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Cave dweller s?

The Kohlerhöhle and Heidenküche are 
two typical examples of the many stone 
age settlements in the Birstal. The image 
of ”cave-dweller” is based on 19th century 
ideas of cultural history and is unlikely to 
represent the prehistoric way of life. Rather 
than living in the narrow con�nes of caves, 
prehistoric people settled mostly in the open 
air throughout this period, regardless of the 
prevailing climate. They lived by hunting and 
gathering edible plants. They hunted not only 
large animals such as wild horses and reindeer, 
but also smaller prey including wildfowl or 
hares, which formed a large part of their 
food supply. 

Kohlerhöhle

The entrance to this cave was almost entirely 
buried except for a 30 to 
40 cm high hole. When it 
was discovered in 1934 
by Heinz Kohler, he found 
bones and stone tools 
from the Magdalenian, 
about 15’000 years old, 
on the surface at the 
back of the cave. By 1938 the cave had been 
completely excavated by Carl Lüdin, who 
discovered more than 10‘000 stone tools and 
many more animal bones.

Heidenküche

Already in 1883 John Benedikt Thiessing 
discovered the � rst stone 
tools. Sporadic excavations 
took place until 1906. As 
far as can be seen from the 
� nds kept in a number of 
museums, Heidenküche 
was in use during the 
recent phase of the 
Kohlerhöhle.
Heidenküche belongs to the first early 
Stone Age archaeological sites discovered 
in Switzerland (Kesslerloch near Schaffhausen 
1873, the cave near Liesberg in 1874).
In 1864, a piece of tusk engraved with the 
image of a mammoth was discovered in 
‘La Madeleine’, proving that prehistoric 
man was a contemporary of these now extinct 
animals.

The Kohlerhöhle is 18m long and is situated in an easily visible horizontal cleft. It is the lowest 
of three caves situated one on top of the other, which indicates that the course of the Ibach 
changed levels three times.
The archaeologists discovered an older and a more recent layer of � nds. New radiocarbon (14C) 
dating estimates the age of the older layer as at least 23-24‘000 years, a time when the Swiss 
midlands were still largely covered by glaciers. The younger layer contains faint traces of human 
occupation from about 19’500 years ago, but mostly from the late Magdalenian, 16’000 to 14’500, 
and, to a lesser degree of the late palaeolithic period about13’500 years ago. The �nds from 
the late Magdalénien are composed of food waste (animal bones), stone tools to work animal 
skins and antlers, parts of hunting weapons, sewing needles, pieces of jewellery fashioned from 
animal teeth and also fossilised mussels and snails from the area around Mainz.

Soil cover

Ceiling rubble

Upper cultural layer with hearthstones and 
traces of burning (last and longest occupation)

Filling layers at the front of the passage

Lower occupation layer with tr aces of � replaces in the rockshelter (abri), disturbed through �oo -
ding. Smoothed rubble mostly from the Obersequan.

Clay deposit between the lower and upper layers in the rockshelter (abri) without signs of culture.

Bolus with sediments of Huppersand on the surface

Lowest tr aces of � replaces at the front of the rockshelter (abri)

Frontmost hearthstone of the rockshelter (abri)

Finds from Heidenküche after an original photograph of 1918.
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Bolus: loam rich in iron, is used for red pigment

a rock shelter formed by the overhang of a cliff 

archaeological epoch in mid- and western Europe at the end of 

the last ice age

deposits in layers of earth with traces of human existence 

A rock shelter cave in the Dordogne (France) and eponymons 
site for the Magdalenian
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Versturzquelle

The spring of the 505m cave is part of the 
great Schällbach drainage system. It is only 
a small accessible part of it.

The Schällbach disappears approx. 600m to 
the south-west of the cave entrance into the 
Schällbach ponor – a small shaft cave (see 
board 7). It runs through part of this cave, 
drops into a siphon and surfaces here 
from beneath the Boulder-choked spring 
(4 Siphon). After another 100m the stream 
disappears again (5 Siphon), and reappears 
farther down the valley as a tubed spring, 
emptying into the Ibach (comp. Fig. 1).

The Röhrenquelle (tubed spring) is no longer 
recognisable as such because it is hidden by 
the Ibach embankment. Of special interest is 
the fact that at hightide, this cave acts as a 
relief channel for the tubed spring. The water 
level in the cave rises by about 20m before 
the whole passage is flooded. It then surfaces 
via the boulder-choked spring entrance and 
flows into the Ibach (Photo A).

The cave is only accessible when the first 
two siphons have been pumped out, but 
some depressions remain full of water and 
require freediving or diving with adequate 
equipment.
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Caution!
Please do not enter this cave! High 
water, rock-fall, hypothermia or a 
fall can endanger your life.

Profile entrance area:
1. Pumped out siphon.
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Boulder choke

A network of several caves that are not connectively accessible, but are evidently 
linked as demonstrated by the flow of water.

A Ponor is a hole in the ground through which surface water disappears or seeps 
into an underground cave.

A shaft cave is a cave with predominantly vertical passages (shafts).

A collection of large rocks or rubble that obstructs the passage of a cave entrance or 
passage, it is often inaccessible to man, but allows water to pass through.
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Speleology 14

Speleology belongs to the Earth sciences. 
It mostly concerns itself with natural hollow 
spaces, concentrating on the exploration and 
surveying of caves, the courses of subterranean 
waterways, and the description of cave contents.
Just like observing the endless vastness of 
the universe, looking at the hidden world 
underground brings new understanding of the 
past and contributes to our 
thinking about the future. 
Our everyday life benefits 
from the information 
gained from observing the 
underground watercourses.

Caves are no older than the rocks surround-
ing them. They are created by the changing 
conditions of the environment. Protected 
from short-term events, they are a valuable 
archive of past times. Events from geological 
cycles are depicted in the shape of passages 
and sediment.

To move around in caves safely, excellent 
equipment is required. In this realm of perpetual 
darkness, powerful reliable lamps are of immense 
importance. 

Many obstacles have to 
be overcome – steep and 
perpendicular  sections of 
passages with single rope 
technique, waterfilled stretches 
with diving equipment, arrow 
passages with patient use of 
one’s own flexibility.

Speleology is a passion

Curiosity, the impetus of all research, is a 
powerful driving force. To enter into the 
unknown, to experience a new world, is 
fascinating. The most interesting challenge 
is to make this world visible with the help 
of surveys, maps and also other detailed 
descriptions, so as to better understand the 
context. 
The cave leaves a strong impression on the 
speleologists, also during stays without sci-
entific activity. They are comparable to those 
experienced by tourists visiting a cathedral 
or admiring jewels in a museum in a foreign 
town.

The drawing of cave maps depends on 
teamwork and requires a survey of the cave.
This survey is generally carried out as a 
polygon course – the cave is measured 
between points. The measuring instruments 
are usually compass, measuring tape and 
inclinometer. Digital and laser equipment 
are also used. A great deal of practice is 
necessary to avoid measuring errors.

Cave rescue

In cave exploration acci-
dents are fortunately rare. 
Any rescue is, however very 
difficult. That is why the 
Swiss Speleoloical Society 
(SSS) founded a rescue or-
ganisation.

The Speleo-Secours Schweiz is a country-wide 
rescue organisation with 220 rescuers. It 
performs search and rescue operations in 
caves and in other places difficult to reach 
for which the participation of specially trained 
rescuers who are famil iar with such 
situations is a necessity. Speleo Secours 
Schweiz works in close cooperation with 
Alpine Rescue Switzerland.
 An accident that happens underground usually 
makes retrieval of the casualty very difficult. 
The number of obstacles and the cave 
environment are the main reasons. It is 
impossible to remove a casualty by any other 
path than the one that brought him there in the 
first place. This is the big difference between 
cave rescue and mountain rescue, which benefits 
largely from rescue by air.

The SSS Basel
The Basel Speleological Society has a membership of around 110. There are re-
gular meetings in Basel for information exchange, discussion of research projects 
and the planning of guided tours, camps, lectures, and other events. The principal 
research areas are located in Laufental and the Bernese Oberland. The society 
organises introductory courses in caving technique and other related disciplines. 
The activities of the society are documented in the society’s journal and in its 
annual report.
Speleology in Switzerland is a hobby. Interested people of all walks of life can 
find out more by contacting the SSSBS or the SSS.
www.sgh-basel.ch

The Swiss Speleological Society (SSS) 
is a society of friends of the underground world. It promotes Speleology in 
its scientific and leisure aspects as well as in the study of karst occurrences. It 
aims to increase the knowledge of the caves in Switzerland and to maintain 
their original character and beauty.
The society is composed of 42 sections with around 1100 members and hosts 
the Swiss Institute for Speleology and Karst Studies (SISKA).
SSS organises training courses, coordinates expeditions here and abroad, 
produces documentation and inventories, plays a part in scientific projects, 
works on guidance for health and safety and the protection of the caves, manages 

the rescue operation Speleo-Secours Suisse, and regularly organises national 
and international conferences. (see www.speleo.ch).


