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VIII. THE CAV~~S OF NORTH-WES1' LANCASqIRE AND SOUTH CUMBRIA
by P.A. HARRISON
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Most of the caves of North-West Lancashire and South Cumbria
are found in the limestone ~elt which extends westwards from

Yorkshire, around Morecambe Bay and into Furness. The lime
stone provided early man with a highway avoidin~ wet lowlands
and flooded valleys, and with rockshelters and caves. The
archaeological finds from these caves help to illustrate the
use man made of them over the past 10,000 years or so. However
the uses have varied throughout time and one finds that the
caves have been used in both life and death - for habitation and

burial, while the use of caves as votive sites cannot be over
looked.

The finds range from Upper Palaeolithic/Mesolithic flints
from Kirkhead Cavern to Tudor pottery from Haverbrack, a range
of 9000 years. Upper Palaeolithic man probably used cave
mouths and rockshelters as temporary habitation for the British
hunting season, returning to the Continent for the winter to
his decorated caves which bear evidence of his art and religion
and his reverence for the sanctuaries he made of their inner

depths.

It is possible that during the Neolithic and Bronze Age
periods that the caves were used for burial purposes, ready
made passage or gallery graves, relieving the bereaved of the
toil of construction of long or round barrows. Evidence of
doliocephalic and sub brachycephalic individuals has been found
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in Dog Holes together with a sherd of late Neolithic pottery
and a Beaker sherd. A sherd from a Bronze A~e collared urn
measuring 35 cms in diameter was found at Heaning Wood Bone

Cave together with the remains of 2 men and one woman, and
although the finds from Capeshead are not available for inspec
tion the description of the pottery found with human remains
could possibly be Bronze Age.

The Neolithic finds date from around 3000 B.C. which
agrees with the pollen analysis locally for the first forest
clearance, followed by weeds of agriculture and cereal grasses.
The description of the 19th century finds from Kirkhead Cavern
would appear to include Bronze Age material while the items
from Wegber Quarry - a late Bronze Age spear, 2 bronze axes
(not iron), and a bronze sword - may point to the use of the
site as a votive pit, as no other items other than stone
implements were found there.

It is difficult to distinguish the Iron Age from the
Romano-British ueriod in the north of England durine the early
Roman occupation. In the North West, Romanization ~as probably
a by-product of the military presence and not a direct attempt
to Romanize as in the area south of the Jurassic Ridge (Fosse
Way). Possible Iron Arse and Roman pottery have been found in
Brides Chair Cave to~ether with evidence of human occupation,
but to date, no human remains have been found. At Fairy Hole
and Merlewood Roman samianpottery has been found together
with human remains, while Dog Hole has revealed a considerable
quantity of Quernmore fabric pottery, black burnished ware and
a samian sherd, to~ether with bronze items of Roman date show
ing links with the fort at Lancaster. One prefers to associate
these finds with the use of the cave for shelter or refuge
rather than with the burials which were deposited at an earlier
date. The pothole-like appearance of Haverbrack precludes its
use as a shelter or habitation while the remains of 23 indivi

duals. together with their Roman bronze jewellery - bracelets,
armlets and rings - lend weight to the notion of the use of
Haverbrack as a tomb.

The caves with multiple burials tend to be pothole-type
formations or caves with shaft entrances such as Dog Holes,
Haverbrack, Heaning Wood Bone Cave, and Bonfire Scar and do not

suggest any permanent use other than burial. However where the
number of human remains are relatively few - Fairy Hole, Merle
wood, Capeshead and Birkrigg - one would suggest either a death
within the cave, or the use of the cave as a convenient hole
to dump a body into. Barry Cunliffe suggests a disregard for
human life in the later centuries B.C., for which there is
evidence of human remains in rubbish pitsl

Dog Holes, Fairy Hole, Kirkhead, Badger Hole, Brides
Chair, Merlewood and Capeshead were probably used also for
shelter and refuge at various times as the scatter of flints,
burnt and split animal bones, and pottery would indicate;
Merlewood as late even as the 8th century A.D. for 7 Northum
brian stycas were discovered therein. However one would suggest,
in conclusion, that the use by man of the caves in this area
should be studied in conjunction with surface evidence in order

fully to understand their significance.


