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This essay outlines a current subject of interest and debate within British archaeology, specifically ongoing excavations that are being carried out at Wogan Cavern beneath Pembroke Castle in West Wales (Wogan Cavern, 2023).  It has been reported in local (The Tenby Observer, 2023) and national media (BBC, 2022) regarding finds of early Homo Sapiens and the last Ice Age.  Due to the importance and rarity of these results in Britain, media interest has continued during the 2023 excavation.  The excavations are being led by Dr Rob Dinnis of the University of Aberdeen and Dr Jennifer French of the University of Liverpool, with funding for the 2023 excavation provided by the Natural History Museum and the Pembroke Castle Trust (University of Aberdeen, 2023). The financing of a 2024 excavation has already been approved and reflects the importance of the site (Coflein, 2022).

The strategically important and impressive Pembroke Castle has an extensive and remarkable history, from a motte and bailey construction in 1093 to a largely intact stone construction that can be visited today.  Beneath the northern part of the castle and the Great Hall is a steep spiral stairway leading to a sizeable Carboniferous limestone cave known as Wogan Cavern (Pembroke Castle, 2023).  In the early thirteenth century, the 1st Earl of Pembroke, William Marshall, built a stone wall to cover the cave entrance and the spiral staircase leading down from the castle's interior.  The large cave is approximately 400m2 (Dinnis et al., 2022), and its use through the ages can only be speculated, with a storage area being the most likely (Castle Studies Trust, 2016). 

Very little is known or recorded regarding previous archaeological work at the cavern. Although the local Tenby Museum holds some documentary archives regarding antiquarian investigation of the site, it is limited.  The museum has 33 flint artefacts dated to the Upper Palaeolithic (University of Oxford, 2023) attributed to Reverend Gilbert Smith, who is believed to have excavated the site in the mid-19th century; however, this cannot be substantiated and therefore accurately attributed to Wogan Cavern.  Some stone tools held by the museum are attributed to him and Wogan Cavern, but Smith’s written records do not mention this; therefore, the link again is poor.  A Mesolithic microlith (Amgueddfa Cymru, 2023) attributed to Wogan is also held at the museum (Dinnis et al., 2022).  There are problematic issues with 19th and early 20th century excavations (University of Aberdeen, 2023), with Victorians being very efficient at carrying out extensive excavations and emptying caves of material at speed, for example, the Robin Hood cave at Creswell Crags (Creswell Crags, 2023). In that era, questions and priorities regarding archaeology were different from those being asked now, as would their approach to excavations.  Additionally, their limited methods of recording and organising data and finds can cause issues for modern archaeologists attempting to review this information and move forward.  Questions arise, such as how complete the collections are from this period and, for example, whether smaller pieces were discarded do not accurately reflect the site or assist modern archaeology.   Issues such as these can hinder today's excavations of the same sites using modern techniques where questions are trying to be answered.  As a result, Britain lacks knowledge of its prehistory and when occupations occurred (Jacobi and Higham, 2011a and 2011b). Unfortunately, the United Kingdom has very few sites untouched by these issues.

In 2019, an assessment funded by the British Cave Research Association was conducted by Dr Rob Dinnis and Dr Jennifer French of Wogan Cavern and finds held by the Tenby Museum.  This resulted in further work being recommended (Dinnis et al., 2022).  Due to the pandemic, no excavations were carried out in 2020.  Limited small-scale excavations of Wogan Cavern were carried out in 2021 and 2022, with the objectives being to establish the archaeological status and potential for research and to locate and determine the extent of any previous excavations.  Results from the excavations showed an intact, hugely significant site with multiple layers of archaeology.  Early Mesolithic (Oxford Reference, 2023) layers had flint and stone finds, with the older layer underneath having deposits of stone tools and bone fragments of reindeer, woolly mammoth, and horse.  Post-excavation analysis of these stone tools recovered in 2022 confirm they were left during the last Ice Age by some of the earliest Homo Sapiens. Therefore, their discovery is of national importance (Coflein, 2022) and incredibly unusual, with only a handful of similar sites.  Neanderthals were replaced by Homo Sapiens approximately 40,000 years ago (Natural History Museum, 2023), and there is very limited archaeology for this period in Britain. The earliest evidence of Homo Sapiens in Britain is a jaw fragment found in 1927 in Kent’s Cavern Devon, dating to approximately 40,000 years ago (University of York, 2011).  Other European sites have proved more fruitful due to these countries' lack of Victorian-era enthusiasm for archaeology.

The exciting thing about Wogan Cavern, apart from the evidence being found, is that much of the cave is untouched and holds the genuine possibility of new discoveries due to its large size and limited exposure to previous destructive archaeology.  One possible question which could be answered is whether there could be evidence of earlier occupation.  There has been an urgent need for a new site in Britain to answer important research questions regarding our prehistory and the last glacial period, and Wogan Cavern appears to be the answer.  Initial excavations, as discussed, have produced incredibly unusual and rare finds from just after the last ice age (Mesolithic) and from the layer underneath that evidence from the Ice Age.  Wogan Cavern is a significant cave for the last glacial cycle because it is a remarkably intact site from early prehistory with multiple layers of archaeology.  New and cutting-edge analytical techniques are being utilised at Wogan, including collecting sediment samples to be screened for identifying ancient human and animal DNA (Vernot et al., 2021).  Utilising this new technology would not have been possible at other sites where nineteenth-century antiquarians had cleared material so comprehensively, so this relatively untouched site is of national importance. 

In conclusion, the importance of the discoveries already made at Wogan Cavern provides the opportunity for debate and discussion not only in archaeology but throughout the other branches of the sciences and humanities. The ongoing excavations will hopefully provide further evidence for our understanding and knowledge of Britain’s prehistory.
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