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Aillwee Cave is situated in one of the most beautiful 
parts of the unique Burren, a floral and limestone 
plateau , near Ballyvaughan in Co. Clare. The Cave 
itself was formed millions of years ago, but 1034 
metres of it is now fully developed giving access to 
the heart of the mystical Burren underworld. 

Entry to the Cave is through Aillwee Cave Centre, an 
award-winning development, cut into the hillside so 
as to integrate with its rocky mountainside, offering a 
panoramic view across Galway Bay. The centre itself, 
likened to a stone age cairn or ring fort has a 
restaurant (with home cooking specialities and wine 
licence) and a select craftshop. 

Ail/wee Cave Co. would like to express 
its thanks to the University of Bristol 
Spelaeological Society for the assis
tance given at various stages of the 
development. 

Aillwee Cave Co. Ltd., 
Ballyvaughan, Co. Clare, Ireland. 

Tel. Ballyvaughan 36. 
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PONTNEWYDD CAVE 

A Lower Palaeolithic Hominid Site in Wales: The First Report 


by H. STEPHEN GREEN 

National Museum of Wales Quaternary Studies Monographs No. I, 


Cardiff 1984, 227 pp., 71 text-figs., 39 pIs. , 33 tables, £19.95. 


Pontnewydd is the only British cave to yield both stone tools and 
human remains of Middle Pleistocene Age. The first excavations (c. 1870) 
received only imprecise and inconsistent mention from Boyd Dawkins who 
took part; fortunately however Prof. McKenny Hughes and the Rev. D . R 
Thomas described (1874) the stratigraphy and artifact finds, listed the 
fauna and noted the discovery of a human molar. Even more fortunately and 
despite wartime use of the cave, the deposits survived without further 
destruction until Stephen Green began work in 1978. This substantial 
interim report on the 1978-81 work marks a major advance in palaeolithic 
cave archaeology in Britain that is immediately apparent from the contents 
pages, which list, besides the main author, 15 contributors (too many for 
notice here) who span the whole gamut of applicable scientific approaches. 

Pontnewydd Cave consists essentially of a roughly horizontal passage, 
30m long, 3-4m wide, opening onto the limestone cliffs of the Elwy valley, 
50 m above its bottom. Down-cutting by the glacially diverted Elwy 
probably broke into the cave some 250 ka* or more, ago. allowing the 
massive debris flows of glacially derived material which still choke its 
continuation to enter the cave. The earlier debris flows (Lower and Upper 
Sands and Gravels) testify to a generally bleak landscape without 
vegetation cover and contain neither artifacts nor bone. Subsequent debris 
flows were emplaced during an un-named interglacial , thought to corres
pond to Oxygen Isotope Stage 7, older than the Ipswichian and sub
stantially younger than the Hoxnian interglacial. The earlier flows (Inter
mediate) suggest open woodland conditions with the cave used as a bear 
den, the other fauna including man, a leopard, horse, narrow-nosed 
rhinoceros (D. Hemitoechus), roe deer, beaver, voles (A . cantiana, M. 
gregalis) and wood mouse; the later (Lower Breccia) suggest continental 
cool-temperate conditions with the cave used as a wolf den, the other fauna 
including spotted hyaena, a leopard, both narrow-nosed and Merck's 
rhinoceroses, red deer, a bovine, Norway lemming, northern vole (M. 
oeconomus) and a pika. After this a stalagmite floor formed over the 
deposits and dates of c. 225-160 ka and c. 95-80 ka for stalagmite 
formations indicate that the cave remained sealed for some 200,000 years 
until a further debris flow (Upper Breccia) introduced remains of a Late 
Devensian fauna including reindeer and musk ox, but with no sign of man. 
Each debris flow partially reworked previous ones, making interpretation 
difficult, but the authors believe that the human remains and artifacts, which 

* ka = thousands of years before the presen t. 
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first appear in the Intermediate beds, derive from a single occupation in or 
close to the then cave mouth, at some time before 225 ka. Stringer discerns 
possible Neanderthal affinities in the human remains, which include molars 
and a mandibular fragment and represent at least two children. The artifact 
series, made by direct percussion from locally available drift pebbles of 
silicic rocks (90%), the debitage from which may be unrecognisable, and 
from imported flint and chert ( 10%), includes a series ofhandaxes, scrapers 
and naturally backed knives of Acheulian facies as well as Levallois cores 
and flake tools, a flake cleaver and chopping tools. The tool kit implies 
hunting, butchering, and hide preparations as well as knapping, and can be 
described as Upper Acheulian, by comparison with finds from northern 
France. Comparable British industries are hard to find, although that from 
Brundon, perhaps somewhat later, may have been similar. 

Among the contributions, Coli cut's use of coded sediment character
istics to establish linkages between discrete stratigraphic sequences is worth 
note, as is his discussion of debris flows in caves, which casts light on many 
problems, including that for example of the 'rolled' Early Acheulian 
handaxes from Kent's Cavern. Newcomer's flaking experiments on 
Pontnewydd raw materials are most instructive, while the chronological 
control would have been impossible without the application of Uranium 
dating methods to stalagrnitic calcite and of Thermoluminescence dating to 
burnt flint. 

The present report is beautifully illustrated (note the artifact drawings 
by Pat O'Leary) and exemplary in its presentation. A final report will surely 
include a detailed description of the cave and its geomorphic history, while 
the inclusion of major contributors as joint authors could reduce the 
repetitions resulting from the format used here. It would be helpful ifsection 
drawings could be reproduced at exact scales, with the layer numbers used 
in sediment descriptions marked in, while in a work of this complexity, a 
subject index, as well as one of persons and places, is surely a necessity. 
These minor cavils apart, we must be most grateful to the National Museum 
of Wales for enabling this work to be undertaken, with such outstanding 
results, and to Stephen Green and his collaborators for making available 
those results so speedily and elegantly. 

A. M. ApSimon 
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VENTURlNG UNDERGROUND, the new speleo's guide 

by BEN LYON 


E.P. Publishing Ltd., 1983, 160 pages, profusely illustrated, £8.95 . 


This book is designed for "intelligent, highly motivated but inexper
ienced young people, who are venturing underground", particularly those 
"at colleges and universities". 

It begins with a brief account of how caves are formed and where they 
may be found. This is followed by advice on what to wear and what to carry. 
There follows a long section on technique and equipment, in which 29 pages 
are devoted to single rope technique followed by only 6 on ladders and life 
lines. This probably reflects modem trends, particularly in the potholing 
north. On Mendip there are hardly any pitches worthy of SRT. 

A section follows on how you can get yourself into trouble - and out of 
it. Ben Lyon is quite familiar with rescue techniques. Very short sections 
follow on finding and exploring caves, including inadequate accounts of 
cave surveying and photographic techniques. The photographs are mostly 
by Jerry Wooldridge, so that the readerdoes not need to be told that they are 
stunningly good. Moreover quite a few of them are relevant to the text. 

We next ask ourselves the question, " Is this a book for our student 
members?" It has to be admitted that, with the exception of geographers. 
geologists and those who have caved at school, the first year students are 
only interested In the physical challenge of caving and the companionship 
which accompanies it. In the second year they may be expected to be come 
interested in cave formation, where to find caves, study of cave life, original 
work, surveying and photography. It is these things which tum acaver into a 
spelaeologist. How well are they catered for in this book? The answer is, 
moderately well as regards the first two, very well indeed as regards SRT, 
which is one of Ben Lyon's specialities, and rather poorly as regards the 
rest, for which more specialist books will still be required. 

Is it then worth the money? Students are notoriously impecunious, but 
£8.95 is very little for a book of this size so well illustrated. I think on 
balance that it is worth it, but the student will soon want to get on to 
something more detailed. 

O. C. Lloyd 


