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Archaeological Observations in the Caves of Guangxi

Charlotte ROBERTS

Abstract: The paper briefly describes the teaching and practice of cave archaeology in China and
how it has grown from a typological to a multidisciplinary study. The types of archaeological caves
to be found in Guangxi are noted and then a brief description of the objectives and results of the
archaeological fieldwork undertaken in Guangxi. Details of dry stone walling, graves, pottery,
excavated pits and hearth located on the expedition are given. Prospects for future work are
discussed and reference to the problem of integrating scientific work and cave exploration on caving

expeditions is mentioned.

The sport of caving was not fully recognised by the Chinese until
the birth of the China Caves Project and the first expedition in
1985. Tradition saw the caves in an economic context as sources
of valuable materials, such as tin or nitrates, guano and water or
as potential tourist attractions (Hua, 1987). Since 1985, Project
collaborators in China have developed their caving abilities from
techniques introduced by British members, thus enabling more
ambitious exploration, particularly in the south, and further
opportunities for recognition of their economic, archaeological
and scientific potential.

Caves have always been a focus of attention for Chinese
archaeologists, but with no caving techniques and equipment,
investigations and excavations have been limited to entrances and
very short distances into more extensive systems. The old Chinese
proverb, “‘how can you catch tiger cubs without entering a tiger’s
lair” holds true for cave archaeology in China. As a subject in
Universities, archaeology is allied with the historical sciences.
However, archaeology has a clearly defined role in contemporary
Chinese society (Olsen 1987 p 285) as emphasised by Mao Zedung
when he said “let the past serve the present”. The past is seen as
a body of events and circumstances with direct relevance to the
current situation with archaeology as a primitive tool for
integrating China’s long history within a broader context, thus
providing a rationale for excavation. Chinese archaeologists tend
to publish raw data more frequently than their Western
counterparts rather than use it to interpret past communities (e.g.
Zhongru, 1980). However, the nature of archaeology teaching in
universities at least, has encouraged the development of a more
integrated and interpretative approach to fieldwork where
typological and chronological aspects play a larger role than
behavioural studies. However, there is a growing recognition that
multidiscplinary work is more valuable (Olsen, 1987) while a wide
range of chronometric dating techniques are now being applied to
archaeological material. Modern methods of discovery and
excavation did not reach south China until the 1930s and it is only
in the last decade that archaeologists have systematically
investigated and mapped the area. By 1980, archaeologists from
many countries had visited China and begun collaborative
projects.

Caves in any part of the world have attracted people for
thousands of years (Kempe, 1988) providing permanent or
temporary refuge and sites of burial or ritual. In geological terms,
caves are also efficient sediment traps, accumulating material
directly and indirectly by natural, human and animal species and
providing protection from subaerial erosion and weathering.
Sources include wind and water-lain sediments and biogenic
material related to animal and human activity. These sediments
are subject to intermingling and disturbance through time leaving
a complex environmental record.

There are three potential types of archaeological site each
represented in Guangxi:

1. Rock shelters, at the base of limestone cliffs, towers and higher
up these features. In Guangxi, particularly in Duan County, there
were many large high level cave entrances which proved to be
large rock shelters.

2. Shafts or fissures. In Duan County, there are many shafts in the
limestone areas visited. These shafts can provide traps for the
accumulation of sediments through time and/or create traps for
the unwary animal (or human).

3. The interior zone, beyond cave entrances; in Guangxi many of
the caves were of the dry fossil type and these preserved sediments
well.

PREVIOUS CAVE ARCHAEOLOGICAL
WORK IN CHINA

During the Han Dynasty (approximately 2,000 BP),
mammalian fossil bones and teeth were found in Guangxi caves
(Wen-Chung 1965, p 39). Early palaeontological studies focused
on specimens from Chinese drug stores which dispensed them as
patent medicines and this led to the recognition of new species
and genera (often of unknown cave provenance). In Guangxi,
three regions (Luichow, Kweilin and Yungning) were known to
excavate and export such material e.g. “dragon’s’ teeth and bones
were powdered for aphrodisiacs (Kowalski, 1965, p 78). Teeth
from drug stores were described as the first Chinese vertebrate
fossils by Owen in 1870. Between 1960 and 1965 three hundred
caves in Guangxi were investigated to yield 88 mammalian fossils
(Wen-Chung 1965, p 4l) and this clearly underlines the
archaeological potential of south China caves. However, Chinese
scholars appear to have had most interest and success in
palaeontology. The celebrated discovery of Sinanthropus
pekinensis (‘“Peking Man”’) at Choukoutien near Peking (Clark,
1977:290) was perhaps the most impressive find of all and
provided a vital link in the study of human evolution. True cave
archaeological work, i.e. studying the material remains of past
peoples, appears to have been restricted to the study of pottery
and stone tool assemblages with the aim of assessing an age for
the group of artefacts, (e.g. Lan-Po & Chung-Lang, 1960).

ARCHAEOLOGICAL FIELDWORK

It appears that the archaeology of south China is less
intensively studied than the north (Meacham, 1977 p 422)
although it is interesting to note that some of the earliest Neolithic
sites (9th millenium B.C.) are in south China caves. As early as
1935 Pei made the alarming observation that Mesolithic deposits
in the caves of Guangxi, “have been disturbed by the local people.
Yet large heaps of debris are still left in the cave...”. Nevertheless,
the aim on the expedition was to make a preliminary assessment
of the archaeological remains and potential in the caves visited
and the prospects for future work. It was thus essential to visit as
many caves as possible to obtain a representative view. The
detailed objectives were:—

1. To locate, observe and record any evidence of human activity
in the caves investigated by the expedition team.

2. Record the condition of such remains and potential threats by
natural or human agencies.

3. Report to Chinese archaeologists involved with the area.

Duan County

This was the first area visited and approximately a week was
spent investigating cave sites located by the Chinese and the
earlier British reconnaissance. Most were rock shelters which
would have provided possible refuge for many people but there
was little evidence of human use. However, Gan Fang (or Monk’s
Cave, 1018m) was a major execption. The cave had an imposing
southerly aspect over a spectacular 500m deep doline containing
a village and irrigated areas. Our Chinese colleagues and local
inhabitants stated that the cave had been used for many hundreds
of years by monks. The cave was reached across an area terraced
by dry stone walls for agriculture and was about 40m deep and
50m high (with two avens in the roof) and approximately 2.5m and
8m wide at the back and front of the cave respectively. A sketch
plan of the site is shown in the paper by Noel, (this volume).
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The floor was modified by a series of three prominent terraces
retained by large boulders which also formed two walls, while
towards the rear of the cave a group of hearths were marked by
red/brown sediments. On the floor a number of potsherds were
found, ranging from glazed through slipped to coarser wares,
together with small long bones (birds?) and many snail shells. On
the lowest terrace there were fragments of clothing and a bundle
of bound rushes which presumably had illuminated the cave at
night. This terrace also contained an enclosed rectangular walled
area lm deep, 0.9m long and 1.6m wide within which a spout and
handle of a vessel were discovered. Monk’s Cave appeared to be
a temporary shelter for human use but of unknown date and
although it it difficult to place the site in any chronological
context without absolute-dating, it is likely that the cave had seen
a long history of use. The results of an archaecomagnetic study of

82

Dry stone terrace walling in the entrance to
Beimo 1.

burnt floors layers is described in M. Noel’s accompanying paper
and supports this conjecture.

Throughout Duan there was abundant evidence that caves had
long been utilised as sources of drinking water. Rock-cut steps
were a common feature and it seems very likely that such “water
caves” will reward further archaeological and historical research.

Bama County

In Bama, expedition efforts focused on the exploration of the
large Pan Yang Cave System where the most striking
archaeological feature was the abundance of dry stone walling
within the caves, particularly in the entrances of Beimo Dong I
and II. In Beimo Dong I, the upper fossil series, entered via a
100m climb, was covered in dry stone walls whose design
suggested a defence purpose. There were also two circular dry

View from Beimo Dong I.



Stone mortar in westernmost entrance to Beimo Dong I.

stone wall structures behind the main wall, about 2m in diameter
and 1m high. These enclosed areas were of unknown purpose but
it is possible that they served as graves since this is the normal
arrangement for graves in the area, viz: a dry stone circular
structure filled with earth. Beyond the main dry stone walling a
higher level entrance, about 23m wide, has been totally blocked
with walling up to Sm high. A doorway, 1.5m high, was set to the
right of the well and looked out over the river while set in this
stone wall was a later insertion of brick which contained small
square holes.

Beimo II also contained extensive dry stone walling in the two
northern entrances. The westernmost entrance had dry stone walls
staggered across a span of 10m. Within one of the structures a
stone subcircular mortar 40cm x 52cm, was located. Such mortars
were often seen in the local villages and were used for grinding
grain. This mortar was presumably manufactured on site but it
was impossible to assign an age. The easternmost entrance was
steeply terraced by dry stone walling above rubble slope, with a
total height of 7m while deeper into the cave were further walled
structures covering the entire width of the passage.

Progressing through the Pan yang Cave System and into Qian
Dong, exploration up the east-facing ramp into high level passage
revealed a further circular dry stone walled area filled with earth,
close to some rectangular pits dug into the floor sediment and it
is possible that this again was a grave.

Particularly prominent were excavated pits in three areas high
up in the passage of Hou Dong, 0.3-1.Im deep and close to the
cave wall, presumably to extract nitrate containing sediments for
fertiliser and explosives. Small fish bones, bamboo sticks and
charcoal indicated human use but access to the site was up to a
20m steep mud slope and well out of sight of the entrance.

The general impression of the Pang Yang Cave System was
intensive utilisation for defence and nitrate extraction and
possible burials, although dating of these features was not
possible. However, since local communities use the caves
extensively even today as through-routes to neighbouring schools
and markets, it is highly likely that the cave system has been
thoroughly exploited for many hundreds of years.

Several cave entrances were indicated to members of the Project
by local people close to the road leading east away from Beimo
Dong I. None of the sites proved to be more than rock shelters.

Working forge in the entrance to Gougin Dong.

Recent burial mounds in a cave in Guangxi showing white flags as a sign of mourning
for a recent burial.

However, one cave entrance high up on a hillside (Gougin Cave),
was totally blocked off with dry stone walling in the middle of
which was a padlocked door. Beyond the wall was a working forge
for metal toolmaking together with a bed, cooking pots and the
inevitable bicycle, indicating that a local blacksmith works in this
cave even today.

CONCLUSIONS

This archaeological assessment was largely determined by the
caves which were studied in Duan and Bama. Although Mashan
County was not visited due to lack of time, other members
reported similar observations and also one cave in use as a
religious site.

The potential for archaeological remains in the caves of these
counties is exceptional. Damage to archaeological deposits by
local communities would probably vary between areas and
depend on the remoteness and general accessibility. The Chinese

Inhumation burial in a pot in a cave.
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people were seen to be natural speleologists but when obstacles
such as water, deep shafts and absence of light presented
themselves this tended to be a barrier to progress. The majority
of the caves visited were fossil entrances and more extensive dry
systems, (particularly on the main route through the Pang Yang
System) and this environ ment would clearly favour the
preservation of archaeological remains.

Some problems were encountered in exploring caves with
burials because of ethical considerations. Local people used many
cave sites for burial, particularly those situated high up in the
limestone towers and recent burials were denoted by the flying of
white flags on top of the burial mound. There were also
disarticulated bones in pots.

The Chinese have had a long history and their association with
the caves of Duan and Bama Counties in south China has been
and still is intensive. Therefore, the potential for future cave
archaeological fieldwork and excavation is clear but to obtain
some absolute information about the past use of the caves a more
systematic approach to the work is needed and, inevitably,
excavation. The sampling of archaeological material and
sediments in caves and the application of scientific techniques
such as radiocarbon, palacomagnetic dating and pollen analysis
could in future be incorporated in an expanded scientific research
project with well defined objectives. It is without doubt difficult
to integrate ‘cave science’ with the location and exploration of
caves in any part of the world. There is a need for cave scientists
to dedicate themselves totally to the collection of information
pertaining to their discipline during an expedition and this leaves
little time for cave exploration. These arguments are as relevant
to archaeological survey and research as other environmental
discplines.

In future, expeditions to other countries from Britain should be
encouraged to try and follow existing guidelines when planning
archaeological activities (Roberts, 1986). Photographs and
sketches of cave archaeological sites and relics should form part
of the expedition archive and indicate the potential for future
research or excavation.
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Expedition Medicine and Histoplasmosis in Guangxi

John C. FRANKLAND

Abstract: The medical problems associated with the China Caves Project’s Guizhou and Guangxi
Expeditions are mentioned. Negative studies into the histoplasmosis risk in these areas are detailed.

Most expeditions prefer to take a doctor and then hope not to call
on his skills. The 1987 Guizhou expedition had no doctor, but
might have benefited from one whereas the Guangxi team had one
and barely used him professionally.

In Guizhou the team met cold weather so that coal fires were
necessary which were un-vented open fires burning a high sulphur
content local coal. Acrid smoke made most people cough
continuously, viral upper respiratory infections were also rife and
in consequence many team members had persistent distress from
coughing due to these two factors. Some developed a secondary
bronchitis needing antibiotics and a few developed loss of fitness,
strength and weight as the expedition progressed. Added to this
were a totally foreign diet and the hygiene standards of one of the
less affluent parts of China, so that diarrhoea was endemic
throughout. All those debilitated recovered uneventfully on
return to the UK. It was to the teams credit that they continued
a high level of technical caving with notable success. Their
medical supplies were comprehensive, but like much of the
equipment, last in arriving. For a team without a doctor the
following well-tried arrangements proved useful.

a) Just one or two first aid trained members handled all medical
and first aid problems.

b) They were briefed beforehand on the contents and appropriate
usage of the equipment supplied.

c) Instructions on usage and dosage on all medication was
supplied in the medical list as a reminder and in case the above
was not possible.

d) All symptoms and treatment regimes were carefully
documented on individual cards in case of subsequent need to
know this (compliance on this was excellent).

The Guangxi team split up immediately working in areas up to
200 km distant and had very unreliable communications between
parties so that in case of serious illness or trauma the theoretical
medical back-up could have been two days distant. Each party
carried a pre-packed field medical kit and smaller packs for one
or two-man usages with a selection of medical supplies and
detailed instructions. Our archaeologist, Charlotte Roberts, had
an SRN as a chance surplus qualification so was put in charge of
the Bama contingent’s welfare.

We were in a sub-tropical area at the end of the dry season so
avoided the upsets associated with excessive heat, humidity, mud
and insects, an unforgettable experience to all who have endured
them. Even the snakes were at about the end of their hibernation
season — just a few were seen. All the food was provided and
cooked by our Chinese hosts as part of a complex payment per
person per day for all facilities. They spared no effort to feed us,
but if chopsticks and a Chinese cuisine are not to your liking then
prepare to lose weight. Small stoves and English archetypal
goodies for cooking as a treat would have done wonders for
morale although might just have caused offence.

Tropical medicine experts warned us that Southern China has
a high transmission risk for malaria all the year round. In
Guizhou not many mosquitoes were seen and in Guangxi just a
few during the earlier warmer spell. The risk was, therefore, low,
but probably still present. Resistance to some anti-malarial drug
exists so that double protection is necessary and we took two
Paludrine tablets (Proguanil) daily plus two Nivequin tablets
(chloroquine) weekly. Our pre-expedition injections were to
protect against Tetanus, Poliomyelitis, Typhoid, Gamma
Globulin (Hepatitis A) and Rabies.

Rabies vaccine is now available on an ordinary general
practitioner’s prescription costing the recipient just £2.60 for two
doses instead of £40 when privately ordered. This is a new and not
yet well publicised development and can save money for
expeditions.

A new vaccine against Japanese encephalitis now exists — an
occasional but very nasty disease in South China. We sought this,
but learned it was just available for military personnel only at that

time, but future expeditions may wish to consider this protection.

Histoplasmosis is a risk faced by tropical cavers (Frankland,
1974). The medical literature contains no references to its
prevalence in China so the degree of hazard we faced was
unknown. The caves did not contain the extensive guano beds of
many tropical caves so that our exposure was not enormous. Ten
guano samples from all the caving areas we visited were brought
back to the UK and investigated at the Mycology Reference
Laboratory (by courtesy of Professor D. W. R. McKenzie and Dr.
R. Hay).

On any expedition the doctor never totally relaxes because
every minute carries the responsibilty of being called to ““The Big
One™: significant trauma, serious illness or worse, all in an
environment where no back-up is available for life and death
decisions. My predecessors in Andy Eavis’ wanderings have been
severely tested, but on expeditions I seem to have a lucky streak
(future organisers please note). It never happened, despite divers
going much deeper than BSAC would ever wish and frightening
boulder chokes, everyone remained well apart from the
predictable occasional diarrhoeas.

A potentially serious incident occurred when a member was
breaking carbide and a fragment went into his eye. A colleague
had him under a tap within seconds and probably saved the sight
in that eye — moral: keep a pair of goggles with the carbide dump
to protect those smashing it.

The charms of China include a population where thirty to forty
percent may carry the Hepatitis B virus. British cavers would wish
to avoid this partly because it means a prolonged convalescence
without alcohol and also becuase it carries a 10% mortality rate.
Recent work has shown that Europeans contracting this illness in
the Far East often do so via venereal transmission so that the
lessons are obvious. The Chinese are a very moral nation. In the
whole of China all untreated water must be regarded as unfit to
drink. The Chinese accept this and large thermos flasks of boiled
water are everywhere. Our divers inevitably got some water into
their mouths, but coped and remained well.

No expedition member had any illness suggesting
histoplasmosis and histoplasmin skin testing on all the Guangxi
members at the end of the expedition showed only two positives.

1) The writer — known to be positive after exposure in USA and
self-injected with histoplasmin as a clear demonstration to the
Chinese of how harmless the procedure was!

2) A diver with extensive North and Central American caving
experience including dried guano beds, but without respiratory
illness.

Eight members of the Institute of Karst Geology in Guilin were
also skin tested with histoplasmin. They were all professional
Karst Geologists and had caving experience dating back up to
thirty years. None had explored out of China, but they
represented the most experienced cadre of speleological expertise
in China — all were negative.

It would appear that the risk of contracting histoplasmosis in
the caves of South West China is low. The one expedition member
revealed as having had previous exposure is more likely to have
contracted this in America than in China as all other
investigations pointed to the risk being absent.

It was hoped initially to skin test with histoplasmin a selection
of local Chinese living in the vicinity of the caves whose sense of
adventure and search for resources had taken them underground
sometimes on a regular and frequent basis. Enough of the scarce
histoplasmin to allow this project was taken to China but it was
realised that it was impractical to recruit co-operation from local
villagers sufficiently to ask them to receive an injection not
designed to benefit them. Often our official interpreters could not
converse with the local people so diverse are the languages used.
China is so enormous that to extrapolate these findings and say
that other areas of this vast country do not constitute a
histoplasmosis risk would be a grave error.
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B.C.R.A. Research Funds and Grants

THE JEFF JEFFERSON RESEARCH FUND

The British Cave Research Association has established the Jeff Jefferson Research Fund to promote research into all aspects of speleology
in Britain and abroad. Initially, a total of £500 per year will be made available. The aims of the scheme are primarily:

a) To assist in the purchase of consumable items such as water-tracing dyes, sample holders or chemical reagents without which it
would be impossible to carry out or complete a research project.

b) To provide funds for travel in association with fieldwork or to visit laboratories which could provide essential facilities.

) To provide financial support for the preparation of scientific reports. This could cover, for example, the costs of photographic
processing, cartographic materials or computing time.

d) To stimulate new research which the BCRA Research Committee considers could contribute significantly to emerging areas of
speleology.

The award scheme will not support the salaries of the research worker(s) or assistants, attendance at conferences in Britain or abroad, nor
the purchase of personal caving clothing, equipment or vehicles. The applicant(s) must be the principal investigator(s), and must be
members of the BCRA in order to qualify. Grants may be made to individuals or small groups, who need not be employed in universities,
polytechnics or research establishments. Information and applications for Research Awards should be made on a form available from S. A.
Moore, 27 Parc Gwelfor, Dyserth, Clwyd LL18 6LN.

GHAR PARAU FOUNDATION EXPEDITION AWARDS

An award, or awards, with a maximum of around £1000 available annually, to overseas caving expeditions originating from within the
United Kingdom. Grants are normally given to those expeditions with an emphasis on a scientific approach and/or exploration in remote or
little known areas. Application forms are available from the GPF Secretary, David Judson, Rowlands House, Summerseat, Bury, Lancs.
BL9 5NF. Closing date 1st February.

SPORTS COUNCIL GRANT-AID IN SUPPORT OF CAVING EXPEDITIONS ABROAD

Grants are given annually to all types of caving expeditions going overseas from the U.K. (including cave diving), for the purpose of
furthering cave exploration, survey, photography and training. Application forms and advice sheets are obtainable from the GPF Secretary,
David Judson, Rowlands House, Summerseat, Bury, Lancs. BL9 SNF and must be returned to him for both GPF and Sports Council
Awards not later than Ist February each year for the succeeding period, April to March.

Expedition organisers living in Wales, Scotland or Northern Ireland, or from caving clubs based in these regions should contact their own
regional Sports Council directly in the first instance (N.B. the closing date for Sports Council for Wales Awards applications is 31st
December).

THE E. K. TRATMAN AWARD

An annual award, currently £25, made for the most stimulating contribution towards speleological literature published within the United
Kingdom during the past 12 months. Suggestions are always welcome to members of the GPF Awards Committee, or its Secretary, David
Judson, not later than 1st February each year.

BRITISH CAVE RESEARCH ASSOCIATION PUBLICATIONS

CAVE SCIENCE — published three times annually, a scientific journal comprising original research papers, reviews and discussion forum,
on all aspects of speleological investigation, geology and geomorphology related to karst and caves, archaeology, biospeleology,
exploration and expedition reports.

Editor: Dr. Trevor D. Ford, 21 Elizabeth Drive, Oadby, Leicester LE2 4RD. (0533-715265).

CAVES & CAVING — quarterly news magazine of current events in caving, with brief reports of latest explorations and expeditions, news
of new techniques and equipment, Association personalia etc.
Editor: A. Hall, 342 The Green, Eccleston, Chorley, Lancashire PR7 5TP. (0257-452763).

CAVE STUDIES SERIES — occasional series of booklets on various speleological or karst subjects.
Editor: Tony Waltham, Civil Engineering Department, Trent Polytechnic, Nottingham NG1 4BU. (0602-418418, ext. 2133).

No. I Caves & Karst of the Yorkshire Dales; by Tony Waltham & Martin Davies, 1987.
No. 2 An Introduction to Cave Surveying; by Bryan Ellis, 1988.
No. 3 Caves & Karst of the Peak District; by Trevor Ford & John Gunn, 1990.

CURRENT TITLES IN SPELEOLOGY — annual listings of international publications.
Editor: Ray Mansfield, Downhead Cottage, Downhead, Shepton Mallet, Somerset BA4 4L.G.

CAVING PRACTICE AND EQUIPMENT, edited by David Judson, 1984.

LIMESTONES AND CAVES OF NORTHWEST ENGLAND, edited by A. C. Waltham, 1974. (out of print)
LIMESTONES AND CAVES OF THE MENDIP HILLS, edited by D. 1. Smith, 1975. (out of print)
LIMESTONES AND CAVES OF THE PEAK DISTRICT, edited by T. D. Ford, 1977. (out of print)
LIMESTONES AND CAVES OF WALES, edited by T. D. Ford, 1989.

Obtainable from B.C.R.A. Sales
B. M. Ellis, 20 Woodland Avenue, Westonzoyland, Bridgwater, Somerset TA7 OLQ.






