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1. Introduction

The site of De Kaap, located near the village of St. Geertruid (Fig. 1), forms one of the 
richest and most intensely studied Middle Palaeolithic surface sites in The Netherlands.  
It is the largest of a regional cluster of Middle Palaeolithic surface sites and as such has 
played an important role in the formulation of hypotheses regarding Middle Palaeolithic 
settlement dynamics in the Meuse basin around Maastricht (Roebroeks, 1988; Groenendijk 
& de Warrimont, 1995; Kolen et al., 1999).

Following the discovery of the site by Marcel De Puydt in 1881 (De Puydt, 1887), lithic 
artefacts have been collected here throughout most of the 20th century (Ophoven & Hamal-
Nandrin, 1951; Roebroeks, 1980, 1981; Wouters, 1980; Groenendijk & de Warrimont, 
1995; de Warrimont, 1997, 2002).  As a result, a large collection of technologically and 
typologically Middle Palaeolithic artefacts is known besides many Neolithic finds presumably 
related to the nearby flint mines of Rijckholt – St. Geertruid.  Based on techno-typological 
characteristics of the surface finds, the Middle Palaeolithic artefacts of De Kaap have been 
attributed to the Late Acheulean (Roebroeks, 1980) and early Weichselian (de Warrimont, 
2002).  Most of these have been found at the south and west-facing edges of the plateau 
of De Kaap, at places where erosion processes have removed an unknown amount of 
the loess cover and have exposed the underlying gravel deposit.  However, the current 
interpretation of the Middle Palaeolithic artefacts from De Kaap is problematic because 
no data on the stratigraphic origin of these Middle Palaeolithic surface finds, nor any 
independent age estimations are available.

To address these problems, a project investigating the Middle Palaeolithic occupation 
at De Kaap has been set up as an independent, but related part of the larger Neolithic 
Rijckholt Flint Mine Project (2008-2012) of the Cultural Heritage Agency of the Netherlands; 
Deeben et al., 2011).  The aims of this project are threefold and focus on:

1. documenting and absolute dating of the stratigraphic sequence present at De Kaap;
2. correlating these stratigraphic observations with the results of previous augering 

campaigns (Rijks Geologische Dienst, 1962-1984; Henk, 2006) and the existing regional 
chronostratigraphic framework (e.g. Mücher & Vreeken, 1981; Vreeken & Mücher, 1981; 
Vreeken, 1984; Meijs, 2002; Meijs et al., 2012);

3. gaining insight into the formation processes responsible for the different stratigraphic 
units.

These data will contribute to the assessment of the stratigraphic provenance and age of 
the Middle Palaeolithic artefacts and help to answer the question whether in situ Middle 
Palaeolithic sites might have been preserved on the plateau.  On a wider scale, these 
results will also contribute to the future management of the site.  This article presents the 
first preliminary results of the 2010-2011 fieldwork.
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2. Research method

In the course of October 2010 an au-
gering campaign was executed in the 
research area.  The cores were done 
by hand, using an Edelman auger with a 
diameter of seven centimetres.  A W-E 
transect of deep cores reached from the 
edge of the plateau on to the highest 
point, perpendicular to the terrace edge.  
Based on the results from this transect, 
an area for further investigation was se-
lected, located in the western part of the 
plateau at approximately + 121 m NAP, 
in an area where the loess cover was 
still quite thick, yet all the layers identi-
fied in the cores were still within reach 
(and safety limitations) of excavation by 
digger (Fig. 1).  On this location, a trench 
of 5 by 10 m wide and ca. 4,5 m deep 
was dug mechanically in October 2011.  
The different sections of the trench were 
cleaned and documented and samples 
were taken from the northern and west-
ern sections (including samples for OSL-
dating, grain size analyses, mineralogy 
and micromorphology).  Investigation of 

Fig. 1 - The location of the research area (insert) and 
of St. Geertruid-De Kaap. The position of the trench 
(x), the area with the Middle Palaeolithic surface 
artefact scatters (hatching) and the Neolithic flint 
mines are indicated.

these samples is still on-going and the results of these analyses will be discussed in a later 
publication.

3. Some preliminary results

The general geological and stratigraphical sequence at De Kaap is composed of three 
important components.  At the base of the sequence, the chalk bedrock of the Maastricht 
Formation is present (Bosch & Felder, 2000), overlain by fluvial terrace deposits of the 
St. Geertruid terrace deposited by the Meuse (i.e. Laagpakket van St. Geertruid, Beegden 
Formation; van den Berg, 1996; van den Berg & van Hoof, 2001; Westerhoff & Weerts, 
2003).  On top of these, a series of loess deposits is present (Laagpakket van Schimmert, 
Boxtel Formation; Schokker et al., 2003).  Only deposits belonging to the last category 
were observed in the trench during the 2011 fieldwork.

The observed sequence starts at the base of the trench with a layer of clayey loess, light 
grey to reddish grey in colour (Fig. 2, unit 1).  A core in the lowest part of the trench 
shows that this layer of sediments continues for at least another three metres.  The clay 
particles in the top of this section are most likely the result of illuviation through soil 
formation, identifying it as a Bt-horizon.  This layer is truncated by a thin layer of gravel 
(Fig. 2, unit 3).  Two generations of frost wedges (Fig. 2, unit 2) can be observed in the 
Bt-horizon, one of which is also truncated by the gravel layer, whereas the presence 
of gravel within the infill of other wedges indicates that a second, younger generation 
departed from the gravel layer itself. 

Locally the gravel layer is overlain by a decalcified orange loamy deposit of variable 
thickness containing yellow lenses and some dispersed gravels.  On top of this orange 
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loamy horizon, and elsewhere directly overlying the gravel deposit, lies a yellow loamy 
calcareous deposit (Fig.  2, unit 4) followed by a greyish calcareous tundrasol (Fig.  2, 
unit 5).  This part of the sequence shows evidence of intense cryoturbation.

The sequence continues with brown-yellowish calcareous loamy deposits (Fig. 2, unit 6).  
The interface between calcareous and decalcified sediments (Fig. 2, interface unit 6-7) 
is found at approximately 2,25 m below the surface.  This is evidence of the Holocene 
soil formation, also indicated by the presence of the current Bt-horizon (Fig. 2, unit 8) 
immediately underneath the present plough soil (Fig. 2, unit 9).  This indicates that the 
original A- and E-horizons were lost through erosion somewhere during the Holocene.  
Higher up on the plateau, these soil horizons are better preserved; they have been 
identified during the coring programme.

The upper Bt-horizon resulted from soil formation during the Holocene.  The greyish cry-
oturbated tundrasol which is present lower in the stratigraphic sequence, can probably 
be correlated to the Nagelbeek horizon, a marker horizon generally found at the base of 
the Brabant or Upper Loess.  It is commonly dated to the onset of MIS 2 (Vleeshouwer & 
Damoiseaux, 1990; Gullentops et al., 2001).  At several locations within the wider area 
an important erosion level, the so-called Patina discordance, is found somewhat below 
the Nagelbeek horizon (Meijs, 2002).  At these locations, this discordance is overlain by 
10-20 cm reworked deposits.  This stratigraphic unit, which forms the division between 
the Haspengouw and Brabant or Middle and Upper Loess respectively, forms a more or 
less horizontal deflation horizon and is thought to reflect extremely cold and dry climatic 
conditions.  The formation of the Patina discordance is also placed around the onset of 
the Upper Pleniglacial (MIS 2), slightly before the formation of the Nagelbeek horizon 
(Meijs, 2002).

Fig. 2 - Northern section of the trench at De Kaap. Numbers are referred to in the text.
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At present, we tentatively postulate that the orange decalcified loamy deposit containing 
yellow lenses alongside some dispersed gravels, together with the overlying yellow loamy 
calcareous deposit might correspond to the sequence described above, also referred to as 
Patina Complex (Meijs, personal communication).  The results of the micromorphological 
analyses which are part of the sampling strategy outlined above will elucidate this.  The 
Bt-horizon at the base of the sequence is likely part of the Rocourt pedocomplex, but 
pending the results of the sample analyses an attribution to an older interglacial or even 
an older (or younger) interstadial cannot yet be excluded.

During the documentation of the section, three lithic artefacts were found in the southwest 
corner of the trench, approximately 3,6 m below the present surface (Fig. 3).  Two of these 
artefacts, an éclat débordant and a discoid core (sensu Van Peer et al., 2010) broken though 
frost-action, are moderately fresh but display a certain lustre.  Both artefacts were found 
in association with the orange decalcified loamy deposit containing yellow lenses and some 

Fig. 3 - Lithic artefacts found during the 2011 fieldwork at De Kaap.
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dispersed gravels, which is here tentatively interpreted as part of the Patina Complex.  A 
third artefact, a denticulate, is strongly patinated and was found among the gravels lying 
on top of the Bt-horizon somewhat more to the north.  Its condition differs from the 
two other pieces, suggesting a different taphonomic history.  From a typo-technological 
point of view, all three artefacts can clearly be attributed to the Middle Palaeolithic.  The 
relevance of this different taphonomic history needs to be established yet.  The Middle 
Palaeolithic artefacts collected on the surface display an equally heterogeneous range of 
post-depositional alterations.

4. Conclusion

The discovery of Middle Palaeolithic lithic artefacts in stratigraphic context at approximately 
3,6 m underneath the present surface at De Kaap is of great importance because it provides 
information on the possible origin and age of the Middle Palaeolithic surface finds that 
have been collected at the edges of the plateau of De Kaap.  In a more general sense, it 
may also serve as a tool to shed more light on the nature of the surface artefact scatters in 
terms of their place in and relation to regional land-use patterns.  Results from an earlier 
attempt at Colmont near Heerlen proved inconclusive (Verpoorte et al., 2002), but the 
discovery of the artefacts in the trench has shown that the surface scatters are most likely 
the edge of one or several sub-surface ‘veils of stone’ (cf. Roebroeks et al., 1992) and that 
more buried sites are to be expected in the loess deposits of De Kaap and other, similar 
areas of South-Limburg, opening new possibilities for the study of Neanderthal occupation 
in The Netherlands.  However, the stratigraphical analysis of the loess sequence is work 
in progress and a more detailed assessment of the chronostratigraphic context of the 
2011 finds and their wider implication will have to await the results of OSL-dating and 
micromorphological analyses.
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Abstract

Since its discovery in the late 19th century, the surface site of De Kaap has produced a large collection 
of Middle Palaeolithic lithic artefacts, mainly found at the edges of the plateau. This paper presents 
some preliminary results of recent fieldwork, undertaken by means of an augering campaign, a 
4,5 m deep test trench and extensive sampling. The research focuses on the description and dating 
of the local stratigraphic sequence and an evaluation of the possible presence and preservation of 
in situ Middle Palaeolithic remains. During the excavation of the test trench, a small number of lithic 
artefacts was discovered.

Keywords: De Kaap, St.-Geertruid, Limburg (NL), loess deposit, Meuse terrace, Middle Palaeolithic, 
surface scatter.

Résumé

Depuis sa découverte à la fin du XIXème siècle, le site de plein air de De Kaap, a livré une grande 
collection d’artefacts lithiques du Paléolithique moyen, principalement trouvés en bordure de 
plateau.  Cet article présente quelques résultats préliminaires de la campagne de sondages à la 
tarière et de la fouille d’une tranchée de test, d’une profondeur de 4,5 m, ayant fait l’objet d’un 
échantillonnage extensif.  L’étude s’est focalisée sur la description et la datation de la séquence 
stratigraphique et sur l’évaluation de la présence de vestiges du Paléolithique moyen in situ.  Durant 
le creusement de la tranchée de test, quelques artefacts lithiques ont été découverts.

Mots-clés : De Kaap, St.-Geertruid, Limbourg néerlandais (NL), gisement lœssique, terrasse de la 
Meuse, Paléolithique moyen, diffusion surfacique.
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