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Boyd Dawkins is a mercurial figure whose active career spanned 70 years. He died in 1929 and I always felt he must 
have held a curiously liminal position in the affections of the pre- and post-First World War archaeologists and 
anthropologists. When he died he must surely have been one of the last of those who had read the Origin of Species 
in first edition. His research career began the same year. He knew Huxley, and Evans and Prestwich. Yet I know of 
no other biography that describes his life. Obituary notices are, as White points out, usually hagiography. Reality is 
always less uplifting. This book does not fall within that category of biography. White is to be congratulated for filling 
an important gap. 
 
The picture painted of Boyd Dawkins is not a particularly admirable one, someone once described him as a ‘lobster 
with a vengeance’. White sketches a tenacious personality, pitiless in pursuance of a slight or criticism. The text 
provides ample evidence and I need not dwell on the details here. On balance, the scales are weighted to the 
negative.  
 
A few editorial slips not with-standing, Pen & Sword have done a good job with producing the volume and I must say 
it is great to see a hardback with a colourful dust jacket (a young Boyd Dawkins glares out as if waiting to pounce). 
Annoyingly the 43 individual plates are not numbered, which they are in the text, but that's not so big an issue really. 
Throughout, the volume is well illustrated and the images selected by the author enhance the text and personalise 
many of the main characters in the story. In this day and age I am not sure why photographs should be relegated to a 
central section while line drawings are distributed through the text. The technology to integrate both in text pages has 
been around for a while, and would certainly cut out flicking backwards and forwards.  
 
White writes well, his style is clear and he enjoys playing with language. The research behind the books combines 
published sources with archival ones, but the writing does not get bogged down in too much detail, so its pitch at an 
informed but not necessarily professional audience works well. This is not at the expense of detail, so there should be 
enough for most reader’s requirements. 
 
For most readers the book will stand or fall on White’s assessment of Boyd Dawkins character and whether or not he 
was a forger, or at least involved in bending the truth in the controversy surrounding discoveries at Creswell Crags.   
 
The principal suspects are Boyd Dawkins himself, the Reverend Magens Mello and Thomas Heath then curator at 
Derby Museum. Creswell began well enough in 1875 and after a successful first season things looked set for an 
equally successful one the following year. But before the digging season opened things were going wrong. Whether 
by accident or design (on the part of Boyd Dawkins) Heath’s contribution was being side lined, or ignored. Heath 
became increasingly upset. White follows the downward spiral with gleeful attention to detail, shifting from detective 
to prosecutor as he takes Dawkins’ character apart now exposing a vindictive and sometimes vicious nature, 
comfortable with character assassination in private and carefully veiled slander in public. There were times when I 
wondered whether some of these events could have been spun a different way. 
 
On the 3 July 1876 while working in Chamber F of Robin Hood Cave the canine of a Machairodus (today a 
Homotherium, a scimitar toothed cat) was found. Thomas Heath was present as was Boyd Dawkins who pulled it out 
of the section as it was revealed, and who recognised it for what it was.  
 
Also present was one of the labourers Moses Hartley. It was Hartley who pointed out the tooth was in a different 
condition to the other organic remains (‘drier’) and that it had no sediment adhering to it like all the others. Years 
later, Heath asserted that he had seen the negative impression of a pick blade or some such in the section, and 
within which the tooth had rested. The implication being it had been fraudulently planted. Somebody had made a long 
thin hole down from the top of the deposit and introduced the canine into it. 
 
Disputes arose about who was in the cave at the time, the positon within Chamber F of the section and critically, 
about the stratigraphy. Boyd Dawkins claimed there was a stalagmite layer sealing the deposit which would have 
made the find incontrovertibly in situ (another workman, Frederic Stubbs, who had worked in Chamber F previously 
confirmed Heath’s records that no stalagmite layer was present there, in fact supporting Heath’s suggestion that the 
chamber’s sediments were reworked anyway – there was pottery a few inches above the floor). There are a number 
of issues here that confound establishing a clear picture. Mello (absent on the day) dug/recorded horizontally in spits 



while Heath dug/recorded vertically in sections, so records and drawings often don’t tally. Neither Mello nor Boyd 
Dawkins were meticulous or even accurate record keepers. Heath on the other hand does come across as being 
reliable and detailed in his note taking, and it is difficult from White’s text not to accept Heath’s account of events, 
much of which is supported independently by Hartley.    
 
White’s favoured interpretation was that the tooth was a genuine find, but discovered out of context a day or two 
earlier and fraudulently reintroduced into the stratigraphy by either Mello or Boyd Dawkins, or the two of them 
together. It is not beyond the realms of possibility. If they were certain of its original provenance then they were just 
putting it back. It was a rare and important find, but found out of context many researchers would have simply 
dismissed it. I’d like to have seen White develop an argument as to just what Boyd Dawkins would have gained from 
establishing a scimitar cat contemporary with humans in a post-glacial context, unless it was just another ‘first’. For 
White the smoking gun here is the comment by Boyd Dawkins made at the moment of discovery, ‘Hurrah! The 
Machairodus. Oh my! Pengelly will go wild when he hears of this. It will spread like wild-fire over Europe!’. 
 
But the plot thickens – a day or two earlier, on the 29 June there had been another equally spectacular discovery. 
Once more the crime scene was Robin Hood Cave. Heath was not present on this occasion but Mello was, as was 
Boyd Dawkins and the geologist R.H. Tiddeman. Mello was the discoverer. It was a piece or rib with an engraving of 
a horse. A spectacular find that at last put Britain on the same footing as the French Caves (well sort of). As usual 
there were differences of opinion on where it was found. Mello said it was in Chamber F, but Boyd Dawkins asserted 
it was C. But in 1879 Heath asserted the engraved rib was actually found in Church Hole Cave and that the Reverend 
Mello had admitted as much to him, something of course Mello denied. White laments so little is known about the 
discovery of the engraved rib, and the total silence of Tiddeman on the matter is, as White notes, puzzling and 
frustrating.  
 
White’s explanation is the same as that for the tooth, an invented provenance to forestall dismissal as out of context. 
Heath’s statement as to its provenance, written at a time of ever decreasing relations between the three principles, 
seems somehow more desperate. But if it was discovered in Church Hole why shift the provenance? Church Hole 
was being dug by workmen across the critical period 29 June– 3 July so it is possible that the engraved fragment was 
found while the workmen were unsupervised and only picked out of a finds basket later. Embarrassing certainly, but 
sufficient to fake a new provenance in a different cave?  White suggests, and not implausibly that additions to Boyd 
Dawkins’ notebooks in heavier pencils are attempts to strengthen a notebook record which was too incomplete to 
support its owner against Heath. Were the rib and the tooth both found in Church Hole while it was being dug 
unsupervised? Two famous finds, both disputed, and both found in the same place within a few days of each other 
seems rather farfetched. White is to be congratulated again, producing a coherent account with due nod to the 
inconsistencies and convolutions in the evidence is an achievement. 
 
I enjoyed reading this book and I think it’s a good contribution to the historical literature on Palaeolithic archaeology. It 
is not really a balanced book as it mostly takes a negative view of events, but I think there is enough here for the 
reader to decide for themselves whether it is still a fair book. I suspect it is. I must confess that by the end I didn’t like 
Boyd Dawkins either. 
 
John McNabb 
 
University of Southampton 
 
Review received: June 2017 

The views expressed in this review are not necessarily those of the Society or the Reviews Editor 
 


