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Anthropologica et Præhistorica, 123/2012, 2013: 41-54     Spy cave – Introduction

INTRODUCTION

The archaeological, palaeontological and 
mainly palaeoanthropological finds at Spy (pro-
nounce [spi]1)  cave  are  admittedly  important. 
However, there is no consensus in the archaeolo-
gical  literature  about  the  name  of  that  famous 
place.  A number of vocables are attributed to it, 
most of them in Walloon, which is the regional 
vernacular in the French speaking (southern) part 
of Belgium.  They present several spellings and 
several meanings.

That observation led us to make a list of 
the  available  toponyms.   The different  written, 
scientific and other sources have been thus ana-
lysed. A survey in the village was made as well 
about the usual name.  The various names will be 
discussed with a view to searching the original 
term and its meaning.

The  Walloon  language  belongs  to  the 
langue  d’oïl language  family,  like  the  French 
language.  There are four different Walloon vari-
ants, found in four distinct zones.  Two of them 
are dealt with in this paper: the Central Walloon 
(spoken, among other places, at Spy and Mousti-
er-sur-Sambre) and the Eastern Walloon (spoken 
in Liège).

LIST OF THE TOPONYMS

The written sources

We have consulted different sources: the 
scientific documents, the press, the letters of the 
discoverers  and  the  annotations  on  some  flint 
artefacts.  The noted place names can be classi-
fied  into  two main  categories:  1)  “Betche  aux 
Rotches” and variants, and 2) other names.

“Betche aux Rotches” and variants

Three  categories  can  be  distinguished. 
The  first  one,  the  Walloon  phrase  “Betche  aux 
Rotches” and variants, was commonly used by the 
excavators  since  the  discovery and  even shortly 
before.  This vernacular being mainly spoken, the 
expression can be spelled in different ways.

So, in a letter to Marcel De Puydt on July 
24th, 1885, the Marquis de Beauffort, owner of the 
site, writes: “je consens à ce que vous me deman-
dez à la Bèche au Roche”2.  De Puydt & Lohest 
(1886a), after their 1st excavations in 1885, write: 
“[...] une grotte connue dans le pays sous le nom  
de  Bec-aux-Roches ou Bèche-aux-Roches”3.   In 
1886, they write: “Bèche-aux-Roches” (De Puydt 
& Lohest, 1886b), then “Betche-aux-Rotches” (De 
Puydt & Lohest, 1887).
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CHAPTER III

SPY CAVE: WHICH NAME?

Philippe PIRSON

Abstract

This paper deals with the names given to Spy cave.  To this end, we have consulted the scientific papers and books, as  
also the vernacular sources.  We have listed the different terms and tried to clear them up by consulting historical and linguistic  
sources.

1 We  use  the  International  Phonetic  Alphabet  (I.P.A.),  written  in 
square brackets.

2 “I agree to your request concerning the Bèche au Roche”.

3 “[...] a cave known in the neighbourhood by the name of Bec-aux-
Roches or Bèche-aux-Roches”.



P. PIRSON

In the title of the paper about his excava-
tions  in  1859,  Rucquoy  (1886-1887)  mentions 
“Bèche-aux-Roches”,  while  de  Mortillet  &  de 
Mortillet  (1910)  and  de  Loë  &  Rahir  (1911) 
agree  upon  “Betche-aux-Rotches”  and  so  do 
Martin  (1950)  and  Twiesselmann  (1971)  some 
decades later.

Trinkaus  writes  “the  Grotte  de  Betche-
aux-Rotches (or  Bec-aux-Roches)”  (Trinkaus  & 
Ruff,  1989),  then  only  “Betche-aux-Rotches” 
(Trinkaus & Shipman, 1996).

On a few artefacts kept at the Grand Cur-
tius Museum in Liège, one can read, written with 
red ink: “B.A.R.”.  On one among them appears 
the  explanation:  “Spy  betche  aux  Roches  =  
B.A.R.” (Figure 1).

Lastly,  in  his  Dictionnaire  de  l’Ouest-
Wallon, Bal (1985) quotes “Betchaud Rotche”.

The second category, “Betche al Rotche” 
and variants,  appears,  to  our  knowledge,  in  the 
early fifties in the local newspapers. The phrase is 
written “Betche al’Rotche” (Table 1).  M. Dewez 
will  use  that  spelling  in  the  form  “Betche-al-
Rotche” (Dewez, 1967, 1980, 1981a), followed by 

other authors: Ulrix-Closset (1975) and Toussaint 
(1992, 1996).

One can read as well: “Betche-al-Roche” 
(Dewez, 1967; Groenen & Marée, 2000), “Bètche-
al-Rotche”  (Dewez,  1981b;  Cahen,  1986), 
“Bêtche-al-Rotche” (Guyaux, 1989), and “Betche-
Al-Rotche” (Otte & Vandermeersch, 1997).

Interesting early forms of the toponym are 
found as well in ancient sources:

Barbier  (1885:  118-119)  quotes  a  docu-
ment dating from the 13th century, “Record des  
droits seigneuriaux de l’abbesse de Moustier et  
du comte de Namur audit Moustier”, mentioning 
“le  Becheue Roche”,  then “alle  Bechue Roche” 
(i.e.  “à  le  Bechue  Roche”)  and  “delle  Bechue 
Roche” (i.e. “de le Bechue Roche”) (Figure 2).

Bastin (1973) quotes a text of December 
9th, 1687, mentioning the toponym “la roche à  
Besche”.

The  third  category  includes  distorted 
names  found in  scientific  documents,  obviously 
resulting from the distortion of the Walloon terms 
by authors ignorant of that regional tongue:

- The  Marquis  de  Nadaillac  (1886a-e)  writes: 
“La grotte de la Biche-aux-Roches”4.   Alexis 
(1887) quotes a passage from a “scholarly pub-
lishing”  mentioning  “Biche-aux-Koches”5, a 
funny distortion of the previous name, but giv-
ing no further indication about that source;

- Rucquoy (1886-1887)  indicates  that  the  name 
“la  Biche-au-Bois”6 is  wrong,  but  does  not 
mention the sources either;

- Finally, another distortion, “Brèche-aux-Roches”, 
or “Brêche aux Roches”, is given by several au-
thors: de Radzitzky d'Ostrowick (1909), de Loë 
(unpublished letter to  Monsieur Cumont, dated 
February 15th, 1904), Anciaux (1950), and Rahir 
(1928).  Ulrix-Closset (1975) points out that the 
name “brèches-aux-Roches” is wrong.
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Figure 1.  An artefact from Spy, kept at the Grand
Curtius Museum in Liège (De Puydt collection),

mentioning “Spy betche aux Roches = B.A.R.” (The 
writings have been accentuated for the ease of reading)

(Picture: P. Pirson & A. Hauzeur).

0

3 cm

4 “The rock-hind cave”.
5 The  word  “koche”  exists  neither  in  French  nor  in  Walloon.  It 

could be considered a typographic mistake.
6 “The wood-hind”.



III.  Spy cave: which name?

Other names

We have listed a few other names among 
the scientific papers and in the press (Table 1).

“La grotte  de Goyet” is  a variant  men-
tioned on two artefacts from the De Puydt collec-
tion in the Grand Curtius Museum in Liège (Fig-
ure 3).   It  is  also  that  name  Marcel  De  Puydt 
gave to the cave in his notebook in 1881.

The  “Roche  Percée”7 is,  as  far  as  we 
know, only mentioned in an article of the Baron 
de Radzitzky d'Ostrowick (1909).

Lastly, in the scientific papers and also on 
one artefact (Table 1), one often reads: “Grotte de  

Spy”, “Caverne de Spy” (Figure 4), “li  Grote di  
Spî”, “Grotte de l’Homme de Spy”.
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Figure 2.  Extract from Barbier (1885) in which he quotes the 13th century document mentioning
“le Becheue Roche” (Barbier, 1885: 118), “alle Bechue Roche” and “delle Bechue Roche” (Barbier, 1885: 119).

7 “Pierced Rock”.

Figure 3.  Tanged point from Spy, kept at the Grand 
Curtius Museum in Liège (De Puydt collection),

mentioning “SPY Grotte de Goyet CC 132” (The writ-
ings have been accentuated for the ease of reading)

(Picture: P. Pirson & A. Hauzeur).

0              3 cm
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Scientific documents

A. “Betche aux Rotches” and variants
A.1. “Betche aux Rotches”

Betche aux Roches Angelroth, 1947

Betche-aux-Roches Fraipont, 1891; Trinkaus, 1978; Orban, 1984 

Betche-aux-Rotches
Alexis, 1887; De Puydt & Lohest, 1887; de Mortillet & de Mortillet, 1910; de Loë & Rahir, 1911;
de Loë, 1928; Martin, 1950; Twiesselmann, 1971; Otte, 1978, 1979; Trinkaus & Ruff, 1989; 
Trinkaus & Shipman, 1996; Toussaint, 2001; Flas, 2006; de Loë, n.d.

Bètche-aux-Roches Fichefet, 1982

Bètche-aux-Rotches Ausselet-Lambrechts, 1930

li Bètch aus Rotches Gilliard, 2007, 2009

(Li) Bètch-aus-Rotches Bellaire & Otte, 2001

Betchaud Rotche Carlier & Bal, 1991

Bèche-aux-Roches De Puydt & Lohest, 1886a; Rucquoy, 1886-1887; Rougier et al., 2004

Bêche-aux-Roches De Puydt & Lohest, 1886b; Alexis, 1887

Bec-aux-Roches De Puydt & Lohest, 1886a, 1887; Alexis, 1887; De Seyn, 1948; Trinkaus & Ruff, 1989

Bec-au-Roc Alexis, 1887; Ulrix-Closset, 1975

A.2. “Betche al Rotche”

Betche-al-Rotche Dewez, 1967, 1980, 1981a; Ulrix-Closset, 1975; Toussaint, 1992, 1996

Betche-al-Roche Dewez, 1967; Groenen & Marée, 2000 

Bètche-al-Rotche Dewez, 1981; Cahen, 1986

Bêtche-al-Rotche Guyaux, 1989

Betche-Al-Rotche Otte & Vandermeersch, 1997

A.3. Ancient sources

le Becheue Roche Barbier, 1885

alle Bechue Roche Barbier, 1885

delle Bechue Roche Barbier, 1885

la Roche à Besche Bastin, 1973

A.4. The distorted names
Biche-au-Bois Rucquoy, 1886-1887;  Alexis, 1887

Biche-aux-Roches de Nadaillac, 1886a, 1886b, 1886c, 1886d, 1886e; Alexis, 1887; Ulrix-Closset, 1975

Biche-aux-Koches Alexis, 1887

Brèche-aux-Roches Rahir, 1928; Anciaux, 1950

brèches-aux-Roches Ulrix-Closset, 1975

B. Other names
Grotte de Goyet De Puydt, 1881 (notebook in the possession of Mr A. Vercheval)

La Roche percée de Radzitzky d'Ostrowick, 1909

Grotte de Spy Gilliard, 2007

li Grote di Spî Gilliard, 2007

la caverne de Spy Angelroth, 1947, 1958

Li Trau Fô Djâke Gilliard, 2007

Correspondence

la B(r)èche au Roche Vercheval archives: Comte Albert de Beauffort à Marcel De Puydt, le 18 août 1886.

la grotte de la Brêche 
aux Roches

MRAH archives: Baron Alfred de Loë à Monsieur Cumont, Conservateur délégué, le 15 février 
1904.

la grotte de la Bèche au 
Roche

Vercheval archives: Cte A. de Beauffort à Marcel De Puydt  8 août 1886; Le Comte de Beauffort, 
1885.

la Betche aux Roches Vercheval archives: Note pour monsieur Maurice Jacquet (In: Brouillon de lettre de Marcel De 
Puydt à Monsieur le conseiller Jacquet, le 21 avril 1929).

Betche-aux-Rotches 
MRAH archives: Baron Alfred de Loë à Monsieur Van Overloop, conservateur en chef des musées 
royaux du Cinquantenaire, le 13 mars 1903.



III.  Spy cave: which name?

Survey

Methodology

A  survey  was  taken  in  Spy  village. 
About one hundred questionnaires were distrib-
uted.  The questions were about the name of the 
cave and the meaning of it.  We also asked the 
persons how old they were, whether they under-
stood and/or spoke Walloon and finally whether 
they were native of Spy.

That approach did not pay.  Only a few 
sheets were returned to us, probably in ignorance 
of the information.  This was confirmed by the 
informal conversations we had with the inhabit-
ants: most of them admitted that they knew noth-
ing about the subject.

We  finally  chose  to  interview  the  cat-
egories of people likely to give objective answers 
to  our  survey.   Forty-eight  persons  have  thus 
been questioned.

The vernacular name

The younger people, either born or not in 

the  village,  as  well  as  the  non  native  elder 
people, are most of the time not able to quote the 
ancient name.  They often give the French term: 
“la grotte”, “la grotte de Spy” or, in Walloon, “li  
Grote di Spî”.

The elder people (50 or older) born in the 
village or in the vicinity give unhesitatingly the 
Walloon term: “li Betche aux Rotches”.

Walloon  being  a  spoken  language,  the 
suggested transcriptions often differ.   They are 
likely  influenced  by  the  toponyms  read  in  the 
press.  Most of them can however be placed in 
categories  A.1  and A.2 of  Table 1, namely “li  
Betche aux Rotches”, “li Betche al Rotche” and 
variants.

The vernacular meaning

Many of the persons who gave the Wal-
loon toponym “li Betche aux Rotches” (and vari-
ants) do not know the meaning of it.  The others 
often hesitate.  The sense usually given is: “the 
Kiss to the Rock”.  Born in the village, we re-
member that our primary school teachers used to 
explain it  by the distinctive shape of the lime-
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Press

Bec-aux-Roches La Nouvelle Gazette: SPY  Trouvaille préhistorique (10 novembre 1949).

Betche aux Rotches Le Journal de Charleroi: D’importantes découvertes archéologiques ont été faites à la grotte de Spy  
(11 août 1952); La DH-Bruxelles: La grotte de Spy livre, un à un, les secrets de la préhistoire (4  
octobre 1952).

Betche-aux-Roches Vers l’Avenir-Namur:  La Grotte de Spy est à nouveau l’objet de recherches importantes (12 août  
1952); La DH-Bruxelles: La grotte du “Betche aux Roches”, à Spy, livre ses secrets (13 août 1952).

Betche aux Roches L’Indépendance (Charleroi): Des fouilles importantes à la Grotte de Spy (12 août 1952);  La Nouvelle 
Gazette-Namur: Après la découverte d’une nécropole au château Bastin à Spy (14 janvier 1953).

Betche al’ rotche La Nouvelle Gazette-Namur: Après les découvertes du siècle dernier, que nous réserve encore le  
sous-sol de la Grotte de Spy ? (17 janvier 1953); La Nouvelle Gazette-Bruxelles: La grotte de Spy 
dite du “Betche al’ rotche” La découverte des squelettes de l’“Homme de Spy” (25 janvier 1953); 
La Nouvelle Gazette-La Louvière:  A la grotte de Spy,  dite du “Betche al’Rotche” Les fouilles  
entreprises  en 1952 vont-elles  prouver que L’homme a occupé la  grotte  à  deux époques bien  
distinctes ? (5 février 1953); Germinal-Bruxelles: Un cimetière mérovingien à Spy (24 mai 1953); 
Germinal-Bruxelles: Un cimetière mérovingien à Spy (25 janvier 1953).

Mentions on artefacts

Caverne de Spy Point from the Rucquoy collection, kept at the RBINS, mentioning “Cav. De Spy A.R. 5608”.

Betche aux Roches Blades from the De Puydt  collection, kept at the  Grand Curtius  Museum in Liège,  bearing the 
mention “Spy b.a.r = betche aux roches” and “Spy betche aux Roches = B.A.R.”

Grotte de Goyet Artefact and tanged point from the De Puydt collection, kept at the  Grand Curtius Museum in 
Liège, bearing the mention “720 SPY.I.Goyet grotte C. Colard” and “132 SPY.II Grotte de Goyet  
CC”, respectively.

Table 1.  Written sources: authors, correspondence, press, references on artefacts.
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stone  outcrop  representing  the  head  of  an  ele-
phant “giving a kiss to the rock” (Figure 5).

Other  supplied  meanings  are:  “rock  in 
the form of a beak” or “head of an aurochs”, “be-
cause of the phonetic similarity between ‘Bec au 
Roc’ and the word ‘aurochs’”.

“Li Trau Fô Djâke”

In the old days, another name was in use 
in the village but the persons who still quote it 
nowadays  are  very  few:  “Li  Trau  Foû  Djâke” 
[tró fu dʒàːk], or “Trau fô [fɤ] Djâke” ([ɤ] being 
an intermediate sound between [u] and [o]), in 
French: “le trou de Jacques le Fou”8.

This  toponym  is  found nowhere  in  the 
written sources, but in E. Gilliard’s Dictionnaire 
du Wallon de Moustier-sur-Sambre (2007).  This 
Walloon writer and poet has investigated on the 

same subject as well.  “Trau fô Djâke” refers to a 
person by the name of Jacques, having occupied 
the cave “at the beginning of last century”.  It is 
nowadays difficult to check the actual origin of 
that name.

DISCUSSION

Except  for  a  few  fanciful  expressions, 
there is, in the 19th and at the beginning of the 
20th centuries,  a  consensus about  the  toponym 
“Betche aux Rotches” [bɛ́tʃ o rɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of the�tʃ o rɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of the three words of �tʃ], whatever the 
spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the 
vernacular vocable and the scientific documents. 
The variants concern each of the three words of 
the expression: 1)  betche, bètch, bêche, besche, 
bec;  2)  au, aux, aus, al, al’;  3)  roche(s), 
rotche(s), roc.

They concern the use of hyphens as well: 
“Betche  aux  Rotches”,  “Betche-aux-Rotches”. 
For the ease of use, when we quote that form, we 
choose the spelling “Betche aux Rotches”9.

Phonetics and meaning

All  variants  of  the  Walloon  phrase  “li 
Betche aux Rotches” [lɪ bɛtʃ o rɔtʃ] correspond to 
the French “le Bec aux Roches”, i.e. “the beak to 
the rocks”.

- Li [lɪ]: def. art., masc. and fem. sing.

- Betche (bètch, bèche, bec) [bɛʧ],  [bɛʃ],  [bɛk]: 
subst.  masc.,  means  “Beak”.  As  in  French 
(“bec”), the word has two meanings: 1) beak or 
mouth,  hence  the  logically  derived  meaning 
“kiss”, and 2) tip, point.

- Aux (aus) [o]: contracted article, corresponding 
to “à les”: to the + plur.

- Al [ɑl]: contracted article, corresponding to “à 
la”: to the + fem. sing.

- Roche(s) [rɔʃ], rotche(s) [rɔʧ], roc [rɔk]: subst. 
fem. sing. (plur.): means rock(s).

As  mentioned  above,  the  first  meaning 
(“beak /  kiss”) is most commonly given by the 
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Figure 4.  An artefact from the Rucquoy collection
kept at the RBINS in Brussels and bearing the
mention “Cav. de Spy” (for “Caverne de Spy”)

(Picture: P. Pirson & A. Hauzeur).

0

3 cm

8 “the Foolish James’ cave”. 9 Hyphens are not used in the case of natural geographical entities.
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village  people.   The  rock  is  said  to  show the 
shape of the head of an elephant giving a kiss to 
the rock.

The second possible meaning is that of a 
tip. In actual fact, that outcrop has the shape of a 
“saillie  pourvue  d’une  ouverture  naturelle  en  
forme  d’arcade”10 (Ulrix-Closset,  1975).  Ulrix- 
Closset  (1975)  also  writes: “Le  terme  wallon 
‘Betche’  signifie  bec  ou  pointe.  Si  l’on  tient  
compte de l’aspect du site, l’expression ‘Betche al 
Rotche’ signifierait  ‘une pointe de rocher ou un 
rocher qui fait saillie’”11.

In  this  connection,  let  us  quote  Alexis 
(1887)  describing  the  cave:  “[...]  un  énorme 
rocher troué, simulant une sorte de bec d’aigle  

très crochu”12.

A. de Loë (1928) expounds: “Betche ou 
Bèche, mot wallon, signifie pointe, extrémité.  Il  
s’agit  donc  d’un  rocher  qui  fait  saillie,  d’une  
pointe de rocher”13.

Consequently,  the alternative is: “beak / 
mouth” (hence kiss) or “beak / tip”?

This  diversity  shows  a  semantic  and 
formal  reality.   Seeking  the  origin  of  the  top-
onym should allow searching that reality, finding 
out  the  most  appropriate  vocable  and  defining 
the meaning of it.

We have consulted a series of Walloon 
and French dictionaries with a view to drawing 
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Figure 5.  The limestone outcrop representing the head of an elephant “giving a kiss to the rock”
(Picture: S. Pirson).

10 “projection provided with a natural opening in form of an arch”.
11 “The Walloon term ‘Betche’ means beak or tip. Regarding the ap-

pearance of  the site,  the expression ‘Betche-al-Rotche’ would 
mean ‘a point of rock or a jutting rock’”.

12 “[…] an enormous piece of roc simulating a most hooked beak of 
eagle”.

13 “Betche or  Bèche, Walloon word meaning tip, end. It  concerns 
thus a projected rock, a rocky tip”.
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up a list of the different meanings given in the 
course  of  centuries  to  the  Walloon  word 
“be(t)che” and to its French equivalent “bec”, as 
well as to their derivatives.

Ancient and modern Walloon dictionaries

Ancient dictionaries of the Walloon lan-
guage  already quote  the  word  “bechou  [bɛʃú], 
pointu”14 (Cambresier, 1757).

Remacle  (1839)  quotes  “bechou / 
bechow” [bɛʃú],  [bɛ́tʃ o rɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of theʃɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of the three words of �w],  frenchified as “bechu” 
[bɛʃý],  formerly  “beschu”  [bɛʃý],  meaning 
“pointu”.

Dejardin  (1863)  quotes  the  Walloon of 
Liège “bèche” [bɛʃ] for “bec”15. 

Grandgagnage (1845) gives  the transla-
tion “bèchou” (pronounce [bɛtʃú]) for the French 
“pointu”.

Modern dictionaries of the Walloon lan-
guage of Liège, among others Haust (1933) and 
Stasse (2007), give “bètchou / bètchowe [bɛtʃú] / 
[bɛ́tʃ o rɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of thetʃɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of the three words of �w], pointu(-ue)”.

Bal (1985) mentions “Betchaud Rotche” 
with  the  meaning  of  “rock  like  a  beak”.  The 
meaning  of  “betchaud”  is:  “that  likes  giving 
kisses”,  but  also,  in  that  dialectal  area,  “that 
pecks like a cock”.

Gilliard  (2007)  quotes:  “bètch:  bec,  
bouche,  pointe; baiser; jeu d’osselets”16.  In the 
same dictionary,  he mentions:  “bètchu,  -euwe :  
pointu, en forme de bec”17.

Dictionaries of ancient French

For Nicot (1606), “bechée”18 also spells 
“becquée”, which confirms the variant “bèche”. 
This  writer  mentions  moreover  that  “becu,  ou 

bequu, ou bechu signifie poinctu, rostratus”19.

In  its  first  edition,  the  Dictionnaire  de 
l’Académie française (Académie française, 1694) 
mentions  the  same  double  spelling:  “Bechée ou 
plus ordinairement Becquée”20.  Moreover, besides 
the meaning of bird beak, it mentions “le bec de  
certaines choses”21 or “certaines pointes de terre 
qui se trouvent au confluent de deux rivières”22.

The  Dictionnaire  critique de  la  langue  
française (Féraud,  1787-1788)  gives,  besides 
“bec d’oiseau”23, the figurative sense: “la pointe  
de certaines chôses [sic]”21.

The  Dictionnaire de la langue française 
(Littré,  1872-1877) mentions, among 13 defini-
tions: “6. Extrémité de certains objets terminés  
en  pointe;  7.  Pointe  de  terre  au  confluent  de  
deux rivières; 8. Angle saillant de la pile d’un  
pont”24.  This dictionary also quotes the Walloon 
word “bèche” for “bec”!

Historical sources

As formerly mentioned (see “Betche aux  
Rotches”  and  variants  section),  the  oldest  top-
onym, “le bech(e)ue roche”, dates from the 13th 
century  and  is  quoted  by  Barbier  (1885:  118-
119).   In  ancient  French,  it  means  “la  roche  
pointue”25.   Let  us  note  that,  at  the  time,  the 
French  language  was  not  standardised  yet  and 
still  showed  lots  of  imprecisions,  e.g.  using 
equally “le” (masc.) or “la” (fem.) with a same 
substantive (Delbouille, 1962: 16).

Let us also mention the toponym dating 
from  the  17th  century  “la  roche  à  Besche”, 
quoted by Bastin (1973).  In modern French, the 
meaning is “la roche à bec”26.
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14 “pointed”.
15 “beak”.
16 “bètch: beak, mouth, point; kiss; knuckle-bones”.
17 “pointed, in the form of a beak”.
18 “beakful”.

19 “becu, or bequu, or bechu means pointed”.
20 “Bechée or more usually Becquée”.
21 “the tip of certain things”.
22 “tongues of land at the confluence of two rivers”.
23 “bird beak”.
24 “6. End of certain pointed objects; 7. Tongue of land at the con-

fluence of  two rivers;  8.  Angle  projecting from the  pile  of  a 
bridge”.

25 “the pointed rock”.
26 “the rock with a beak”.
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It is likely that the current form “Betche 
aux Rotches” originates in the Walloon of Liège. 
As a matter of fact, the expression “le becheue 
Roche”  mentioned  in  that  document  from  the 
13th century still exists in the Walloon language 
of Liège as “li betchowe rotche”.  The phonetic 
similarity  between  “betchowe  rotche”  [bɛ́tʃ o rɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of the�tʃɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of the three words of w 
rɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of the three words of �tʃ] and “betche aux rotches” [bɛ́tʃ o rɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of the�tʃ o rɔ̀tʃ], whatever the spelling.  A few variants do exist however in the vernacular vocable and the scientific documents.  The variants concern each of the three words of �tʃ] is no-
ticeable.   Now,  at  that  time,  the  monastery  of 
Moustier-sur-Sambre (village near Spy and close 
to the cave) was mainly occupied by canonesses 
from the  nobility  of  the  principality  of  Liège. 
The monastery was at the time depending on the 
parish Saint-Denis of Liège (Gilliard, 2009).  We 
can thus likely argue  that the Walloon language 
of Moustier-sur-Sambre has been influenced by 
that of Liège, through the presence of these can-
onesses.  It is moreover noticeable as well that in 
Moustier  (but  not  in  Spy),  the  Walloon  for 
“pointu,  -e”  is  still  nowadays  “bètchu,  -euwe” 
(Gilliard,  2007).   The  variants  of  “Betche  aux  
Rotches” (see “Betche aux Rotches” and variants 
section) give thus evidence of the phonetic relic 
of an at least eight centuries old toponym.

The official spelling

There is an official spelling of the Wal-
loon languages (Feller, 1900).  According to its 
criteria, the name should, after its pronunciation 
(see Phonetics and meaning section), be written 
“li Bètch aus Rotches” (Gilliard, 2007).

We meet the official spelling for the first 
time  in  a  scientific  paper  in  2001  (Bellaire  & 
Otte, 2001).

A small vineyard situated across the cave 
site and its appellation contrôlée wines produced 
since 2007 on the other slope of the Orneau river, 
were  recently  given  the  name  “Bètch  aus 
Rotches” (Figure 6).

Analysis of the different toponyms listed

“Betche aux Rotches” is the result of the 
historical evolution of an ancient toponym.  The 
existence  of  three  variants  “bec”,  “bèche”  and 
“betche”  can  be  explained  historically,  these 
forms  being  present  in  the  ancient  French and 
Walloon dictionaries (see above), and so it is for 
“roche(s)”  and  “rotche(s)”.   Nowadays,  in  the 
village, one can hear “Bec aux Roches”, “Betche 

aux Rotches” as well as “Bèche aux Roches”.

The  variant  “Betche  al  Rotche”  is  per-
haps initially due to the influence of the “Trou 
Al’Wesse”,  a  cave  in  the  Hoyoux  valley  (Mo-
dave,  Belgium)  where  prehistoric  material  was 
found.   “Betche  al  Rotche”  remains  however 
plausible, as the ancient name is in the feminine 
singular form.  We notice that, in that case, the 
word “ro(t)che” is always singular, which is con-
sistent, “al”, contracted article, corresponding to 
“à la”: to the + fem. sing.

The  variant  “Betchaud  Rotche”  seems 
unlikely to us, even if it refers to the notion of 
“beak”.   But  in  this  case,  it  should  be spelled 
“Betchaude”,  the  word  “rotche”  being  in  the 
feminine (Gilliard, 2009).

Beside  “Betche  aux  Rotches”  and  its 
variants, the name “Trau Fô Djâke” has practic-
ally sunk into oblivion.  One may consider that it 
used to be “the second name of the Spy cave” in 
the first half of the 20th century.

Besides,  one  must  admit  that  certain 
names are not plausible:
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Figure 6.  One of the labels of the wine produced by 
the vineyard “Bètch aus Rotches” (Picture: P. Pirson).
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“Brêche aux Roches” seems to us a dis-
tortion of “bèche” by adding the consonant -r-. 
This  could  be  due  to  the  fact  that  the  word 
“brèche”27 belongs to the vocabulary of caves ex-
cavators and means stony sediment cemented by 
calcite, besides identified in the stratigraphic se-
quence  of  Spy  (Pirson  et al.,  this  volume: 
chapter VI).   Let  us also remind that  the lime-
stone of the cave is called “brèche” by the geolo-
gists (Pirson et al., this volume: chapter V).

The  name “Grotte  de  Goyet”  is  men-
tioned on at least two artefacts kept in the Grand 
Curtius Museum in Liège.   This  is  due  to  the 
proximity of the Moulin de Goyet, a mill belong-
ing to the canonesses of Moustier convent.  This 
is likely the reason why Marcel De Puydt uses 
that name in his notebook in 1881.  That name 
should not be mixed up with the Grotte de Goyet 
in Gesves, another major site in Belgian prehis-
tory (e.g. Ulrix-Closset, 1975).

De Puydt will mention the name “Betche 
aux Rotches” for the first time in 1886 (De Puydt 
& Lohest, 1886a) probably after hearing the ver-
nacular name in the village on the occasion of 
the August 1885 excavations.

The name “Roche percée” is due to the 
morphology  of  the  outcrop in  the  form of  an 
arch.  It can be compared to “Li Trawèye Rotche” 
(same meaning), a cave in Sprimont (province of 
Liège) (e.g. Toussaint et al., 1986).

The frequent use nowadays of the names 
“Grotte de Spy”, “Caverne de Spy”, “Grotte de 
l’Homme  de  Spy”,  “Grote  di  Spî”,  evidently 
show that the ancient toponym is disappearing.

Finally we can state that  the  few funny 
names  “Biche-aux-Roches”,  “Biche-aux-Koches”, 
“Biche-au-bois” are the result of distortions caused 
by persons ignorant of the Walloon language.

CONCLUSION

The name

The vernacular of Spy cave is gradually 

falling into disuse.  Only the persons aged 50 or 
more  and  native  of  Spy  are  still  using  it  and 
quote most  of the time the variants of “Betche 
aux Rotches” or “Betche al Rotche”.

We  argue  that  the  name  “Betche  aux  
Rotches” and variants is the most appropriate, as 
that vernacular vocable is the fruit of the evolu-
tion of a toponym dating back to the 13th cen-
tury.   According to  the  official  spelling of  the 
Walloon languages, it can also be written “Bètch 
aus Rotches”.

The more recent name “Trau Fô Djâke”, 
probably born at the beginning of the 20th century, 
is gradually vanishing as well from memories.

The meaning

The meaning of “beak / tip”, of “pointed 
object”,  of  “geographic  place in  the  form of  a 
tip” is clearly attributed to the toponym by the 
linguistic  sources,  thus  eliminating  the  name 
“kiss”.

The meaning of “pointed rock” is  con-
firmed both by the oldest mention (to our know-
ledge) of the toponym “la bech(e)ue roche” and 
by the ancient name “la roche à Besche”.

Moreover,  that  hypothesis  is  confirmed 
by the fact that, in Spy, “Betche aux Rotches” is 
masculine like the first word “betche” (the inhab-
itants  of  Spy  say:  “Dji  va  au Betche  aux  
Rotches”28).   In  Moustier,  however,  it  has  re-
mained feminine since the 13th century (“Dji va  
al Betche aux Rotches”28).
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27 “breccia”. 28 “I’m going to the Betche aux Rotches”
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