceedings of the University of Bristol Spelaeological Society
between 1922 and 1973. Tratman was involved in the archaeological excavation and
interpretatiorof a number of sites ranging from the Palaeolithic to the Roman period. He was
by profession a dentist and as such he took a particular interest in the identification and
examination of teeth found during excavations. bibliography of EK. Tr at mané s
considerable list of publications was compiled by R.J.G. Savage (288Q)ublishedn the

UBSS Proceedingsnd is available on the UBS®Dbsite atvwww.ubss.org.uk
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Professor Tratman excavating at Wookey Hole i878.
(Image bycourtesy ofthe CJ Hawkes collection)
Christopher John Hawkes (19302013) was an active member of the Wessex Cave Club,

University of Bristol Spelaeological Society and Wells Natural History and Archaeological
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Society. He was Curator of théBSS Museum from 1982 to 2008 and was also Honorary
Curator of Collections at the Wells and Mendip Museum where, at both sites, he was adept at
putting researchers and collections in contact. He was involved in a number of important
archaeologial excavabns at Hyena DenRhinoceros Holeand the fourth chamber of
Wookey Hole where he dug with E.K. Tratman and others, and Totty Pot in Cheddar; he also
coll ected specimens from Westbury Quarry.
excavations at Charterbse Warren Farm Swalldiinfortunately,he did not put pen to paper

often and his publication record reflects this, although he dautioor a number of pertsin

the Proceedings of the University of Bristol Spelaeological Soanetyding: Hawkes C.J,
Powers,R., and TratmanE.K., 1970.Decorated piece of rib bone from thialaeolithic

levels at Gough's Cave, Cheddar, Somerndatvkes C.J, RogersJ.M., and Tratmarg.K.,

1979. RomaneBritish cemeteryin the fourth chambeof Wookey Hole CaveSomerset;
Collcutt, S.N., CurrantA.P., andHawkes C.J, 1981.A further report on the>eavations at

Sun Hole, CheddarAudsley, A., Hawkes,C.J., Levitan,B.M., Moody, A.A.D., Moody,

P.D., SmartP.L., and Thomasl.S., 1988Charterhouse Warren Farmwiallet: Exploration,
geomorphology, taphonomy and archaeotodyawkes, C.J., and JacobiR.M., 1993.
Archaeological NotesWork at the Hyaena Den, Wookey Hd®llcutt, S.N., CurrantA.P.,
Hawkes,C.J., ProctorC.J., and RoeD.A., 1996.A report onthe excavations at Rhinoceros
Hole, Wookey Gardiner, P.J., Hawkes C.J, Murray, E., and SchultingR., 2010.The
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Chris Hawkes in Wookey Hole

(image by courtesy of the CJ Hawkes collection)
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A chronological framework.

Below is achronological framework for British archaeologgused by theéBritish and Irish
Archaeological Bibliography a service that is provided by the Counéor British
Archaeology (CBA)The periods for Ireland and Highland Scotland during the time of the
Roman occupation of lowland Britain have been omitted as they are not relevant to a Mendip
chronology http://www.biab.ac.uk/pagedironology.

PERIOD ABBREV. SPAN

Palaeolithic Pal 500 000Y10 000 BC

Lower Palaeolithic LP 500 000Y70 000 BC

Middle Palaeolithic MP 70000Y35 000 BC

Upper Palaeolithic UP 35 000Y10 000 BC
Early Upper Palaeolithic 35 000Y20 000 B
Last Glacial 23 000Y15 000 B¢
Late Upper Palaeolithic 15 000Y10 000 B«

Mesolithic Meso 10 000Y4000 BC

Early Mesolithic 10 000Y8000 BC

Late Mesolithic 8000Y4000 BC

Neolithic/Beaker Neo 4000Y2300 BC

Early Neolithic 4000Y3400 BC

Middle Neolithic

Late Neolithic 3400Y2300 BC
Bronze Age BA 2300Y700 BC
Early Bronze Age EBA 2300Y1200 BC
Middle Bronze Age MBA

Late Bronze Age LBA 1200Y700 BC
Iron Age (lowland Britain) IA 700 BCYAD 43
Early Iron Age EIA 700Y400 BC
Middle Iron Age MIA 400Y100 BC
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Late IronAge LIA 100 BCYAD 43

Roman period Rom AD 43Y450
RomaneBritish RB AD 43Y450

Migration, Early Medieval, Early MEM AD 450Y1066
Christian

Medieval Med AD 1066Y1547
Postmedieval/Industrial/recent AD 1547Ypresent
Postmedieval postmed AD 1547Ypresent
Industrial Ind AD 1700Ypresent
Modern Mod 1901Ypresent

The South Western Archaeological Research Frame(@MN&ARF,2008) however, refers to
recent discoveries that indicate that the earliest hominin preser®etain dates back to

either ¢.680 000 BP or c.750 000 BP, a date of ¢c.700 000 BP is therefore accepted as the
beginning of the British Lower d&aeolithic. The key periods aefinedin SWARF areas

follows:

Lower Palaeolithic 700 000Y250/200 000 B
Middle Palaeolithic 250/ 200/ 000Y40 000 BP
UpperPalaeolithic 40 000Y10 000 BP

Early Mesolithic 10 000Y8500 BP

Later Mesolithic 8500Y5500 BP

Table 2. A chronological framework for British archaeology as used by the CBA.

A timeline for the archaeology of Merlip caves and karst

The following timeline sets out to briefly review the record of the human use of Mendip
caves and karstic features. The periods covered range from the Palaeolithic through to
Modern cave usage; a more comprehansgescription of indidual caves can be found in

the sectiorheaded®Descriptions of Mendip caves with a focus on archaeological inferest t
the end of this overview.

Palaeolithic:

Evidence for the Lower Palaeolithic nd has not yet been positively identified any
Mendip cave siteThe lithic collection recovered from Westbury cave has been desarbed
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detail by Cook 1999) and he reaches the conclusion that the Westbury finds are probably not
humanly manufactured artefacts, suggesting the material has beenlynahadified. The
recognition of butchery marks on a deer bone from the same site, however might indicate
human intervention and evidence for hominid activity in the area (Macphail and Goldberg,
1999).

The earliest known records of human use of caves on Mi#p are from theMiddle
Palaeolithic periodvhichis represented a number otave sitesfor exampleat Rhinoceros

Hole andHyena Den inWookey Hole where Mousterian artefacts and arfaunal record
wererecoveredin the lower of two caves exposatl Uphill quarry and possiblyatPi c k e n 6 s
Hole located inCompton BishogJacobi, 2000Q)Although the chert used at Uphill originated
from the Cretaceous Lower Greensand there is a remargiatlarity of the artefacts fio

Uphill and Hyena Dermand thismight suggesthe same grouprere activelyusing both sites

wi t h P i c kbeimgOusilisedH ashne internediary site (Jacobi, 2000)The Middle
Palaeolithc artefacts recovered from Hyena Dercluding small bifacesand notched,
denticuated flakes camnidicate the potential activities that were occurring at the dawere

are many sharp uretouched flakesnd intuitively the lithics could be interpreted as well
adapted to butchery and the working and repointhgvooden tools such as spears and
digging sticks.There is also a fragment possibly from a scraper that has been broken into
more than three parts by an early explorer of the caneabundance of bone charcoal might
indicatethe former existencef heartls. Jacobi (2000) suggests thaetMiddle Palaeolithic
usersof the cave were almost certainly Neanderthals.

Some of the stone assemblage recovered from Westbury Quarry Cave.

(Image by courtesy of the CJ Hawkes collection)
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The Upper Palaeolithic archaeology of Britain can be dividet® an Early Upper
Palaeolithic phase prior tthe Last Glacial Maximum at £8,000 BP and a Lat®pper
Palaeolithic phase, characterised byddhand unifacial leaf point©n Mendipa number of

leaf points have beemrecovered frontave sites, such &o | d i e r &bedddrahddrom n
Badger Hole at Wookey Halét is not known whethaheseeaf points were produced by the
last Neanderthals or by the earliest anatomicallydern humansr, possibly by both
(SWARF, 2008, p 386). The appearance of ehAurignacianrepresents a radical departure
from the preceding Mousterian toolmaking technology and the beginning of the time of
anatomeally Modern Humans (Papagiaramd Morse, 2015)A partial lozengeshaped bone

or antler point recovered from UphQuarry represents the only clearly Aurignacian artefact
from the British Isles. It has been dated to 31,730+250 BP {CB®A6) although another
bone or antler point from Hyena Den has beendlate31,550+340 BP (OxA3803). Pollen
analyss of the Upper Raeolithic deposits from Sun Hole, Cheddar and from Wookey Hole
haveindicated a cold environment, the Sun Hole deposits are thought to extend into Early
Postglacial levels (SWARF, 2008, p 28\rchaeological gcavationscarried outat Badger

Hole haveuncovered Early Upper Palaeolithic finttsat includeleaf points andther lithic

tools, including scrapers, awls and sathere arealso Palaedthic animal remains including
mammoth, woolly rhinoceros and hyena.

One of the key features of Palaeolithichaeology is the presence of a significant dzas&ed
resource within the Mendip Hills that is of national importance (SWARF, 2008, p 23). In

BurringtonCombe Avel inebs Hole was wused by groups
Palaeolithic; and other casiteghat were utilised during thisperiedn c | ude Chel mods
Shel ter, FI int Jackds Cave i n OCOdoedaalsof and S

these sites are presented in Table 3.

Cave Phase Bone Flint /Stone/Other

A

Avel i neds |LateUpperalaeolithici human? and animal
(Creswellian)

Badger Hole Early Upper flint scrapers, awls,
Palaeolithic saws and leaf points

Bracelet Cave Upper Palaeolithic 2no. chert blades

Br owneds H UpperPalaeolithic flint blade and flakes

Chel mds Co| Late Palaeolithic human

Shelter

FI i nt Jac k|Late Palaeolithic human flints (Cheddarian)

Goughos Ca|lLate Upper Palaeolithii human and animal flint tools and
including worked
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ivory and antler worked amber

Hutton Cave [Cavern]| Upper Padeolithic animal flints?
Hyaena Den Late Middle and Early | animalincluding 2no. | flakes, scrapers and
Upper Palaeolithic bone arrowheads, als| axes of flint and cher
fish bones
Pickens Hole Cave | Upper Palaeolithic human [teeth] and flint flakes
animal
Rhinoceos Hole Middle Palaeolithic handaxe and

thinning flakes

Savoryo6s H Late Upper human? and animal
Palaeolithic?

Sol di er 6 s |Late Palaeolithic? animalincluding bone| ProteSolutrean and

implements Cheddarian flints
leaf points

Sun Hole UpperPalaeolithic animal Cheddarian flints

Uphill Quarry Caves | Middle and Upper human? and animal | ProtoSolutrean?
Palaeolithic including bone/antler | flints and other flints
(Aurignacian) point

Westbury Quarry Lower Palaeolithic? | animal(Cromerian) | poor quality stone

Caves implements, 2no.

bifacially worked

? denotes some uncertainty with regard to the record.

Table 3 Mendip caves wherevidence for humarusageduring the Palaeolithic periochas
been found

Britain then appears to have been abandah@thg the Last Glacial Maximum and-re
colonisation after the cold period seems to begin around 13,000 BP. This Late Upper
Palaeolithic phase may have been staggered involving both pioneering and residential stages.
The majority of find spots are identifleby a presence of distinctive, abruptly modified
(backed) lithic tool forms and these changed during the interstadial. In the first half of the
interstadial they take the form of Cheddar Creswellian and shouldered points and they

have been associatedith those of the contemporary continental Magdalenian. This
technology has beerecordedn Mendip cavesa t Goughods Cave, Sol di e
Hole in Cheddar. Theéechnologies in the second half of the interstadial are less easy to
define, but the abpily modified components include curvand straighbacked blades and
points and include Openknife pointso. Lithi
interstadi al have been found at Avelineds
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assemblages fro the cave sites have been analysed and an interpretation of the activities
being performed in the caves can be made.
indicated intense carcass processing and usage during the Creswellian, with cut marks
indicating meat filleting, removal of marrow and soft tissues, skinning and the removal of
hooves and tendons. Tooth eruption data provide evidence of seasonality with the red deer at
Goughodés Cave being killed in wintecupaton ear |\
and use of sites.

Cut marks and breakage of human bones, and their disposal among the remains of other
species interpreted as food debris, suggest a high probability that cannibalism occurred
(SWARF, 2008, p 37). Recent work by Bello et.al. (2015at Goughés Cave r1 e:¢
Palaeolithic ritualistic cannibalism has shown there is considerable evidence for defleshing,
disarticulation, chewing, crushing of spongy bone, and the cracking of bones to extract
marrow. The presence of human tooth nsack many of the postcranial bones examined
provides more evidence for cannibalism taking place within the cave site. A detailed
reanalysis of the cranial remains show that these have been modified to makes&ulhis
practice at Go let Wwithsothe€ Magaelenina sites pnacental and western
Europe perhaps suggesting that cannibalism during the Magdalenian was part of a customary
mortuary practice combining the processing and consumption of human bodies with ritual use
of skull-cups.

amber 1

flint & chert 13

fish bones 1

worked bone, ivory, antler 4

animal remains 10

human remains 7

Chart 2 Artefactual evidence for the human use of cave sites during the Palaeolithic
period from 16 recorded sites.

The artefactual evidence presented above shows that flints and/or chert was recovered at 13
of the 16 recorded sitagpresenting an 81.26 probability of being found in caves utilised
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during this period on Mendjpanimal bone was recorded at 10 sites (62.50%); human
remains at 7 sites (43.75%); worked bone, ivory and/or antler at 4 sites (25%) with fish bones
and worked amber being recovered at 1 site apiece (6.25% each).

There is, at present, little evidence fdpper Palaeolithic art in Britain although evidence in
the Soulh West is keenly being sought. There has been some suggested porté&nledart
where a few gups of incisions, of unknown significance, exist on an awl made from the
tibia of a hare, along ih a length of rib bone and possible fragments of mammoth ivory
found in Goughos Cave.

The Late Glacial archaeological record for Britain was probably interrupted by a short period
of abandonment during the extreme cold of theintger Dryas d.2,8007 11500 BP,with
humansreappearing around 10,200 BP arsdyat a human presence in the South West has
yet to be identified (SWARF, 2008, p-33).

The Palaeolithic and Mesolithic both fall within the Quaternary period; which is further
divided into the Pleisicene and Holocene epochs. The Late Upper Palaeolithic to Early
Mesolithic transition at c. 10 000 BP broadly marks the beginning of the Holocene (SWARF,
2008, p 2324).

Mesolithic:

Typically, the Mesolithic in Britain has been divided into two phases: the Early Mesolithic
c.10, 000 BPY8500 BP and the Late Mesolithic«
suggested that the namiform nature of the Early Mesolithic, in lithic terms, is not
represented by a single, monolithic assemblage type. The Early Mesolithic is characterised by
Abroad bl ade assemblageso featuring obliquel
are succeeded by fdAnarrow bl ad e icralithsosmméuthage s 0
as needle points and scalene triangles of the Late Mesolithic, this new technology might
suggest that different hunting strategies were being adopted. Although microliths dominate

the majority of Late Mesolithic assemblages in the So#st region other tool types were

also significant, including scrapers, burins, awls, and flint axes/adzes and axelfadze re
sharpening flakes.

There is poor preservation of palaeoenvironmental evidence, such as pollen, for Mendip
meaning that it has beenffctult to reconstruct the local environment in the Mesolithic
period, although animal bone that has been recovered from various cave sites can aid
interpretation (Jacobi, 1982) where species type may have a preference for a particular
habitat.

Thecaveist e of Avelineds Hole in Burrington rej
Mesolithic burial sites in Europe (Lewi s, 2
Hole suggest that this was a site with a recognised and specialised function. & thay/the

site was widely known, and was being used by more than one group; possibly it was regarded

as a place of pilgrimage. The evidence sugg
discontinuous human usage, firstly by groups of hunters duringateeUpper Palaeolithic
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and then later as a sepulchral cave in the early part of the Mesolithic. The cave became sealed
sometime during the Mesolithic, although it may have remained open, albeit temporarily,

after the most recent human bones had beensteddqJacobi, 2005). It is worth considering

that during the periods of occupation a str
Hole giving the cave a much different perspective than it has today. A series of scratched
markings have been interpeetas cave art and given that the cave was in regular use at this

time the marks are suggested to be of Mesolithic age by assoc{dtullan and Wilson,

2004).

The entranceto Avélne 6 s Hol e in Burrington Cor

The most complete Mesolithic humank el et on i n Britain iIs the
discovered in 1903 by workmen who were clearing out debris in order to widen the entrance

to Goughoés Cave. The remai ns haw2h) (Btengen dat e
1986) and it has been suggestedh a t the buri al found at Go u
association with those human remains found a

Cave Date Bone Flint/Stone/Other
Avelineds |9114+110BPto human burials and flint assemblage
8860100 BP animalincluding _
barbed harpoon head [a series of scratche(
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