


Caves are fascinating
worlds. Deepsubterranean

beneath the earth's surface there is life; bats and blind,
colourless creatures known as troglodytes have adapted to a
cave existence over eons. Ancient wall paintings or etchings
are evidence of thousands of years of Aboriginal occupation.

Today, tourists marvel at the well-lit 'developed' caves.
Elsewhere, seasoned cavers squeeze through muddy cracks
and wade chest-deep through icy water, hoping, perhaps, to

discover a new passage or cave system.

by John Watson, Barbara York-Main and Bill Humphreys

ESTERN AUSTRALIA's oldest
limestone caves are about

350 million years old. They lie in the
Devonian Reefs in the Napier and Oscar
Ranges of the Kimberley. Caves in Tertiary
limestones (1445 million years old) occur
in the Cape Range National Park near
Exrnouth, and on the artensive Nullarbor
Plain in the Eucla Basin. The Nullarbor
caves may be small sinkholes or
huge underground tunnelswith
lakes and submerged passages.

The most impressive
formations (speleothems) are
found in theyoungestcaves that
have developed in the Pleistocene
aeolian limestones (over 10 000
years old) fringing the South-
West coast. The greatest
concenbations of caves are in
the Nambung National Park,
around Yanchep and along the
Leeuwin-Naturaliste ridge.

HOW DO CA\ES FORM?
Caves are just one feature of a

weathered limestone landscape ('karst')
that formed along with underEround
streams, gorges and otherfeatures. Rain
absorbs carbon dioxide from theair, and
seeps through decaying vegetation in

the soilsurface, absorbing further acids.
The weak acid solution dissolves tne
limestone, especially along cracks and
other lines ofweakness such as faults or
old tree root channels.

Some caves were formed when
underground lakes gradually dissolved
the rock to create passages and chamben.

were carved by underground
streams and fivers. Occasionally
they are formed from physical
processes, such as the action of
waves pounding coastal
limestone.

Dissolved calcium carbonate
or other minerals may create
impressive formations, from
minute helictites only a few
millimetres long to huge pillars
and flowstones weighing several
tonnes. There are also stalactites,
stalagmites, shawls, columns and
straws.

I The common sheath-tail bat
| (Taphozous georgianusl
I roosts in deep caves and rock
fissures in tropical and sub-
tropical regions of Australia.
Photo - Jiri lrchman  

I This larg€ stalagmite
I flowstone was built up in
I sections from the floor of a
cave in the L€euwin-Naturaliste
National Park.
Photo - Jiri Lochman <

I Shawls at Yallingup Cave.
I Colour variations result from
I traces of minerals such as
iron in the water.
Pholo - Robin Morrison
Covtesy oI Readet's Digest <
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CA\ts FORMATIONS

Illustration - Ian Dickinson

Cave Systems in
Western Australia

Column i

Stalagmite

DRIPSTONES fom uhen water, saturated in carbon dioxide,
drops from the roof and leaues behind a small amount of
calcium carbonate. Craduallg, each successirc drol
precipitates further lagers r.tf ugstals, forming a stalactite.
When drops r.tf nater fallon the same spot on the caue floor,
the same thing happens, but the formation grous up from
the floor antl i.< called a stalagmile.

Eachstalactite and stalagmite grous at a different rate,
depending on the uetness and temperature of the caue, ond
the thicknessofthe limestone bed aboue it. Some stalactites
grou an inch a gear; others lake one hundred gears or so to
grou that much. Often the stolagmites grouing upuard

meet the stalactites growing doun and form columns.

PORE DEPOSITS result when seepage through pores and
cracks is too slou to form uater droplets. Helictites - small
irregular tubed grouths - are the most common.

FLOWSTONES, including ouer-hanging shawls mtd canopies,
frozen uaterfalls and clusters ofglistening nodules, are the
bulkiest care deposits. Theg are formed from films of
calcite left bg flouing uater.

POOL DEPOSITS are leuel terraces at pool edges and the
crust of crgstal on the ualls and bottoms of underground
uater pools.

Flowstone

invertebrate fauna is a l iving l ink rvith
past faunas ofadjacent surface areas and
other Australian re5lions, with northern,
tropical Australian rainforest habitats,
and thence to South East Asia and even
Africa, and with Soulh America.

WHERE TO SEE CAVES
All caves are different. Cuided tours

are provided to most ofthe caves open to
the public.

CRYSTAL CAVE

Crystal Cave in Yanchep National
Park has fine examples ofactive stalactites
and stalagmites, helictites, f lowstone,
shaurls and other formations, There are
beautiful reflections in the main grotto

Nhen it is wet. An underground stream
occupies most ofthe floor in this section
but the level ofwater varies with climatic
conditions. Crystal Cave is a "stream

cave" and has a horizontal, tubular shape
caused by florving groundwater removing
the calcium carbonate.

MAMMOTH CAVE
Mammoth Cave, about 21 kilometres

south of Margaret River, is extremely
large and has many long chambers and
smaller passages. During u,inter a stream
flows through it, creating reflections and
giving the cave neur life. The cave features
stalactites, stalagmites and large columns
where the hvo formations meet. A coloured
sharvl is prominent in one ofthe smaller
chambers,

The WA Museum has located and
removed several fossils left there by
Aborigines who used the entrance cavern
for shelter. The jawbone of an extinct
marsupial about the size of a cow

lzggomoturus trilobus) is visible in the
wall of this cavern.
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he and his followers waged guerrilla
wa{are on early Europeans who had
settled his tribe's traditional land.
Jundamarra called this the "Cave ofBats',
- at least five species of bats live there.

CONSERVING CAVES
The two main caving groups in WA

are members of  the Austra l ian
Speleological Federation (ASF) and both
accept newcomers. The clubs are actively
involved in various research projects
and new exploration throughout WA.

Caves need to be protected from
obvious damage and more subtre
influences such as surface land use; not
just in the areas immediately above them
but in the entire catchment area of any
streams or drainage lines that enter them.

The effect of visitor pressure on the
cave environment can be highly
si€nificant. Even the dirt on visitors,
shoes and fl uff or dust from clothing can,
in time, build up on speleothems and
spoil their appearance. Large numbers
of visitors also increase the amount of

I Delicate helictites - experts are not
I really sure how they are formed.
I Photo - Rob Xlok ̂

carbon dioxide in the cave air. The high
C0, levels affect the rate of formation of
speleothems and the suitability of the
cave environment for fauna.

Blatant vandalism is the ultimate
threat to cave speleothems. In a few
moments a vandal can destroy something
that took thousands of years to form.
Mostwell-known caves in Australia have
suffered some vandalism. Hopefully, more
enlightenment now prevails.

I These cave pearls were formed bv
I calcil.e depositing and building up on
I grains of sand.
Photo - Norm Poulter .r

I Tunnel Creek cave runs beneath an
I ancient l imestone barrier reef
I formed 350 mill ion years ago.
Photo - Mari€ Lochman <

I The limestone of Cape Range is
I ne more numto caves I honeycombed with sinkholis and caves
haVe a riCh inVertebrate I Photo - MichaelMorcombe a

fauna ofcockroaches, millipedes, slaters andspiders. Species such as
the micro-whip scorpions (not found in any other ca-ve systems in
the State) and pseudoscorpions indicate that the area wils once
coveied by tropical rainforest.

?hese creatures depend on leaves washed into the caves by the
unpredictable rainfall of Cape Range. Some caves flood after little

The.deep gorges isolate populations between caves - providing a
fascinating natural laboratory for studies of genetic difierences.

CAVES OF THE CAPE

There are two groups of
caves in the North-West
Cape peninsula. The
subterranean waters of the
coastal limestone caves
support blind shrimps, the
gudgeon fish and the rare
blind eel. The 200 or more
caves in cape Range are
mostly vertical "wells"
although only four
contain water. These dry
caves now have little life
but contain important
vertebrate remains,
including those of a
thylacine.
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Dolphins, whales and seals
frequently strand along the WA
coast. Find out uho helos them and
what theg do on p. 10.

Whg are the thousands of feral
camels that roam inland Australia
the scourge of the desert? Tum to
p. 22.

Pouerful forces haue formed the
rocks and land surface ofWA ouer
billions of gears. See p. 48.

Exp lore t he fascinat ing
subterranean uorlds deep beneath
the earth on p. 28.
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Austra lian sealion (Neophoca
cinereal. Photo - Nick Gales

Inlets and riuers, touering karri
and tingle forests, rugged coastline
and remote uildemess areas -
Walpole-Nomalup National Park
has it all. See n. 15.
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