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Graduate and undergraduate students from the Universidad de Cantabria, the University of New Mexico, and universities throughout Spain, the rest of Europe, the Americas, and even Japan have diligently and intelligently excavated, piece-plotted, water-screened, floated, sorted, labeled, classified, and bagged hundreds of thousands of artifacts, manuports, and faunal remains. Many of them have participated in more than one campaign—some for several years, becoming field or lab supervisors who have been key to the success and quality of the research. There have been student specialists in living floor dissection; high-tech recording methods (digital photo-based photogrammetry, total station and computerized recording); bone and artifact cleaning and consolidation; faunal, osseous artifact, ceramic, and lithic sourcing analyses, and so on. Several have derived some or all of the data for their thesis or dissertation from the El Mirón excavations and have gone (or are going) on to become professional archaeologists in their own right (Rebecca Schwendler, Estebán Alvarez, John Rissetto, Ana Belen Marín Arroyo, Cristina Vega Maeso, Yuichi Nakazawa, Igor Gutierrez Zugasti, Alejandro García Moreno, Elisabeth Stone, David Cuenca). We are extremely thankful to and proud of all the many students who have participated in the research. Their good cheer, hard work, and enthusiasm have been inspirations to us and made it all the easier for us to direct them both in the field and back at our respective universities. The students—like the project itself—have become features of the summertime social life of Ramales, giving the town (and especially its many bars) the air of an international field school or study-abroad program, with “Pencho” as its social director and singing (etc.) master. Among student participants in the project there have been marriages, babies born, careers begun, lives changed.

Cave cartography was done by Eduardo Torres of Santander and modified by Manuel González Morales. Lithic artifact drafting was done by Natalia Suarez and Susana Ruiz. Redrafting of stratigraphic sections (originally drawn by Lawrence Straus) was done by Ron Stauber of the University of New Mexico’s Office of Contract Archaeology.

Finally, we wish to most warmly thank and acknowledge the many sacrifices of our respective spouses, Maria del Carmen Rapado Errazti and Yolanda Diaz Casado, and our respective daughters, Eva and Celia, who have all put up with a great deal as we spent countless hours obsessively digging, managing, e-mailing, talking, analyzing, and writing. We hope that they are not too jealous of our other “love,” that remarkable cave, El Mirón.

We dedicate this volume to great paleoanthropologists/prehistorians who influenced our respective careers greatly and who died during the course of the project: Desmond Clark, Clark Howell, Francisco Jordá, Javier Fortea, Lew Binford, and now, tragically, our own William Farrand, who passed away in March 2011, having just given us his photograph negatives for this book. Bill was a key contributor to the El Mirón project for years. Joaquín González Echegaray and Les Freeman have been great inspirations for many years. ¡Mil gracias a todos!

The full roster of participants (mainly graduate and undergraduate students but also professionals and aficionados) is long and very international. The countries represented, in addition to Spain and the United States, include Argentina, Canada, Croatia, Cuba, France, Ireland, Japan, Mexico, Netherlands, Nicaragua, Portugal, and the United Kingdom (England and Scotland). Some worked for a few days or weeks, others for entire campaigns, generally two months in length. The core participants worked for several campaigns, some becoming excavation area or field laboratory supervisors (notably Maite Castanedo, Rebecca Schwendler, Ramiro Fernández Madrazo, John Rissetto, Hannah Dodd, Igor Gutierrez Zugasti, Elisabeth Stone, and Yuichi Nakazawa); others had special responsibilities for digital photogrammetry and EDM database organization (Angel Astorqui, Enrique Maeso, Jorge Caro, David Cuenca, Lisa Fontes, and Alejandro García Moreno) or conservation (Ziortza San Pedro). The crews are listed below by excavation campaign.
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David Vaughan

Christopher Warren

1997
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Pascal Foucher

Nora Franco
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John Rissetto

Susana Rodríguez

Cristina San Juan
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Rebecca Schwendler

Kim Wilson

Ann Winegardner

1998

María Abellán

Domingo Alvarez Fernández

Angel Astorqui

Gustavo Bengoechea

David Cardo

Maite Castanedo

Richard Chatterton

Zoe Coughlan

Jose Antonio Cuervas

Francisco Javier Duarte

Elena Fernández García

Raquel Fernández García

Carlos Fernández González

Ramiro Fernández Madrazo

Marcos García Diez

Alicia Gómez Gómez

David Hernández

Katie Larsen

Sonia López Melón
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Sean Maroney

Ramiro Pérez Milián

Ian Mylrea

Marta Pascual

John Rissetto

Silvia Ruiz Pedraza

Susana Ruiz Pedraza

Ziortza San Pedro

Vladimiro Sanz de la Fuente

Rebecca Schwendler

Natalia Suarez Rueda

Julián Talavera

Valentín Tejeiro

Amparo Valcarcel

Cristina Varela

Kim Wilson

Ann Winegardner

1999

María Abellán

Beatriz Acebo

Angel Astorqui

Sergio Barez del Cueto

Prof. Felipe Bate

Eduardo Carmona
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Maite Castanedo

Nuño Castellano

Carolina Cortés

Alvaro Eguizabal

Raquel Fernández García

Pascal Foucher

Jorge González
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Katie Larsen
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Pilar Mantecón
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Oscar Moro
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We owe it all to all of you! ¡Gracias!

—Lawrence Guy Straus, Albuquerque
Manuel R. González Morales, Santander



Preamble

La Cueva del Mirón: A Grand Cave Site in the
Cantabrian Cordillera of Northern Spain

Lawrence Guy Straus
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According to legend, the name El Mirón has an ancient imperial origin.1 In the fall of 1556 the king of Spain and Holy Roman emperor, Charles V, having abdicated in favor of his son Phillip II, was en route to his place of retirement, the monastery of Yuste in Extremadura (southwestern Spain). He had traveled by ship from Flanders to one of the habitual ports of both his imperial “commute” and the royal wool trade in northern Spain, Laredo, situated in what is today the autonomous region of Cantabria, between the cities of Santander and Bilbao. Ahead lay the steep climb up the Camino Real via the valleys of the Río Asón and its tributary, the Calera, and then over the cordillera by one of its lowest passes, Los Tornos, above the Vizcayan town of Lanestosa, up onto the high, dry northern Castilian Meseta of the ancient province of Burgos—the vast, hard lands of the Cid. But as his litter-bearers made their way up the Asón to the town of Ramales at the foot of the mountain chain, the emperor was still in the narrow, steep, humid world of Atlantic Spain, with its dense oak, hazel, elm, linden, and chestnut forests and verdant pastures. The Camino Real was probably little better than a rude track, especially as it ascended the grade from Ramales to Lanestosa, up the face of what the geologists call a hanging valley. At the confluence of the Calera with the Gándara, not far from where it joins the Asón in Ramales, its deep valley is surrounded by 1,000 m peaks: La Busta, El Moro, and most dramatic of all, San Vicente, at the eastern end of the jagged crest of the Sierra del Hornijo—visible on a clear day from the heights above Santander along the coast, some 35 km distant as the crow flies to the northwest.

The emperor had come some 20 km (about three and two-thirds Spanish leagues) from Laredo and his bearers were tired as they diagonally ascended the road up the scree at the base of El Haza cliff. Set down by his men so that they could rest, Charles drew open the curtains of the litter to let in the sun and was greeted with the spectacle of pyramidal Pico San Vicente framed by its rays. The old monarch is said to have pulled himself heavily to his feet, drawn out by the grandeur of the view. He then stood “mirón”—staring fixedly, awestruck—at the scene: the towering mountains before him, the deep canyon with its gushing torrent at his feet, and the sheer limestone wall of the cliff at his back. That cliff—the cirquelike western face of the Monte Pando shoulder of El Moro mountain—is filled with caves. The greatest of these is now known as El Mirón (plate I.1).

The legend speaks of the emperor’s humility in the face of such a natural scene of wonderment and awe. He got back into his litter and his bearers continued their agonizing climb up to Lanestosa and Los Tornos—culminating in Yuste, where Charles died two years later. The man who had ruled much of Europe and America, the warrior who had defeated and captured the king of France and battled the Turks across the Mediterranean, the king in whose name Cortés and Pizarro laid claim for Spain to the Aztec and Inca Empires, respectively, had passed by and was greatly moved by the green and gray majesty of an overwhelming panorama that, unbeknownst to him, had been gazed upon for 40,000 years by anonymous women, men, and children of the ages of stone, copper, and bronze. And then he—like they—was gone.

Three and a half centuries were to pass. The great cave mouth in El Haza cliff would be used to house people, with their activities and their animals. Some of the inhabitants of the cave are reflected in the cave’s alternative names: Cueva del Francés and Cueva de los Gitanos. Some (e.g., Alcalde del Río, Breuil, and Sierra 1911) were to think that the cave had even been used as an artillery emplacement during the 1839 Battle of Ramales in the First Carlist War (a Liberal victory, hence the qualifier added to the town’s name). But this is probably incorrect, as the cannon was apparently sited in a cave on the opposite side of the gorge. (The error is important, however, because from the very beginning the cave’s infilling was qualified as being “very mixed,” supposedly as a result of military activities [Alcalde del Río, Breuil, and Sierra 1911]).

Then, again in fall—specifically mid-September 1903—two school principals explored the caves above Ramales. They were Father Lorenzo Sierra of the San Vincent de Paul high school in Limpias (not far from Laredo, at the head of the Asón estuary tidewater) and Hermilio Alcalde del Río of the vocational school in Torrelavega, a small, industrial city west of Santander. Both were avid amateur archaeologists. Two months later Alcalde would discover the monumental cave site of El Castillo and the important residential and art site of Hornos de la Peña, and in the same year he had begun to excavate in Altamira. Sierra discovered the cave art of El Salitre, the site (but not the art) of Cullalvera, and two entrances of the now-famous La Garma karstic system, all in 1903, and he was to discover Venta de la Perra in 1904 and El Valle in 1905. Naturally, given their respective bases, Alcalde tended to focus his explorations on the central and western parts of what was then the province of Santander and in eastern Asturias (El Pindal), while Sierra concentrated on eastern and central Santander. But the pair collaborated not only in their prospections around Ramales but also visited each other’s discoveries together, often within just days of the finds. The list of their discoveries of sites and of cave art (including figures in caves that had already been explored by the first of this region’s archaeologists, Sanz de Sautuola) during a five-year period is staggering (see Alcalde del Río 1906; Madariaga 1972; Sierra 1908; Madariaga 2000:71). One cave that they apparently explored together (although it may first have been visited by Sierra) was, however, for a long time to relegated to insignificance or simply forgotten: El Mirón.

Another half century was to pass before anyone was to make an attempt to investigate the archaeological potential of El Mirón Cave, which had been repeatedly but only very briefly suggested in the early literature (e.g., Sierra 1908:110; Alcalde del Río Breuil, and Sierra 1911:11; Cabré 1915:42; Obermaier 1924:157). And that attempt was anonymous and unpublished. A trench and a pit were dug across the width of the pitch-black inner cave, apparently by workmen engaged in the construction of a road up to Covalanas in the early 1950s. This apparent search for archaeological deposits in the interior gallery of El Mirón was likely directed by A. García Lorenzo, an amateur archaeologist and discoverer of several cave art loci (notably Las Chimeneas and Las Monedas near El Castillo), acting under the general direction of Father Jesús Carballo, founding director of the Provincial Museum of Prehistory in Santander. Probably having found little or nothing, this work was given up and soon forgotten. At some unknown time, a few artifacts probably collected from the El Mirón surface were donated to the Archaeological Museum of Cáceres—not far from Charles V’s retreat in Yuste (Moure, González Sainz, and González Morales 1991). And a hand ax or cleaver is said to have been found in El Mirón, but details are sketchy (e.g., Junta Directiva de la F.C.E. 1995).

Lawrence Straus (Straus 1975; 1983)—drawn by Cabré’s (1915:47) mention of “Solutrean” artifacts—visited El Mirón in 1973, again in fall. He observed many cobbles and some flints and bones scattered on the surface of the vestibule, entered the inner cave with a feeble flashlight . . . and fell into the trench, which he assumed was a military affair, as mentioned by Alcalde del Río, Breuil, and Sierra (1911). The accident—far less magnificent than the legend of Carlos V—and the cave remained in his memory for nearly a quarter century. During this time, Manuel González Morales participated in a restudy of the paintings in nearby Covalanas and La Haza (Moure, González Sainz, and González Morales 1991) and later directed a research project centered at sites across the Asón estuary from Laredo, where the emperor had landed 450 years before (e.g., González Morales 2000; González Morales and Díaz Casado 2000; González Morales, Yudego, and Ituarte 2000). Now it is we who, year after year, have often paused to stare in awe at that grand view from that great cave, El Mirón, joining the hundreds of anonymous souls—and one emperor—to have done so for over 40 millennia. Now a monument and a sign stand below the cave along the old Camino Real: the first to Charles V and the second a panel briefly explaining what we are doing in “his” great cave. This book will begin to tell the latter story in greater detail.

Notes

1. The El Mirón legend was related to us by Joaquín (“Pencho”) Eguizábal, lifelong resident of Ramales and Covalanas Cave guide. His source is an unpublished book manuscript by José María Haro titled “Consejas andróminas y falorias de Ramales de la Victoria,” about which we have no further information.

References Cited



	Alcalde del Río, H.




	1906

	Las pinturas y grabados de las cavernas prehistóricas de la provincia de Santander. Blanchard y Arce, Santander, Spain.




	Alcalde del Río, H., H. Breuil, and L. Sierra




	1911

	Les cavernes de la région Cantabrique. A. Chêne, Monaco.




	Cabré, J.




	1915

	El arte rupestre en España. Memoria 1. Comision de Investigaciones Paleontologicas y Prehistoricas, Madrid.




	González Morales, M.




	2000

	La prehistoria de las Marismas: excavaciones en la Cueva de La Fragua (Santoña). Excavaciones de 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, y 1996. In Actuaciones arqueológicas en Cantabria, 1984–1999, edited by R. Ontañón, pp. 177–180. Gobierno de Cantabria, Santander, Spain.




	González Morales, M., and Y. Díaz Casado




	2000

	La prehistoria de las Marismas: excavaciones arqueológicas en los abrigos de la Peña del Perro. In Actuaciones arqueológicas en Cantabria, 1984–1999, edited by R. Ontañón, pp. 93–96. Gobierno de Cantabria, Santander, Spain.




	González Morales, M., C. Yudego, and C. Ituarte




	2000

	La prehistoria de las Marismas: prospección arqueológica de la zona del bajo Asón y marismas de Santoña y toma de muestras en los yacimientos de las cuevas del Otero, La Chora, y El Valle. In Actuaciones arqueológicas en Cantabria, 1984–1999, edited by R. Ontañón, pp. 151–153. Gobierno de Cantabria, Santander, Spain.




	Junta Directiva de la Federación Cántabra de Espeleología




	1995

	Informe de la Federación Cántabra de Espeleología sobre la zona de Ramales. Asociación Cántabra para la Defensa del Patrimonio Subterraneo, memorias 1995, pp. 132–146. Santander, Spain.




	Madariaga, B.




	1972

	Hermilio Alcalde del Río: Una escuela de Prehistoria en Santander. Patronato de las Cuevas Prehistóricas, Santander, Spain.




	2000

	Sanz de Sautuola y el descubrimiento de Altamira. Patronato de las Cuevas Prehistoricas, Santander, Spain.




	Moure, A., C. González Sainz, and M. González Morales




	1991

	Las cuevas de Ramales de la Victoria (Cantabria). Arte rupestre en las cuevas de Covalanas y La Haza. Universidad de Cantabria, Santander, Spain.




	Obermaier, H.




	1924

	Fossil Man in Spain. Yale University Press, New Haven, CT.




	Sierra, L.




	1908

	Notas para el mapa paletnográfico de la Provincia de Santander. In Actas del Primer Congreso de Naturalistas Españoles, pp. 103–117, Zaragoza, Spain.




	Straus, L. G.




	1975

	A Study of the Solutrean in vasco-cantabrian Spain. University of Chicago.




	1983

	El solutrense Vasco-Cantábrico: una nueva perspectiva. Monografías 10. Centro de Investigación y Museo de Altamira, Madrid.







CHAPTER ONE

The Excavation of
El Mirón Cave

Lawrence Guy Straus
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It is a tradition in prehistoric archaeology that classic excavations were those done in big caves and rockshelters, with long stratigraphies. These became “type sites” for regions and time-slices or even for the entire record of continents. Sites such as Spy, Le Trou Magrite, La Quina, La Ferrassie, Laugerie, Isturitz, Mas d’Azil, Szeleta, Tabun, Haua Fteah, the caves at Grimaldi and at Klasies River mouth, and—closer to the subject of this book—El Castillo immediately come to mind. The traditional modus operandi of excavating large, deep sites was perfectly suited to the overall aims of the culture-historical approach to prehistory; these sites were likely to yield long sequences of distinctive industries exemplified by large, “representative” collections of diagnostic artifacts (and, sometimes, works of “art”) that both allowed for reliable temporal/cultural attributions and provided the kinds of materials that museums (or private collectors) wanted to possess and display. These “mega-sites” were usually dug in extenso during the early decades of the discipline’s existence (i.e., before World War II), with large crews of workers using picks, shovels, and sometimes dynamite and mine cars on rails. On the one hand, the volume of sediment removed—often in very short order—was staggering, making it hard for us today to imagine how the excavators (legendary figures such as Edouard Lartet, Denis Peyrony, Edouard Piette, Edouard Dupont, Dorothy Garrod, Réne and Suzanne de Saint-Périer, Hugo Obermaier, et al.) were able to recover as much as they did. On the other hand, the strategy of totally or substantially emptying large caves and rockshelters did provide ample coverage of broad areas, thereby “evening out” the effects of spatially segregated, activity-related debris and increasing the yields of rare finds, notably human burials and unusual works of portable art or adornment.

In recent decades, under the influence perhaps of processual archaeology and economic prehistory, and certainly because of ethical preservation considerations, financial constraints, and the increasing emphasis on great detail in interdisciplinary research, excavations of prehistoric sites have become smaller and much more painstaking—definitely much slower, while moving much less dirt. The profession has come to realize that prehistoric adaptive systems manifested themselves on the ground in the form of many different kinds of sites, from big, multipurpose sites (often long-term “residential” loci) to a wide variety of (often smaller) special-purpose, shorter-use sites, including “logistical” locations, to use Binford’s (1980) terminology. These sites do not necessarily have long stratigraphic sequences and may only contain very partial samples of the full repertoire of a culture’s material heritage. Yet they can sometimes give a much clearer picture of specific activities (e.g., specialized hunting camps, quarry-workshop sites, transit camps, shell-midden dumps) than the more complex palimpsests that generally characterize the “big” sites. A related development in recent prehistoric fieldwork has been the return to classic sites to conduct limited excavations designed to verify, refine, correct, and/or radiometrically date the old stratigraphic sequences, to collect samples for modern analyses (e.g., sedimentology, micromorphology, palynology, dental cementum seasonality studies, lithic microwear), and to gather artifact assemblages that are less heavily biased toward retouched tools (and at most large debris) to the detriment of microdebitage or even faunal remains. This strategy has the advantage of more-or-less guaranteed results; in re-excavating a known site (albeit with more modern, exhaustive methods and to ask “new” questions) the archaeologist knows in advance what periods and what range of materials (e.g., is there faunal preservation?) he or she is likely to find. The archaeologist can usually clean existing stratigraphic sections and dig back from them. In short, he or she is not “digging blind,” which has the added practical advantage of allowing the archaeologist to tell funding agencies that success is practically guaranteed, at least when it is already known that intact sediments still remain in the targeted site.

Both of the directors of the Mirón project had had ample experience with the excavation of both previously researched and smaller, limited-function sites. They had collaborated (Straus as codirector and González Morales as Spanish inspector) with G. A. Clark in the excavation of a remnant of the classic Upper Paleolithic and Mesolithic site of La Riera Cave (Asturias), originally excavated by the Conde de la Vega del Sella in 1917. Straus had, over four three-month campaigns, excavated the remaining open-air portion of the large Magdalenian site of the Abri Dufaure (Les Landes, France), whose rockshelter had been entirely dug out by Abbé Henri Breuil and a colleague in 1900. He tested a number of sites of various periods in Portugal and then, in collaboration with Marcel Otte, dug small remnants of two classic Middle and Upper Paleolithic sites in Wallonia (Belgium)—le Trou Magrite and Hermitage-Huccorgne—as well as two small, specialized sites—l’Abri du Pape (Mesolithic) and la Grotte du Bois Laiterie (Magdalenian). González Morales had excavated another site originally discovered by Hermilio Alcalde del Río and first dug by Vega del Sella, namely an Asturian Mesolithic shell midden in Mazaculos Cave, and tested a number of other shell-midden sites. He also conducted a salvage excavation in the small Magdalenian rockshelter of Entrefoces (also in Asturias) and documented a surficial late Gravettian occupation immediately beneath rupestral art images in Fuente del Salín (western Cantabria). Finally, he had excavated the small Magdalenian-Azilian-Mesolithic sites of El Perro rockshelter and La Fragua Cave and the Mesolithic shell midden in La Trecha Cave and sampled for dating the earlier-excavated terminal Paleolithic and Mesolithic cave of La Chora, all in eastern Cantabria. All these excavations had helped answer interesting and sometimes important questions, but the samples and the coverages were generally limited and thus possibly biased.

In the present era, it is rare in western Europe to discover an essentially pristine cave site that is both large in area and deep in stratigraphy. The opportunity that El Mirón has presented to us is, although not unique (Franchthi Cave on the Argolid Peninsula of Greece is certainly a similar case), at least highly unusual, and it poses a great responsibility. From the outset, El Mirón has allowed (and obligated) us to try to “do it right,” to excavate meticulously, to experiment and then establish thorough protocols for “total” recovery via flotation and fine screening and for computerized provenance recording. The great size of the cave vestibule, whose deposits proved to be largely undisturbed (despite superficial appearances and the opinions of some earlier archaeologists), would permit fairly broad exposure of “living surfaces” and therefore lend itself to analyses of structures and activity areas within this vast sheltered area.

From the outset in 1995, when Straus proposed to González Morales the idea of testing El Mirón, the goal of excavating a large site in a montane setting was clear. This would provide a contrast to the prevailing record for at least the Upper and Middle Paleolithic of Cantabria, which was based almost exclusively on sites that had been excavated for a century on or at the edge of the coastal plain (e.g., Altamira, El Pendo, Cueva Morín, El Juyo, El Castillo). It was also clear that El Mirón, with its large size, strategic location, panoramic view, and proximity to the major cave art sites of Covalanas, La Haza, and Cullalvera, was likely (among other things) to have been a significant Upper Paleolithic residential site. Few sites of that scale and depth had been excavated essentially de novo in this region since Obermaier’s huge excavations at El Castillo in 1911–1914 or Vega del Sella’s work in Cueto de la Mina (Asturias) in 1914–1915, since even Julio Martínez Santa-Olalla’s 1953–1957 excavations in El Pendo had been preceded by years of diggings by Jesús Carballo and, at the beginning, by Marcelino Sanz de Sautuola.

But really it was El Mirón that revealed its potential to us as we excavated it, beginning with the startling discovery of intact Bronze Age layers immediately below a thin, surficial layer of dung and recent mixed fill within one of the cabin foundations near the front of the vestibule. As things developed, we discovered that this cave was to hold not only the major Paleolithic sequence that we hoped for and expected but also one of the most important post-Pleistocene sequences in the Cantabrian region. The sequence we uncovered in the initial test excavation in the Cabin area of the outer vestibule in 1996 showed itself to hold invaluable information on questions concerning the origins of food production and of complex societies in this peripheral, Atlantic fringe of the Iberian Peninsula (plate 1.1). The Holocene record would have to be carefully excavated, systematically recorded, and thoroughly analyzed. The first results of that effort are the main focus of this, the first volume in a projected series of monographs on the grand cave of El Mirón. In no other major excavation of a Paleolithic site in the Cantabrian region had either much evidence been found of or much attention paid to post-Paleolithic cultural evidence. Often, when promising Paleolithic cave sites were to be dug, surface layers with “modern” or “recent” artifacts and fauna represented impediments that had to be removed expeditiously. (For example, Breuil and Obermaier were quite vague on the subject of the contents and age [“Neolithic” or “Eneolithic”] of the topmost stratum in El Castillo, in which, nonetheless, they had found a great mixture of ceramic types and a number of rather spectacular metal artifacts, now known to be mid–Bronze Age [Cabrera 1984].) In recent years, some excavations of Neolithic and Chalcolithic sites have been conducted and there has been renewed interest in the study and dating of megalithic monuments along the Atlantic facade of northern Spain (for example, see papers in Rodríguez Casal 1997). However, it is an important and rare opportunity to study how El Mirón Cave, as a particular place that had been a major hunter-gatherer site for the exploitation of a specific local environment during thousands of years, had been transformed into a locus for pastoral and perhaps agricultural food production, with all the material and social ramifications.

In El Mirón we are constrained neither by a small cave area nor by the limits imposed by earlier excavations. With an area of about 250 m2, the vestibule of El Mirón is almost like an open-air site, but with a roof and walls—a far cry from some of the smaller caves that we have excavated in recent years, such as Le Bois Laiterie or La Fragua. Excavations in such a large site—if sustained for substantial amounts of time, year after year—can potentially sample a variety of activity areas for any given level. In a large cave the archaeological signatures of different activities may be more clearly segregated than in more physically constrained cavities, where palimpsests of residues from many distinct activities may be far more common and thus difficult to “read.” Since the use of space in any particular period is likely to have been organized in relation to the structural features of the cave (e.g., terrace at the mouth, north versus south zones with differing exposure to winds and drafts both from outside and inside the cave, exterior zone with sunlight all day versus rear zone with bright natural light only at the end of the afternoon, limited roof-fall blocks that could serve as “site furniture”), the archaeological sampling of different zones within the vestibule should, in principle, lead to a fuller picture of the gamut of activities conducted within it during any given period. Unlike the modus operandi of traditional excavations (including even ones done in recent decades), the goal of exposing broad areas of a large site such as El Mirón should not be just to “lump” together all the finds from individual layers to give a general picture of contents in (or “typical” of) a period. Rather, it should be to try to examine possible synchronic similarities and differences of a spatial character in order to approach the problem of the organization of space. Then, through diachronic, inter-level comparisons, one can study how the structured use of a particular place may or may not have changed in relation to changes in human activities and in the physical configuration of the cave, all within the context of a potentially dynamic environment. Both “space” and “time” are of significance in the detailed study of archaeological places, neither to the detriment of the other.

Thus, the opportunity provided by El Mirón Cave is to conduct research along both of the strategic axes by which archaeological excavation can be conducted: vertical and horizontal (plate 1.2). Many excavations (including our own) have emphasized—generally by dint of circumstances (e.g., the size and/or nature of the site, the intact area remaining to be dug, available time, funding, and other resources)—one or the other of these axes. Many excavations of open-air sites obviously emphasize the study of the “horizontal,” that is, broad activity area exposures and behavioral analyses, with little or no stratigraphic depth and hence scant time depth (Pincevent, Gönnersdorf and the other Paris Basin and Neuwied Basin Magdalenian sites are classic examples). Most cave/rockshelter excavations have naturally tended to stress the “vertical” (i.e., stratigraphic depth, chronology and the study of change through time in environments, diagnostic artifacts or assemblages, and faunal indicators). The behavioral interpretations derived from “vertical” excavations suffer from stringent spatial sampling limitations (i.e., small, only partially representative areas, usually in only one part of a site, often dug back from old excavation sections). The exquisite “snapshots” of near-moments of time from some of the most spectacular “horizontal” excavations nonetheless usually do not deal with issues of how the role of particular places may change through time as (global, regional, and local) environments, resources, and human survival strategies change. But the often-segregated emphases on timelessness and time do not have to be separated in the context of archaeological excavations, if both horizontal and vertical axes of research can be combined as integral components of individual projects.

There is a significant problem that affects the excavation and interpretation of “rich” sites such as El Mirón: the often continuous accumulation of vast amounts of cultural debris with few or no sterile layers, and hence the practical difficulty of determining strict contemporaneity of finds across space. It is a common characteristic of many of the caves of the Cantabrian region that were repeatedly favored for human use (i.e., ones that combined strategic location with good shelter and solar orientation and access to food and fuel) to be “stuffed” with dark, organic-rich deposits continuously littered with artifacts and faunal remains. This is particularly typical of major residential sites of the Magdalenian period, when the problem is often further complicated by prehistoric trampling, fires, and frequent construction activity (pits, walls, and possibly surface leveling) that had the repeated effect of “blurring” the distinctions among occupation layers. Such sites as Altamira, El Castillo, El Juyo, La Riera, Cova Rosa, Tito Bustillo, and so on have major Magdalenian palimpsests that are usually very dark in color and extraordinarily rich—and hard to meaningfully subdivide stratigraphically, at least over significant distances within the sites. Similar problems of possible construction- and residential intensity–related “churning” of culturally very rich deposits can affect the records of late Neolithic, Chalcolithic, and Bronze Age times in the Cantabrian caves—a fact compounded by the frequent use of suitable cavities as livestock stables and human burial places (even ossuaries) as well as residential locations. Stabling, frequent and massive burning (plate 1.3) (including on-site metallurgy in the Bronze Age), and intensive digging (and re-digging) of (often large) pits (plate 1.4) during the post-Mesolithic prehistory of El Mirón Cave clearly affected the nature of the depositional record in the upper zones of the site’s stratigraphies. Yet the “fresh” aspect of the sharply bounded pits; the often pristine, relatively unmixed nature of ash and charcoal layers and pockets; and the clear color and texture contrasts among sediments of different origins or composition generally made the job of observing and maintaining stratigraphic and depositional distinctions in the upper levels of El Mirón relatively straightforward, compared with the more “time-averaged” Late Glacial strata.

Faced with the complexity of such a “dense” deposit—particularly in the mid-Holocene and Tardiglacial strata—we (like other excavators of rich cave sites) have had to combine the advantages of both vertical and horizontal excavation methods. In the outer vestibule area (the Cabin), where there were no preexisting holes that could provide “window” to the stratigraphy underlying the dirt floor of the submodern structures, excavation would always be conducted by first carefully digging small areas (1–4 m2), which would later be expanded to a full 10 m2 as the work proceeded downward. This allowed us to observe (and, if needed, correct for errors in our interpretation of) the stratigraphy before excavating larger areas of individual levels, which were uncovered by following the slope trends revealed in both nearby east-west and north-south sections. Below the incredibly complex topmost (post-Mesolithic) layers—with their mounds of ash and many pits within pits—the strata in the Cabin area lie very close to horizontal, making relatively straightforward the task of following surfaces, although there are problems of sedimentary and cultural intergradation among the Magdalenian levels exposed to date.

In the inner vestibule (the Corral area), we were able to use the existence of a large, refilled pothole at the northeastern (left rear) corner of the chamber to provide us with a “preview” of the Tardiglacial and Early Postglacial stratigraphy. By emptying (and screening) the contents of this “crater” we exposed its western and southwestern edges. Excavation of a maximally 1 m2 test pit (Square V8) back from the southwestern edge of the pothole did provide a valuable window on and platform for radiocarbon dating of the Magdalenian levels to be exposed over another about 10 m2 during successive excavation campaigns in the Corral area. That excavation, as it proceeded downward, created stratigraphic sections (“after the fact”) along its southern, western, and northern edges. But the actual dissection of the Magdalenian levels (plate 1.2) was in reality guided not only by the (west- and north-trending) slopes of overlying levels displayed in those stratigraphic sections but also by following the inclinations of long bones, blades, cobbles, and sedimentologically discrete lenses (such as patches of ash and charcoal, red ochre, or flour-fine gray-green silt) as well as the presence of apparent features such as hearths, pits, and a possible rock wall. Despite all our best efforts to follow and dissect individual living floors in this area, the dark (grayish or blackish brown), organically and culturally rich nature of the sediments, the evidence for considerable prehistoric digging and other alterations (e.g., trampling, scuffing) of surfaces, the lack of continuous sterile (or even “poor”) layers, their frequent indistinctiveness even in the sections, and the distance from those sections in some areas, all make it very difficult to be absolutely sure of the discrete integrity of individual levels. Movements of objects from the size of a bone splinter to that of a charcoal lump among these levels are clearly suggested by inconsistencies among the radiocarbon determinations. This problem could—in principle—be addressed by refitting, but this is made very problematic by the extremely small size of the flint artifacts (including the usually diminutive and “exhausted” beach pebble cores) and the triturated (marrow-cracked?) nature of the bone assemblages. The reality is that the Magdalenian deposits are time-averaged palimpsests that can be fairly reliably unraveled only in the immediate vicinity of either stratigraphic sections or definite prehistoric features such as hearths.

In order to be able to correlate the Upper/Epi-Paleolithic levels of the Cabin and Corral areas, a dogleg connecting trench (1 m wide) was dug between the two. This excavation reached the top of the Lower Magdalenian complex of levels in three squares and (as of 2004) penetrated it and the Solutrean horizon in one (P6) (plate 1.5). It was also extremely fruitful because early Neolithic deposits were found in its three westernmost meters, increasing the sample sizes of artifacts and faunal and botanical remains for this period.

Despite the palimpsest problems introduced above, El Mirón Cave provides a spectacular opportunity to combine both axes of excavation—vertical (plate 1.6) and horizontal (plate 1.7)—in the study of change through time and spatial organization within a major place in the montane landscapes of late Quaternary Cantabria. While the cave and the hard limestone physical relief surrounding it remained essentially stable during the Upper Pleistocene and Holocene, surface geomorphology, climate, and vegetation changed substantially during the tens of millennia represented by the sedimentary infilling of the cave. It is our job to explore the interplay between humans and those aspects of stability and change through the course of the last glacial-interglacial cycle.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Río Asón Drainage
in Eastern Cantabria

Lawrence Guy Straus
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The Vasco-Cantabrian Region

Vasco-Cantabrian Spain is a distinctive, high-relief geographical region characterized by a coast closely abutted by a mountain chain, the Cantabrian Cordillera. It lies astride the forty-third parallel of latitude, forming the north-central margin of the Iberian Peninsula along the broad Atlantic embayment known alternatively as the Mar Cantábrico (by the Spaniards), the Golfe de Gascogne (by the French) or the Bay of Biscay (by the British). From east to west, it is made up of the modern provinces of Guipúzcoa, Vizcaya, Cantabria, and Asturias, which total no more than about 14,000 km2. A physiographically well-defined region, it is about 350 km long but narrow: never more than about 50 km (and sometimes a mere 25 km or so) wide between the present shore and the cordilleran crestline (figure 2.1). The cordillera forms in part the continental divide between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean basins (the Río Ebro drains into the Mediterranean to the south of the mountains in their eastern—Basque and east Cantabrian—sector). The hyphenated name—Vasco-Cantabria—is used here to stress some important topographic differences between the eastern and western parts of the region. The coastal Spanish Basque Country (provinces of Guipúzcoa and Vizcaya) lies at the right-angle corner of the Cantabrian Sea, where the Pyrenees and Cantabrian Cordillera meet in a “chaos” of mountains that often plunge down to the sea with deep, narrow gorges but few broad valleys or stretches of coastal plain. The Basque Mountains—although including some dramatically steep, localized massifs such as the Sierras de Amboto, Gorbeia, Urbasa, Aitzkorri, or Aralar—are generally relatively low (maximum elevation 1,400–1,500 m, but usually much less) and have the most accessible passes between the Atlantic coast and the interior of Spain (namely Navarra, Alava, and eastern Burgos in Old Castile). These characteristics continue westward into the easternmost part of the province of Cantabria, which is now an autonomous administrative region but was historically part of Old Castile.
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Fig. 2.1. Map of Vasco-Cantabria, showing the Cantabrian Sea (Bay of Biscay), mountain ranges, major rivers, and cities. Plan by L. G. Straus, redrafted by Ronald Stauber.

Westward, the cordilleran summits rise and, in the area where the coastal provinces of Cantabria and Asturias meet the interior province of León, they are abutted to the north by an awesome series of massifs: the Picos de Europa, whose summits—at or slightly over 2,600 m above present sea level—are the highest in northwest–north central Spain and as high as the highest peaks of the western Pyrenees, despite their proximity to the shore. The topography of central and western Cantabria and Asturias is, however, more regularly structured than that of the Basque Country. There is usually a coastal lowland zone (albeit often hilly), which is relatively broad in central Cantabria (around the present-day bay and city of Santander) and central Asturias (the triangle north of Oviedo between Cabo Peñas and the cities of Avilés and Gijón). This strip is generally flanked by coastal hill ranges rising from several hundred to slightly over 1,000 m above present sea level. In many sectors, south of the coastal ranges are intermontane valleys that are also oriented east-west (i.e., parallel to the shore). Still farther south lie the ever-higher, usually parallel chains of the cordillera itself and finally the 800–1,000 m high Meseta of Old Castile. The Vasco-Cantabrian region—dominated by Cretaceous and Carboniferous limestone bedrock—transitions into the region of ancient shield rock and lower relief that characterizes the northwestern corner of the Iberian Peninsula: Galicia. This area generally lacks caves and has a somewhat different prehistoric record.

Coastal and mountainous Vasco-Cantabrian Spain is also a land of many short, steep rivers in deeply entrenched valleys. From east to west, the major rivers include the Bidasoa, Urumea, Oria, Urola, Deba, Ibaizabal, Asón, Miera, Pas-Pisueña, Besaya-Saja, Deva-Cares, Sella-Piloña, and Nalón-Narcea. The Basque rivers are separated from one another all (or almost all) the way down to the Holocene shore, while the lower courses of rivers in much of Cantabria and Asturias are more readily connected along the broader coastal lowland zone. Under full glacial conditions of sea level regression, the coastal plain throughout the whole Vasco-Cantabrian region was only about 4–12 km wider than it is today under interglacial conditions—far less than off the Gulf of Gascony shore of Aquitaine or Charentes or even off the Gulf of Lions shores of Catalonia or Languedoc. So, intervalley communications within the Vasco-Cantabrian region in both the Last Glacial and in the Holocene were easiest in the lower courses and, in the former period, along the now-inundated continental shelf. Today the only continuous avenues of west-to-east communication (narrow-gauge railroad, national road, and the new divided highway) also closely follow the shore, except where mountain chains plunge down to it, as is most generally the case from eastern Cantabria eastward to the French border. Otherwise, the rest of the main roads and the wide-gauge railroads linking Madrid to the provincial capitals of northern Spain all run from the Meseta to the shore via Cordilleran passes and the main river valleys that cut northward from them. Above the coastal zone (where it is present at all), roads between valleys (generally only fairly recently paved) are steep, narrow, and switchbacked. Despite short distances on the map, travel over intervalley passes is far from easy, even today (and especially in a snowy winter).

Traditional life in northern Spain has always in historic times been organized along the lines of valleys. While of course never completely isolated—and indeed often connected by upland pastures and grazing practices (including various forms of transhumance and mutualism, trade, and intermarriage)—the valleys of Vasco-Cantabria have constituted fundamental social, economic, and even administrative units (as reflected by the modern boundaries of the rough equivalents of townships and counties). Until the (relatively recent) advent of mass access to automobiles, many people (unless drawn to industrial cities for employment—something that really became common only in the twentieth century) spent their lives within the valley from which their families had stemmed, visiting or marrying into adjacent valleys but rarely straying far afield except for commercial or administrative visits to the provincial capital or more distant places, for reasons of obligatory military service, for example. The traditional pastoral economy in the valleys of northern Spain was often largely self-sufficient, although there were long-standing trade connections with Castile and Andalucia for such basic products as olive oil or wheat, not at all or little produced in cool, humid Atlantic Spain (e.g., Caro Baroja 1943; Freeman 1979).

The present climate of Vasco-Cantabria is a temperate, oceanic one but with great differences in temperature between the coastal zone and the cordillera, although striking microclimates sometimes exist within major valleys of the montane interior (such as in the well-known case of the relatively broad valley of Liébana, surrounded by the Picos de Europa). Heavily influenced by the ocean, particularly because of the presence of a branch of the Gulf Stream in the Cantabrian Sea, the regional climate is highly pluvial and temperature ranges along the coast are equable (all climatic information is from Terán and Sole Sabaris 1968). Average annual rainfall totals in the coastal cities of Santander and Bilbao are 1,172 mm and 1,142 mm, respectively. Precipitation (including considerable snow, which, however, is very rare in the coastal lowlands) is even higher in the mountains—up to 1,500–2,000 mm per year. In contrast, just barely south of the cordillera in the Ebro (i.e., Mediterranean) drainage of the interior Basque province of Alava, average annual rainfall is already significantly lower (828 mm in the capital city, Vitoria-Gasteiz, but in the 600 mm range farther south in the province). In northern Castilla-León (Duero drainage) the aridity is even more marked, with average annual rainfall of 478, 380, 408, and 665 mm in the cities of Burgos, Aranda de Duero, Palencia, and León, respectively. Average annual temperature in Santander and Bilbao (both on the coast) is 13.6°C and 14.3°C, respectively, and the annual range is very limited. Average annual temperatures in the mountains are much colder (e.g., only 9.1°C at Reinosa in south-central Cantabria, whose elevation is 850 m above sea level) and annual variation in temperature is far greater in the mountains than along the coast. The deep, narrow valley floors of the montane zone (especially the south-north-oriented ones) are characterized by shortened periods of open sunshine (due to shade) and nightly cold air drainage. The annual variation in temperature on the northern Meseta of Old Castile is brutal, with long winters and mean January temperatures of only 3.3°C and 3.9°C in León and Burgos, respectively. Even Vitoria, with an average annual temperature of 11°C, has an average January temperature of slightly less than 5°C.

Touted in tourist propaganda as “Green Spain,” Vasco-Cantabria is sometimes described as being like Ireland with mountains and like Switzerland with a seacoast. Prior to modern times, the temperate, pluvial climatic regime in the lower elevations favored the growth of dense, luxuriant, oak-dominated deciduous forests, whose other components included such trees as hazel, chestnut, elm, linden, maple, willow, poplar, and alder, often with a rich understory of shrubs. The upper elevations were dominated by beech and pine, with high mountain slopes covered with alpine meadow plants. Today, rocky cliffs are often bare or characterized by matorral. Ericaceous heathlands are also found along exposed stretches of the coast, which includes raised platforms (rasas) in many sectors. The modern vegetation is, of course, significantly the product of human activity (charcoal burning, forest clearance for pasture and construction), particularly as this is a region whose economy has long depended heavily on ovicaprine and/or bovine pastoralism. The result is that the coastal zone and lower valleys are usually characterized by lush (and heavily manured) grasslands. Now that the dairy industry has been severely curtailed as a result of European Union milk quotas, it is possible that interglacial woodlands will once again spread. This is especially likely in the steep uplands, which are less easy or profitable to exploit from the point of view of rationalized large-scale cow herding but were better suited for the small-scale (and often transhumant) family-level production units so overwhelmingly characteristic of the valleys of northern Spain until recently. Native arboreal vegetation has largely been replaced by siviculture plantations of eucalyptus and Monterrey pine, especially in the hills and lower mountain slopes. This wood is used mainly for paper production. The north-south contrast between the vegetation of the Vasco-Cantabrian region and that of the upper Ebro Basin in the eastern sector and the northern Castilian Meseta in the west is stark and was also in the Pleistocene. The main factor in determining this difference is the year-round humidity so characteristic of the narrow Atlantic facade as opposed to the aridity of the Mediterranean world on the other site of the cordillera. This sharp ecological break is clearly perceivable as soon as one crosses any one of the cordilleran passes, such as Los Tornos. With the difference in climate and vegetation come immediately visible distinctions in the human land-use and settlement patterns even today.

Despite its overall characteristic of having a humid, equable, oceanic climate, and despite being a relatively small natural region, Vasco-Cantabria harbors within itself significant contrasts in elevation and relief, local climate, and hence native vegetation. In addition, although highly contrasted in many respects, its coastal and montane zones are located in very close proximity to one another and thus are ecologically (and economically) complementary. It is a region of short, narrow valleys sloping steeply down from a high cordillera across several fore-ranges to a narrow coastal lowland or—especially in the Basque Country—directly to the shore. The valleys connect the complementary habitats of the mountains and the coast and provide for the possibility of relatively high degrees of self-sufficiency, while the difficulty of intervalley communication could lead to significant social isolation. (The existence of the Basques—with their intervalley differences in dialect and customs—as well as such other ancient traditional groups as the Pasiegos in Cantabria and the Vaqueiros of Asturias, is clear evidence of this fact.) East-west communication is governed by the regional topographic structure and is thus mainly channeled along the coastal zone, and even there it is highly restricted in areas where the mountains plunge down to the sea, such as in the border areas between Cantabria and Vizcaya and between Vizcaya and Guipúzcoa. Although the modern administrative units into which this natural region is divided are four provinces (distributed among three autonomous regions)—which, given the physiography of northern Spain, are not surprisingly among the very smallest in the whole country—it is the valleys that constitute the historic entities in which, until the present, people have traditionally lived their lives and made their living. This way of life probably had very deep roots imposed by the bedrock environment of the region—back to the Neolithic and even back to the Paleolithic.

The Río Asón Drainage

The Asón is the easternmost major river of Cantabria. Its course is only 40 km long, but this is relatively long for the region (figure 2.2). Directly or through its tributaries (notably the Clarón and Clarín in the coastal zone, the Silencio and Carranza in the mid-valley, and the Calera, Gándara, and Bustablado in the upper valley) drains about 800 km2 of eastern Cantabria plus a small area of westernmost Vizcaya. The Asón itself is born in a dramatic waterfall that gushes from the top of a U-shaped, moraine-filled glacial valley below 1,160 m high Sia Pass east of 1,707 m high Castro Valnera peak in the cordillera, whose other summits in this sector range around 1,300–1,500 m above sea level. The Calera flows down from Los Tornos Pass near where the provinces of Cantabria, Vizcaya, and Burgos meet; at only 920 m, it is one of the lowest cordilleran passes. The source of the Gándara is in the high mountain valley of Soba between the first and second cordilleran ranges and between Sia and Tornos passes. The Bustablado descends from the west, down from 575 m high Alisas Pass, which divides the Asón drainage from that of the Río Miera and its estuarine mouth, the Bay of Santander. The upper Asón is separated from the upper Miera by a steep, south-north interfluve ridge whose summits range from 1,500 to 500 m.

The lower Asón drainage is separated from that of the Bay of Santander/lower Miera by 200–300 m hills that cut across the coastal strip inland of the Cabo de Ajo. The lower course of the Asón is separated from Vizcaya by a zone of particularly rugged relief, notably the 731 m high massif of Campo Ventoso, whose northern slope plunges straight down to the shore. It is this massif that forced the route of the coastal narrow-gauge railroad from Santander to go up the Asón and then up the Carranza into the interior of Vizcaya before going northward again to Bilbao. The old national road hugs the coastal cliffs via switchbacks in this sector around the Cantabria-Vizcaya border, and the new highway goes through a long tunnel.

The tidewater part of the lower Asón (known as the Ría de Treto) reaches as far inland as the town of Limpias—historically a port—about 9 km inland of the present river mouth between the cities of Laredo and Santoña. The estuarine zone of the Asón, although not very large in absolute terms because of the narrowness of the coastal strip and the high relief of this area, is one of the most extensive in Cantabria (figure 2.3). At Laredo the river presently turns eastward from its northerly course and flows into the ocean between the huge El Puntal sand spit and the southern base of the 376 m high limestone massif of Monte Buciero, which dominates Santoña. In earlier Holocene (and presumably Pleistocene) times, however, the river almost certainly flowed straight north, entering the sea to the west, between Buciero and 239 m high Cueto Cabrero Brusco. That paleo-channel is choked with dune-covered peat dated to medieval times (González Morales, Yudego, and Ituarte 2000). Monte Buciero contains two known Late Paleolithic–Mesolithic sites (El Perro and La Fragua) and a minor cave art locus (San Carlos). Other Mesolithic sites once existed in and around Laredo (e.g., La Baja Cave) (González Morales 1990).
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Figure 2.2. Map of Río Asón valley, with major prehistoric archaeological sites. 1. La Fragua, El Perro, San Carlos; 2. La Trencha; 3. El Otero; 4. Cobrante; 5. La Chora; 6. El Valle; 7. Sotarriza, Cova Negra; 8. Morro, Pondra, Areo A, B, and C; 9. Venta Laperra, Polvorín; 10. Cullalvera; 11. El Miron, Covalanas, La Haza, La Luz, El Horno; 12. Tarrerón; 13. Las Emboscados, Patatal, Confresnedo, Cubio Redondo; 14. Cubera. Plan by L. G. Straus, redrafted by Ronald Stauber.
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Fig. 2.3. Photo of the lower Asón valley (present-day tidewater sector). Photo by L. G. Straus.
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Fig. 2.4. Photo of menhir of Las Hayas on ridge crest east of the lower Asón valley. Photo by L. G. Straus.

The estuarine zone is today characterized by extensive marshes drained by a maze of channels. Indeed, the area west of the Ría de Treto is a 5 km wide, low-lying plain with gently rolling hills. In the inland (Voto-Aras) part of this zone are three Upper and Epi-Paleolithic cave sites with occupation debris and art: El Otero (Gonzalez Echegaray, Garcia Guinea, and Begines 1966), La Chora (Gonzalez Echegaray et al. 1963), and, on the northern flank of the first coastal range, Cobrante (Rasines 2008).

In contrast, the eastern edge of the lower Asón is flanked by a steep range of hills, with summit elevations typically ranging between 200 and nearly 400 m. The ridge-crests both here and farther upstream are dotted with megalithic monuments (tumuli, menhirs, dolmens) in dominant spots that often have panoramic views of the valley (figure 2.4). There are other short inlets and valleys between this range and the Nervion estuary at Bilbao, but generally the landscape between the lower Asón and west-central Vizcaya is very rugged and difficult to cross, in either the west-east or north-south directions.

The Asón valley narrows quickly in the upstream direction, notably above the town of Ampuero. The river cuts through a series of foothill ranges with elevations up to about 200–550 m, as close as 8 km from the present shore at Laredo. Its middle course is closely paralleled by its tributary the Río Silencio, which emerges from the vast cave of El Valle at the foot of a 500–600 m range in the town of Rasines. This cave is one of the most classic, richest Upper Magdalenian-Azilian sites in the Vasco-Cantabrian region (Garcia-Gelabert and Talavera 2004). Immediately upstream of El Valle, the Asón is joined by its main eastern tributary, the Río Carranza (plate 2.1). This river drains a large area of westernmost Vizcaya and rises in the Montes de Ordunte (maximum elevation 1,104 m) at the common border of Vizcaya, Burgos, and the Cantabria enclave of Trucios. Some 16 km farther to the east, beyond the headwaters of the Carranza (a total of 30 km from its confluence with the Asón) and near the natural interior avenue of communication between Cantabria and the Bilbao area, is the major Paleolithic and post-Paleolithic cave site of Arenaza, with rupestral paintings very similar to those of the upper Asón caves of Covalanas and La Haza. The Carranza gorge, between the Cantabria-Vizcaya border and the Asón confluence, is lined with an extraordinary concentration of Paleolithic occupation and cave art sites, notably Venta de la Perra, Polvorín, Arco, Pondra, and Sotarriza—none but the second of which, unfortunately, has been excavated with modern methods (González Sainz and San Miguel 2001). Polvorín has recently yielded two Upper Magdalenian harpoons, a travertine slab engraved with a horse image, and other artifacts (Ruiz Idarraga 2007).

The Asón passes through a deep, narrow, 3 km long gorge (El Portillo) immediately above its confluence with the Carranza. This dramatic chokepoint effectively separates the middle from the upper Asón, as at this point the river cuts through the northernmost and lowest of the cordilleran ranges, with summits in the 600–900 m range. At the head of this gorge, at the town of Ramales, the valley opens up into the relatively broad (ca. 1 km), long (12 km), east-west-trending Ruesga Valley. This is the intermontane, dramatically tectonic segment of the Asón’s course, flanked to the south by the precipitously steep, jagged crest of the Sierra del Hornijo, whose summits range from 1,000 to over 1,400 m above sea level (plate 2.2). The mountain valley of Matienzo, high above the north side of the Ruesga Valley, contains numerous caves, at least two of which (Patatal and Los Emboscados) have Upper Paleolithic art and one (Cubío Redondo) a Mesolithic shell midden site (Ruiz Cobo and Smith 2001). At the town of Arredondo (quixotically self-styled as “the Capital of the World”), the tributary Bustablado, flowing down from the west below Alisas Pass, joins the Asón, which itself turns a right angle south. The highest part of the Asón’s course is a very narrow, mountain gorge (in part glacially U-shaped in profile), 7 km long and dominated by peaks and ridges over 1,000 m in elevation. There is a little-known site of possible Magdalenian age (Cubera) at the base of the west face of this gorge (Chaline 1965).

At Ramales two mountain streams join the Asón: the Gándara and the Calera (figure 2.5). On the edge of the town is the mouth of the huge cave of Cullalvera, with paintings and engravings of Magdalenian style about 1 km from the gaping mouth. The Gándara drains the high, isolated Soba valley, which lies between the Sierra del Hornijo and the main chain of the cordillera, whose peaks here range between 1,200 and 1,300 m. The Gándara spills out into the Calera above Ramales through an extremely narrow gorge between 723 m high La Mortera and 957 m high Pico San Vicente at the eastern end of the Sierra del Hornijo. The Calera flows down from Los Tornos Pass, forming the border between Vizcaya and Cantabria down to the eastern flank of La Mortera. At that point—the top of its “hanging valley” segment—it disappears into a karstic system to resurge near its confluence with the Gándara, at the foot of the dramatic, cirquelike El Haza cliff, below the caves of El Mirón and Covalanas—the latter a UNESCO World Heritage rupestral art site (Garcia Diez and Eguizábal 2003). Only after prolonged, intense rains does the Calera also flow in its thalweg over the edge of this cliff between La Mortera and Monte Pando. At this montane “barrier” there are not only the two above-mentioned cave sites plus La Haza Cave (with a small Solutrean site and paintings nearly identical to those of Covalanas) on the western side (Garcia Diez and Eguizábal 2007) but also El Horno (Upper Magdalenian and Azilian—a small cave but rich in mobile art and ornaments, like El Valle) at the base of the absolutely vertical La Pared cliff (Fano 2008) (overlooked by several gigantic caves such as Cuevamur, which may have been connected to El Mirón) and nearby Cueva de la Luz (with two Solutrean points and rupestral engravings), as well as Tarrerón and Las Pajucas caves (Mesolithic, Chalcolithic) on the southern valley side above the town of Lanestosa (Apellaniz 1971). Solutrean artifacts have also been found during house construction at the upper end of the town of Ramales, at the base of the cliff near La Haza Cave (Bohigas et al. n.d.).
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Fig. 2.5. Photo of the upper-middle Asón valley (Ruesga Valley) from the north, showing the Sierra del Hornijo (right), La Busta Peak (center), and Monte Pando (left). Photo by L. G. Straus.

The drop at the northwest edge of the upper, “hanging” segment of the Calera valley down to its confluence with the Gándara is about 100 m. Overall, the El Haza cliff is about 200 m high, the top half of which is sheer limestone rock, the bottom half being a scree talus. The dramatic relief of the area around Ramales (the deep Asón valley, the steep mountains and vertical cliffs that loom above it, the “hanging valley” of the Calera between Lanestosa and Monte Pando) is the product of major tectonic movements that included an uplifted wedge and various fault blocks (Prieto and Vidal 1995) (plate 2.3).

The old Camino Real ascends in ramp-like fashion along the top of the talus from Ramales to the edge of the Calera’s hanging valley at the narrow notch between Pando and Mortera mountains. In contrast, the modern paved road climbs from the Calera-Gándara confluence up the steep, lower, northern slope of Mortera in a series of sharp switchbacks. The El Haza cliff presents a very dramatic facade to the inner cordillera (plate 2.4). Besides being riddled with caves, it is certainly no accident that the strategic, ecotonal Ramales-Carranza-Lanestosa area has such an impressive concentration of Paleolithic and post-Paleolithic sites. The juxtaposition of the major east-west Ruesga Valley with the high mountain habitats of the cordillera, together with the avenues of communication that lead down from both Vizcaya and Burgos across the mountains down to the Asón, make this area both a natural complement to the coastal zone and a significant “meeting” place between the Cantabrian environment and those of the Basque Country and Castile. El Mirón and the other sites are clearly located at a crossroads of different Iberian “worlds.”
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CHAPTER THREE

El Mirón Cave

Lawrence Guy Straus
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El Mirón Cave is located at the eastern edge of Cantabria province, in the township of Ramales de la Victoria, within a kilometer of the border of the province of Vizcaya (Basque Autonomous Region). It is also close (12 km south) to the border of the province of Burgos (Old Castile). In terms of longitude and latitude, the cave is at 43°14′48″ North × 3°27′05″ West of the Greenwich Meridian. In UTM this translates to × = 463353.83, y = 4788392.82 (range 30, zone 30T). The huge mouth of El Mirón Cave is imposing because of its size and location (plate 3.1). At 260 m above sea level (a.s.1.), it is eminently visible from the valley floor at the Gándara-Calera confluence (100 m a.s.1.), looming from high on the rampart-like eastern end of the Ruesga Valley at Ramales (70 m a.s.1.). It is, of course, not the only vast, gaping cavern entrance in this area of highly karstic Aptian (Lower Cretaceous) limestone.

Immediately east of El Mirón on the opposite, equally vertical face of Monte Pando (La Pared del Eco) are the immense mouths of Cuevamur (plate 3.2) and Cueva de la Luz. Far less visible, opening out onto a low-lying dolina on the edge of Ramales, is the gigantic mouth of Cullalvera (figure 3.1), but unlike the caves high up on Monte Pando, it is just the end of a very long cavern—to date measuring 16 mapped km. Despite its paintings and engravings located nearly a kilometer from the mouth (and a faint rupestral painting recently discovered near the mouth), not much remains of a once-extant Paleolithic living site in Cullalvera (attested during recent walkway construction near the mouth by the finding of an engraved bone whose style, like that of the rock art, is suggestive of late Magdalenian age), since a violent current flows from its mouth after periods of prolonged, intensive rain, actually causing floods in areas of Ramales in front of this imposing cave (González Sainz, Muñoz, and Morlote 1997). Although not nearly as long as Cullalvera, in terms of easily accessible area El Mirón—at about 130 m deep—is still an impressive cavern. In contrast, Cuevamur has essentially no level habitable area, although, through an interior chimney, it does lead back to an extensive series of galleries that have been explored by experienced speleologists. Much less extensive, Cueva de la Luz opens out slightly above and to the south of the base of the sheer, 200 m high La Pared del Eco cliff and contains an unexcavated archaeological site whose surface finds suggest an Upper Paleolithic component (Junta Directiva de la F.C.E. 1995)—including two Solutrean points and rupestral engravings (Montes, Muñoz, and Morlote et al. 2003; Gómez et al., 2006). (We recently obtained a 14C date on a bone from the exposed Cueva de la Luz deposit that tends to confirm a Solutrean age.)
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Fig. 3.1. Photo of Cullalvera Cave mouth. Photo by L. G. Straus.

Immediate Geographic Location and Location

El Mirón is at the southern end of the vertical sector of the cirquelike, 150 m high El Haza cliff (figure 3.2). Beginning immediately to the south of the cave the slope of Monte Pando (475 m a.s.1.) becomes gentler, leading down to the notch between it and La Mortera mountain (719 m a.s.1.) at the upper end of the “hanging” upper Calera Valley. Thus, although the scree-covered talus immediately below El Mirón is extremely steep, the cave is readily accessible from the Calera notch. This is in fact the route chosen by civil engineer Alfredo García Lorenzo when he directed construction of the road up to the cave art site of Covalanas, directly above El Mirón, in the early 1950s. Ever since then the access to El Mirón has been via an approximately 125 m path that runs northward, straight across the Pando slope from the first switchback of the unpaved Covalanas road, about 50 m above the elevation of the Calera notch. Since it is unlikely that the scree talus below El Mirón was any less steep in Pleistocene times (and may well have been even steeper), it is reasonable to conclude that the southern slope was also the easiest way into the cave during the Last Glacial. From El Mirón’s location adjacent to the notch, prehistoric humans (foragers and pastoralists) could—with varying degrees of ease—exploit the surrounding slopes, the upper Calera Valley, the Soba Valley via the Gándara, and the Ruesga Valley of the Asón. And they could see animals at a great distance toward the west from the mouth of the cave, especially during times when arboreal vegetation was scarce or nearly absent in the Ruesga Valley and on its bordering slopes (plate 3.3). This cave is an “eagle’s nest,” but it is a large one, and it is not hard to reach on foot. Its surroundings—the sheer cliffs of Monte Pando, itself a shoulder of El Moro (818 m a.s.1.); the towering slopes of pyramidal Pico San Vicente (909 m a.s.1.) (plate 3.4); and the serrate crest of the Sierra del Hornijo (with peaks up to 1,200–1,400 m a.s.1.)—are grandiose. The cavern is spacious, generally dry, and well-oriented vis-à-vis the sun and the north winds, and its vestibule is apparently unencumbered by blocks. All of these qualities—with varying degrees of relative importance—would have made El Mirón exceptionally attractive to humans throughout millennia as a site both for long-term residence and for other functions. Until recently El Mirón was used as a stable and—within the living memory of townspeople—as a human residence (putatively that of gypsies). The Haza and Pared del Eco cliffs, and indeed the El Mirón Cave arch itself, are currently very popular rock-climbing venues, with numerous established piton routes.
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Fig. 3.2. Photo of El Mirón Cave mouth from the west. Covalanos is above it, slightly to the left, behind trees. Photo by L. G. Straus.

Physical Description

The El Mirón mouth is 16 m wide just inside the dripline and (as measured by laser scanning) about 19 m high (plate 3.5). There is presently a boulder-strewn terrace at the foot of the vertical cliff-face in front of El Mirón; it is no more than about a dozen meters wide and not much longer than the cave mouth itself. It is marked at its northern edge by a large mound of sediments that are believed to be the contents of the mouth of Covalanas that were shoveled out by García Lorenzo’s workmen to make that cave more accessible for tourists (Garcia Diez and Eguizábal 2003). The size and configuration of the terrace in front El Mirón during the Last Glacial are unknown, but one can assume that it was no larger than it is now. At present there is a shallow rockshelter at the base of the sheer cliff directly north of the cave mouth. It has not yet been archaeologically tested.

El Mirón Cave is formed at the intersection of a vertical and a horizontal diaclase, both spectacularly straight and obviously following structural planes of weakness within the otherwise extremely hard limestone. Neither on the surface nor in the areas we have excavated have there been many large roof- or wall-fall blocks. A striking exception is the large block with engravings that outcrops at the center-rear of the vestibule. Inspection of the vestibule ceiling reveals it to be smooth, with no obvious recent collapse scars. It also bears the stubs of several thick but dry (i.e., inactive) stalactites, as well as a few large active ones (at the very front and midpoint of the vestibule). These stalactites are clearly of great antiquity, again indicating the long-term stability of the ceiling—not surprising given the hardness of the limestone. Beginning shortly inside the mouth per se, the height of the vestibule ceiling is very consistently about 13 m above the nearly level present ground surface of this chamber (as measured by E. Torres, a speleological topographer).

The vestibule measures 30 m deep from the dripline to its rear wall (excluding a narrow, 2 m deep alcove in the southeast corner) (figure 3.3). The outer part of the vestibule is slightly funnel-shaped, quickly narrowing from 16 to 11 and then to 9 m wide, at which point (midway back from the dripline) it becomes nearly parallel-sided, with a width of 7 m. At the right rear (northeast corner) of the vestibule the cave narrows by half, to a width of 3–4 m. This narrow passage is 20 m long and has a colluvial ramp sloping steeply (ca. 30°) upward toward the inner cave (plate 3.6). This slope represents the erosional face of an ancient alluvial deposit that probably had originally filled all or most of the vestibule as well as the inner cave (plate 3.7). The slope continues (slightly less steeply) back another 10 m, but the cave in this stretch expands again to a width of 7–8 m, which it then maintains all the way back at least to the end of its accessible interior.

Sunlight penetrates essentially to the top of this slope, where the surface of the alluvial in-filling levels out, at about 10 m above the ground surface in the vestibule. There are remnants of breccia adhering to the cave walls above the slope (plate 3.8). A bone encased in this capping travertine has been radiocarbon dated to about 10,500 BP. Flints are also visible in the breccia. This breccia attests to a westward prolongation of the horizontal top of the alluvial infilling as recently as the very end of the Pleistocene and to the presence of Azilian-era visits to the inner cave. Under this component and in direct contact on the slope with the now-exposed ancient colluvial-alluvial fill there had once been a wedge of dark brown, organic- and artifact-rich Magdalenian deposits, a basal remnant of which was preserved in a small concavity of the southern cave wall about one-third of the way up the slope (Niche A) (plate 3.9). This remnant has been 14
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