After Amiens: John Evans in France after 1859
Arthur MacGregor

While it’s entirely appropriate that we should be acknowledging today the special significance of John Evans’s historic visit to the Somme in 1859, it would be a mistake to lose sight of the many other expeditions to French soil that he made in subsequent years, which would provide him with fresh contacts amongst French scholars and excavators, fresh insights into the significance of their discoveries within sometimes quite detailed stratigraphic contexts, and fresh specimens for his collections, the assembly of which was itself a sustained work of national and ultimately of international importance.

The John Evans archive at the Ashmolean contains a variety of papers of all sorts, including working notebooks, a large number of letters to Evans and also a quantity from Evans himself to his second wife Frances, written during regular absences from Nash Mills on business and pleasure. The archive itself is currently closed during the rebuilding of the Museum, but a listing of the contents has been made available on the National Archives’ A2A website. The contents have also been digitized with a view to presenting on the web facsimiles of every single document, but so far we’ve lacked the manpower to achieve the necessary linkages of the images to the catalogue, so that remains a project to be completed in the future. With the benefit of a degree of privileged access, I’ve been able to go through some of that correspondence, looking especially at anything that might hold particular interest for today’s audience, so what I’m going to present should not be taken as representing anything like the full range of material available. Evans was notably catholic in his interests and for every mention of a flint there are others dealing with Roman and later coins, Merovingian bronzes, or details of the ecclesiastical and civil architecture of French towns.
As you might expect, many of the principal dramatis personae of the period crop up, either as correspondents themselves or referred to in the letters of others. Perhaps of special interest in today’s context is a series of letters from Boucher de Perthes in which he seeks to persuade Evans of the integrity of the flints found at Moulin Quignon and in which he sets out various ways in which their authenticity could be established once and for all by a series of controlled experiments. They’re not only passionately argued but evidently written in such a state of tension that the writing is hard to follow. My colleague Sigolene Loizeaux and I have been struggling with these, possibly with a view to publishing them if their significance merits it – we’d be glad of advice on that matter from anyone here today who might be able to indicate whether Moulin Quignon is a complete dead duck or whether it would be useful to persevere with what looks to us like interesting primary documentation for this painful and ultimately unhappy debate.
I might just mention too another interesting series from across the border in Belgium, from where Houzeau de Lehaie sends long and detailed descriptions of excavations carried out in the flint mines of Spiennes, including attempts to estimate the volume of production, the methods of trading – he notices that many of the axes evidently were traded as blanks – and he reports on practical attempts to simulate the effort involved in polishing a single roughout – estimated at eight to sixteen full days’ work. There can be little doubt that Evans’s own insights into stone technology must have been significantly illuminated by these exchanges.
There are letters too from the Abbé Breuil, seeking help with the reconstruction of a dispersed bronze hoard from Dreuil and another from Amiens, parts of which Evans had acquired (and some items from which were also owned by Greenwell). There are a few scarcely legible missives from Edouard Lartet in the early years, whose decline and ultimate demise is later acknowledged in other letters from Lartet’s son Louis, with whom Evans had a continuing friendship. Exchanges of stone antiquities are sought and concluded by correspondence, notably with Eugène Fornier of Dinan, who offers Solutrean, Mousterian and Acheulian material in exchange for Irish and Scandinavian antiquities from Evans’s collection. The latter so impressed Fornier’s acquaintance Robinot de St-Cyr that he too was soon offering exchanges involving finds from his own investigations of the menhirs and allés couvertes of Brittany, which he describes at length. 
Depending on the circumstances, Evans might also distribute copies of the illustrated sheet of tool types that he had printed or to the more favoured copies of his Ancient Stone Implements, as well as more modest tokens such as packets of needles for the wives of potentially useful scouts in the countryside.
This process of exchange was an important means by which Evans augmented his collection, but he was also an avid purchaser of material on virtually every visit he made. Hardly a town was visited without him calling at the houses of all the well-known collectors or the shops of the antiquaires, from either of which antiquities might be purchased if the price was right, though he clearly was never one to get carried away and would invariably reject anything he thought over-priced. Other items were collected personally as surface finds in the countryside or in the course of slightly dubious informal excavations at recognized sites, as we’ll hear.
Many of these details emerge incidentally in the letters Evans wrote home to Frances during his periodic tours of France, and it’s on the contents of those that I’d like to concentrate today, with words straight from the great man’s pen. Occasionally they would involve an element of business in his capacity as a director of the Dickinson papermaking company, while some visits were made in the company of family members, notably John’s son Arthur Evans and occasionally his daughter Alice. More usually though, other British colleagues would be met by prior arrangement along the way for some fearsomely intensive visiting of historical, archaeological and geological sites. Franks, Prestwich, Hughes, Galton and Busk are mentioned from time to time, forming a formidable posse whose arrival en masse at a particular site must have been scarcely less daunting than a field visit from the Ancient Monuments Board.
Whatever the company, there was never anything grand about the method of transport. Evans never seems to have travelled anywhere first class: he writes to his wife in January 1865 that ‘It was rather rough in crossing but I did not feel it at all but being 8 in a compartment both to Dover and to Paris was not conducive to sleep’, and from Rouen in April 1876 that the crossing had been eased by his managing to get a sofa on the steamer on which to sleep part of the way. Once in France, there’s a remarkable contrast between on the one hand the new and evidently highly efficient railway system, without which these repeated short-term visits would have been quite impossible (and which could be relied on to deliver his letters to Hertfordshire within forty-eight hours of posting) and the rather primitive road system in the countryside which had scarcely improved since the early medieval period. Most of these visits were made in the early spring, and consequently there are frequent references to the less-than-favourable weather in which site visits were undertaken, and to the need for good boots and gaiters.
Abbeville, Saint-Acheul and Moulin Quignon all received numerous return visits. In March 1869, Evans writes:
We got to Abbeville about three & I went chez Leulliere [and] got a few fair stone things from him and two good bronze celts. Then to Moulin Quignon where we got a couple of haches and then to Menchecourt where we saw a good section of the sands & got some marine shells out of them but no flints. I then called on M. Oswald Dicupre & saw what he had been collecting since B de P’s death. Nothing very remarkable except a hatchet partially bored.

The following day – and he really was a very assiduous correspondent as far as Frances was concerned – another letter mentions:

I got a few good specimens at St Acheul  . . . enough to compel me to buy a basket which I hope to despatch homewards after we get to [?]. when its contents will possibly be added to though it is full already. 


... Arthur and I went off to Vaudricourt. It was very cold & the ground had been almost covered with snow and while we were in the pits we came in for a regular driving snowstorm which was not conducive to seeing the features of the country. However we got a few haches though most of them had been carried off by one M. Delsarte, a binder here here. So I looked him up and got four fair specimens out of him for which he only asked 3 francs in all, so in return for his modesty I have presented him with three Roman silver coins . . . with which he is delighted as he has a small collection.
He was back again on 24 March 1875:

We had a capital crossing and strange to say there was no one that I knew on board the boat. We stopped at Abbeville for about 3 hours and went up to Moulin Quignon and called on M. Decupre. I also got a lot of good haches from Leullier and a couple of fibulae. Busk came by the later train and arrived here an hour or so before us. We shall probably start for Laon at 3.45 tomorrow and I have a sort of impression that I shall have to consign a box of things home from hence.
Two years later, in March 1877, we find Evans writing from Beauvais:

This morning we walked out to St Acheul where I got a couple of implements for Emma and none for myself.


M. Ponthieu who wrote about the Coup de Chatenoy has gone to the bad and all his collection has been sold. I have taken half a dozen of his flints, but the worst hear to be told. I called on a M. Mathieu whose acquaintance I made when last year, and he offered me all his collection of stone things, which though they seemed cheap I declined. He had however a fine bronze rapier and some good celts and these he would not part with unless I took the stone things and then I was to have the whole at the same price. As the bronze things were at least half the value of the stone I was constrained to take the whole, which also will some day come to the BM

And two weeks later, on 2 April, he reports that he and Alice had that morning gone again to Abbeville 

. . . where I saw Leullier and found that Lord Rosehill who had also been at Amiens had paid him a visit and carried off about 40 haches . . . We lunched at the Tête de Boeuf and then walked on to Moulin Quignon where there were no workmen to be seen but I carried off an hache that someone had found and left some money in its place. 
A letter dated 26 March 1875 from another visit, reports a more conventional archaeological discovery when:

I went out to St Acheul where I did not get much worth having but bought some three dozen haches. . . . But what pleased us most was seeing an implement in situ with just its point sticking out of the face of the gravel at a depth of 10 ft 10 from the surface. I was compelled to buy it as it was and then proceeded to extract it and it turns out a very fine specimen. 

Over the years Evans had continued to maintain an interest in this area that had played such an important role in his early archaeological career and had acquired other material through less direct contacts. From 1862 correspondence with one S. Ferguson, evidently a Briton living in France who came to London as part of the delegation of the Somme to the 1862 Exhibition, reveals that Evans’s interest in Saint-Acheul had extended beyond artefacts for his collection. In March 1862 Ferguson writes a detailed letter to Evans from Amiens:
According to your wish I went yesterday with M. Pinsard to visit the pits of St Roch & Moutiers and I give you some few notes of our investigation.


At St Roch the pits have been abandoned these last 2 years since the question of the flint implements has been put on the carpet, so that the workmen cannot remember whether they met with any instruments as their attention was not directed to them. Still last year three of them were met with at the depth of about 30 yards and in a circumference of 10 yards square.

Their forms were identical and somewhat like the model of your Plate no. 14 in your last paper on the subject. The sections of the pits are as follows:

After detailing the stratigraphy encountered he continues:

Several implements have been found. They are flat on one side and are sharp. I have got one for you.

An elephant’s tooth with a deer horn were also found in the gravel at about 25 feet.

This will give you an idea of the pits and should you wish to have a serious description of the different sections Mr Pinsard would give it you. He has promised me a collection of implements for you and I will get you more so as to take you a good supply when I go to London in about three weeks.

A later notes confirms that:
In answer to your letter of the 11th I beg to say that hitherto there have not been any fish bones found at St Acheul.


The implements found at Moutiers were in the pit between the railway and the Somme. As to the height of the floods above the level of the river I cannot give you any information.  M. Pimsard lives and being very ill but he will procure you some and send them or give you them when you come this way...


The workmen at St Acheul according to M de Perthes market the implements when they have a great demand for them so I think it more prudent to not tell them of your coming.

In due course Ferguson called at Evans’s office in London where he left there forty-five flint implements forwarded to Evans by Pinsard.
But personal enterprise evidently accounted for most of the material flowing into the collection over the years. One such mammoth expedition features in a series of letters from early 1865, starting with one from Poitiers on 28 January:

... I drove to the Orleans station where I joined Christy & young Lartet intending to go on by the 8.15 train. However they could not take us and we had to wait till 8.50 & arrived here about 4 this morning when we all went to bed like good boys & did not get up till 7. After coffee we went in pursuit of M. Broullard and saw his collection of worked flints, some of which are very good. He came & breakfasted with us and about 11 we started with the slowest-going rickety carriage & pair you can imagine to see some of the implement producing localities It took  us about 3 hours to get to Le Chesne near Vendoeuvre where we found a considerable number of rudely worked flints, and one or two very good ones much like those from Le Moustier. We crawled on from thence to Marigny where we ought to have found more but did not as it came on dark so that we could neither examine the places there nor get on to Beaumont as we had intended so we drove back and actually did not get here till past 8.
The story is taken up three days later from Chatellerault: 
We drove out early on Sunday to St Benoit and visited a gravelpit where elephant remains & some doubtful flint flakes have been found. On our return we visited the Museum where there are sundry Roman mile stones & a few good things miserably arranged and then went to look at M. Meillet’s collection. The heaps of worked flints that he has are surprising even to me and among them are a lot of very drifty looking haches. The worst of him is that he is an awful forger and even manages to imitate the patina on flints both chemically and mechanically. We were afraid he meant to hook himself on to us to go to Pressigny but he did not turn up as he said he should when we went to the station at two. We got out at Chatellerault and hired a small omnibus & pair to take us to Grand Pressigny, M. Brouillet being still with us. We left about 6 and after stopping an hour at Lésigny arrived at Pressigny about 10 where we were fairly lodged at the ‘Hotel du Promenade’ as the little public styles itself. Early on Monday morning we were called upon by Dr Leveillé a very pleasant old gent of the Wotton type and after breakfast went to his house to see his collection. Beyond the number & size of his livres de beurre  there was nothing very remarkable in his collection. He accompanied us to the house of M. LeBreton who has been trenching his grounds to a depth of 5 or 6 feet in gravel and sand. In a trench where no one was at work M. Brouillet was lucky enough to find a flint implement about 2 ft from the surface and at a depth of 6 or 8 ins in the undisturbed sand. L. Lartet dug it out and has got it. I would have given twopence for it myself especially as M. Lebreton gave Christy another fine specimen which had also been found in trenching. 

As soon as Evans had sent that letter, he took up the thread in another:
Now I have posted my letter to you . . . I may as well go on with my story. I left myself in the Maire’s garden at Pressigny from whence we drove about two miles to a farm called La Claisiere. That is to say we had to walk part of the way for the road was bad & eventually the empty omnibus stuck in the mud and we had to go to get ‘boss’  to drag it out . . . The ground soon became pretty fertile in worked flints but as we got higher up the hill the difficulty was to find any flints that had not been worked. I never saw such a sight for not only were there an endless number of chips of all sizes some as much as 6in by 4in but in places a considerable number of broken flakes of large size and above all a host of the curiously worked number from which flakes as much as 12in long have been struck off to which the country people have given the name livres de beurre [image]. At the farms and at some cottages they had some hundreds of these and all about the fields they are still in abundance. I actually had to throw away many as good as some for which I had been asked 10 francs apiece in Paris. Christy & I selected a number but I am afraid that those delivered to us at the inn were not in all cases the same as those we chose. However, we managed to get about 120 packed up which I hope are by this time on their way to England. We shall have enough to furnish friends & Museums to say nothing of ourselves. 
The return journey proved equally testing:

. . . The horses jibbed and would go no further in spite of all whipping, prodding, or other encouragement. The result was that we had to turn out in pouring rain & wet our other boots but not a bit would the horses stir. We next tried a pair of donkeys in front but that would not induce them. At last we got a horse from the village which dragged horses, omnibus & us up the hill. We wanted to take it on to Chatellerault but the driver would not go. [Eventually] we had to get another horse to accompany us into Chatellerault where we did not arrive till 8. Soon after 10 we started for Paris & arrived here about 5 when I went to bed . . . This morning we have been to visit ...etc.

The cave sites of Périgord proved another attraction for Evans and his various companions. Evans came here on more than one occasion, the first of which is described in a letter of March 1864:
I may as well begin a letter to you as we are waiting here in the most savoury of hotels at four o’clock in the morning for the bus to take us to the station . . .


At breakfast yesterday we found our old friend the Abbés Bourgeois and Delaunay who had come  to visit the M. de Vibraye’s diggings. They gave marvellous accounts of the flint things they had found in Touraine since we were there last spring. After breakfast we walked over the hill to La Madeleine where we had a few hours digging and found  several reindeer horn barbed [?]  and as usual [?] of flints some of which I was constrained to keep. I also found a curious flat pebble which had evidently been used as a grinding stone probably to sharpen flints on. Working under the rock as we did we were now the worse for some very heavy showers. We were however at last constrained to leave and to return to dinner and at ½ past 7 left by rail for Agen which we reached at ½ past 11. We then had to drive to an inn and as were called at ¼ past 3 had not a very long night. Our train left a five this morning and brought us to Montauban where we remained just long enough to get some breakfast and we then came on to Beguet/l, which is placed in a lovely limestone valley watered by the Verro. I have the Vicomte de Lastic with us and we walked with him to the celebrated of Dr Falconer’s letter – which letter by the way I had seen at Christy’s . . . We had to cross the river in a little most upsettable boat and were at once at the cave which is not above 30 feet above the river. They are not at work digging there at present but a couple of workmen were sifting earth that had been dug, but finding little. I found a few of the hammer stones & introduced them to M. Lastic who had not before observed them. After looking well over the cave and seeing how the land lay we lunched in it à la troglodyte and then returned to the station. Came on by rail to St Antoine . . . and drove here in the most [?] old carriage with two semicarthorses that our Vicomte possessed. He is a very queer little man thoroughly decent with an English wife. . . whose parents live at Bath. . . The collection which he now has is one formed since he sold that to the Brit. Mus. and he is now trying to sell this to the French govt. . . He has a few very fine things in bone and reindeer horn but in point of flints Christy beats him all to bits. Even things which I have picked up here are I think better. 
 Fourteen years later Evans was back again. Several letters give details of an expedition that took place in 1878, beginning with one from Toulouse on 24 April:

Louis Lartet met me at the station and dined with me, after which we went to meet the others [Hughes, Prestwich and Galton]. This morning we went to the Mus. d’Hist Nat. where Dr Moulet gave me some bad quartzite implements  & one good polished celt in return for a copy of Les Ages. We lunched with Mme Lartet who sent kind regards and then called on Filhol who has given P & H a good set of fossils from the Phosphate beds. . . Tomorrow we geologize here . . . returning to Toulouse at night. The next day we go into the valley of the Sausse near Lavalette to see where the quartzite implements are found and sleep at Agen. On Saturday to Les Eyzies for the Dordogne Caves sleeping at Perigeux and returning to Paris on Sunday. At least this seems to be the plan but I cannot answer for Prestwich. 
Two days later, having scaled one hill at Foix to examine the strata, they set their sights on their next target: 
After this we started in the same carriage . . .  visiting a small section of Gault by the way which was a hard limestone instead of clay. This made us rather late and we had to hurry up from the house of the owner of the cavern M de Bertrand across a wet meadow and up the dirtiest road imaginable to the cave. It was a half hour’s walk during which Prestwich managed to lose himself or rather us and made himself rather hoarse in calling for us. It had been raining heavily and we had occasional showers. To make matters better both P[restwich]. & H[ughes]. who had provided lamps and candles had forgotten to bring them. However we robbed our carriage lamp and managed to see a good deal of the cave which has yielded numbers of skeletons of bear and bones of cave lion but nothing human. There are several large chambers, in one of which our guide did a little digging but found nothing worth mentioning. Prestwich had some magnesium wire with him, se we had a grand illumination in one chamber, that in which we dug . . . We had to hurry back to catch the train and arrived here about 10 to find the restaurant closed and get a bad supper.

Next morning Evans visited the museum and the local dealers, after which:

I got back at 11 when Lartet and we started in a carriage to see the loess deposit near the town, in which elephant remains have been found & also the valley of the Sausse* where those rough quartzite implements have turned up. We drove out about 16 kilometres to Lavalette, part of the time in a pouring rain and anything more impassable than the roads and ploughed fields in the valley it is hard to describe. Notwithstanding our virtuous efforts we found nothing worth mentioning, though Hughes picked up a bad implement and we did not get back to Toulouse until 5.10 when Prestwich seemed averse to making a rush for the 6.10 train to Agen as had been arranged. So here we are still. We go tomorrow to Montauban and I hope sleep at Les Eyzies. 
A letter of 27 April takes up the story:

We left at 6.25 this morning. We arrived at Montauban about 8 and visited the Museum and the Ingres collection of pictures, breakfasting at the Hotel de l’Europe. . . I also called on the Abbé Pottier who has a very fair collection of  things . . . I gave him a copy of the Petit Album, but do not expect much in return. We arrived here about 5 and find that Lagausse is gone and his inn closed; we have visited the old cave at Les Eyzies and found a few things – Prestwich a good piece of scraped haematite. We have also been on top of the hill to look at the quartz gravel.
On the next day:

This morning we had our coffee at 6.30 and started immediately afterwards for the caverns. We went over the ferry to Laugerie Haute cave where some digging had been going on and found a fair number of second rate things among the refuse. We then walked back towards Laugerie Basse and called on the owner of the caves a man in a bonnet blanc whom we had seen somewhat gris the evening before and who had told us he had some things for sale. What he had however he did not mean to part from. They were few in number but among them was a flake about 10[“?] long and 1½ broad which I should have liked to have had. On enquiring he said the piece was 1800 francs! so we took our leave giving him 2 francs as a pour-boire. We then visited the Gorge d’Enfer and returned to Les Eyzies by a lower ferry. After breakfast we started soon after 10 in a carriage for Le Moustier where we found the landlady of the  inn to which the cavern belongs had not forgotten our breakfast party with [?] long ago.

On our way back we crossed the [?] at La Madelaine and visited the cave returning to Les Eyzies by 4 o’c[lock]. The day was lovely and so was the country & we all enjoyed it extremely. Prestwich had never been there before.  I shall be curious to see what I said about the places in my paper. We carried on here by the 4.45 train and got here about 9, rather hungry. This morning we shall see the town and get on to Paris by the 10.00 train arriving at 6.20.

 . . . I hope to catch the 6.50 train and shall be very glad to get to you again.

This is about as overt as Evans gets in his correspondence with his wife, though his letters are never less than affectionate and written assiduously whenever a moment presented itself in a hotel lobby or a station waiting room. What’s really remarkable though is the extraordinary level of familiarity that Frances evidently possessed with the material that so obsessed her husband. It never crosses his mind that she would not know what he might mean by a ‘drifty looking spearhead’ or implements looking ‘a bit like those from Le Moustier’, or that she would not be deeply interested by the little sketches of geological sections or outlines of livres de beurre with which his texts are interspersed. Evans clearly had a lot to be grateful to Frances for, and it seems to me that we too have reason to acknowledge our gratitude to this remarkable woman who stood modestly behind the admirable man to whom our proceedings today are dedicated.
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