THE CAVE OF “LA VACHE” (The Cow)

 A Refuge of Nomadic Hunters

WHERE IS IT?  

The Cave of the Cow owes its name to a natural concretion close to its entrance that resembles a bovine. The cave is located on the slope opposite of the Cave of Niaux.  After parking your vehicle close to the fountain in the village of Alliat, you must walk about 400 meters on a small quaint path that smells good – like cow dung! From there, you will have a very beautiful view of the Cave of Niaux, the deep valley and a promising first impression of a surprising visit. 

WHAT DOES ONE SEE THERE?  

This small cave does not lack charm and although you will not see any drawings or paintings on its walls, you will learn much about the everyday life of Prehistoric humans and you will depart with your spirit filled with images. 

Indeed, this cave was a place of living and passage, undoubtedly a prehistoric "hunting station" for the Cro-Magnons who left many remains there.  First of all, leftovers of meals: A hundred thousand bone fragments of ibexes, reindeers, grouse etc. were recorded.  It should be noted that all bones were broken, suggesting that our ancestors recovered the invaluable marrow. It was probably used as fuel to feed their fires because trees were rare in the area at that time.  

Weapons were also found: 500 harpoons, 2,000 spears exclusively made from reindeer antlers, flint tools and many tools carved from bone and reindeer antlers (including 420 needles to sew!).  

The cave of the Cow has been thoroughly excavated since 1866. There are traces of visits by humans in this cave since the Late Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic eras as well as the Metal Ages.  For example, in one room you will be able to admire enigmatic spiral-shaped symbols and fingerprints dating from the Bronze Age.  

But let us return to the end of the Magdalenian culture and enter the Monique Room from which tons of flakes have been removed, a huge and unbelievable task! It is a vast, spacious room (400 m²) where fireplaces dated to the Magdalenian during the excavation are scattered everywhere.  In addition to animal bones on the ground (testimonials of our ancestors’ meetings) and some oil lamps (simple dug stones), this room has yielded more than 50,000 flint pieces (the quality of Pyrenees flint is not very good so some have come from as far as 300 to 400 km away), over 3,000 tools and various carved or engraved objects.  So, it is very easy to imagine all kinds of fabulous scenarios.  

Are you there? Close your eyes for a minute and you will see them, their spirit is still in the place. Weak daylight penetrates into the room, they are present, sitting around fireplaces, watching a reindeer leg cook while others knap flint and engrave objects.  A woman nurses a child and another is sewing a skin. Outside, the wind is whistling on the tundra during the end of Ice Age. Suddenly, hunters return, one man runs towards them shouting. The hunt was good and, in few days, they will be able to raise the camp.  Later, in the gleam of fires and lamps, satisfied, they will tell in turn, in an unknown language, the day’s exploits and their dancing shades will be reflected on the walls.  Then, they will fall asleep, lying against each other, safe and kept hot in this hospitable cave. Yes, it is allowed and even recommended to dream!

To conclude the visit, we discover with amazement windows displaying reproductions (as faithful as can be because they were made by artists working for the Louvre in Paris) of various carved and engraved objects that gathered in the cave over the centuries.  

In reindeer antler: 

· A hunting scene: a reindeer followed by three hunters 

· Ibexes and a human form looking like a pregnant woman 

· Two reindeer before coupling 

· A horse jumping in a decoration 

· A frieze with eight vertical heads of horses

· A mare followed by a male horse smelling its back 

· A salmon, a horse head and a bird head

· Heads of wolves face to face 

In bone: 

· A horse with a curved head followed by six men 

· The head of hind and two fishes 

· A reindeer fawn

· A frieze with heads of buffalos seeming to swim, their muzzles sticking out of the water 

· An aurochs showing its tongue

· The head of a lioness (symbol of the cave) 

· Polishing tools with bears on one face (very rare), saïga antelopes that seem to smile to ibexes in a row and lions

But also, an engraved calling horn made from a stag antler, a scallop shell, decorative elements, an engraved ibex on a roller, drilled teeth, others shells, ibex incisors and fox canines, a flute and a whistle made from an ibex finger bone.  

Forgive lapses of memory! It is necessary to specify that all these works of art and miniatures are of remarkable smoothness and extraordinary precision and that they express all feelings and emotions that the animal kingdom inspires in us.  You must see and contemplate them.

EXTRAS OF THE VISIT 

Without a doubt, the guide, Mr. GAILLI, is a savant out of the ordinary.  He will involve you in Prehistory and make you live it intensely.  A Prehistorian but also a writer (and not only on Prehistory, he has written works on Catharism and other subjects), this sharp and energetic man will make you visit "his" cave without counting time or money.  

EXTRAS OF THE CAVE 

Postcards as well as books written by Mr. GAILLI are sold there, to name but two: "Ariège, Country of Caves," and "The Cave of Niaux." These books are well written and extremely instructive about caves in the Pyrenees and their history. 

INFORMATION 

Tel. 05 61 05 95 06 

Internet Site:  www.grotte-in-the-vache.org 

E-mail:  grottariege@wanadoo.fr  
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