THE CAVES OF FOISSAC

Last stage before History…

 WHERE ARE THEY ?

 Of course, in Aveyron ! Between Figeac and Villefranche-de-Rouergue, in the middle of the nowhere “aveyronnaise” countryside and if you forget it, be sure that it will be pointed out to you...  Although the cave was inhabited at many periods of Prehistory (since Mousterian), the visit concentrates over Copper Period, i.e. right before Bronze Age, about 4 500 years ago.  At that time, breeding and agriculture form already part of the humans beings everyday life.  An unquestionable social organization also...  Populations gathered in hamlets but caves were still used.  Clay was exploited, some used them as cellar or attic and even... as cemetery!!!  

WHAT DOES ONE SEE THERE? 

We can visit only one restricted part of this immense cave that contains more than 9,5 km of galleries, flooded most of the time. In fact, from current entry, we go up towards prehistoric entry and we follow the river course to 22 meters depth.  

Prehistoric access having been blocked 4 800 years ago, it was relatively easy to date the material found on the spot.  Footprints from a child of 6 to 7 years old are still visible.  Moreover, at the end of the ice period, several accesses were clogged.  Four factors return in line of account:  presence of fauna, what the river drained, what humans brought and finally, what felt in the swallow-holes. 

And as the guide say, at the base of these stopped chimneys, researchers found anything:  machine-gun from Second World War to mammoths bones!

From mineralogical side, we are amazed:  beautiful concretions, draperies and a characteristic of this cave :"bubbles" of concretion were formed at the base of stalactites, as on the ceiling of this room with ochre, grey and white tone, they paper it and offer decorations completely supernatural, lunar in the decorative art style from Seventies (completely personal interpretation). 

Lastly, we arrive at a loam pit and on the extract range. We still see on the wall, scratches made by a human with a tool or maybe a simple torn off stalagmite.  Here, the fireplaces that were found, gave precise details on the way of life of the prehistoric visitors of the cave, but it is supposed that their activities were specific (from 1 to 2 hours) because of fireplaces smoking.  Burials are located not far from there.

Indeed, 45 bodies in this cave were found, all in different positions, that do not allow an easy interpretation of our ancestors funerary rites. In those moved back times, dead people was generally buried under dolmens (and there are ten on the commune).

First of all, a woman, lengthened on her back, her two arms folded up on her abdomen and her left leg folded under her right leg.  She measured 1,50 meters and she was about 45 years old.  At the time, life expectancy being rather restricted, we can say that she was rather old to die.  After study of the bones, she had only one tooth left in her mouth and she was suffering from a terrible cervical osteoarthritis.  Her body was deposited there little time after her death as well as meat offerings (coasts and cranium of pig).

Then, comes "Arthur", mascot of the site, a man about thirty years old, lengthened in  foetal position.  Measuring 1,70 meters, he was a robust strapping man.  But this poor boy was equipped with more significant teeth than normal.  Moreover, at moment of his death, he had only 17 teeth left in his mouth, all entirely decayed. To complete this idyllic picture, it should be specified that he had a before-jaw deformation and was embellished by a cranial frontal depression.  Maybe it would have rather been necessary to rename him Quasimodo!  A very interesting fact:  he had undergone a dental surgery.  Indeed, probably made using a graver, an open hole is still visible on the top of his jaw.  

The guide recalls us that surgeries and trepanations were casual uses.  Indeed, in the area, at the same place, 96 trephined craniums were found.  Were they about ritual?  In Egypt, it was an honorary act for soldiers at the end of their career... Were they same for these "aveyronnais" prehistoric humans?  

Then, we penetrate in the room located very close to the prehistoric entry, place of storage for foodstuffs, where a grinding stone with grain and potteries are exposed:  2 beautiful grain silos, a ceramics with its handles and bent bottom.  These potteries all are made with smoothness.  The turn not having been still invented, they were made thanks to the technique of modelling and with the wad, polished, then cooked in an open fire. Still, beautiful fingerprints on a clay extraction are apparent.  And to note that 42 kg animals bones were indexed, primarily from domestic pigs, that lets think they were mainly consumed.  

"EXTRA” OF THE CAVES

Though the cave belongs to private owners, the entry ticket will give you also access into the Park and the Museum, managed by the town hall and located just in front of the caves. At the entrance, you will see a swing-plough, the ancestor of the plough, same as engravings found Vallee des Merveilles rocks.  

THE MUSEUM 

You will find in this place all archaeological explanations concerning the caves about geology, iconology (study of the prints) and traceology (study of the microscopic traces generated by use of tools).  Moreover, parts found in the cave are exposed, such as potteries, arrowheads made in remarkable flint, splendid polished stone axes in their sheath out in wooden stag, terra cotta tools...  

But also many ornaments:  collars made in wild boar teeth, ornaments made in marine shells, pearls made out in deer antlers.  

Tools:  cut punches, scrapers, flints...  An arc reproduction thanks to a found reinforcement with arrows. Stuffed animals, very beautiful and complete skeleton of caves lion, a tooth of mammoth...  As many testimonies of the human beings everyday life from Copper Age. 

 THE PARK

A lot of things have to be seen. Perfect for children... and especially in July and August. 

The park has reconstituted: 

· a furnace with cereal wafers. Indeed, engrain (rustic corn), cornstarch manufacturer (durum wheat), wheat and barley were already cultivated as well as leguminous plants:  lenses, peas, broad beans... flax, also cultivated, was used for weaving. 

· a craftsmen workshop.  It is about a hut with an arranged tools spot for flint cutting, copper metallurgy (with skin animal bellows, in the south of Aveyron, there are copper mines), clothes industry of bearing nets (kind of point closed loop method but without nodes)...  Workshops are open in summer.  

· a dwelling house.  Built in cob of clay (resulting from the careers of the cave), covered with thatch.  Inside, layer, surmounted fire place wall to dry the meat, mugs with food, a hoe, sticks to be excavated, a grinding stone with flour, a spindle, a weaving loom etc...  

· an attic on pile. 

· a garden from Copper period where cereals and leguminous plants referred to above are cultivated.  

· At the park bottom, you will meet aurochs and deers.  However, it is known that human beings domesticated pigs and oxes, in this Neolithic era end.  Were they savage animals domesticated such as wild boars?  Indeed, sheep and goat initially appeared in the Middle-East and we do not know exactly how they had been introduced in Europe. 

 You will be able also to follow the botanical and genealogical path, to go to see where prehistoric cave entry was located, and the Jonquiere loss(place where the river returns under ground, limit between the ground-extremely and the causse)...  

Lastly, in summer prehistoric meals are proposed:  Hydromel, eggs of quail, lamb or roasted pig meat, lenses, fresh cheese with honey, cereal wafers...  A whole program.  

And if it is not yet enough, you will be able to visit the 6 dolmens of the commune while following a 2h walking tour.  It is all?  
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LAST DISCOVERIES 

Prehistoric paintings dating from the Upper Palaeolithic were recently found in a room. This cave thus becomes the first decorated cave in the department, as said the regional Management of the cultural Affairs of Midi-Pyrenees (DRAC). 

The discovery was carried out on December 13, 2006 by two speleologists Alain and Sebastien Du Fayet de la Tour in a part of the cave belonging to the French Federation of speleology, close to Foissac, in the North-West of Aveyron. 

This discovery made by the 60 years old father and his son, 28 years old, who are “fond of Prehistory”, was authenticated by the agents of the DRAC. These drawings would be dated from 30.000 and 12.000 years before our era, but a study is now on to refine this dating. 

The paintings and engravings, discovered in the room of the Foissac cave, called François-Rouzaud room, are very few but reveal a “strong originality “. There are two painted black bisons of 0,70 m length, an aurochs, a whole of small heads and engraved panels. 

The brittleness of the paintings, their state of conservation and the great difficulty of access and circulation in this very low room, on a slipping ground and with strong declivity, prohibit any opening to the public. 

