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Geological context of the Mesolithic Heid de Fer
and Ourlaine sites at Becco (Liège province, Belgium)

Bernard Mottequin & Jean-Marc Marion

Résumé

 À proximité du hameau de Becco (province de Liège, Belgique), les sites de la Heid de Fer et de l’Ourlaine sont 
connus pour avoir livré de l’outillage et des déchets de taille attribués au Mésolithique ancien (pré-Boréal).  Située au 
sommet d’un petite falaise constituée par des grès et des siltites famenniens appartenant à la Formation d’Esneux, la 
station de la Heid de Fer domine un versant abrupt développé dans les shales et les siltites des formations de Lamber-
mont et de Hodimont (Dévonien supérieur), au sein desquels se rencontre un niveau d’hématite oolithique atteignant 
plusieurs décimètres d’épaisseur (0,5 m au maximum).  Des fouilles supplémentaires mériteraient d’être conduites dans 
cette région à la recherche d’autres témoins de l’industrie microlithique comme le suggère la topographie particulière de 
ces deux sites.
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 The Heid de Fer Mesolithic site, which is lo-
cated in the province of Liège, east of Becco ham-
let, commune of Theux (Fig. 1, Fig. 2, Fig. 3, Fig. 4), 

was originally reported by Tihon (1900).  Further 
research has been conducted there during the 
years 1952–1953 and led to the discovery of tools 

Fig. 1 – Schematic geological map of Belgium with the location of the village of Becco
(commune of Theux) (after de Bethune, 1954).  Abbreviation: TW: Theux Window.

Fig. 1 – Carte géologique schématique de la Belgique avec la localisation du village de Becco
(commune de Theux) (d’après de Béthune, 1954).  Abréviation : TW : Fenêtre de Theux.
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Fig 2 – A: excerpt of the Louveigné-Spa geological map (Fourmarier, 1958) focused on the Heid de Fer 
and Ourlaine sites (Thûron valley).  The shoulders R1 and R2 are located halfway up the steep shaly 

slope of the Heid de Fer.  R1 is developed in contact with the horizon of oolitic ironstone H1 (base of 
Hodimont Formation). B: collapsed SE-oriented cave (limestone of the Lustin Formation), Thûron valley 
(hammer size: 0.5 m); C: cone of soft sediments (silts); D: Vauclusian resurgence. Abbreviations : Fm2a: 
Montfort Formation (sandstones); Fm1cm: Souverain-Pré Formation (nodular limestones); Fm1c: Esneux 

Formation (sandstones and siltstones); Fm1ba: Lambermont and Hodimont formations (shales, siltstones);
F3: Aisemont Formation (shales and limestones); F2: Lustin Formation (limestones); F1: Le Roux 

Formation (limestones, dolostones); Gv: Névremont Formation (limestones); Co1 & Co2: Pepinster 
Formation (shales, sandstones and conglomerates); E3 + E2: Wépion and Acoz formations

(sandstones and quartzites).
Fig 2 – A: extrait de la carte géologique Louveigné-Spa (Fourmarier, 1958) centré sur les sites de la Heid de 
Fer et de l’Ourlaine (vallée du Thûron).  Les replats R1 et R2 sont situés à mi-pente dans le versant schisteux 

abrupt de la Heid de Fer.  R1 est développé au contact de l’horizon d’hématite oolithique H1
(base de la Formation de Hodimont).  B : grotte effondrée (calcaire de la Formation de Lustin) orientée 
au SE, vallée du Thûron (taille du marteau : 0,5 m) ; C : cône de sédiments fins (limons) ; D : résurgence 
vauclusienne.  Abréviations : Fm2a : formation de Montfort (grès) ; Fm1cm : formation de Souverain-Pré 
(calcaires noduleux) ; Fm1c : formation d’Esneux (grès et siltites) ; Fm1ba : formations de Lambermont et 
de Hodimont (schistes, siltites); F3 : formation d’Aisemont (schistes et calcaires) ; F2 : formation de Lustin 

(calcaires) ; F1 : formation du Roux (calcaires, dolomies) ; Gv : formation de Névremont (calcaires) ;
Co1 & Co2 : formation de Pepinster (schistes, grès et conglomérats) ;

E3+E2 : formations de Wépion et d’Acoz (grès et quartzites).
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and trimmings, mainly in flint (Cornet, 1954).  The 
Heid de Fer site is located at the top of a series 
of small cliffs formed by sandstones and siltstones 
belonging to the Esneux Formation (Famennian; 
Fig. 2, Fig. 3, Fig. 4).  It overlooks a steep slope 
developed to the south-east in the thick shaly 
Lambermont and Hodimont formations of Fa-
mennian age (Upper Devonian; Fig. 4), north of 
the Thûron stream, between the hamlets of Bec-
co and Hestroumont (Fig. 2A).

 Known as a Mesolithic occurrence for a 
long time (Rahir, 1928; Pirnay, 1982; Perdaen 
et al., 2004; Miller et al., 2012), the Ourlaine site 
(Fig. 2A) is located on a topographic shelf, 200 m 
northwest of the previous one.  It has been ex-
cavated since the 1970s (Lausberg-Miny et al., 
1982) and permitted the discovery of a few hun-
dreds microlithic tools, mainly in flint, but also in 
fine sandstone and in shale as well as some ce-
ramic shards. Sandstones and shales correspond 
to the major autochthonous lithologies: siltstones 
and thinly bedded sandstones of the Esneux For-

mation (Famennian) form the small cliffs located 
at the top of the steep slopes of the Heid de Fer 
and overlay the mainly shaly Lambermont and 
Hodimont formations (Fig. 2A, Fig. 4).  The ar-
chaeological material from this station is identified 
as the Ourlaine Group (e.g. Perdaen et al., 2004) 
and is Preboreal in age.

 From the geological viewpoint, both stations 
are located in the western part of the tectonic 
Theux Window (Fig. 1) that exposes rocks situated 
below the Ardenne Anticlinorium (e.g. Dinant Syn-
clinorium and Stavelot Massif) and separated from 
the latter by the major Theux–Tunnel thrust Fault 
(for more details, see e.g. Fourmarier, 1958; Hance 
et al., 1999). This abnormal contact between rocks 
of different age and type has led to the occurrence 
of a varied landscape surrounded by Ardenne-type 
landscapes and soils (e.g. Poty, 1976).

 The Middle Devonian–Carboniferous suc-
cession of the Theux Window includes karstified 
carbonate rocks such as the limestones of the 

Fig. 3 – General view of the Heid de Fer site.
Fig. 3 – Vue générale du site de la Heid de Fer.
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Frasnian (Upper Devonian) Lustin Formation 
(Liégeois, 1928; Fourmarier, 1950, 1958; Roland 
& Marion, 1987) in which caves are developed 
in the Heid de Fer area (Fig. 2B).  Furthermore, 
other karstic phenomena are developed in the 
Thûron valley, notably a vauclusian spring, other 
resurgences and sinkholes, and the deposition of 
cones of soft sediments (silts) around resurgenc-
es (for more details, see Roland & Marion, 1987; 
Fig. 2C–D).

 The Heid de Fer gets its name from the 
presence of several beds of oolitic ironstone (e.g. 
Franquoy, 1869; Delmer, 1912) within the Hodi-
mont Formation, notably in its lowermost part 
(Dusar & Dreesen, 1977; Dreesen, 1982).  Their 
first occurrence is considered as the base of the 
Hodimont Formation (Laloux et al., 1996).  The 
Heid de Fer station is situated 200 m west of a 
large natural outcrop of oolitic ironstone (Four-
marier, 1958; Fig. 2A, Fig. 4) that may have been 
used as potential raw material during the Meso-
lithic.  This poorly altered particular level, which 
reaches a maximum thickness of 0.5 m, is visible 
in the lower third of the slope, east of a ravine, 
and has slowed the mechanical evolution of the 
the shaly slope.  Moreover, it has fostered the 
development of a SE-oriented ledge (terrace) 
extending on a few tens of square meters.  The 
downstream end of the ravine is characterized 

by the presence of colluvial cone that opens into 
the Thûron valley (Fig. 2A).

 The physical setting and the availability of 
mineral resources (hematite), combined with the 
presence of a river and natural shelters (caves; 
Fig. 2B) developed within the limestones of the 
Frasnian Lustin Formation, suggest that this area 
may be suitable for future archaeological surveys. 
Furthermore, the colluvial cone mentioned above 
deserves to be searched, looking for signs of the 
microlithic industry.  So, the Heid de Fer area has 
more archaeological potential than previously 
expected because of the presence of several sig-
nificant resources (oolitic ironstone beds, caves, 
water) and their particular location may also be a 
focal point for human activity. Moreover, the site 
is propitious for further archeological investiga-
tion as the ledge above the oolitic ironstone beds 
remains unexplored and there are accumulations 
of sediment (two types of cones) that may have 
covered and preserved signs of human occupa-
tion, which is a rare condition in a region domi-
nated by erosion. 
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Fig. 4 – Schematic cross section of the Heid de Fer site.
Fig. 4 – Coupe schématique à travers du site de la Heid de Fer.
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