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Introduction
‘The Creswell Crags, on the Nottinghamshire-Derbyshire border near Worksop, 
come as a surprise when one is travelling through this fairly featureless landscape. 
Suddenly there is an idyllic little valley with a small stream between cliffs of 
Magnesian Limestone. And in the cliffs are a whole series of small caves, most of 
which were inhabited at times during the last Ice Age’.

Paul Bahn, Current Archaeology, May / June, 2005

In 1769, 10,000 years after the last Ice 
Age, the prehistoric history of Creswell 
Crags lay long forgotten. In the gorge that 
day was an artist by the name of George 
Stubbs, who stood painting his picture 
Two Gentlemen Going a shooting, with a 
view of Creswell Crags, Taken on the Spot 
which shows a medieval wooden water mill 
in the background. The thatched roof was 
supported by a timber beam, and when 
Creswell Heritage Trust moved from its old 
visitor centre to the new one in May 2009, 
this timber support beam was discovered 
amongst their varied collection of 
archaeological artefacts. It had been placed 
in storage and largely forgotten about, but 
measures are now being considered to 
preserve and perhaps display this artefact. 
This little story is one of many that can be 
told by the artefacts discovered here at 
the Crags and all paint a wonderful picture 
about its rich history. But it is not medieval 
water mills that the Crags are famous for, 
it is its Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age) caves. 

I.1 – Location of Creswell Crags 
(M. Beresford)
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These caves harboured one of the richest collections of Palaeolithic occupation known 
in Britain, and have since proven to be one of the most northerly sites that Ice Age 
Man visited. Indeed, in 2003, we discovered that it is also the home of Britain’s only 
known Ice Age cave art. But that is another story. This book attempts to pull all of those 
stories together and document who those Ice Age people were that used the Crags, 
what they were doing there and how, over time, archaeologists have pieced together the 
thousands of pieces of the puzzle in order to understand this.

Much has been written on the archaeology and history of Creswell Crags, but these 
tend to be isolated approaches or rather dated. We are lacking an up-to-date work that 
gathers all the information and attempts to put together a cohesive picture of the site, 
something which this book also aims to address. 

The purpose of this book, then, is to investigate how past work and interpretations of 
the site have changed over time, and how these have invariably led to how the site has 
been managed and promoted. The first chapter aims to explore the early antiquarians 
and their work at Creswell in the 1870s and how they laid the foundations for future work. 
Chapter 2 then focuses on the more methodological approach of Alan Leslie Armstrong 
in the 1920s and 1930s when scientific methods were advancing and the archaeological 
techniques became more proficient. From these two chapters a specific picture of how 
Creswell was used in the past shall emerge, and ultimately led to the idea of a centralised 
system for Britain (known as the ‘Creswellian’) in the final stages of the Pleistocene, 
ultimately isolating it from its potential place in a wider European context. The discovery 

I.2 – George Stubbs’ ‘Two Gentlemen Going a shooting, with a view of Creswell Crags, 
Taken on the Spot’, c. 1767, oil on canvas (Public Domain)
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of what is essentially Magdalenian (or perhaps Magdalenian-inspired) art in Church Hole 
cave in 2003 revolutionised our thinking on this matter, and this is discussed in Chapter 
3. Chapter 4 then examines how recent research has radically altered our view on the 
site and the Creswellian in general, before we then consider how all this information, 
and the newly discovered cave art, can be used to argue against Garrod’s proposal of 
a localised British industry and reasserts Britain’s place upon a much wider continental 
Palaeolithic map. This is discussed in Chapter 5, which also addresses the question of 
how the site should now be managed, promoted and used to educate, both the public 
and the academic world, in the present and in the future – essentially how Creswell 
Crags developed (and should continue to be developed) as a heritage site. The final 
chapter then looks at whether, from all this information, we can confidently ask ‘who 
was Creswell Man?’ and attempts to address the differences (or similarities) between 
the Neanderthal inhabitants and the Modern Humans. The work culminates by looking 
at what happened after the Last Ice Age and how the land, and settlement patterns, 
altered in this period.

In 1926, after fifty years of work at Creswell Crags, the archaeologist Dorothy Garrod 
coined the term the Creswellian for what she suggested as a localised British industry in 
the Late Upper Palaeolithic. In doing this she severed the links between Britain and its 
European neighbours. Some eighty years later I would challenge that view. Garrod chose 
the site of Creswell Crags as her type-site for her ‘Creswellian’ model on the basis that 
the flint assemblage discovered there, predominantly shouldered points and backed 
blades, showed such an abundance in variety that it was a superlative in representing 
the uniqueness of a British culture.1 Jacobi, however, recently stressed the point that 
it was exactly due to this wide variety that Creswell should not be used as a definitive 
model.2

There is human occupation evidence at Creswell from around 60,000 years ago up 
to the present day and much of this early period, along with later occupation evidence, 
is discussed over the course of this book. As far as actual historical interest in the gorge 
goes, we had to wait until the latter half of the 19th century, when cave exploration 
became quite popular. Prior to this the intrepid antiquarians focused their attention on 
the burial mounds, which we now know date to later Prehistory, namely the Neolithic 
and Bronze Ages. The thought process behind this was based on the idea put forward in 
the Bible that the world was created in precisely 4004BC, and the antiquarian explorers 
took this as gospel (no pun intended!). They therefore set out to find the ‘Ancient Britons’ 
of the period, and soon discovered their remains in the barrows and tumuli littering the 
landscape.3 But with the publication, and consequent acceptance by the scientific world, 
of Charles Darwin’s theories on evolution (On the Origin of Species, 1859) society soon 
realised that our earliest ancestors went much, much further back in time. These ideas 
were applied to early discoveries by the Rev. William Buckland such as the Palaeolithic 
burial of the ‘Red Lady’ at Paviland Cave on the Gower Peninsula  and of extinct animal 
bones at the cave site of Kirkdale, Yorkshire, both in the early 1820s.

Initially, Buckland believed that the deposits of sand and gravels within the caves he 
explored were evidence of the great flood (Darwin’s theories would later challenge and 
disprove Buckland’s ‘great flood’ hypothesis). Much like the Rev. J Magens Mello would 
discover in his later exploration at Creswell, Kirkdale Cave showed evidence of animal 

1  Dorothy Garrod The Upper Palaeolithic Age in Britain, (Oxford), 1926
2  Roger Jacobi The Creswellian, Creswell and Cheddar, in The Late Glacial in north-west Europe: human 
adaptation and environmental change at the end of the Pleistocene, Barton, N, Roberts, A J and Roe, D A (eds), 
CBA Research Report No. 77, 1991, pp. 128-40
3  For an account of local antiquarian barrow-digging, see Thomas Bateman’s Vestiges of the Antiquities of 
Derbyshire (1848) which details his work in the Peak District
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bones being gnawed by hyaenas leading Buckland to suggest it to be an early hyaena 
den. He became so obsessed by this that he decided to experiment with a live hyaena to 
attempt to understand how they ate the bones and how they subsequently regurgitated 
them. Initially, he borrowed one from a travelling circus but eventually purchased his 
own – his intention was to kill it and dissect its stomach, but in the end he had grown so 
attached to ‘Billy’, as he fondly named it, that he could not bring himself to do this and 
ended up keeping him as a pet for nigh on twenty-five years!4

His experiments showed that hyaenas bit off large fragments from the upper part of 
a bone using their molar teeth and swallowed them whole. On retrieving the fragments 

4  Chris Stringer Homo Brittanicus, (London), 2006

I.3 – Timber support beam from the medieval wooden mill at Creswell Crags 
(M. Beresford)
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Buckland compared them to Palaeolithic remains of bison bones from Kirkdale Cave, 
noting the same tell-tale marks on these remains as those from his own experiments. 
William Boyd Dawkins, who dug with Mello at Creswell (see Chapter 1), was a noted 
admirer of Buckland’s work, and commented on the hyaena experiments in his own 
work, Cave-Hunting (1874), which detailed his varying beliefs on the study of caves and 
undoubtedly shaped his methods at Creswell.

These new theories and the recent discoveries led the antiquarians to begin the 
systematic study of cave sites and consequently led Mello to obtain permission to explore 
the Creswell caves in the mid-1870s (see Chapter 1), principally, on the Derbyshire side, 
Mother Grundy’s Parlour (named, legend informs us, as Old Mother Grundy – a local 
‘witch’ or herbalist – lived there for a time in the 19th century), Robin Hood Cave (the 
outlaw is said to have escaped the Sheriff’s men by hiding in the cave) and Pin Hole 
(Victorian ladies dropped hat pins into a recess in the cave in order to bring good luck) 
and on the Nottinghamshire side Church Hole (no one is quite sure how this name came 
about, but it could simply be due to the roof of the cave mirroring that of a church 
ceiling).

These early restraints within the scientific world are reflected by Mello himself when 
he commented how ‘some forty years (from 1879) or so ago the possibility of man having 
been a contemporary of the mammalian fauna of the Pleistocene was, if not openly 

I.4 – William Buckland (1784-1856) (Public Domain)
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I.5 – Leg bones gnawed by hyaenas, 
with similarities labelled, (left) 

Buckland’s experimental bone, (right) 
bone of bison from Kirkdale 

(Public Domain)

derided, yet received with great scepticism, even in the scientific world’.5 Nevertheless, 
the results were astounding. 

Cornelius Brown offered his view on Creswell and the early exploration in 1896:

‘The most picturesque exposure of the magnesian limestone in Nottinghamshire is 
at Creswell Crags, near Worksop. Here time and a running stream have carved out 
and fashioned a long ravine. On each side of the stream in the tall limestone cliffs 
are deep caverns, which have recently been explored by a committee of the British 
Association. In these caverns have been found an amazing number of remains of 
animals long ago extinct in this country. Amongst these were the lion, tiger, leopard, 
hyena, wolf, bear, rhinoceros, bison, hippopotamus, Arctic fox, and the elephant. 
Doubtless the Creswell caves were in ages past the abode of the cave-dwelling 
hyenas who dragged their prey into these recesses in the rock. A large proportion 
of the bones found were gnawed after the manner peculiar to the hyena tribe. 
In one of these caves the writer discovered a ‘first milk molar’ of the mammoth 
(Elephas primigenius), which completed the national collection of the teeth of the 
mammoth. Before this specimen was handed over to the British Museum, it was 
described by Sir Richard Owen, F.R.S., before the Geological Society of London. A 
portion of Creswell Crags is in Derbyshire, but the magnesian limestone of that 
spot is a totally distinct rock from the ‘mountain limestone,’ which is such a familiar 
feature in the scenery of Derbyshire.’6

By the turn of the century the importance of the discoveries at Creswell were being 
wholly realised, particularly because the Midlands, and indeed Britain, were unable to 
offer up anything remotely close to Mello and his compatriots’ discoveries. The Victoria 
County History informs us of this local scarcity: ‘the Pleistocene deposits of Derbyshire 

5  Rev. J Magens Mello Palaeolithic Man at Creswell¸ Derbyshire Archaeological Journal, Vol. I, 1879
6  Cornelius Brown A History of Nottinghamshire (1896)
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are comparatively meagre…(as opposed to the Trent basin) (but) a few of these deposits 
have yielded remains; but the smallness of the number is remarkable, owing perhaps to 
only a few of the caverns (being) excavated’.7 When the work was published in 1905 it 
deemed it ‘remarkable’ that nothing had been found in the Carboniferous Limestone (ie. 

7  Victoria County History, Vol. I, (London), 1905 p. 163

I.6 – Aerial view of Creswell Crags 
(© Creswell Heritage Trust)
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the Peak District) and that only the recent discoveries at Kent’s Hole, Torquay surpassed 
those made by Mello at Creswell, a telling testament to the importance of the site.

In his study of the Late Upper Palaeolithic (on which period this work focuses) 
Campbell8 suggested that the cultural material of the period was directly concentrated in 
these cave sites, particularly along the ‘contact zones between highlands and lowlands’ 
– as is the case at Creswell – and that this most likely represented the ancient hunting 
practice of exploiting ‘two or more viable environmental zones at the same time for 
greater economic yield’.9 So what was this ‘environmental zone’ at Creswell like in the 
Late Upper Palaeolithic? Campbell describes it thus:

‘The Late Upper Palaeolithic is associated with a Late Last Glacial environment 
varying between Boreal and Sub-Arctic. The flora is that of a nearly treeless steppe-
tundra, with shrubby forms of Juniper, Willow and Birch, and, particularly during 
Zone II, occasional coppices of tree birches. The fauna suggests similar conditions 
and its land mammals include notably brown bear, woolly rhinoceros, wild horse, 
red deer, giant deer and reindeer, the main food animals again being wild horse 
and reindeer’.10

This description gives us a good idea of what the landscape was like at Creswell in the 
period and can go someway to aid us in our understanding of why Palaeolithic man was 
drawn to the caves. It is a marked contrast to the picture of Creswell today: ‘Creswell 
Crags is found today amidst a decaying industrial conurbation, a landscape that could 
hardly be more different from the beauty of ice-age tundra’.11 This view is a little harsh, 
and recent developments in the area have improved it considerably, but one gets the 
point. So this book shall focus on understanding the Palaeolithic history of Creswell 
Crags and attempt to address the question as to whether Garrod’s view of a localised 
British industry is still applicable, whilst also questioning whether because of this 
Creswell is finally realising its potential as a forerunner in being one of Britain’s, and 
indeed Europe’s, premier Palaeolithic visitor sites.

8  J B Campbell The Upper Palaeolithic of Britain, (Oxford), 1977, p. 412
9  Ibid.
10  Ibid.
11  Steve Mithen After the Ice: A Global Human History, 20,000-5000BC, (London), 2003, p. 118




