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Steve Bourne’s visit to Mulu – continued 

from the December 2019 Journal: 

Camp 5 was at capacity that night with around 50 

visitors.  There was a very noisy group next door who 

kept chattering until late in the evening when I lost 

patience and thumped the wall - maybe a bit too hard, as 

I think I woke anyone who had managed to get to sleep!  

It also rained heavily overnight (which I thought might 

put the following day’s climb at risk) but all the other 

visitors had all left by the time we were up.   

After the obligatory noodle breakfast, we departed around 

7.20 am to walk the nine kilometres to the boat pick-up 

point.  It seemed to drag on, but we all reached there by 

9.30 am.  Pleasingly, the overnight rain had lifted the 

river and it took just an hour to reach Park HQ without 

needing to get out and push the boat.  The afternoon was 

spent regaling Hein and Andia with stories, downloading 

photos, cleaning gear, eating, drinking and recharging for 

the following day.  On a Mulu trip, you need to allow 

some time for the body to recharge, as the heat and 

humidity can really take a toll.   

The trip had been planned to build up to the Pinnacles 

and take it easy for a couple of days before the Sarawak 

Chamber trip.  So we had a couple of easy days ahead. 

That didn’t mean I would let Steve Group sleep in; we 

were at the Park HQ to meet our guide, Lawai, at 8.30 am 

for the Canopy Skywalk.  The Skywalk is about a 

1.5 kilometre walk along the Deer Cave boardwalk.  It is 

an approximately 480-metre long suspended walkway, 

around 30 metres off the ground.  It is a great way to 

view the forest.  Our expert guide, Lawai, pointed out 

insects, birds and mammals that we would otherwise 

have missed.  We saw pygmy squirrels here and also later 

at the resort.  Carey, John, Melissa and I did the Botanic 

Walk on the way back to Park HQ and the others went 

with Lawai to find pitcher plants.  The Botanic Walk was 

created by Brian and Sue Clark during their tenure at 

Mulu.  It has a huge amount of information and is 

probably under-utilised by park visitors.  We discussed 

whether the name of the walk may not inspire visitors to 

take it.  However, the Botanic Walk should be included in 

a trip to Mulu.   

Denis on the Canopy Boardwalk. Garry K. Smith 

A familiar face was at the Park HQ at lunch time.  Andy 

Eavis was at Mulu for a few days during our stay, 

working with a group from Singapore who have an 

ambitious project to build replicas of some Mulu cave 

chambers as a tourist attraction.  For those of us who 

know Andy, it was great to catch up for a chat.  I had a 

big smile on my face introducing Carey to Andy, as they 

have so many friends in common with strong links to 

Mulu.   

After lunch it was off to Deer Cave - along the 

four kilometre boardwalk again.  Deer Cave tours are all 

run in the afternoon so visitors can collect in the viewing 

area after the tour to watch the bat exodus.  The Park 

Café features a great photo of Deer Cave by Robbie 

Shone, one of the world’s best cave photographers.  

Check out his social media and website 

(www.shonephotography.com/adventure-cave-travel-

photography-bio).  I follow his exploits and photography 

and he produces some amazing images.  Garry was keen 

to have a go at a similar image and I had my 

12‑millimetre lens that I was keen to use for some wide-

angle images of the cave.   

The photographers (ie everyone) in Steve Group were 

busy taking photos, with Garry setting up for his shot 

with his multiple flashes.  We had a short window to take 

this photo before other visitors reached the cave and we 

had to get back on the boardwalk and path.  We achieved 

some nice results (see photo on next page). 

For me, Deer Cave is one of the truly great caves in the 

world.  It has an awe‑inspiring entrance, a massive 

passage and is absolutely teeming with wildlife.  There 

are an estimated three million Wrinkle-Lipped Bats in the 

cave, with another 11 species also found in there - the 

most diverse of any cave to my knowledge.  The guano 

produced by so many bats is a food source that has its 

own ecosystem of invertebrates.  The streams have a 

healthy population of catfish, shrimp and crabs.  The 

view from the rear of the cave into the Garden of Eden is 

sublime, with great showerheads dropping water tens of 

metres from the ceiling to the floor.  Words don’t do the 

cave justice, so enjoy the photos! 

After an easy day, it was time to step it up again, with 

two caves planned – Fruit Bat and Kenyalang.  In my 

multiple trips to Mulu, I hadn’t seen these caves so was 

extra excited about the day ahead.  These caves are both 

in a small ridge of limestone that extends from Deer Cave 

- so along the boardwalk again to Deer Cave, turning off 

before the viewing area.   

Fruit Bat Cave entrance is about 30 metres up from the 

forest floor.  The cave is small by Mulu standards, with 

lots of bell holes in the ceiling and most housing small 

bats.  There was some reasonable decoration but much of 

it corroded by guano.   
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The cave had the odd Hairy Mary or Cave Centipede 

Thereuopoda longicornis (formerly Scutigera decipiens).  

They are interesting to photograph as they move so 

quickly, but some good shots were achieved.   

Hairy Mary, or Cave Centipede Thereuopoda longicorni  
Photo: Garry K. Smith 

We walked through to the cave exit, disturbing some fruit 

bats that give the cave its name.  I was keen to 

photograph bats, especially the fruit bats and had my 

telephoto lens on my camera.  A lapse in concentration 

on the very slippery floor and I was down, catching my 

arm on a sharp, eroded stalagmite.  I angrily left the cave 

with Lawai to wash and bandage my arm while the others 

took a few photos.   

Carey, Melissa and Julian in Fruit Bat Cave. Photo: Garry K. Smith 

Kenyalang Cave entrance is lower than that of Fruit Bat 

Cave, at about 10 metres above the forest floor, and is 

essentially a lower level passage under Fruit Bat.  This 

cave would make a great children’s adventure tour:  a 

crawl-in entrance followed by a small traverse and a fixed 

handline, with the cave doing a loop around back to the 

entrance; lots of cave critters again; pools of water; and 

interesting water-sculpted floor and ceiling.  These two 

caves are on a walk that is a shortcut from the resort to 

Deer Cave that crosses private land.  Apparently there is 

some dispute about visitors using this path so the bridge 

has been closed and we had to walk back to Park HQ to 

catch the bus to the resort.   

A view of Deer Cave, note our group on the boardwalk in left on the image and if you look 

very closely, you can make out Carey further along the boardwalk. Photo: Steve Bourne 
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It was amusing to see the look on other visitors’ faces as 

they walked to Deer Cave, seeing us filthy with mud, 

sweating, scratches and my bandaged arm.  They must 

have wondered what they were in for!   

John, Steve, Melissa and Carey in Kenyelang Cave. Photo: Garry K. Smith 

That evening we dined with Hein and Andia at their 

place, with a delightful meal of Sambar Deer and solved 

most of the problems of the world.  Rice wine is good for 

that. Another day, another cave - this time Stone Horse 

Cave, so named for the shape of a stone in the entrance 

that looks like - a horse!  It is reached along the now all-

too-familiar Deer Cave boardwalk.   

I had been in this cave a couple of times before, 

clambering up the steep slope over 50 metres to reach 

the entrance.  Brian Clark built a staircase to the cave 

which is now offered as one of the Park’s adventure 

tours.  It was Garry’s turn to injure himself, with the floor 

giving way and the front of his leg being quite nastily 

scraped.  Thankfully, I had iodine swabs with which he 

cleaned his wounds, causing much pain but most 

necessary to reduce the chance of infection.  The cave 

has some fixed handlines upon the state of which Hein 

had asked us to report back.  These were probably the 

poorest condition ropes we had used, but still quite safe.  

There were some quite large drop-offs and some areas we 

had to traverse, so care is required. 

Steve Group traversing in Stone Horse Cave. Photo: Garry K. Smith. 

I imagine, for novice cavers, taking this tour would be quite an adrenaline 

rush.  The floor throughout this cave is very soft and we 

later recommended to Hein that track marking through 

the cave be improved to define a route clearly.  At the end 

of the cave, Lawai showed us a small passage that led to 

another cave, Fern Cave.  We popped through for a quick 

look.  This extends to higher passages, ultimately to an 

entrance at the top of the mountain. 

Steve bridging a deep chasm carefully. Photo: John Brush 

Lawai cooked us dinner that evening, a generous gesture 

in return for the hospitality afforded him at ACKMA in 

Naracoorte.  It was interesting to see the guide 

community, who live within the park, so actively playing 

badminton in the heat after a long, hot day at work.   

The Mulu guides had planned quite an ambitious and 

strenuous itinerary for the following three days.  It looked 

just a bit too much so we refined it so we would spend 

one night, rather than two, away from Park HQ.   

We set off just after 10.00 am, planning to visit Drunken 

Forest Cave one day and Sarawak Chamber (accessed via 

Goodluck Cave) the next.  It was a mistake leaving so 

late, so we changed plans en route to visit Sarawak 

Chamber first (which is a much longer trip).  There was a 

risk of rain and, if this occurred, we may not have been 

able to visit the cave and Sarawak was the ‘must do’ on 

everyone’s list (I had managed a visit in 2010 during the 

ACKMA event).  We didn’t want to risk missing out.  Once 

again, it was around a 9-to-10 kilometre walk to the cave 

(this seemed to be the standard length walk).  Along the 

way, we sampled Durian fruit, a delicacy that is pungent 

to say the least.  I like it, as did some others, but it isn’t a 

taste or smell that everyone enjoys.  We didn’t reach the 

entrance to Goodluck Cave (Gua Nasib Bagus) until 

about 1.30 pm where we offloaded camping gear and food 

we didn’t need inside the cave.    

Goodluck Cave is a beautiful stream passage with clear 

water, small waterfalls and pools.  I think it was 

everyone’s favourite part of the entire trip.  Once again, 

there were well-placed handlines to assist skirting 

rockpools, although I generally enjoyed just wading 

through them or swimming.  The handlines would be 

necessary if the water level was high.   
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Garry traversing a pool. Photo: John Brush 

The streamway is over 800 metres long before reaching 

the beginning of Sarawak Chamber and starting the 

climb up … and up.  The floor is broken rock and much 

care is needed to not set rocks tumbling down the slope 

onto those following behind.  We reached a point partway 

up the chamber and looked around, mostly at darkness, 

but being able to make out some rockpiles.  Even with 

the Scurion headlights and the 4,000 and 6,000 lumen 

Nitecore torches we had, we could only see limited parts 

of the chamber.  It is quite disorienting and I am sure 

many have read the story about the discovery, where 

Andy Eavis and two fellow cavers couldn’t determine 

whether they were in a long, wide passage or a monster 

chamber.  Now we know it was the latter.  We took some 

interesting photos and videos of water streaming out of 

the ceiling before making our way out of the cave.  We set 

up a few photos at rockpools and waterfalls, with me 

offering to be the model in the water where it was cool.   

I was wading out of the cave with no more than 10 metres 

to go when I hit my shin on a submerged rock.  The 

wound didn’t heal properly for two months.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Steve and Julian under a shower in Sarawak Chamber.  

Photo: John Brush 

Sarawak Chamber is offered as an adventure tour, with 

an age limit of 50 (as with the Pinnacles climb).  Only one 

of our group would have been allowed on a regular tour!  

Experienced cavers in groups such as ours can obviously 

book the trip and gain exemption from the age rule, a 

limit that seems so low when you are on the other side of 

it.  The regular tour stops at the entrance to the chamber, 

not that you can really tell where you are.  Kenneth and 

Nick took Steve Group higher into the chamber and, with 

the map, we understood where we were and the cave 

shape.  Going to Sarawak Chamber is a ‘bucket list’ cave. 

It is awesome to feel the immensity of the cave, but the 

Goodluck Cave stream passage is the real highlight.  The 

tour was a single-day tour, which I did in 2010 after 

climbing the Pinnacles (must have been fitter then!), but 

is now a two-day trip with an overnight stay in Camp 1.  

This is sensible as nearly 20 kilometres of jungle-walking, 

plus the cave, is a big day.  

By now, it was after 6.00 pm and we still had four 

kilometres to walk to Camp 1.  To add to the fun, there 

was thunder and lightning and light rain started to fall.  

The route is not straight and John had the location 

plotted in his GPS.  It didn’t help when we realised we’d 

walked for 30 minutes and not actually got any closer to 

the destination!  The last kilometre was a real test of 

willpower, up a slope that seemed to get steeper as we 

went.  We made it before 8.00 pm and I am pretty sure 

everyone had had enough for one day.  The river was 

close allowing for a wash.  We had been wet for most of 

the day; a mixture of sweat, cave water and rain.  Camp 1 

is very basic - just a wooden hut with some thin 

mattresses (for those who didn’t carry their own) and a 

gas stove for which you need to bring canisters.  Noodles 

for dinner and then everyone collapsed to sleep.   

The “luxurious” Camp 1. Photo: John Brush 

The following morning, I was admiring the view of a 

mountain that was almost devoid of vegetation.  Kenneth 

informed us it was hit by lightning a few years ago and it 

burnt, the first time anyone knew of such a happening.  

There has since been a second fire.  This is a serious 

concern if rainforest at Mulu is becoming dry enough to 

burn.   
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I asked Kenneth if he had been to the top of this 

mountain.  He said that he had and added, in a matter of 

fact way, ‘there is a big cave up there they haven’t found 

yet.’  He then said it is too dangerous to climb now as, 

without vegetation holding the limestone blocks together, 

large boulders are routinely falling off, crashing to the 

river below.   

We set off early for Drunken Forest Cave, down the hill 

that was so steep the night before, a gentle walk down a 

slight decline.  It was around a four kilometre walk to the 

cave entrance along a very poorly defined trail, reflecting 

the low number of visitors to the cave.  The entrance, 

about 30 metres above the valley floor, is small - a 

squeeze by Mulu standards - and then a couple of small 

passages and climb down before opening up to a larger 

passage.   

Steve admiring oolites in Drunken Forest Cave. Photo: John Brush 

This cave is nicely decorated - setting Garry into full 

picture-taking mode.  The large clusters of leaning 

stalagmites that give the cave its name are fascinating 

and very photogenic.  The leaning stalagmites are as a 

result of subsidence in the floor caused by water flows 

through the cave and compaction of sediments.  Either 

the flood levels have been extremely high in the past or 

water has entered through the cave from a higher point.  

We didn’t have enough time to investigate and answer 

questions like this.  We only spent around three hours in 

the cave when it could have been a much longer trip with 

many more photos.  I think we were all thinking about 

the nine kilometre hike back to Park HQ.   

The rain had brought more leeches out.  This, combined 

with the temperature and humidity, made for an 

uncomfortable walk home.  There was a moment of 

humour though.  Julian’s shorts had finally failed and 

Andia had given him a pair from one of her sons.  It 

would seem that, on their last wash, an amount of 

detergent was not rinsed out and, as Julian walked and 

sweated, foam was produced, unbeknownst to him.  

When he reached the boardwalk for the final stretch to 

Park HQ, he realised something was going on when a 

visitor looked at him in horror.  Julian had this white 

foam extending from his groin down to his ankles, looking 

like some spawning bullfrog.  Probably one of the 

highlights of the trip! 

Chamber view - Drunken Forest Cave. Photo: Garry K. Smith 

After the basic amenities of Camp 1, it was back to the 

luxury of a swim in the Marriott Resort pool; warm 

shower; and Tiger beers - before enjoying a tasty meal at 

one of the small restaurants across the river from the 

resort.   

The next day was Lagangs Cave, part show cave and part 

adventure.  If you visit Mulu with limited time (which you 

shouldn’t), Lagangs must be part of itinerary.  We 

stopped off at the village to pick up Carey’s wood carving 

of a fruit bat.  The price had not been negotiated prior to 

the carving being completed and the size Carey requested 

seemed to have been lost in translation.  It was a very 

nice piece but weighed several kilos and the starting price 

was MYR1800.  This was negotiated down to MYR400.  It 

was a lovely carving but very heavy wood.  Carey had 

second thoughts about trying to take this through 

Australian quarantine, so she sold it to Julian, who had 

no such issues with UK customs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carey and carved fruit bat. Photo: Garry K. Smith 
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Julian’s feet had finally given up with blisters peeled 

down to raw flesh, so he left the cave after the showcave 

section.  We continued off the constructed path through 

to where the cave exits the other side of the mountain, a 

couple of hours walking/caving.  Kenneth showed us 

different kinds of swifts’ nests; explaining how different 

colours have different value.  Although he had collected 

many and it was once his source of income, he hadn’t 

ever tasted the resultant soup.  I have and I don’t know 

why anyone thinks it is worth a lot of money.  The full 

length of the cave has bats and swifts, together with 

plenty of speleothems.  Lower levels have interesting 

sculpted ceilings, formed by floodwater pushing sediment 

against the cave roof.   

The rear passage of Lagangs Cave (with Garry and Melissa).  

Photo: John Brush 

We met the show cave path in a section called Fast Lane.  

A recorder adjacent to the path showed a temperature of 

24.8oC and humidity of 99% - no wonder we were 

sweating. 

Our original itinerary included a through-trip of Lagangs, 

continuing on through the forest to Camp 1 to visit 

Sarawak Chamber and Drunken Forest Cave, with one 

night at Camp 1 and one sleeping in the jungle.  It would 

be a great trip, but not one for a time near the end of a 

trip after lots of caves and jungle-walking.    

On our last day in the park, Garry, John and I did some 

PowerPoint presentations for the staff.  On each trip I 

have done this, the guides really enjoyed learning about 

other caves.  We were to meet at 8.30 am at Park HQ 

and, unfortunately, Denis missed the deadline and bus - 

sorry Denis!  Garry spoke about Australian caves, John 

on lava caves and my presentation was about my Hang 

Son Doong trip in Vietnam in 2018.  It seems that visitors 

know the discussion about the biggest caves in the world 

and the guides get asked which is the ‘better’ cave - Song 

Doong or Deer Cave or Sarawak Chamber.  My answer 

was none of them, as each cave has its own character 

and values and is presented in different ways, but all are 

certainly amazing.   

A brief comparison on visitor experiences to Son Doong 

and Sarawak Chamber.  Song Doong is a four day, three-

night trip.  All food is provided and cooked on the trip.  

Porters carry everything for you including camping gear 

(supplied), toilets are set up in the cave, and fresh water 

is provided each day.  A banquet dinner is provided at the 

conclusion of the tour and each visitor is given a medal 

for “conquering Son Doong”.  Visitors are strongly 

encouraged (pressured) to provide a large tip for porters.  

Sarawak Chamber is a two day, one-night trip.  You carry 

all your food, water and camping gear yourself (a 

mattress is available at Camp 1 but I recommend that 

you take your own).  At the end of the trip, you sit with 

the guides and buy a drink or two as a thank-you.  Song 

Doong costs $4,000, Sarawak Chamber $150.   

Melissa under a flowstone canopy. Photo: Garry K. Smith 

After the talks, we took long boats down the Sungai 

Melinau Paku River to the junction with the main river, 

Sungai Tutoh, and then up the main river to a local 

village, Long Iman.  The boat ride took around 45 

minutes.  Long Iman has lots of local handicrafts for sale 

and a few items were purchased.  Melissa, in particular, 

needed a little retail therapy and purchased quite a few 

souvenirs for family and friends.  We then travelled 

another 10 minutes or so upstream to a small stream 

named Long Lesat.  We enjoyed a swim and a snack - 

welcome relaxation after so much activity over the 

previous two weeks.  The last afternoon was pretty hectic 

- paying bills at the park and cramming in a few drinks 

and eats at all the places we had discovered during our 

stay.   
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In the long boat – we travelled over 60km using these.  

Photo: Garry K. Smith 

We left the next morning, all flying from Mulu to Kuching 

and from there we split off to our various flights back to 

Australia.  John and Garry collated their notes on our 

trip and some data from John’s GPS.  We walked 103 

kilometres in the jungles of Sarawak; visited 14 caves; 

walked more than 20 kilometres underground; spent 38 

hours underground; took 12 long boat trips covering 60 

kilometres; and 25 rides in the Marriott Resort shuttle 

bus (truck) to and from the resort to Park HQ.  The 

exchange rate was approximately MYR3 to A$1. 

The Marriott Resort provided a high level of comfort and, 

with the twin-share rooms (except for Garry) and the 

negotiated rate, was quite affordable.  Free transport is 

provided between Park HQ and the resort (and airport).  

A new supermarket has opened about 400 metres from 

the resort and has plenty of food available for days of 

camping out.  It did seem to be under-utilised by park 

visitors as it doesn’t have a good location.  Evening 

meals at the Marriott Resort are not cheap but the 

buffet, at MYR88, was a good chance to replenish the 

body after a few days of two-minute noodles.  Tiger beers 

at the Marriott were MYR32.  Meals off-park are typically 

MYR12-MYR15 and Tiger beers MYR8.  All of the tours, 

meals and drinks on-park and long boat trips came to 

about A$800 each - excellent value I thought. 

I hope that Steve Group may get together again one day 

for a further adventure - with interest shown in a 

Vietnam trip.  We all got on very well and the feedback 

from all was great.   

I have presented this as a chronological trip report so 

that it might be useful for others planning a trip to Mulu.  

I am sure any of the participants would be happy to 

provide advice, as would the very helpful staff at Mulu.   

I recommend Mulu to anyone who hasn’t been there and, 

if you have, maybe this will encourage another visit.  

More Mulu photos 

Above left — Julian, Denis, Carey and Steve sitting in front of Robbie 

Shone’s Deer Cave image in the Park Café. Photo: John Brush 

 

Left — Steve (in the water), John and Melissa at a rock pool.  

Photo: Garry K. Smith 

 

Above right  — Entrance to Kenyelang Cave. Photo: Garry K. Smith. 


