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2020 has been a most unusual year, affecting all of us and all our 

activities. When the last of our Newsletters was published in February 

we were planning our usual programmes of events at the Centre and 

were expecting to be running an extended programme of summer 

openings and guided walks and more evening bat walks.  General 

usage of the Centre was expected to run at or beyond its usual high 

level. 

That all came to a shuddering halt in March. Elsewhere in this 

Newsletter there are descriptions of activities that have been taking 

place but these have been very limited in comparison with our normal 

programmes. At the time of writing this editorial it is not clear what 

levels of activity there will be in 2021 but we are planning for a full 

programme with some alternatives that we can use if Covid restrictions 

continue to apply. 

Regrettably, one casualty has been this Newsletter—this issue is the 

first since February and we apologise for the long silence. Bernard 

Page, who has been editing the Newsletter for some years, has not 

been able to continue and John Wilmut has produced the present issue. 

This is a temporary solution until we can appoint a new editor and get 

the Newsletter back on track. Our thanks go to Bernard for his work on 

the Newsletter. 

Until the new editor takes over 

please contact the temporary editor 

via the details on the inside front 

cover or (for general Trust matters) 

the secretary whose details are on 

the inside back cover. 

We expect the next Newsletter to be 

published early in 2021. 

Editorial 

Happier days at the Centre 
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What has been happening at the Centre? 

Once the lockdown took effect in March, and it was clear that activities 

at the Centre would be restricted, a number of pieces of maintenance 

work and improvement were undertaken.   

The year started off with continued issues with the 

biomass boiler. After having it serviced last year we 

still had issues with the feed system, mainly as a re-

sult of rubbish (like crisp packets and fruit peelings) 

being introduced into the feed bunker. This was not 

helped with the dust from the old pellets settling on 

the side of the bunker and setting like concrete. 

The bunker was emptied by sucking out with a vac-

uum cleaner and pellets being manually added to the 

internal feed hopper in the boiler. Once cleaned out 

the feed auger had to be stripped down and cleaned 

out - difficult because of restricted access under the 

bunker. The heating circulation pump was also replaced. 

The courtyard drains were cleared 

and the public footpath drains 

cleared. Mud and grass in the car 

park was cleared and access paths 

strimmed. Rubbish was cleared. 

Unfortunately during the lockdown there was a small water leak that 

went unnoticed. It was situated above a concrete wall above the 

showers in the gents toilet; the water soaked 

through the wall causing a fair bit of damage. 

We took the opportunity when carrying out re-

medial works to move the gents showers over to 

where the sinks had been situated and turned 

the old shower unit area into the gents urinals. 

During the remedial work there 

was an attempted break in. The 

panel beside the main door was 

kicked in, the fire exit door to the 

dormitory smashed with an attempt 

to rip the boiler house door open. 

The wall at the front of the cen-

tre was repainted. The colour 

was a 

surprise. 
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The fire alarm had to be replaced as it was damaged whilst being 

serviced during the previous year. 

The serious deterioration in the 

staircase from the quarry floor to 

the platform in front of Joint Mitnor 

Cave has meant that guided walks 

have been seriously 

inconvenienced. Sheila Phillips 

spent a very significant amount of 

time attempting to get full financial 

support for a repair, with limited 

success, although almost £1000 

was donated by local 

organisations. The Council decided 

that the Trust would fund the balance from its reserves. The best deal 

for the repair was about £9500. 

The repair will be with a steel staircase and it is hoped that work can 

start in December 2020. The picture by Alan Finch shows the slope 

where the previous wooden staircase stood with the cave above. 

Council and CEC meetings in 2020 

The Council normally meets 4 times a year. The March Council and CEC 

meetings took place as usual but the June meetings (which are on the 

same day as the AGM) did not. In September the Council meeting was 

socially distanced at the Centre but was also linked online to some 

members; there was no CEC meeting. This will probably be repeated 

for the December meetings.  As for 2021, who knows? 

Sheila Phillips produced an A4 information/activity pack to go to 

families together with their food bank parcel, as part of the local Hello 

Summer project. A booklet was titled Buckfastleigh’s journey, 

360million years ago to present and this was placed online by 

Participating Arts and clocked up over 2,500 hits. 

There were very few visits to the Centre in 2020 but there is a report 

of one on page 10. We welcome some new local volunteers for 

general help around the Centre and to assist with guided walks.  
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The 2020 AGM 

Once the lockdown took effect in March the Council consulted the 

Charity Commission and decided that the 2020 AGM should be 

postponed to some later date. It was agreed that the Council members 

should remain in post until an AGM could take place. The reports 

prepared by the secretary and treasurer which would have been 

presented to members and published in the Newsletter are reproduced 

below in an unedited form. Comments or questions can be addressed 

to these two officers whose contact details are on the inside back 

2019 has been a satisfactory year for the William Pengelly Cave 

Studies Trust. Most of the objectives that the Council and Centre 

Executive Committee set themselves were achieved. There are already 

projects in the pipeline which will be undertaken when time and funds 

become available.  

The wooden staircase in the quarry, a major part of the guided walk 

route, had to be taken out of use due to severe wood rot making it 

structurally unsafe. The wooden construction, insisted upon by the 

Dartmoor National Park planning, has just not been resilient enough in 

the difficult damp conditions. Since the closure the whole structure has 

been removed and plans are being prepared to replace it as soon as 

possible using more appropriate materials. 

A major distraction for the Trust in 2019 has been the changing of 

our Charity Commission and Company’s House status to a new 

Charitable Incorporated Organisation (C.I.O.). The proposed transition 

unanimously agreed at the AGM in June 2019 has been led by Prof. P. 

Boylan. It had been hoped to complete the changes for 31st December 

2019. However, the Charity Commission took so long dealing with the 

administration side that was not achieved dragging on into 2020. 

The membership of the Trust remains fairly small but constant. With 

some doubts on the future time scale of the C.I.O. conversion the 

proposed implementation of “Friends of Pengelly”, as opposed to the 

old membership, has prevented things developing. 

The Centre at Higher Kiln Quarry, Buckfastleigh, has had another 

very good year under the Chairmanship of Dave Warne and the Centre 

Executive Committee (CEC). There is always ongoing work to be 

Secretary’s report for 2019 

Alan Finch Honorary Secretary 
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undertaken and, on occasions, emergency repairs which require the 

attention of David Jean and Dave Warne. Thankfully Dave Warne is a 

qualified engineer so his skills are incredibly valuable in a crisis. The 

introduction of CCTC inside Joint Mitnor Cave is working well although 

the picture definitions are not as clear as we would like.  

Last year saw problems with the biofuel heating system after 

someone had put rubbish into the wood pellet storage hopper causing a 

blockage in the mechanical fuel supply. Again volunteers stepped in 

carrying out repairs and keeping it running so people staying had 

heating and hot water. Since that event a regular professional service 

has been arranged. 

Revenue from the use of the centre remains steady which allows the 

Trust to continue to provide a good standard of accommodation for a 

very fair price, while also providing funds for projects. 

Summer guided walks at Higher Kiln Quarry took place again in 

August in 2019 on Wednesdays and Thursdays, starting at 11 am and 2 

pm.  It was very difficult to predict numbers of people visiting, on some 

occasions there were just four or five, on others 30 plus requiring three 

guides in action at once. Most visitors greatly enjoyed their visit and 

said the experience was very worthwhile. I would like to thank all those 

members of the Trust who gave up their valuable time to assist with 

the programme.  

Another initiative in September was the Heritage Open Day. Various 

organisations, such as the National Trust, open their doors to the public 

and allow them to experience a visit at no cost. The Trust opened the 

centre at Higher Kiln and staffed it with volunteers who gave guidance 

as people walked through the quarry to Joint Mitnor cave and visited 

the museum. There was very little financial return for all the effort but 

the event met our charitable objectives. 

Sheila Phillips, who looks after the Trust’s education programme, 

has been very busy providing talks and arranging guided walks around 

Higher Kiln Quarry for the public and education groups. She was also 

actively involved in plans to seek additional financial support from 

outside organisations for the projects at the Centre. This is no easy 

task and requires a great deal of time networking and at her desk 

preparing bids with no guaranteed success. The Trust Council are very 

grateful for all the effort she makes on their behalf. 

Under the chairmanship of Dave Warne the Council and Directors for 

the William Pengelly Cave Studies Trust have met regularly during 

2019. All the meetings are held at the centre in Devon. The attendance 

at the meetings has been high and all requirements of Charity 
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Commission and Company’s House law have been fully complied with; 

we have also met all our obligations under the Trust’s Articles of 

Association. 

The William Pengelly Cave Studies Trust is one of the constituted bodies of 

the British Caving Association (BCA) and both Richard Vooght and David Jean 

have regularly attended meetings held in the midlands at various locations. The 

BCA provides us with valuable links to all major caving/mine exploration 

organisations and clubs throughout the UK. 

The Trust librarian, Bernard Page, not only manages the library at 

the Centre at Buckfastleigh but also edits the newsletter. The progress 

to achieve all the objectives in the library has been slower than would 

have been liked. This is primarily due to the huge amount of material 

that needed cataloguing and recording. The library is also the location 

for all the technical equipment now being used on the site to monitor 

the caves 

Richard Vooght continues to manage the access to the caves of 

Buckfastleigh and supervises the approval of Reeds cave leaders, as 

well as looking after access to other Devon caves on behalf of the 

Trust. Richard also leads prearranged caving parties through Reeds 

Cave system and indeed other caves of Buckfastleigh Hill. 

Keith Coventry spent a lot of time working on the Trust’s I.T. He has 

been developing the website and improving ways to make it more user-

friendly and interactive. He has also brought technology to the “bat 

walks”. Held on Thursdays evenings after the guided walks these are 

extremely popular. With a new computer programme we can now 

identify the different species being detected on the hand held receivers. 

I would like to thank all the Council, CEC and members of the 

William Pengelly Cave Studies Trust for their tremendous effort and 

support during 2019. 

Review of the financial results for 2019 

David Jean Honorary Treasurer 

The following is the Treasurer’s Report for the Financial Year January to 

December 2019 and is based on the Statement of Accounts for that 

year. 

The accounts have been audited in compliance with the Companies 

Act of 2006. This does not require a charitable trust such as the William 

Pengelly Cave Studies Trust to complete a full audit but to subject our 

financial records to an inspection that leads to a financial statement. 
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The statement within this report provides an overview of the Income 

and Expenditure of the Trust in 2019. 

In the reporting period to December 31st 2019 the Trust had no 

contracts with local or central governments, nor did it receive any 

grants from these sources. 

The balance sheet for this year shows that our funds once again 

exceed £30,000 and, in fact, are approaching £40,000. Once again 

I would like to begin my report with thanks to our volunteers whose 

efforts, as Alan stated in his report, across the whole membership 

of the Council and Centre Executive Committee have resulted in our 

funds remaining healthy. Together they continue to bring a variety 

of skills to the Trust working to ensure the Centre is kept alright for 

our visitors, ensuring that we comply with all legislative 

requirements, keeping the library as an integral part of the Trust’s 

work, providing and updating publications, acting as leaders for 

Reeds Cave, keeping our internet services updated, carrying out the 

administration required to keep the Trust going, attending meetings 

on behalf of the Trust, checking and updating our electrical 

systems, booking groups into the centre and showing visitors 

around the place. That list is not exhaustive but I have, once again, 

run out of breath writing it!  

The Guided Walk season during August was successful and helped to 

contribute to the final day visitor total of £2241, a decrease of 11% 

from 2018, and again, Sheila Phillips has been largely responsible for 

the rest of the day visitor income by taking groups ranging from Scout 

and Brownie packs, through school groups to various adult groups. 

Sales revenue, mainly on pocket money items bucked this trend of 

decreases, and was nearly double those of 2018. The figure for 

subscriptions paid by members remains reasonably stable but is slowly 

dropping and again the subscriptions have not increased for many 

years. The amount of income from interest increased in 2019 again 

bucking recent trends due to the Trust reassessing its investment 

policy. 

In presenting these accounts to the Annual General Meeting I feel 

that the Trustees have acted reasonably and prudently and have 

fulfilled the requirements of the Companies Act and our status as a 

charity. 

The balance sheet is shown on the next page 
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BALANCE SHEET 

31 December 2019 

Signed on behalf of the Board of Trustees 

David Jean 6 June 2020                 

Director and Hon Treasurer 

The treasurer adds a note: 

2020 has obviously been a far more difficult year for the Trust and a 

full account of what we have been able to do will be available in 2021 

although we fully expect the current situation will continue well into 

the New Year. 

  2019  2018  

    £ £ £ £ 

FIXED ASSETS      

 Tangible Fixed Assets  12  12 

CURRENT ASSETS      

 Cash at Bank -                

 Centre (Devon) Account 15,629               12,543  

 General Fund 4,560  4,137  

 Shawbrook Bank Bond 17,220  17,000   

  37,409   33,680  

NET CURRENT ASSETS   37,409  33,680 

TOTAL ASSETS LESS CUR-

RENT LIABILITIES 
 37,409  33,680 

FUNDS (unrestricted)   37,409  33,680 

The Trust secured the £10,000 government support grant and this was 

paid by Teignbridge Council. Expenditure on work done at the Centre 

(see pages 2 & 3) has been about £7000. For the Centre bookings that 

have been cancelled no deposits have been claimed back but have 

been forwarded to next year. As noted on page 3, funding has been 

approved for the work on the replacement quarry staircase and it is 

possible that there are additional government funds available under 

hospitality lockdown that we might be able to tap into.   

Income and costs in 2020 
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The conversion from a being Limited Company and Trust to a 

Charitable Incorporated Organisation which, under new charity 

regulations removes the need to supply data (and fee) to Company’s 

House, has been a huge headache for Patrick Boylan, the prime mover 

on this. What should have been a fairly straightforward transition is far 

from it. We had hoped to make that transition by the end of 2019 and 

close our Limited Company status then, but there have been delays. 

The Charity Commission said that the changeover would only take 

three months but we are still very far from achieving that objective. At 

this moment I cannot report a light at the end of the tunnel. I must 

thank Patrick for his endeavours on our behalf. 

The transition is not a major thing and it only requires ratification of 

our request with changes to the current constitution and a resolution 

from the Council, both of which have been completed and minuted. I 

know things are difficult for everyone but it is deeply frustrating for the 

members of Council as they try to plan for the future. 

Conversion to a CIO: Alan Finch writes 

The excavation of Kents Cavern at 

Torquay was, of course, the most im-

portant of William Pengelly’s investiga-

tions. It has been a show cave for al-

most 150 years and we have benefited 

from a number of collaborations with it 

over a long period. 

We were pleased to hear that it 

was one of 445 heritage enterprises 

across the country that was to receive 

a lifesaving financial boost from the 

government’s £1.57 billion Culture Recovery Fund, designed to help 

organisations through the coronavirus pandemic. 

 The support will help heritage sites to stay open and support those 

working in the sector. So Kents will be able to retain experienced personnel 

and be more resilient, secure and sustainable, able to adapt and transform 

activities to keep the cave open and available to a wide audience. 

That said, activities at the cave are curtailed at the present time; 

more information is available from https://www.kents-cavern.co.uk/ 

Support for Kents Cavern 
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There has been a Centre 

visit by Dr. David Minikin, 

Professor of Microbiology 

at the University of 

Birmingham. He was told 

by the Natural History 

Museum to contact me in 

the hope that we had a 

bison metacarpal in our 

display.  We have, so 

arranged to meet at the 

Centre.  I removed the 

bone from the display and 

saw the damage he 

expected.  The distal end is 

‘frayed’ which shows this 

bison had TB, transmitted 

from soil as it landed 

heavily.  He has traced this method of transmission from megafauna 

which originated in Africa to humans through skeletons he has 

examined in Syria and the Middle East. 

Evidently there is a new 

strain of the disease, closely 

allied to leprosy, spreading to 

Europe from the Horn of 

Africa. It is being carried by 

returning French military 

personnel and 

businessmen. The method of 

transmission to humans is 

thought to be the same as 

our bone. He was due to take 

part in an international 

conference on this subject in 

the Netherlands, so a photo 

of our bone will be an exhibit. 

An unexpected visit: Sheila Phillips writes 

Photographs by Brian Phillips: 
above, in the museum; left in 

Joint Mitnor Cave 
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Cave bear find 

A report from Mail Online says that 

paleontologists have unearthed two well-

preserved full cave bear carcasses - one adult 

(top) and one cub (below) - while on a dig in 

Yakutia, Siberia. Until now, only bones have 

been found of cave bears, a prehistoric species 

or subspecies that lived in Eurasia from around 

300,000 to 15,000 years ago. 

The soft tissue of the adult cave bear - Ursus 

spelaeus - was preserved through tens of 

thousands of years in its permafrost grave. This 

means that the Russians are optimistic about 

finding the DNA for the Ice Age predator. 

Dr Lena Grigorieva said of the adult beast: 

'Today this is the first and only find of its kind - 

a whole bear carcass with soft tissues. It is 

completely preserved, with all internal organs in 

place ... Previously, only skulls and bones were 

found. ' 

The remains were found by reindeer herders 

on the remote island and will be analysed by 

scientists at Russia's North-Eastern Federal 

University (NEFU) in Yakutsk. 

Slovakian/Hungarian speleotherapy 

We can now look forward to speleotherapy, a type of respiratory 

therapy that involves breathing inside a cave. This will be implemented 

in the Slovak cave Domica, near Kečov, and also in the Hungarian 

caves Baradla and Béke. 

Hungarians will build one individual hall in Baradla Cave next to the 

existing route for visitors. In the cave Béke, two such halls already 

exist. In Slovakia’s Domica cave one hall will be built. 

The capacity of Domica will be 20 patients, whereas the Hungarian caves 

can accommodate 90 patients. A trial run was designed to last until June 2020 

after which the cave's normal operation should commence.  

Report about Domica taken from Slovak Spectator https://spectator.sme.sk 
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Can’t go underground—try a game 

Gone Caving is a card game in which you 

and your friends are exploring an 

underground world together. You can compete 

with each other, or choose to work together to 

discover the best passage possible. You’ll 

discover beautiful cave formations and curious 

animals and there will be challenges, but you 

can overcome them and find your way back to the surface. 

Players first find a cave entrance, then explore cave passages, 

overcome challenges, and exit the cave safely to end. Score points by 

tallying the lengths of cave passage explored; get bonus points for 

specialising in one or more areas of cave research such as geology, 

biology, or cartography. Each of 104 cards is illustrated and based on 

accurate depictions of the formations, animals, and equipment that 

cavers encounter in the underground world.  

A large portion of the proceeds from the game benefit the National 

Speleological Society (NSS). It’s not cheap: you can get a copy from 

https://members.caves.org/store/viewproduct.aspx?id=16652232 

Findings from a new study of Neolithic cave paintings have prompted ar-

cheologists to rethink their perception of the ancient activity. The study, a 

collaboration between the University of Granada, Durham University and 

the Autonomous University of Barcelona, examined figurative and geomet-

ric designs painted over 7,000 years ago in a cave in Spain. Analysis has 

revealed that the two sets of fingerprints impressed in the ochre pig-

ment belonged to a 36-year-old man and either a young woman less 

than half the man’s age or a young man. 

“From our point of view, if there are two people taking part in the crea-

tion of this pictorial panel, it means it must have been a social, rather than 

an individual, act, as we’d thought until now,” Francisco Martínez Sevilla, 

from the University of Granada, told the Guardian. He is one among many 

archaeologists who have long studied the 32 Neolithic images on the Los 

Machos site in Granada.  He added that the paintings, “[show] us that 

these manifestations of art were a social thing and not just done by one 

individual in the community, such as the shaman or whoever.” 

Their findings, published in the journal Antiquity, detail the process  

Reappraising Neolithic cave paintings 
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By appearances, the Quatsino Cave 
amphipod is an unimposing 
creature: an eyeless, colourless, 
cave-dwelling crustacean about the 
size of an eraser at the end of a 
pencil. But it does have a 
superpower. 

It is so rare, its discovery in a 
cave on Vancouver Island has 
achieved what decades of 
campaigning by conservationists 
couldn’t do: protect a large chunk 
of old-growth forest atop a network 
of prized karst caves. 

The amphipods were found in limestone caves near the town of 
Tahsis on the island’s northwest coast. The area has been a mecca for 
underground explorers for decades, boasting one of the longest and 
deepest cave systems in Canada. The area was open to logging in 
1983, when a pair of cavers first collected samples of these tiny 
troglobites, just seven millimetres in length, and sent them off to 
experts for identification. 

There are so few known examples of the Quatsino Cave amphipod, 
scientists can only guess at their breeding and feeding habits. They 
speculate that the species was stranded in these caves by retreating 
continental glaciers 10,000 years ago. But they do know one thing 
about their habitat: These amphipods, which resemble shrimp, have 
only been found in the clear waters of karst caves from Vancouver 
Island to southeastern Alaska, beneath old-growth forests. 

Taken from https://www.theglobeandmail.com 

Tiny creature secures a victory for conservation 

of comparing traces of fingerprint ridges left on the rocks with finger-

prints from the present day to determine the artists’ age and sex. De-

spite the accomplishment, Sevilla said that it’s unlikely that experts will 

ever be able to determine the relationship between the two, such as 

whether they were members of the same community. 

“The area where they are, and the fact that they haven’t been changed 

or painted over, gives you the feeling that this was a very important 

place and must have had a really important symbolic value for this 

community,” Sevilla said. 

Report taken from Art News on https://www.artnews.com 
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Bats make predictions 

Bats often get a bad press, particularly now when they 

are suspected of carrying strains of coronavirus. But a 

team from Johns Hopkins University in the USA has done 

research which suggests that bats make predictions about the 

flight paths of the insects that they hunt.  

Insect-eating bats use echoes to create a 3D model of the world 

around them as they fly, chasing insects, and use those snapshots of 

the world to predict the path of their prey. They are highly accurate 

hunters that rely on more than just visual cues.  

Bats’ echolocation is a process through which they emit 

ultrasonic calls and use the information from returning echoes 

(like how long it takes for the echo to bounce back to them) to 

create a three-dimensional record of the world around them. 

However, there are gaps in those models of the world since 

echoes bounce off trees and other objects in a bat’s path. So the 

authors of this study tested whether bats could take those 

discrete snapshots to piece together a predictive model of where 

the object they're chasing will end up.   

The team trained bats to sit on a platform in their lab while 

they controlled the path of the insect the bats would chase. The 

environment allowed the researchers to control the speed at 

which the insect moved, and they then closely observed the bats 

with a high-speed camera.  

They found that bats were not just using returning echo 

information, but were actually estimating where a target would 

be at a future point. They did this by estimating the speed at 

which the insect was moving, as well as the position where it 

should end up, even when echolocation was briefly blocked, thus 

being able to predict when the prey will re appear when they 

temporarily lose it behind clutter. 

The report of this work by Angeles Salles, Clarice Anna Diebold, and 

Cynthia F. Moss appears in Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences on https://www.pnas.org/content/early/2020/10/27/2011719117 

 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5726-4256
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Most of the items on pages 12-15 have been taken from information 
supplied by Herman de Swart in the Netherlands. Herman has 

provided this service for us for many years and we’re grateful for his 
ready help with this emergency issue of the Newsletter. 

But why do bats fly into walls? 

Bats excel in acoustic perception and detect objects as tiny as 

mosquitoes using sound waves. Echolocation permits them to 

calculate the three-dimensional location of both small and large 

objects, perceiving their shape, size and texture. To this end, a 

bat's brain processes various acoustic dimensions from the echoes 

returning from the object such as frequency, spectrum and intensity. 

But sometimes bats collide with large walls even though they detect 

these walls with their sonar system. Researchers from Tel Aviv 

University have concluded that these collisions do not result from a 

sensory limitation but rather from an error in acoustic perception. 

The study was led by Dr. Sasha Danilovich and published in https://

www.pnas.org/content/117/45/28475   The researchers released 

dozens of bats in a corridor blocked by objects of different sizes and 

made of different materials. They discovered that the bats collided with 

large sponge walls that produce a weak echo as if they did not exist, 

indicating that the collision did not result from a sensory limitation but 

rather from an acoustic misperception. It suggested that a weak echo 

disrupts the bats' sensory perception and causes them to ignore the 

obstacle, much like people who bump into transparent walls. 

The researchers then methodically changed the features of the 

objects along the corridor, varying their size, texture and echo 

intensity. They concluded that the bats' acoustic perception depends on 

a coherent, typical correlation of the dimensions with objects in nature; 

that a large object should produce a strong echo and a small object a 

weak echo. 

"By presenting the bats with objects whose acoustic dimensions are 

not coherent, we were able to mislead them, creating a misconception 

that caused them to repeatedly try to fly into a wall even though they 

had identified it with their sonar," Danilovich explains. "The experiment 

gives us a peek into how the world is perceived by these creatures, 

whose senses are so unique and different from ours." 
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The Middle and Upper Pleistocene Neaderthals have generally had a 

bad press through more than a century and a half. When the first 

remains were discovered in the Neader valley near Dusseldorf, 

Germany, in 1850 they were largely dismissed as the skeletons of 

deformed humans. However, a skull found in Gough’s Cave in Gibraltar 

in 1848 (Fig. 1) came to the attention of the Scottish fossil mammal 

expert, Hugh Falconer, the leading figure of his generation. Falconer 

regarded this as a new species of early humans, though his views were 

still unpublished at the 

time of his sudden death 

in January 1866. Instead, 

William King, Professor of 

Geology and Mineralogy 

at Galway University 

College, had reached the 

same conclusion, so in 

1865 he proposed the 

name Homo 

neanderthalensis for both 

the German and Gibraltar 

remarkable finds.  

Until comparatively recently Neanderthals were widely regarded and 

caricatured as primitive, clumsy and probably brutal, creatures. Less 

than 30 years ago a leading zoologist asked to explain the different 

between Neanderthals and Early Modern Humans such as so-called Cro

-Magnon Man replied at least half seriously that if he was on a train 

and a Cro-Magnon got on he would quickly move to the next carriage; 

if it was a Neanderthal he’d get off and wait for the next train!  

Knowledge, and more important, attitudes have changed remarkably 

in the last 20 years or so, through many additional discoveries and new 

interpretations of this hominin species. Facial reconstructions have 

produced a number of realistic images of the appearance of 

Neaderthals. (Fig. 2). (One European museum used a facial 

reconstruction of a teenage Neanderthal and body and dressed in blue 

jeans, a shirt, denim jacket and white trainers. This stood for some 

Rope fragment discovery in French cave 

revolutionises knowledge of Neanderthal 

technology 

Fig. 1. The 1848 Gough’s Cave, Gibraltar, 
Neanderthal skull  

Patrick Boylan Trust President 
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weeks by the foot of the main stairs, 

where comparatively few visitors noticed 

anything unusual about the figure.)  

We now know that Neaderthals were 

dominant across most of Europe and 

beyond from around 400,000 to 40,000 

years ago, with significant populations 

stretching from the Mediterranean and 

beyond out into what is now known as 

“Doggerland” – the vast area of land 

under what is now the North Sea exposed 

by the low sea levels of the last glaciation. 

(Current underwater exploration and 

dredging of areas between the Dutch, 

German and Eastern England coasts has 

produced a lot of Levalloisian tools 

associated uniquely with the Neaderthals 

and of the big game they hunted, and even a Neanderthal lower jaw.) 

More and more is being discovered about the culture and traditions 

of these populations.  I was able to help in a minor way with one of the 

most remarkable indications of Neanderthal culture. In a 1995 

excavation in the Divje Babe Cave in south-west Slovenia with 

abundant characteristic 

Neanderthal tools etc., a level 

dating to between around 

50,000 to 40,000 B.P. produced 

a broken fragment of the 

hollowed out femur (thigh bone) 

of an immature Cave Bear, 

about 4.3 inches long, with four 

distinct holes though the bone 

(Fig. 3). At first thought to be 

Cave Hyaena or Wolf damage, 

close inspection showed that 

these holes had in fact been 

carefully drilled through the 

bone with a sharp stone point.   

The excavators and Solvenian 

National Museum staff noticed 

that the piece had an uncanny 

resemblance to the central part 

of a straight flute, similar to a 

Fig. 2. Reconstruction of a 
Neanderthal head (Berlin 
Museum)  

Fig. 3. Divje Babe Neanderthal flute (National 

Museum of Slovenia) 
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Renaissance to modern recorder. At this point a leading musicologist 

and expert on early music from Saskatoon, Canada, Bob Fink, became 

involved.  To most people’s astonishment his detailed measurements 

and calculations showed the holes were in exactly the same relative 

positions as in a modern instrument, and would have played the 

musical notes of the modern diatonic (Do, Re, Mi) musical scale. Fink 

calculated that if the complete object has been 8.5 inches long with 

two more appropriately spaced holes it would have been able to play a 

complete octave scale, probably in the key of D major.  He therefore 

approached, via the Internet, a number of international fossil mammal 

palaeontologists asking them to measure for his research the femurs of 

immature Cave Bears.  When approached I was about to leave on 

behalf of UNESCO for Prague, where I knew there was a very large 

collection of Cave Bear remains of comparable age from sites only 300-

350 miles from the Slovenian site.  

In the Prague National Museum I spent a day checking and 

measuring bones, and was able to report to Bob Fink that the 

measurements of the Divje Babe bone fragment could be matched 

closely with the femurs of typical immature Cave Bears averaging 10 – 

11 inches long. This was a clear answer to Bob Fink’s question: the 

original flute could indeed have played a full musical octave. As well as 

informing Bob Fink, the day after returning to the UK I travelled to 

Torquay for the long planned joint meeting of the History of Geology 

Group (HOGG), the Devonshire Association and the Pengelly Trust, and 

I gave an illustrated report on this exciting discovery to the meeting. 

The Slovenian National Museum has subsequently produced playable 

replicas of the Divje Babe instrument and there is a recording of this on 

YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sHy9FOblt7Y&t=19s 

Since then many other examples of the cultural practices of the arts 

and crafts of the Neaderthals have been reported. 

However, earlier in 2020 an equally significant technological 

discovery was made in France during excavations of Neanderthal levels 

within the Abri du Maras Cave located in the Ardèche valley, a tributary 

of the River Rhône. There are abundant accumulations of characteristic 

Levalloisian flint working and bones of hunted prey. Cores were 

prepared,  from which in each case razor-sharp flakes were struck for 

use as tools for many purposes. Due to preservation conditions organic 

remains other that bones and teeth are generally very extremely rare. 

However, one of the stone flakes, 60mm long, was found to have a tiny 

fragment of 3-ply cord adhering to the stone tool.  

On microscopic examination the cord consists of fibres derived from 

the inner bark of gymnosperm plants or trees, most likely conifers. The 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sHy9FOblt7Y&t=19s
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fibrous layer of the inner bark is usually known as bast and eventually 

hardens to form bark. Bast fibres are easier to separate from the bark 

and the underlying wood in early spring as the sap begins to rise, and 

they increase in size and thickness as growth continues. The best times 

for harvesting bast fibres would therefore be from early spring to early 

summer. The bast would then be separated into strands and then 

twisted into cordage. In this case, three strands of fibres were 

separated and twisted clockwise (S-twist). Once twisted the strands 

were twined counter-clockwise (Z-twist) to form a cord or rope (Fig. 4). 

Though just a single small unique 

fragment so far, the fact that 

Neanderthals could produce a 

potentially strong cord or rope in 

this way means that they could 

well have used the technique to 

produce a wide range of useful 

products including nets and ties 

for building, while it might have 

been used to tie stone flakes to 

wooden handles or grips.   

The successful DNA analysis and 

recovery of the complete 

Neanderthal genome have been 

changing greatly the traditional 

negative understanding of the 

Neanderthals, not least the 

surprising news that just about 

every present-day European 

carries between 1% and 4% 

Neanderthal DNA, indicating that there must have been interbreeding 

between the Neanderthals and the arriving populations of Early Modern 

Humans.   

March’s Abris du Maras was not the only startling Neanderthal 

discovery announced this year. Medical reports on investigations into 

possible genetic risk factors for COVID-19 published in September and 

October 2020 show that a gene cluster on chromosome 3 is linked to 

respiratory failure in severe COVID-19 infections.  Investigations of 

3,199 hospitalized coronavirus disease patients compared with a 

control group of individuals showed that this cluster is the major 

genetic risk factor for severe symptoms in Coronavirus infection and 

hospitalization. The studies show that this risk is associated with a 

gene segment of around 50 kilobases in size that is inherited from 

Fig.  4. Microphotograph of the  Abris du 
Maras Neanderthal rope fragment (Hardy et 
al. 2020) 
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OK, so it was just a nostalgia trip 

Neanderthals and is carried by around 50% of people in south Asia and 

around 16% of people in Europe.  

There is clearly very much more to learn about the Neanderthals 

more than 30,000 years after they became extinct. 
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John Wilmut 

In 1962 a small group of Chelsea Speleological Society members hired 
a minibus and drove to the Pyrenees. We’d read all the translations of 
those French caving books (there wasn’t much other caving literature 
available) but we had only a vague idea of what we were there to see. 
But, despite a collective inability to speak much French, we asked 
around and managed to meet Georges Lépineux who had descended in 
1952 into the celebrated Pierre St Martin cave by the 300 metre shaft 
that bears his name. Then, rather rudely I now think, we called on 
Norbert Casteret, seeking 
his advice about caves that 
we should visit. 

We didn’t go to Pierre St 
Martin but we did climb the 
Cirque at Gavarnie and 
trespassed over the border 
into Franco’s Spain to visit 
the Grotte Casteret ice 
cave. We later visited 
several lesser caves then 
went to the Grotte de 
Niaux at Tarascon. We all 
knew about the cave art at 
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Lascaux in the Dordogne but were unprepared for the remarkable art in 
Niaux. We said that we were speleologists from London, on the 
strength of which we were allowed to explore well beyond the tourist 
route. 

The nostalgia trip was in 2019; I’m no longer a caver and my wife 
never has been, but we’re perfectly willing to be tourists who gape at 
the wonders above and below ground, however sanitised. We went via 
Bordeaux (where I’d been on a school exchange in the mid 50s) via 

Arcachon (the dunes were 
included in a field trip on Viv’s 
geography degree course in the 
early 60s) to La Verna which is 
part of the Pierre St Martin 
system, now much extended. We 
gaped at the hugeness of the 
cavern and the unique geological 
structure, benefitting from a 
courteous and very well-informed 
young caver who led the group 
and gave us a personalised  

Left: Cirque de Gavarnie 
Top: The enormity of La Verna (see the figure bottom left) and (below) the 

memorial to Marcel Loubens, killed in Pierre St Martin in 1952 
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Darkness Below 

For news about what is happening in 

the world of caves and cave studies 

there’s no better UK source than 

Darkness Below. It can be found on 

https://darknessbelow.co.uk/  

It’s a bit short of information 

about events in Devon and Cornwall 

so perhaps the Trust should be 

looking to upgrade its public 

relations efforts. 

Below: The unmissable entrance to 
Grotte de Niaux and (right) rock 
drawings from the cave 

English  précis of his script. We walked into but didn’t climb the Cirque 
(there’s now a quicker way to the top) but we did return to Niaux and 
strained our still limited French to understand what the guide said.  

As a member of an organisation with a remit to provide education in 
cave studies it’s no bad thing to be a tourist on the receiving end of 
someone else’s knowledge. During the summer walks at the Pengelly 
Centre we get many people congratulating us on the quality of their 2 
hour visit and that’s very satisfying; we do give good value for money. 
If you read this and think that you’d like to do some volunteer guiding 
at the Centre why not give us a call; we do the training and what 
better way is there to spend a summer in Devon? 
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Publications of the Trust may be obtained from Alan Finch at ‘Zennor’, 
Throwleigh Road, South Zeal, Okehampton, Devon EX20 2QA. 
Telephone 01837 840259. Here is a list of the books, booklets and 
leaflets available; please contact Alan for information about others, 
Prices include postage and packing. 

Articles from back numbers of STUDIES IN SPELEOLOGY are available. 
Please contact the librarians for an index and for copies. 

Trust publications 

A Self-Guided Walk on Buckfastleigh Hill 

John Wilmut, David Jean and Sheila Phillips (2004) 
This is one of two guides for use at the Centre. Over 14 pages it 
describes a self-guided route that starts at the Centre and 
introduces the walker to the principal features, structure and 
geology of the hill and its caves. It is well illustrated. has a map 
and is a valuable summary of the more detailed information in 
other Trust publications and in the Centre museum. 

A Walk through Higher Kiln Quarry and Joint 
Mitnor Cave  
John Wilmut, David Jean and Sheila Phillips (2004) 
This is the second of two guides for use at the Centre. Over 12 

pages it provides a summary of the principal features that visitors 
see in the guided walk through the quarry, in Joint Mitnor Cave 
(the bone cave) and in the Centre museum. It forms a companion 
guide to the self-guided walk, limekilns and geological garden 

publications. 

The Limekilns 
Wilfred Joint and John Wilmut (2005) 
This is a 4-page supplement to the information boards at the 
Centre. There are four main quarries in Buckfastleigh Hill and all 

are in the coral limestone. Much of the stone taken from these 
quarries was burned for making lime in the kilns at Higher Kiln 
Quarry. This factsheet describes the kilns and the traditional lime-
making process that was used at Buckfastleigh. 

The Geological Garden 
Bob Symes, Sheila Phillips and John Wilmut (2007) 
This is another supplementary 4-page leaflet. In the courtyard of 
the Centre there is a group of rocks from the local area, set out 

as a geological garden. They give some idea of the range of rocks 
that visitors see on and close to Dartmoor. The leaflet gives 
detailed information about the rocks and where they 
came from. 

£0.50 

£0.50 

£2.50 

£2.50 

More publications on the next page 
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Kents Cavern: A Field Guide to the Natural History 

Joyce Lundberg and Donald A McFarlane (2008) 
Over more than 150 years researchers at Kents Cavern have 
discovered a sequence of deposits that cover a half-million year 
history, making this cave one of the most important cave sites in 
the world. Here the authors show how the cave first formed and 
developed and they describe the excavations by William 

Pengelly. The Guide then takes the visitor on a tour of the show 
cave. At each stop the authors describe the evidence on which 
our understanding of its development is built. 

The Geology of Buckfastleigh Hill 
Nigel Trewin, David Jean and John Wilmut (2007) 
The origins of Buckfastleigh Hill go back 350 million years and 
its story embraces tropical seas, volcanoes, coral reefs and the 

building of a massive mountain chain. Caves in the hill’s 
limestone provide evidence of ice age erosion and of warm 
periods when lion, elephant, hippopotamus and other animals 
roamed the Dart valley. This illustrated booklet provides a 
detailed description of the geological history of the 

hill. 

Caves in Buckfastleigh Quarries 
Edited by John Wilmut (2012) 
This booklet has been produced by the Trust as an updated and 
extended replacement for two of its earlier publications. It 
includes descriptions of the history, geology and exploration of 

the caves that will be of interest to anyone who has visited the 
area and particularly for those who have seen some of the caves 

at the Centre. 

Exploring the Limestones of South Devon 

John Wilmut, Chris Proctor and David Jean (2014) 
Created when Britain lay south of the equator, Devon's lime-
stones are as exciting and interesting as any rocks in Britain, as 
are the caves which have been formed by the action of water 
over thousands of years. Research in the last two centuries has  
yielded much information about our past climates and about the 

people, animals and plants that once inhabited this area. The 
walks are described in great detail and the book can be used to 
combine the walks in ways to suit the walker. 

COMING 

SOON 

Bats in the Buckfastleigh area 
Colin Wills (2021) 
This will be an illustrated handbook about the bat species to be 
found in the local area of the Centre. It will provide information 

about their physiology and habits, and is designed to support 

the regular bat walks at the Centre.  

£7.00 

£5.50 

£3.50 

£4.50 
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