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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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ñThe Mendip Hills are an important archaeological landscape, with an interrupted sequence 

of human activity stretching back 500 000 yearsò (Lewis, 2011). 

Introduction  

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

that stretches from north-west to south-east diagonally across much of the northern region of 

Somerset (Green and Welch, 1965). The name Mendip is probably derived from the Celtic 

ómynyddô meaning mountain or hill (Jamieson, 2015). The hills are formed predominately of 

limestone and located within this landscape are numerous caves and other karstic features. 

Caves are ancient features that appear in many shapes and forms, and a number of them have 

been used as natural shelters for humans throughout time ranging from the Palaeolithic 

through to the modern era. They have provided an opportunity for a diverse range of other 

functions, be it domestic, economic, or ritual and funerary. Many of the caves are multi-

period sites being used for different purposes at different times and this variety of use has 

resulted in some caves becoming filled with sediments over time. The materials brought in by 

human occupants have formed a stratified deposit that might include lithics, bones, pottery, 

evidence of metalworking, charcoal from hearths and food refuse. Archaeology is the study 

of peoples, past and present, through their material remains and the Mendip caves represent 

important archaeological resources given the often abundant and varied materials that have 

been deposited in them, in particular by prehistoric peoples. Some of the cave-based 

resources within the Mendip Hills are not only of national, but of wider European importance 

and have a major role in the story of the human occupation of Britain and the subsequent 

settlement of the land, helping us to better understand how people in the past lived.  

This overview puts forwards some suggested reasons why caves might have been utilised, 

what occurred during this usage for a range of activities and a description of the evidence that 

has been found to support this is given. It draws 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 caves, the information is presented in text and tables.  

A brief introduction to some of the notable cavers and cave archaeologists involved in the 

excavation and exploration of Mendip caves is included; these provide a continuity of 

archaeological fieldwork from the 19th century through to the 21st century.  There are many 

more fieldworkers and authors that have made important contributions, as reflected in the 

archaeological record that is currently available. 

Using a variety of sources, a more detailed description of individual Mendip caves and other 

karst sites has been compiled. This focuses on the archaeological interest that caves and 

karstic features might contain and where there is archaeological potential for those sites not 

yet investigated; the listing is not exhaustive and it is intended that the data be updated as 

necessary, as and when more sites and information comes to light. 
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In the bibliography, as well as the usual listings of publications used, there are a number of 

links to a range of available information sources, there may well be others not accessed for 

the purposes of this overview.       

 

Chart 1. The record for human use of caves in the Mendip Hills. 

The data from 93 caves has been analysed and used in the compilation of this overview. The 

records for the human use of these caves are presented in the chart above. It should be noted 

that while many caves may have a single record, there are other caves that have a record of 

multi-phased activities within them, although this usage is not necessarily continuous. It is 

unfortunate that, for one reason or another, much of the early artefactual evidence has been 

lost and, therefore is no longer available for any further interpretation. 

The earliest records encompassing the Lower, Middle and Upper Palaeolithic are noted at 17 

sites, there is some question as to the record for the Lower Palaeolithic evidence from the 

lithic assemblage recovered from Westbury Quarry although the recent recognition of 

butchery marks on a deer bone might indicate hominid activity within the area around the 

cave (Macphail and Goldberg, 1999). There 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 apparently peaking in the Iron Age with 23 records. The 

record for the Roman (14) and Romano-British (9) may well be blurred with some potential 

misinterpretation of evidence. There is a reduction of use during the Medieval period with 

just 2 recorded sites with a slight rise in the Post-medieval to 4 records and ending with 

another small rise in the Modern period with 8 records. 
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The geological landscape. 

The Mendip Hills reach a maximum elevation of 325 metres at Beacon Batch on Blackdown; 

and as a whole rise up to dominate 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 (approximately 385ï359 million years 

old) to Mid Jurassic (about 161 million years ago), and are predominately of Carboniferous 

Limestone. The Mendip landscape is dominated by ókarstô, a suite of landforms created by 

the action of water on limestone. The rainwater acts as a weak acid (sometimes termed 

ócarbonicô acid) that dissolves the limestone, creating a landscape in which much of the 

drainage is underground. Landforms that are typical of karst include dry valleys and gorges; 

closed depressions known as dolines or sinkholes; sinking streams; caves and large springs 

(BGS, 2014). The term ósinkholeô encompasses a range of unrelated processes that result 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 used; for example, the 

terms óshakeholeô or óswallowô hole are common in northern England, while in the southwest 

of England the terms more commonly used are óswalletô or óslockerô (Farrant and Cooper, 

2014). The carbonate rich water resurges at numerous springs around the base of the Mendip 

upland; a number of these springs are tufaceous, some of these deposits from the Mendip area 

have been radiocarbon dated to the Late Mesolithic period or earlier (SWARF, 2008, p 68). 

In recognition of the special qualities and features, the Mendip Hills have been designated as 

an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) although this designation is currently 

restricted to the western part of the hills. 

Caves are a significant feature of the Mendip landscape, they are ancient landforms and 

appear in many forms and shapes, for the purposes of this overview 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 trapping places that 

might contain evidence for human activity. The caves may be empty, or partially or wholly 

infilled with sediment, rock debris and/or water. Vertical fissures are usually related to cave 

systems where they can provide an access route to horizontal 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, rockshelters might also be found. A 

rockshelter can be defined as an area beneath a natural overhang or rock-face 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 can provide some of the properties of caves as well as those of an open air locale 

(Mlekuģ, 2012). Platforms outside caves and rockshelters, as well as the areas of talus or 

scree and tipped material from previous excavations, can all contain archaeologically 

significant material (Andrews, 2011) and therefore, might warrant some further attention. 

 

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

 

The cave environment. 

Caves are dynamic environments; as habitats they have 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 generally between 10oc and 13oc throughout the year (Bryant, 

2011). In deeper caves, the limited penetration of daylight creates zones of twilight and 

darkness where shadows abound; caves can be perceived as unusual, liminal places in many 

societies and are often used for burial and 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 ancestors, perhaps seen as the beginning of a journey for the deceased. On the 

other hand, those caves and springs from which water emerges might have been thought of as 

a new beginning, a new life emerging beginning its life journey. Lewis (2000) suggests that a 

number of swallets were used for rituals involving the deposition of human remains during 

the Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age on Mendip and, later suggests that there might be a link 

between swallets with artificial pits and monuments elsewhere in the landscape, both in terms 

of the material that is placed within them and of their spatial relationship within the landscape 

(Lewis, 2005). For example, the Priddy Circles are situated in an area where there are 

numerous natural sinkholes as described by Stanton (1986) and following an archaeological 

excavation carried out in 2013 (as yet unpublished) it would appear that some of these 
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sinkholes have been incorporated into the ditch construction of the monument and it is 

suggested that the sinkholes formed an integral part of the ditch. 

 

 

A sinkhole partially 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 can sustain life, it has 

reflective qualities acting as a mirror of life and, ultimately it can take life away (Pryor, 2003, 

p182) Rivers were being used for navigation; for the transportation of goods, both 

downstream and upstream; settlements initially would have been placed within close 

proximity of the river access, rivers might have marked boundaries. People are naturally 

curious and it seems likely that rivers would have been followed upstream to their sources, at 

springs or at resurgences. Mobile groups on hunting and gathering forays to the uplands 

following the animal herds the water might have been seen to enter the ground and disappear. 

Rivers are frequently found near prehistoric religious or ceremonial sites (Pryor, 2003). They 

are significant, symbolic features in the landscape, continually flowing in the same direction, 

permanent in living memory and in folklore. Could it be that caves, also permanent features 

within the landscape and, perhaps associated with rivers, where water enters the underworld 

and then, at some other place the water resurges, are regarded with the same significance it 

being thought that whatever enters will eventually return - refreshed, new. 

Experiences with in the cave environment. 

The thoughts below are drawn from my own experiences as a modern western human who 

has been exploring caves for several decades using light sources designed for underground 



7 
 

exploration and wearing clothing fit for purpose. It is difficult, if not impossible to imagine 

what people from the past felt as they ventured into the subterranean world of caves; were 

they, at times just as curious, feeling an urge to explore the passages and chambers ahead and 

pushing ever deeper into the darkness. Were 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 created. Did the way that the experiences people felt while 

being in caves influence the way they created their art.  Sadly, 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 marks have been identified in Avelineôs Hole that might be dated to the 

Mesolithic by association (Mullan 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 entrance, some 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 and feelings, you can hear your own 

heartbeat, pounding, certainly after exertion and your imagination becomes heightened. In an 
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active cave with a stream flowing there is a gurgling, babbling sound, a movement of cool air 

drawn along by the water, where you stop, imagining 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 metallic. 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 rock is 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 shadowy shapes and 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 of your journey 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, freedom. 

The use of caves. 

It might well be that we in our western 21st century minds attach 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 aside, there may be many reasons why 

people entered caves but, their use as a source of shelter is perhaps obvious, and the artefacts 

and human remains that have been recovered from numerous cave sites on Mendip and 

elsewhere have been interpreted as indicators for a range of functions that were practised 

within and around caves and karstic features. 

During the Quaternary caves are known to have served as residencies for a variety of 

creatures including hyenas, bears, lions, smaller mammals, and birds. They also provided an 

opportunity for humans, not only for shelter but a diverse range of functions, be it domestic, 

economic, or ritual and funerary. Caves represent important archaeological resources given 

the often abundant and varied materials that have been deposited in them, in particular by 

prehistoric peoples (Manem, 2012). As caves become 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 hearths and food refuse.  The excavation 

of these deposits can reveal information regarding any past human occupancy and the 

environmental conditions at that particular time.  Human populations might be thought to 

have a ócatchmentô analogous to river or lake catchments; for example, where the remains 

found within the cave deposits are seen to be representative of the wider 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 important data 

that aids an interpretation of the record of economic activities preserved in seeds and bones 

(Roberts, 1989, 1998). Early prehistoric settlements associated with hunter-gatherer groups in 

general appear to be temporary, although a particular site might have been revisited on a 

regular, seasonal basis, and frequently made use of the natural rock shelters and caves. The 
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excavation of cave sediments most usually focuses on the identification of these activity 

areas, and sets out to establish whether occupation was regular, intermittent or even a one-off 

occurrence (Greene, 2011). For example, the animal assemblage recovered from 

Charterhouse Warren Farm Swallet, although it had possibly been placed in a ritualistic 

context, might be seen to indicate a Late Neolithic settlement site nearby and the wider 

contacts of groups are indicated by the finds recovered of flint, beach shell and amber, the 

latter originating from the east coast, the flint coming from 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 

number of individuals) 

14C date (uncalibrated) 

and/or inferred date 

Avelineôs Hole 21+ (16 adults, 5 

juveniles 

9114 BP (BM-471); 9100 BP (OxA-

800); 8860 BP (OxA-801); 8740 BP 

(OxA-1070) on human bone 9090 BP 

(Q-1458) on mixed bone sample; 8100 

BP (GrN-5393) on stalagmite inside 

human skull; 9210 BP to 8890 BP (18 

samples) (GrA-22421-GrA22605) on 

human bone 

Badger Hole 3 (1 adult, 2 children) Early Mesolithic and Medieval; 9060 

BP (OxA-679); 9360 BP (OxA-1459) 

on human bone; 1380 BP (OxA-680) on 

human bone 

Beaker Shelter 4+ Neolithic or Early Bronze Age 

Bleadon Cavern 1+ Not dated 

Bone Hole 18 (13 adult, 5 juvenile) Not dated 

Bracelet Cave 9+ Bronze Age or Romano-British 

Bridged Pot Shelter ?1+ Neolithic or Early Bronze Age 

Brimble Pit Swallet ? Neolithic 

Browneôs Hole 1+ Not dated 

Charterhouse Warren 

Farm Swallet 

30+ Early Bronze Age and Iron Age; 3790 

BP (OxA-1559), 3760 BP (OxA-1560), 

2145 BP (SRR-3450) on human bone 

3870 BP (OxA-1561), 3245 BP (BM-

731), 4340 BP (SRR-3452), 4130 BP 
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(SRR-3449), 3615 BP (SRR-3451), 

3605 BP (OxA-9862) on animal bone 

Chelmôs Combe 

Shelter 

5 (3 adults, 2 children) Neolithic; 4680 BP (BM-2974) on hum 

Fan bone; 10,190 BP (BM-2318); 

10,220 BP (BM-2431); 10,140 to 

10,910 BP (OxA-1781 to 1785) on 

animal bone from layers below 

Holocene deposits 

Cockleôs Wood: 

Upper Cave 

Lower Cave 

 

2 

2+ (adults) 

 

Neolithic 

Neolithic or Bronze Age 

Cooperôs Hole 1+ Not dated 

Dinder Wood Shelter 1 (juvenile) Not dated 

Flint Jackôs Cave 4 4430 BP (BM-2839) on human bone 

Goughôs Cave 5+ (4 adults, 1 child) Late Upper Palaeolithic, Early 

Mesolithic and Late Bronze Age or 

Early Iron Age; 12,570 BP (OxA-3414), 

11,480 (OxA-2234), 11,820 (OxA-

2795), 11,990 (OxA-2235), 11,700 

(OxA-2236), 12,300 (OxA-2237), 

12,380 (OxA-2796), 9100 BP (OxA-

814), 9080 BP (BM-525), 2850 BP 

(OxA-1202) on human bone 

Hansdown Swallet 1 Not dated 

Hay Wood Rock 

Shelter 

10+ Neolithic; 4674 to 5052 BP (OxA-5844, 

19768, 19906-19917) on human bones 

Hope Wood Hole 

(Cookôs Hill Hole) 

? 9 (7 adults 2 juvenile) Bronze Age 

Kidôs Hole 1 (juvenile) Not dated 

Little Cave 1 Not dated 

Long Hole (The Slitter) 1 Not dated 

Outlook Cave 1+ Neolithic? 
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Pickenôs Hole 1 Neolithic: 4800 BP (OxA-5865) on 

human tooth 

Readôs Cavern (Keltic 

Cavern) 

4+ (3 adults, 1 child) Iron Age 

Rowberrow Cavern 1+ Not dated 

St. Cuthbertôs Swallet 1 Late Iron Age 2023 BP (SUERC-

50796) 

Savoryôs Hole 1+ Not dated 

Stoke Lane Slocker 2 Not dated 

Sun Hole (Sheep Hole) 4+ (2 adults, 2 juveniles) Palaeolithic and Neolithic or Early 

Bronze Age; 10,110 BP (Birm-819), 

10,280 BP (Birm-820), 10,470 (Birm-

821) on animal bone. 12,210 BP (OxA-

535) on human bone; 12,378 BP (BM-

524) on Ursus bone from underlying 

levels 

Tom Tiveyôs Hole 1 (adult) Neolithic or Bronze Age 

Totty Pot 1+ Early Mesolithic and Neolithic; 8180 

BP (BM-2973), 8245 BP (OxA-16457) 

on human bone; 4008 BP to 4706 BP 

(OxA-16,458 to 16,462) on human bone 

Tyningôs Great Swallet 3 Iron Age; 2254 BP (OxA-15350) on 

human bone 

Ubley Hill Pot 4+ Not dated 

Uphill Quarry Caves 7+ Middle Palaeolithic and Romano-

British; 28080 (OxA-8408) on bone 

point from Uphill 8; 1710 BP (OxA-

4022) on human bone from Uphill 2 

White Cliff Cave 1+ Not dated 

Data source: Chamberlain, A.T., 2014 accessed at http://caveburial.ubss.org.uk  

'+' sign indicates that the estimate is a minimum number, normally calculated from the most 

frequently represented skeletal element 

Table 1. Mendip cave sites where human remains have been found. These remains might 

be seen as evidence for the occupation, funerary or ritualistic use of cave sites by humans. 

http://caveburial.ubss.org.uk/
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It is likely that some of the recovered material that has not been securely radiocarbon dated 

might be subject to a re-interpretation of the estimated dates, particularly those dated by 

association with other finds, i.e. pottery. 

 

 

 

Herbert Ernest Balch (1869-1929) founded the [now] Wells and Mendip Museum 

 in 1894. (image from www.wellsmuseum.org.uk/the-society) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.wellsmuseum.org.uk/the-society
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Some notable Mendip cavers and cave archaeologists. 

Many cavers and archaeologists have expressed an interest and affection for the 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 represent a continuation 

of exploration, excavation and study of Mendip cave sites from the 19th century to the 21st 

century and much of their published works [together with other contributors] form the 

background for further research both now and in the future.  

Professor Sir William Boyd Dawkins (1837ï1929) was a British geologist and 

archaeologist. He was a member of the Geological Survey of Great Britain, Curator of the 

Manchester Museum and Professor of Geology at Owens College, Manchester. He is noted 

for his research on fossils and the antiquity of man. In 1859 he moved to Somerset to study 

classics with the vicar of Wookey. On hearing of the discovery of bones by local workmen he 

led excavations in the area of the Hyena Den at Wookey Hole Caves. He also excavated 

Aveline's Hole, expanding its entrance and naming it after his mentor William Talbot 

Aveline. His work led to the discovery of the first evidence for use by Palaeolithic man in the 

Caves of the Mendip Hills. Among a number of other publications covering a range of 

subjects, including Pleistocene mammals and discoveries at Creswell Crags in Derbyshire, 

his well-known book Cave Hunting was published in 1874. 

Herbert Ernest Balch (1869ï1958) was an English archaeologist, naturalist, caver and 

geologist who explored the Mendip Hills' underground labyrinths and pioneered many of the 

techniques used by modern cavers. Due to his success in later life there is now a street, Balch 

Road, named after him within the city of Wells. Balch was born in Wells, Somerset on 4 

November 1869, and gained a scholarship to The Blue School in Wells. He left school at 14 

and became messenger boy at Wells post office and then working his way up to postmaster. 

In 1894, Balch established the Wells Museum, which is now known as the Wells 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 president of the Wells Natural History and Archaeological Society. Balch 

conducted excavations in conjunction with the Somerset Archaeological and Natural History 

Society such as Chelmôs Combe Cave in Cheddar Gorge. The most famous site that Balch 

excavated was Wookey Hole Caves, where he led excavations of the entrance passage (1904ï

15), Witch's Kitchen and Hell's Ladder (1926-1927) and the Badger Hole (1938-1954). Balch 

was a member of caving clubs such as the Wessex Cave Club. He was a serious speleologist 

and often made ten-hour trips wearing cloth cap, old suit and tie. His publications include The 

Netherworld of Mendip: Explorations in the Great Caverns of Somerset, Yorkshire, 

Derbyshire and Elsewhere, 1907; Wookey Hole; Its Caves and Cave Dwellers, 1914; The 

Caves of Mendip, 1926; Mendip-the Great Cave of Wookey Hole, 1929; Mendip-Cheddar, its 

Gorge and Caves, 1935 and Mendip: its swallets, caves and rock shelters in 1937.  

Ernest Kingsley Tratman (1899-1978) was a caver and archaeologist and a long-time 

member of the University of Bristol Spelaeological Society. Not only was he involved in the 

exploration of a number of cave sites, e.g. Readôs Cavern and Sun Hole, he also excavated at 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geologist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archaeologist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geological_Survey_of_Great_Britain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manchester_Museum
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Owens_College
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manchester
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fossils
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antiquity_of_man
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Somerset
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wookey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wookey_Hole_Caves
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aveline%27s_Hole
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Talbot_Aveline
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Talbot_Aveline
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caves_of_the_Mendip_Hills
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caving
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geologist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mendip_Hills
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wells,_Somerset
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wells,_Somerset
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Somerset
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Blue_School,_Wells
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wells_and_Mendip_Museum
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wells_and_Mendip_Museum
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Somerset_Archaeological_and_Natural_History_Society
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Somerset_Archaeological_and_Natural_History_Society
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cheddar_Gorge
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wookey_Hole_Caves
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Wessex_Cave_Club&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speleologist
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open air sites such as Gorsey Bigbury and Priddy Circles. He published his fieldwork articles 

and reports extensively in the Proceedings of the University of Bristol Spelaeological Society 

between 1922 and 1973. Tratman was involved in the archaeological excavation and 

interpretation of 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. A bibliography of E.K. Tratmanôs 

considerable list of publications was compiled by R.J.G. Savage (1980) and published in the 

UBSS Proceedings and is available on the UBSS website at www.ubss.org.uk  

 

 

Professor Tratman excavating at Wookey Hole in 1978.  

(Image by courtesy of the CJ Hawkes collection) 

Christopher John Hawkes (1930-2013) was an active member of the Wessex Cave Club, 

University of Bristol Spelaeological Society and Wells Natural History and Archaeological 

http://www.ubss.org.uk/


15 
 

Society. He was Curator of the UBSS 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 

archaeological excavations at Hyena Den, Rhinoceros Hole and the fourth chamber of 

Wookey Hole, where he dug with E.K. Tratman and others, and Totty Pot in Cheddar; he also 

collected specimens from Westbury Quarry. In the 1980ôs he was involved with the 

excavations at Charterhouse Warren Farm Swallet. Unfortunately, he did not put pen to paper 

often and his publication record reflects this, although he did co-author a number of reports in 

the Proceedings of the University of Bristol Spelaeological Society including: Hawkes, C.J., 

Powers, R., and Tratman, E.K., 1970. Decorated piece of rib bone from the Palaeolithic 

levels at Gough's Cave, Cheddar, Somerset; Hawkes, C.J., Rogers, J.M., and Tratman, E.K., 

1979. Romano-British cemetery in the fourth chamber of Wookey Hole Cave, Somerset; 

Collcutt, S.N., Currant, A.P., and Hawkes, C.J., 1981. A further report on the excavations at 

Sun Hole, Cheddar; Audsley, A., Hawkes, C.J., Levitan, B.M., Moody, A.A.D., Moody, 

P.D., Smart, P.L., and Thomas, J.S., 1988. Charterhouse Warren Farm Swallet: Exploration, 

geomorphology, taphonomy and archaeology; Hawkes, C.J., and Jacobi, R.M., 1993. 

Archaeological Notes - Work at the Hyaena Den, Wookey Hole; Collcutt, S.N., Currant, A.P., 

Hawkes, C.J., Proctor, C.J., and Roe, D.A., 1996. A report on the excavations at Rhinoceros 

Hole, Wookey; Gardiner, P.J., Hawkes, C.J., Murray, E., and Schulting, R., 2010. The 

Mesolithic- Neolithic human bone assemblage from Totty Pot.  

 

 

Chris Hawkes in Wookey Hole 

(image by courtesy of the CJ Hawkes collection) 



16 
 

A chronological framework. 

Below is a chronological framework for British archaeology as used by the British and Irish 

Archaeological Bibliography, a service that is provided by the Council for 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/pages/chronology).  

PERIOD ABBREV. SPAN 

Palaeolithic 

Lower Palaeolithic 

Middle Palaeolithic 

Upper Palaeolithic 

            Early Upper Palaeolithic 

            Last Glacial 

            Late Upper Palaeolithic 

Pal 

LP 

MP 

UP 

500 000Ÿ10 000 BC 

500 000Ÿ70 000 BC 

70 000Ÿ35 000 BC 

35 000Ÿ10 000 BC 

            35 000Ÿ20 000 BC 

            23 000Ÿ15 000 BC 

            15 000Ÿ10 000 BC 

Mesolithic 

Early Mesolithic 

Late Mesolithic 

Meso 10 000Ÿ4000 BC 

10 000Ÿ8000 BC 

8000Ÿ4000 BC 

Neolithic/Beaker 

Early Neolithic 

Middle Neolithic 

Late Neolithic 

Neo 4000Ÿ2300 BC 

4000Ÿ3400 BC 

 

3400Ÿ2300 BC 

Bronze Age 

Early Bronze Age 

Middle Bronze Age 

Late Bronze Age 

BA 

EBA 

MBA 

LBA 

2300Ÿ700 BC 

2300Ÿ1200 BC 

 

1200Ÿ700 BC 

Iron Age (lowland Britain) 

Early Iron Age 

Middle Iron Age 

IA  

EIA 

MIA  

700 BCŸAD 43 

700Ÿ400 BC 

400Ÿ100 BC 

http://www.biab.ac.uk/pages/chronology
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Late Iron Age LIA  100 BCŸAD 43 

Roman period 

Romano-British 

Rom 

RB 

AD 43Ÿ450 

AD 43Ÿ450 

Migration, Early Medieval, Early 

Christian 

MEM  AD 450Ÿ1066 

Medieval Med AD 1066Ÿ1547 

Post-medieval/Industrial/recent 

Post-medieval 

Industrial 

 

post-med 

Ind 

AD 1547Ÿpresent 

AD 1547Ÿpresent 

AD 1700Ÿpresent 

Modern Mod 1901Ÿpresent 

The South Western Archaeological Research Framework (SWARF, 2008) however, refers to 

recent discoveries that indicate that the earliest hominin presence in Britain dates back to 

either c.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 Palaeolithic. The key periods as defined in SWARF are as 

follows: 

Lower Palaeolithic 

Middle Palaeolithic 

Upper Palaeolithic 

Early Mesolithic 

Later Mesolithic 

700 000Ÿ250/200 000 BP 

250/200/000Ÿ40 000 BP 

40 000Ÿ10 000 BP 

10 000Ÿ8500 BP 

8500Ÿ5500 BP 

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

 

A timeline for the archaeology of Mendip 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 comprehensive description of individual caves can be found in 

the section headed óDescriptions of Mendip caves with a focus on archaeological interestô at 

the end of this overview. 

Palaeolithic: 

Evidence for the Lower Palaeolithic period has not yet been positively identified at any 

Mendip cave site. The lithic collection recovered from Westbury cave has been described in 



18 
 

detail by Cook (1999) and he reaches the conclusion that the Westbury finds are probably not 

humanly manufactured artefacts, suggesting the material has been naturally modified. 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 Mendip are from the Middle 

Palaeolithic period which is represented at a number of cave sites; for example, at Rhinoceros 

Hole and Hyena Den in Wookey Hole, where Mousterian artefacts and a rich faunal record 

were recovered; in the lower of two caves exposed at Uphill quarry; and possibly at Pickenôs 

Hole located in Compton Bishop (Jacobi, 2000). Although the chert used at Uphill originated 

from the Cretaceous Lower Greensand there is a remarkable similarity of the artefacts from 

Uphill and Hyena Den and this might suggest the same group were actively using both sites, 

with Pickenôs Hole being utilised as an intermediary site (Jacobi, 2000). The Middle 

Palaeolithic artefacts recovered from Hyena Den including small bifaces and notched, 

denticulated flakes can indicate the potential activities that were occurring at the cave. There 

are many sharp un-retouched flakes and intuitively the lithics could be interpreted as well 

adapted to butchery and the working and repointing of wooden 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 cave. An abundance of bone charcoal might 

indicate the former existence of hearths. Jacobi (2000) suggests that the Middle Palaeolithic 

users of 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 divided into an Early Upper 

Palaeolithic phase prior to the Last Glacial Maximum at c.18,000 BP and a Late Upper 

Palaeolithic phase, characterised by bifacial and unifacial leaf points. On Mendip a number of 

leaf points have been recovered from cave sites, such as Soldierôs Hole in Cheddar and from 

Badger Hole at Wookey Hole. It is not known whether these leaf points were produced by the 

last Neanderthals or by the earliest anatomically modern humans or, possibly by both 

(SWARF, 2008, p 35-36). The appearance of the Aurignacian represents a radical departure 

from the preceding Mousterian toolmaking technology and the beginning of the time of 

anatomically Modern Humans (Papagianni and Morse, 2015). A partial lozenge-shaped bone 

or antler point recovered from Uphill Quarry represents the only clearly Aurignacian artefact 

from the British Isles. It has been dated to 31,730±250 BP (OxA-13716) although another 

bone or antler point from Hyena Den has been dated to 31,550±340 BP (OxA-13803). Pollen 

analyses of the Upper Palaeolithic deposits from Sun Hole, Cheddar and from Wookey Hole 

have indicated a cold environment, the Sun Hole deposits are thought to extend into Early 

Post-glacial levels (SWARF, 2008, p 28). Archaeological excavations carried out at Badger 

Hole have uncovered Early Upper Palaeolithic finds that include leaf points and other lithic 

tools, including scrapers, awls and saws; there are also Palaeolithic animal remains including 

mammoth, woolly rhinoceros and hyena.  

One of the key features of Palaeolithic archaeology is the presence of a significant cave-based 

resource within the Mendip Hills that is of national importance (SWARF, 2008, p 23). In 

Burrington Combe, Avelineôs Hole was used by groups of hunters during the Late Upper 

Palaeolithic; and other cave sites that were utilised during this period include Chelmôs Combe 

Shelter, Flint Jackôs Cave in Cheddar and Savoryôs Hole in Ebbor Gorge. More details of 

these sites are presented in Table 3.  

 

Cave Phase Bone Flint /Stone/Other 

Avelineôs Hole Late Upper Palaeolithic 

(Creswellian) 

human? and animal   

Badger Hole Early Upper 

Palaeolithic 

 flint scrapers, awls, 

saws and leaf points 

Bracelet Cave Upper Palaeolithic  2no. chert blades 

Browneôs Hole Upper Palaeolithic  flint blade and flakes 

Chelmôs Combe 

Shelter 

Late Palaeolithic human   

Flint Jackôs Cave Late Palaeolithic human  flints (Cheddarian) 

Goughôs Cave Late Upper Palaeolithic human and animal 

including worked 

flint tools and 
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ivory and antler worked amber 

Hutton Cave [Cavern] Upper Palaeolithic 

 

animal  flints? 

Hyaena Den Late Middle and Early 

Upper Palaeolithic 

animal including 2no. 

bone arrowheads, also 

fish bones 

flakes, scrapers and 

axes of flint and chert 

Pickens Hole Cave Upper Palaeolithic human [teeth] and 

animal 

flint flakes 

Rhinoceros Hole Middle Palaeolithic  hand-axe and 

thinning flakes 

Savoryôs Hole Late Upper 

Palaeolithic? 

human? and animal   

Soldierôs Hole Late Palaeolithic? animal including bone 

implements 

Proto-Solutrean and 

Cheddarian flints, 

leaf points 

Sun Hole Upper Palaeolithic animal  Cheddarian flints 

Uphill Quarry Caves Middle and Upper 

Palaeolithic 

(Aurignacian) 

human? and animal 

including bone/antler 

point 

Proto-Solutrean? 

flints and other flints 

Westbury Quarry 

Caves 

Lower Palaeolithic? animal (Cromerian) poor quality stone 

implements, 2no. 

bifacially worked 

? denotes some uncertainty with regard to the record. 

Table 3. Mendip caves where evidence for human usage during the Palaeolithic period has 

been found. 

Britain then appears to have been abandoned during 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 identified by 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 Cheddarian, Creswellian and shouldered points and they 

have been associated with those of the contemporary continental Magdalenian. This 

technology has been recorded in Mendip caves at Goughôs Cave, Soldierôs Hole and Sun 

Hole in Cheddar. The technologies in the second half of the interstadial are less easy to 

define, but the abruptly modified components include curve- and straight-backed blades and 

points and include ópenknife pointsô. Lithics that belong to the most recent part of the 

interstadial have been found at Avelineôs Hole (SWARF, 2008, p 36). The artefact 
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assemblages from the cave sites have been analysed and an interpretation of the activities 

being performed in the caves can be made. Horse remains found at Goughôs Cave have 

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 

Goughôs Cave being killed in winter or early spring, perhaps suggesting seasonal occupation 

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. (2015) at Goughôs Cave regarding Upper 

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 marks on 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 make skull-cups. This 

practice at Goughôs Cave has parallels with other Magdelenian sites in central 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. 

 

 

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 sites representing an 81.25% probability of being found in caves utilised 
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during this period on Mendip; animal 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 for Upper Palaeolithic art in Britain although evidence in 

the South West is keenly being sought. There has been some suggested portable art found 

where a few groups of incisions, of unknown significance, exist on an awl made from the 

tibia of a hare, along with a length of rib bone and possible fragments of mammoth ivory 

found in Goughôs Cave. 

The Late Glacial archaeological record for Britain was probably interrupted by a short period 

of abandonment during the extreme cold of the Younger Dryas c.12,800 ï 11,500 BP, with 

humans reappearing around 10,200 BP and as yet a human presence in the South West has 

yet to be identified (SWARF, 2008, p 36-37). 

The Palaeolithic and Mesolithic both fall within the Quaternary period; which is further 

divided into the Pleistocene 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 23-24).  

Mesolithic: 

Typically, the Mesolithic in Britain has been divided into two phases: the Early Mesolithic    

c.10,000 BPŸ8500 BP and the Late Mesolithic c.8500Ÿ6000 BP. It has recently been 

suggested that the non-uniform nature of the Early Mesolithic, in lithic terms, is not 

represented by a single, monolithic assemblage type. The Early Mesolithic is characterised by 

ñbroad blade assemblagesò featuring obliquely blunted points. These Early Mesolithic lithics 

are succeeded by ñnarrow blade assemblagesò featuring relatively small microlith forms such 

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 South West region other tool types were 

also significant, including scrapers, burins, awls, and flint axes/adzes and axe/adze re-

sharpening flakes. 

There is poor preservation of palaeoenvironmental evidence, such as pollen, for Mendip 

meaning that it has been difficult 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. 

The cave site of Avelineôs Hole in Burrington represents one of the most important Early 

Mesolithic burial sites in Europe (Lewis, 2011) furthermore the burials found at Avelineôs 

Hole suggest that this was a site with a recognised and specialised function. It may be that 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 suggests that Avelineôs Hole had an extended but 

discontinuous human usage, firstly by groups of hunters during the Late Upper Palaeolithic 



23 
 

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 been deposited (Jacobi, 2005). It is worth considering 

that during the periods of occupation a stream might well have been flowing into Avelineôs 

Hole giving the cave a much different perspective than it has today. A series of scratched 

markings have been interpreted as cave art and given that the cave was in regular use at this 

time the marks are suggested to be of Mesolithic age by association (Mullan and Wilson, 

2004).  

 

 

The entrance to Avelineôs Hole in Burrington Combe. 

The most complete Mesolithic human skeleton in Britain is the ñCheddar Manò. It was 

discovered in 1903 by workmen who were clearing out debris in order to widen the entrance 

to Goughôs Cave. The remains have been dated to 8700Ÿ7750 cal BC (BM-525) (Stringer, 

1986) and it has been suggested that the burial found at Goughôs New Cave has some 

association with those human remains found at Avelineôs Hole (Ellis, 1992). 

 

Cave Date Bone Flint/Stone/Other 

Avelineôs Hole 9114±110BP to 

8860±100 BP 

human burials and 

animal including 

barbed harpoon head 

flint assemblage, 

[a series of scratched 


