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Preface

Costis Davaras first excavated the Hagios Charalambos Cave as a rescue excavation
when the site was discovered in 1976 in the Lasithi Plain in the eastern part of Central
Crete. The underground rooms were revealed as a result of blasting with dynamite to
improve the road that encircles the upland plain. The dynamite created an opening in the
ceiling of what would later be called Room 1, so the cave could be entered even though
the original mouth was not visible at the time. The situation was extremely dangerous
because of the cracked and shattered bedrock, and little work was possible before the
front of the cave was removed by power machinery in 1982. Short excavation seasons
were conducted in 1982 and 1983, and Davaras then made an important and far-sighted
decision that would preserve the cave’s information and allow it to make a unique and
lasting contribution to the history of Bronze Age Crete. Realizing that he had too few
financial and technical resources available to make a proper excavation, he left one room
untouched and sealed the front of the cave with a locked iron gate covered by a wall of
stone and concrete, to await a future generation with the resources to excavate the site
properly.

In spite of these precautions and the proximity of the site to a well-traveled highway,
looters broke into the cave in the winter of 2000. They were not apprehended, but they
were only able to enter the cave briefly before it was resealed. The danger to the cave was
obvious. I was then approached and asked if I could organize a new project. Convincing
arguments were made by three different people: my friend and colleague, Costis, the
Chief Conservator for the 24th Ephorate, Alekos Nikakis, and the Ephorate’s Director,
the late Nikos Papadakis, all said the cave was too important to allow it to be destroyed
by inaction that would eventually lead to its destruction by clandestine looters.

The science of archaeology had developed enormously between 1983 and the early
21st century, both in the world as a whole and especially in Crete. Computers had
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revolutionized the recording and management of information. Electronic total
station survey instruments could provide accurate measurements, including of
underground chambers. Water separation machines capable of retrieving micro-
scopic evidence were now routine parts of American projects in eastern Crete. The
INSTAP Study Center of East Crete in Pacheia Ammos had been built, and it pro-
vided technical support in photography, conservation, library study, technical
drawing, the storage and study of anthropological material, analysis by laser-
induced breakdown spectroscopy (LIBS), ceramic petrography, and other areas.
With all this in mind, a team of international scholars was assembled, and we tried
to retrieve the maximum amount of knowledge we could within the parameters of
the two six-week excavation seasons made possible by the available government
permit (in 2002 and 2003, a law that was later repealed limited foreign excavations
to six-weeks per year).

Philip P. Betancourt
Philadelphia, 2010
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