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Our Official Guest at dinner at the Marriott 
Resort in Miri – Datuk Patinggi Tan Sri Dr George 

Chan Hong Nam, Deputy Chief Minister and 
Minister for Tourism– is thanked by Steve Bourne.

Well, we survived Mulu!! Brian and his team certainly 
did an amazing job of hosting us and showcasing the 
wonders of the Mulu World Heritage Area.

In a site that quickly determines the gap between your 
aspirations and capabilities, Brian’s carefully thought 
out program lasted about five minutes as nearly 
everyone revised their activities. 

Not all of us escaped unscathed either with a few minor 
injuries incurred by some. I wish everyone a speedy 
recovery from their ailments and hope none evolve into 
anything more serious. I spent a rather uncomfortable 
first night back in Australia with a fever but I guess 
that’s what you deserve if you drink water from inside 
Sarawak Chamber….

As a second time visitor to Borneo, I was pleased to 
be able to visit Niah Cave and visit a couple of sites 
missed previously at Mulu. Niah is extraordinary; 
the bird nesters must have nerves of steel and an 
incredibly high skill level to climb wooden poles and 
scaffolding 50+ metres to the cave ceiling. 

The level of degradation in the cave with cigarette 
butts, discarded batteries and general litter was 
disturbing and I am sure not all can be attributed to 
the bird nesters. From what we observed, visitors to 
the cave are largely unsupervised and provided with 
little guidance.

On a previous visit to Mulu, I visited most of the caves 
available on the program. I did revisit Lagang Cave 
with Brian to view a section of the cave developed as 
a show cave. 

The raised boardwalk enables a much better view of 
the cave although there are a few issues with the cave 
lighting at present with some wiring finding a new use 
at the hands of bird nesters.

When the Mulu meeting was confirmed, I asked David 
Head of Weidmuller to build a light that would enable 
me to see Sarawak Chamber. It is well known as the 

largest chamber in the world, although supposed 
dimensions vary according to the source you use 
– <www.showcaves.org > – states it is 600m x 415m x 
80m. It was pleasing to find water levels low enough 
in Good Luck Cave to enable myself, Travis Cross and 
Keiran Chandler along with guides Bagli and Michael 
to access Sarawak Chamber.

It was more pleasing to switch the David Head 
‘megalight’ on and actually see the chamber! Fair to 
say it was hard to determine details on the far walls, 
but at least we could see where they were. Many 
thanks David!!! 

Brian showed a strong liking for the light so it seemed 
fair to leave it in Mulu, such a powerful light is overkill 
in the small caves of Naracoorte.

The Pinnacles climb was a great experience, strenuous 
but well worth the effort to view the famous pinnacle 
karst. I would recommend this to anyone who visits 
Mulu; to experience exhilaration and exhaustion in 
approximately equal amounts.

It was great to catch up with over 90 ACKMA members 
and hear what is happening in their patch. Caves in 
Australasia are busy places, for example: Jewel Cave 
visitor centre is progressing in Western Australia, the 
new Waitomo visitor centre to open in early September, 
new lighting continuing at Yarrongobilly and Buchan, 
and Tasmania preparing to host the 2011 ACKMA 
Conference.

And we did hold the AGM! The Royal Mulu Resort 
was the most exotic location ever for an ACKMA AGM 
and most managed to drag themselves away from the 
caves to attend. 

The demographic of ACKMA members is expanding 
with more younger people and a reasonably equal 
balance of sexes. As usual, there was no need for 
elections and all positions remain the same. 

I will reiterate Andy Spate’s comments about having 
some new members putting themselves up for 
committee positions. 

As I enter my last year as president (after six years in 
the role, I will not be re-nominating next year), I will 
start seeking interest to get some new faces on the 
committee.

Steve Bourne chats to Brian Clark ‘in his office’.

PResIDent’s MessAGe
– Steve Bourne
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The Bunjil rock shelter.

There are innumerable indigenous rock art sites in 
Australia, a significant number of which are in caves 
or rock shelters. Several are in Victoria (Clark 2007). 
A few days after the ACKMA Mulu trip, I found myself 
in Stawell in Western Victoria for the day on business, 
and given a little spare time, I journeyed ten kilometres 
south to visit Bunjil’s Cave.

Signage at the site.

Whether this ‘cave’ can be described as such, or as a 
rock shelter, is a moot point – it depends on how you 
define a cave (and there are a number of views on this). 
Signs to the site describe it as a ‘cave’, while those on 
site define it as a rock shelter. I tend to the latter view, 
as Bunjil’s ‘Cave’ is fare from expansive…

The shelter is in a section of Parks Victoria’s Black 
Range Scenic Reserve – not that far from The Grampians 
National Park (the home of several other significant 
indigenous sites). A return track of about 200m leads 
from the car park to the ‘cave’ – which is within, and at 
the base of, a large granite boulder. On the back wall 
of the shelter is a painting of Bunjil, with two dingoes. 
In indigenous culture, Bunjil was the creative spirit. 
When he finished his works, he became an eagle and 
flew into the sky where he continues to reside to this 
day. There are many sites in Victoria associated with 
Bunjil (Clark 2007).

While the cave has been protected by a grill since 
the 1960s, the age of the painting is unknown. 
The examination of pigment samples in the outline 
of Bunjil suggests traditional clay ochre was the 
paint medium. In 1911, parts of Bunjil and the two 
dingoes were over painted with European whitewash. 
More recent graffiti has been removed.

 

Site infrastructure.

The Parks Victoria’s management of the site is 
excellent. The booth at the car park contains first rate 
interpretation. The tracking to cave is in good condition 
and easily traversed. There is signage along the route 
dealing with items of indigenous culture. The shelter 
itself is fully protected by a steel grill, with spaces wide 
enough to allow a camera lens. As, unsurprisingly, the 
traditional owners of the area have significant links 
to the site, their advice continues to be sought by 
Parks Victoria to guide and shape future management 
decisions, as it has in the past.

In summary, it is a very well managed site and I 
certainly recommend the short diversion to visit it if 
you are passing through Stawell (which is on the main 
Melbourne to Adelaide Highway).

REFERENCE:

Clark, Ian D. 2007. The abode of malevolent spirits 
and creatures – Caves in Victorian Aboriginal social 
organization. Helictite, (2007) 40(1): 3-10.

At the Pinnacles. Photo – Steve Bourne.

The ‘Abraham Lincoln face’ in Deer Cave.

Top: The Deer Cave entrance.
Middle: Millions of Bats ‘donuting’ from Deer Cave.

Bottom: Geoff & Trish Deer at ‘their’ cave.

BunJIL’s CAVe, Western Victoria
– Kent Henderson
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The NZGS website is listed with other publishing 
information on the inside of the front cover but a 
direct website link at the top of the Appendix about 
where to find full information for each listing would 
have been much more useful for those wanting to use 
the guidebook as a work tool. For those wanting to 
know more about the NZGS Geopreservation Inventory 
there is a cross link under Publications on the NZGS 
website or go direct to Bruce Hayward’s website at:
<http://www.geomarine.org.nz/NZGI/other/
publications.htm>. 

Note that the 1989 edition (i.e. for old listings) of the 
Cave & Karst Geopreservation Inventory, which has full 
information for each site, is now out of print, although 
many land managers and councils do have them. For 
full information about new listings as per the 2008-09 
review, you will need to contact the authors.

The guidebook has one ‘typo’ in the Appendix listings 
for West Coast where ‘Cave Terrace’ should be ‘Cape 
Terrace’ and the reference throughout the guidebook 
to Westland should more correctly read ‘West Coast’ 
(the Heaphy, Oparara and Paparoa karst and caves 
all being in Buller District, not Westland). However for 
most readers these points will not detract from the 
overall presentation and I quite like the word play of 
‘karst’ being used for ‘cast’ throughout as it doesn’t 
detract from the key messages.

If you don’t already have a copy of this excellent 
guidebook, see: <http://www.gsnz.org.nz/
karst-stone-karst- landscapes-zealand-case-
protection-p-231.html> or email Jill Kenny at: 
<jill.kenny@xtra.co.nz> or write to the authors: 
C/- 49 Swainston Road, St Johns, Auckland 1072, 
New Zealand.

‘SPELEOGENESIS’

ACKMA’s journey to Mulu effectively started in 2001, 
when Brian Clark ‘abandoned’ the management 
delights of Naracoorte Caves to Steve Bourne and fled 
to the Sarawak jungle. At the time, I’d never really heard 
of Mulu, but that didn’t stop me (and subsequently 
others, such as Arthur Clarke) suggesting to Brian 
that it would be ideal for an ACKMA Conference! I 
have known Brian for approaching twenty years – he 
might be occasionally silly but he is not stupid. Having 
convened the 13th ACKMA Conference at Mt. Gambier 
in 1999, he was having none of it, certainly not ‘on 
another planet’, such as Mulu.

Members in the pool at the Marriott Resort.

However, the idea of having ‘just’ a non-conference 
year ACKMA Annual General Meeting at Mulu, after 
years of quiet (?) urging and ‘you’d be lucky to get 30 
to 40 people’, finally convinced Brian to nod positively 
on that proposal. I seriously doubt anyone but Brian 
Clark could have pulled it off, particularly with the 
eventual ninety (!!) attendees (which was up to a 
stratospheric 110+ at one stage)! But more on Brian, 
and his amazing staff, later… The exotic delights of 
the ‘world’s biggest caves’ certainly had its allure…

The entrance to Langs Cave. Photo: Sasa Kennedy.

Our Mulu trip was unique on many levels. At a 
normal ACKMA event, whether full conference or AGM 
weekend, members pretty much stay at the same 
location and share the same experiences – meals, 
papers, show cave visits, late night conviviality, or 
whatever. Mulu was different. Attendees were relatively 
evenly split between staying in Mulu National Park 
accommodation or at the Royal Mulu Resort. On 
that basis alone, some members only saw each other 
occasionally during the week. Additionally, the wide 
variety of show cave and wild cave trips on offer, 
and the relatively small groups on each, meant that 
individual experiences varied greatly. 

Indeed, aside from staying at the Marriott in Miri at the 
start, we were really only together as a complete group 
twice – for the ACKMA AGM itself and the following 
evening meal at the Royal Mulu Resort on the Saturday, 
and the ‘Final Dinner’ at the Park on the Thursday. 
Normally, after any ACKMA event, it is my custom to 
write a ‘blow by blow’ description for the subsequent 
ACKMA Journal, but clearly such is not possible 
on this occasion. I will, therefore, share some of my 
personal experiences, and leave it to others to share 
there own. Some will appear herein, and perhaps some 
in the next Journal edition. Hopefully, collectively, we 
can paint a reasonable overall picture…

The archeological dig at Niah Great Cave.
Photo: Miles Pierce.

MuLu MAGnIFICent!
– Kent Henderson

Gines, A., M. Knez, T. Slabe, W. Dreybrodt (Eds.) Karst Rock Features: Karren Sculpturing. 
Ljubljana: ZRC Publishing. 561 pp. ISBN 978-961-254-161-3. Price: 58 Euros. Reviewed by 
Professor Elery Hamilton-Smith.

The surface sculpture of karst has rarely been given 
the attention it deserves. It often provides beautiful and 
striking landscapes and at the same time it is valuable 
for geo-historians. There are many descriptions in the 
literature describing specific areas, but little in the 
way of overall studies of this phenomenon. So, this 
heavyweight (in all senses of the word) text fills a real 
gap in the reference literature.

It commences with papers outlining general principles 
in the field of study, the first of which (by Gines) is 
a historical review which includes a systematic 
classification of karst landforms. This provides a great 
baseline for comparisons between the great diversity 
of landforms which have evolved on karst. These 
are followed by a series of chapters, each of which 
describes one category of karst landforms in reasonable 
depth. 

The second half of the volume is devoted to twenty-
two case studies of specific locations or categories 
of locations. Most of these show how well the initial 
chapters provide a framework for conceptual analysis 
of the sites. Australian readers will be particularly 
delighted by Ken Grimes’ descriptions of both tropical 
karst and syngenetic karst in Australia.

A large number of excellent photographs and 
valuable diagrams are included and provide a great 
accompaniment to the well conceptualized and clearly 
expressed texts. Together, this means that most 
readers will find the book easy to understand. 

Thus, it can serve two different audiences. 
Scholars seeking to enhance their understanding 
of the karstification process and the resulting karst  
landforms will find it both informs and challenges 
them. But I also see a great value to guides and 
others responsible for introducing karst sites 
to the general public. Surface landscapes are 
all too often simply ignored in favor of a focus 
on the ‘pretties’, yet they are also attractive in 
themselves and deepen our understanding of the 
underground.

I congratulate the editors and authors for 
having produced such an attractive and informative 
volume.
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The Royal Mulu Resort from a nearby hill.
Photo: Chris Skelding.

OuR JOuRneY BeGIns...In MIRI

The flight to KL, and then two hours across to Miri in 
Sarawak, West Malaysia, put us at the start of our ‘Mulu 
Adventure’. Through the vagaries of flight scheduling, 
some us (including myself) arrived in Miri a day early 
– on Wednesday 21 April – which gave us most of that 
day to sample the delights of beautiful, downtown 
Miri. Well, it was downtown anyway. A nameless 
person did previously advise that the best thing about 
Miri was the ‘road to the airport as you’re leaving…’ 
Slightly unkind perhaps (but maybe only slightly…). 
Brian had booked us all into the very swanky Marriott 

Hotel Resort. He got us a ‘deal’ (as he would...). It has 
the most enormous pool, of which ACKMA members 
made copious use – of course – particularly its bar 
right on the water’s edge. Yummy food too – the mango 
cheesecake is to die for!

By the evening most ACKMA people had arrived and 
we were favoured by a sumptuous poolside banquet 
(some only got out of the pool just in time – life is 
tough at the top!). We were delighted with the presence 
of a number of dignitaries, namely Datuk Patinggi Tan 
Sri Dr George Chan Hong Nam, Deputy Chief Minister 
and Minister for Tourism, Mr Abang Arabi Abang 
Aimran, Regional manager (north) of the Sarawak 
Forestry Corporation, Ms Nur Asikin, Park Warden 
Mulu National Park and Mr Haider, Park Warden of 
Niah National Park. Datuk Patinggi favoured us with 
a welcoming address, and said he was looking forward 
to receiving ACKMA’s comments and advice on cave 
and karst management in Sarawak. (Indeed, Steve 
Bourne, with input from other members, has put 
together that advice which has been duly forwarded). 
Steve responded as ACKMA President and presented 
Datuk Patinggi with bottles of Australian wine and an 
Akubra hat. 

Interestingly, the local press was there in force, and 
the following article appeared on Page 2 of the English-
language Borneo Post the next day (Friday 23 April). 
Clearly, it is excellent to see ACKMA having a positive 
influence.

The front cover (above) and the Back Cover (below).

In 2008 Jill Kenny and Bruce Hayward of the New 
Zealand Geological Society (NZGS) asked a variety 
of land managers, earth scientists and cavers for 
nominations of caves and karst of international, 
national and regional significance for their review of 
the NZGS Geopreservation Inventory. 

In their review NZGS sought to include more of New 
Zealand’s karst areas as well as any significant caves 
found since the previous listing was compiled by 
Trevor Worthy in 1989. Nominations had to be made 
according to a set of criteria including points about 
geological, aesthetic, educational and historic values, 
and be approved by a panel of NZGS members before 
acceptance and listing in the revised Geopreservation 
Inventory.

The 2009 publication of ‘Karst in Stone,’ is the New 
Zealand Geological Society’s 15th Guidebook which 
contains the now updated inventory, is the outcome 
of a busy two years work by many people (see 
acknowledgments at the end of the booklet) plus the 
authors. 

The guidebook is beautifully presented in landscape 
format (bit smaller than A4) with many photographs. 
A clear set of aims is set out inside the front cover 
while the title page photograph of a working limestone 
quarry clearly depicts the risk to nearby karst and sets 
the tone for what is to follow. The excellent preface 
has been written by world renowned karst expert, 
Professor Paul Williams and this is followed by a clear 
introduction by the authors giving background to the 
publication. 

The remainder of the guidebook is taken up with 
sections about: 

• How Karst Forms
• Karsting Around – karst distribution in NZ
• Karst of Thousands – karst landform features 

in NZ
• Recognising the values of karst in NZ
• Karst Away – threats to karst features
• Karst Your Mind Back – history of earth 

science conservation in NZ
• Karst Your Vote – how you can help

Following the above there is an appendix listing the 
current karst-related sites (including caves) in the 
NZGS Geopreservation Inventory with a ranking of 
their importance (A, B or C) and vulnerability (1 to 
5), glossary of terms, reference list and an index, all 
within 40 odd pages.

Publication was followed by a drive to get the guidebook 
‘out there’ and as of April 2010 it has already been sent 
to many different groups, especially those involved 
in land management such as the Department of 
Conservation, Conservation Boards and Regional and 
District Councils in an endeavour to spread the word 
about how special are our karst landscapes.  Notices 
have also been posted on a number of websites such 
as <nzcavers@yahoogroups.com> and there has been 
a very favourable response from cavers regarding the 
publication.

Some comments from me, as both a contributor to the 
review and a reader of the guidebook, are as follows. 
The guidebook sets out to both educate and act as a 
tool which can be referred to in the resource consent 
application process which must be worked through 
in New Zealand when development such as building, 
road-making, mining or quarrying is planned. 

The first aim is achieved very well but for the 
second there is insufficient information for council 
planners and consultants who process resource 
consent applications. The appendix listings only 
have a site name, general location and letter/number 
for significance/vulnerability. This is a ‘heads-up’ 
but insufficient detail for those who process resource 
consent applications for such things as quarrying, 
alluvial (open cast) goldmining, gravel extraction, 
timber harvesting or roadmaking.

NIAh GREAt CAVE

The next day the entire ACKMA party, in three buses, 
headed off to the Niah National Park (110 km south-
west), to visit the Niah Great Cave in particular – which 
is seriously big. We were received at Park Headquarters, 
and then headed off on the 3.5 km (mostly) boardwalk 
to Niah, through thick rainforest.

The cave is noted (notorious…) for its ‘bird nest 
collectors’. These locals have, for many years, scaled 
enormous bamboo poles and ironwood ladders to 
the ceiling of the cave to harvest the nests of swiflets 
– a vital ingredient (most unfortunately) of the 
‘highly regarded’ bird’s nest soup of Chinese cuisine. 

The ‘trade’ in birds’ nests is VERY lucrative. Needless  
to say, this matter is one of deep environmental 
concern. I will quote the Niah NP brochure: 

‘Collecting nests from the cave ceiling is a dangerous 
job and fatalities are not uncommon, but the price 
of raw birds’ nests is so high that the risks seem 
worthwhile. Obviously such a valuable commodity 
is a magnet for poachers and over-harvesting is 
a constant worry. Therefore Park management 
constantly monitors the caves to deter illegal 
collectors….harvesting is a seasonal activity and is 
subject to temporary bans by Sarawak Forestry to 
deter illegal collectors’.

BOOK REVIEWS
Jill A Kenny & Bruce W Hayward. Karst in Stone – Karst landscapes in New Zealand: a Case 
for Protection. Geological Society of New Zealand Guidebook No 15 (2009). 40 pp. Full colour. ISBN: 
979-1-877480-09-6. Price: $NZ12.00. Reviewed by Mary Trayes.
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Bird nest gatherer’s bamboo poles in 
Niah Great Cave. Photo: Sasa Kennedy.

Yes, well… There are clearly many management issues 
here! On route to Niah Great Cave we stopped en route 
at Traders Cave (through which one must pass) – where 
we received an interpretive talk from Mr. Haider. This 
cave was so named as it was the ‘wholesale market’, 
historically, for birds’ nests. Today, the key problem 
is to ‘balance’ the economic (and arguably cultural…) 
needs of the local indigenous population with the 
obvious environmental issues. Several years ago, the 
Sarawak State Government banned bird nesting – to 
international applause no doubt, but considerable 
local disquiet. They even had the army stationed in 
the cave to deter poachers. Today, nest harvesting is 
permitted seasonally under ‘strict conditions’. It is 
somewhat hard to comment further… 

Attendees at Niah Great Cave Headquarters.

But back to Niah Great Cave itself. ‘Great’ in size it 
certainly is, at least. The west mouth of the cave is 
over 60m high and 250m wide. As you approach, 
one notes the considerable Paleolithic archeological 
excavations on your left, which were commenced in 
the 1950s. Human remains have been found dating 
back 40,000 years.

One then tours the enormous cave itself via its loop 
track, along which you view its huge ‘exit hole’ before 
returning to the main entrance. An important section 
of the cave, The Painted Cave, which loops off the 
main track, was closed to us by guides sitting on the 
steps blocking our entrance thereto. It was explained, 
apologetically, that they were ‘doing maintenance’. 
This was disappointing, but I will say no more. Painted 
Cave features the famous Niah Paleolithic cave 
paintings – and we were collectively sorry not to have 
seen them.

One could easily write an extensive article on Niah 
itself, but in the context of this monologue, I will avoid 
the temptation. As for the management of the cave….I 
have already mentioned the greatest challenge, the ‘bird 
nest’ issue. The tracking through the cave is adequate. 
Given the physical size of the cave you do need to 
carry your own light source – and unless it is powerful 
it wont help all that much. David Head of Weidmuller 
provided Steve Bourne with a purposely-built (one-off) 
wizz-bang LED light that reputedly ‘blinds koalas at 
several kilometres’. He first tried it out in Niah, and it 
was a tad useful! It later saw considerable service at 
Mulu, particularly in the Sarawak Chamber, I’m told 
(but with only limited success in the ‘world’s largest 
underground chamber’). Given that is was heavily 
coveted by Brian Clark, it remained in Mulu after 
ACKMA’s departure…

Riverside boardwalk between The Cave
of the Winds and Clearwater Cave.

ONTO MULU

The following day (Friday 23 April) saw everyone on 
either the morning or afternoon thirty minute flight 
from Miri to Mulu. ‘By Air’ is pretty much the only 
way into Mulu (other than by a very long river boat 
trip….). It was interesting that Datuk Patinggi, in 
his speech to ACKMA, indicated that there were no 
plans to cut a road into Mulu. The primary concern in 
not  doing  so, he  said,  was  environmental,  and  in

Malaska approached radar team member Jani 
Radebaugh at Brigham Young University in Provo, 
Utah, about collaborative work after meeting her at 
last year’s Lunar and Planetary Science Conference.

‘I’ve been in love with Titan since Cassini beamed 
down the first images of Titan’s Shangri-La sand sea,’ 
Malaska said. ‘It’s been amazing for the public to see 
data come down so quickly and get data sets so rich 
that you can practically imagine riding along with the 
spacecraft.’

Radebaugh steered Malaska toward a swath of 
landscape imaged by the radar instrument on Dec. 20, 
2007. Malaska traced out patterns in the landscape on 
his computer and classified them into different types 
of valley patterns. He saw that some of the valleys had 
no apparent outlets and wondered where the fluid and 
material went.

Searching geological literature, he found that such 
closed valleys were typical of karst terrain and was led 
to examples of karst in Papua New Guinea, Indonesia, 
Utah and China. He pulled down images of these 
places from Google Earth.

He got input from other Cassini team members and 
associates, including Ralph Lorenz of the Johns 
Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory in 
Laurel, Md., and Tom Farr of JPL.

Malaska also wanted to make 3-D images and an 
animation of the area, so he collaborated with Bjorn 
Jonsson and Doug Ellison, two other ‘volunteer 
researchers’ involved with the Web site. Malaska used 
a ruddy color palette derived from Cassini’s imaging 
science subsystem and the descent imaging and 
spectral radiometer on the European Space Agency’s 
Huygens probe.

He also used some artistic license to model the 
elevations of the ridges and dendritic drainage basins, 
taking as his basic assumption that liquid flows 
downward.

‘My artistic model seems to fit the current data,’ 
Malaska said. ‘Of course, Cassini could do another 
pass and blow the model away. I’m hoping it will be 
confirmed, though.’

The Cassini-Huygens mission is a cooperative project 
of NASA, the European Space Agency and the Italian 
Space Agency. JPL manages the Cassini-Huygens 
mission for NASA’s Science Mission Directorate. 

The Cassini orbiter was designed, developed and 
assembled at JPL. The radar instrument was built by 
JPL and the Italian Space Agency, working with team 
members from the United States and several European 
countries.

* See: http://www.jpl.nasa.gov news/news 
cfm?release=2010 -078&cid=release_2010-078. 

This article has been re-printed here with written 
permission from the author.

This image of White Canyon, Utah, from the Advanced 
Spaceborne Thermal Emission and Reflection 

Radiometer (ASTER) instrument on NASA’s Terra 
spacecraft shows a kind of terrain on Earth known 

as karst topography, which occurs when water 
dissolves layers of bedrock, leaving dramatic rock 

outcroppings and sinkholes. An area on Saturn’s moon 
Titancalled Sikun Labyrinthus displays somesimilar 
characteristics. The simulated natural color image of 

White Canyon was obtained Oct. 2, 2008. 
Image: NASA/JPL/ESA/SSI 

and M. Malaska / B. Jonsson.
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keeping away ‘undesirable types’ – or words to that 
effect. Be that as it may, one would also imagine the 
cost of putting a road in would be very substantial…

Upon arrival, we were warmly greeted at the airport 
by a smiling Brian Clark (who somehow, mostly, 
managed to keep smiling for the next week…). While 
I will return to Brian’s virtues later, I will state the 
obvious at this point – that we would not have been in 
Mulu without his efforts. I seriously doubt if anyone 
else could have swung it. I am reliably informed Brian 
put about 600 hours into ‘ACKMA at Mulu’ and his 
wife, Sue, much the same. Brian had a wonderful 
program of visits sorted out, to a myriad of caves, over 
the coming week (in average groups of 8-10), allowing 
all 90 attendees to visit ‘everything’ (according to his/
her abilities). …and then we turned up! In short order, 
people requested program changes – many of them. 
‘I’m not down for ‘such-and-such’ cave’. ‘No, I want to 
do that cave on Wednesday, not that one’… AHHHH!! 
It would be enough to send a full head of hair bald, 
but Brian took it all in his stride (flicking changes off 
to one of his staff helped…).

Glowworm-like fauna in Lagang
Cave (except they don’t glow...)

For those who haven’t been there, a bit of explanatory 
geography is necessary. Basically Mulu consists of 
an airport, the Royal Mulu Retort and the National 
Park/World Heritage Area Headquarters (HQ), and 
that is about it – joining together by a sealed road. The 
following two maps might assist… 

After settling in on the Friday, the program started 
in earnest the next day. Saturday afternoon was 
given over to the Committee Meeting and subsequent 
ACKMA Annual General Meeting, of which more 
shortly. There were over fifteen different ‘activities’ 
one could involve oneself in over the week (other than 
walking, eating, sleeping, drinking and falling over & 
bleeding – which most did in varying measures!). As 
I noted above, there was a ‘program’ over the week 
– as it turned out a highly variable one! Rather than 
attempting (and failing) to explain what various people 
individually did, I will simply list what was available, 
and comment where I can.

THE SHOW CAVES

Mulu possesses four ‘Show Caves’, with a fifth 
imminent, as follows.

Deer Cave is easily the biggest show cave (in volume) 
of any in the world, and/or reputedly the ‘largest cave 
passage in the world’. Either way, it’s bloody huge! 
Awesome is an under statement! One traverses the 
‘Rain Forest Discovery Walk’ from HQ for about 3.4 
km to get to the cave entrance – a pleasant hour’s 
walk on a raised wooden (although not infrequently 
slippery…) board walk. Of course, it is also an hour’s 
walk back, at the end. Upon entering the massive cave 
entrance, the boardwalk (now often recycled plastic) 
continues almost the length of the cave – a mere 2.16 
km! Deer Cave is 220 metres in depth, and the ‘main 
cavern’ measures 173 metres wide and 122 metres 
high. Upon getting some way in, upon looking back to 
entrance, one sees the famous ‘Abraham Lincoln Face’ 
outlined on its right hand side. One ascends a ‘rock 

This artistic interpretation of the Sikun Labyrinthus area on Saturn’s moon Titan is based on radar and 
imaging data from NASA’s Cassini spacecraft and the descent imaging and spectral radiometer on the 

European Space Agency’s Huygens probe. The relative elevations are speculative and organized around the 
assumption that fluids are flowing downhill. Image: NASA/JPL/ESA/SSI and M. Malaska / B. Jonsson.

Planetary scientists have been puzzling for years over 
the honeycomb patterns and flat valleys with squiggly 
edges evident in radar images of Saturn’s moon Titan. 
Now, working with a ‘volunteer researcher’ who has put 
his own spin on data from NASA’s Cassini spacecraft, 
they have found some recognizable analogies to a 
type of spectacular terrain on Earth known as karst 
topography. A poster session today, Thursday 4 March, 
at the Lunar and Planetary Science Conference in The 
Woodlands, Texas, displays their work.

This synthetic aperture radar image was obtained by 
the Cassini spacecraft on its pass by Titan’s south 

pole on 20 December 2007. Image: NASA/JPL/ESA/
SSI and M. Malaska / B. Jonsson.

Karst terrain on Earth occurs when water dissolves 
layers of bedrock, leaving dramatic rock outcroppings 
and sinkholes.

Comparing images of White Canyon in Utah, the Darai 
Hills of Papua New Guinea, and Guangxi Province 
in China to an area of connected valleys and ridges 
on Titan known as Sikun Labyrinthus yields eerie 
similarities. 

The materials may be different – liquid methane and 
ethane on Titan instead of water, and probably some 
slurry of organic molecules on Titan instead of rock 
– but the processes are likely quite similar.

‘Even though Titan is an alien world with much lower 
temperatures, we keep learning how many similarities 
there are to Earth,’ said Karl Mitchell, a Cassini radar 
team associate at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory in 
Pasadena, California. 

‘The karst-like landscape suggests there is a lot 
happening right now under the surface that we can’t 
see.’

Indeed, Mitchell said, if the karst landscape on Titan is 
consistent with Earth’s, there could very well be caves 
under the Titan surface. Work on these analogies 
was spearheaded by Mike Malaska of Chapel Hill, 
North Carolina, an organic chemist by trade and a 
contributor in his spare time to unmannedspaceflight.
com, a Web site for amateur space enthusiasts to try 
their hand at visualizing NASA data.

IS THAT SATURN’S MOON TITAN OR UTAH?
 –  Jia-Rui C. Cook (NASA/JPL)*
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threatened by the declining water levels. The Lake
Cave Stygofauna Community was nominated in
January 2010 for listing as a Threatened Ecological
Community (TEC) under the Commonwealth
Environmental Protection & Biodiversity
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) (status Critically
Endangered). Root mat stygofauna communities in
four other caves in the Leeuwin-Naturaliste Ridge,
including Jewel and Easter Caves (managed by the

AMRTA) are also listed as TEC’s (status
Endangered) under the EPBC Act.

Ultimately the research aims to deliver strategies for
conservation, recovery, and sustainable
management of geoheritage, water resources, and
biodiversity values, while ensuring the caves
continue to be a major iconic geotourism attraction
within the Margaret River Region.

Lake Cave 2003 Lake Cave 2009

COMING EVENTS
This list will simply list events of special interest to cave managers and cavers. If you are interested in any
listed events, contact Professor Elery Hamilton-Smith for further details at <elery@alphalink.com.au>.

2010: July 4-8 Australian Earth Sciences Convention, Canberra
July 12-14 14th Australasian Bat Society Conference, Darwin, Northern Territory
July 25-28 13th Cave Guides Gathering, Wellington, NSW
Aug 2-6 NSS Convention, Essex Junction, Vermont
Aug 4-8 Cuba Speleo Society 70th Anniversary Conference. Also Latin America and

Caribbean Federations meetings
Aug 7-10 Pre-conference excursion to Lava fields of Western Victoria
Aug 12-17 14th International Vulcanospeleology Conference, Undara, Queensland
Aug 24-26 4th International Parks Leadership Conference, Sydney
Aug 29-Sept 3 International Society for Subterranean Biology Conference, Postojna, Slovenia
Sept 28-29, & Sept
30-Oct 1

Small Cities Conference. Sustainability of Small Country Towns, LaTrobe University,
Bendigo

Oct 20-24 ISCA Congress, Liptovsky Mikulas, Slovakia
Oct 31-Nov 3 Geological Society of America, Denver, USA
Oct 31 – Nov 4 National Groundwater Conference: Challenge of Sustainable Management, Canberra
Nov 5-6 Applied Geography in Theory & Practice, University of Zagreb, Croatia
Nov 16-20 International Conference on Speleology: Development and Interaction of sciences.

Naberezhnye Chelny, Russia
2010: Nov 18-19 National Indigenous Conference and Dialogue, University of NSW, Sydney
2010: Dec 6th Biodiversity and Human-Environment Relations, Macquarie University, Sydney
Looking Ahead:
2011: Jan 10-14 12th Multidisciplinary Conference on Sinkholes, St. Louis, USA
2011: Jan 11-15 IUCN Commission on Environmental, Economic and Social Sciences, Whakatane, NZ
2011: Apr 17-22 Australian Speleological Federation Conference, Chillagoe, Queensland
2011: April Central American Congress of Speleology, Coban, Guatemala
2011: May 8-13 19th ACKMA Conference, Ulverstone, Tasmania
2011: Jul 18-22 NSS Convention, Glenwood Springs, Colorado
2012: May ACKMA Annual General Meeting. Venue – to be advised.
2012: June 25-29 NSS Convention, Greenbrier Valley, West Virginia
2012: Sept 6-15 World Conservation Conference, Jeju Island, South Korea
2013: May 20th ACKMA Conference, Waitomo Caves, NZ

pile area’ towards the end of the cave to view its rear 
entrance – just beyond which is what is described as 
‘The Garden of Eden’ – of which more later. You then 
largely retrace your steps to the main entrance. The 
cave possesses understated track lighting, and also 
understated feature lighting. The latter largely just 
allows you to appreciate ‘where the walls are’ in the 
immensity of the cave. Well done too!

A view towards The Garden of Eden from Deer Cave. 
Photo: Ross Anderson.

Upon exiting, late afternoon is the preferred time, one 
then back tracks from the entrance a few hundred 
metres or so to the Bat Observation Area to watch 
the bat exodus from the cave. This regularly occurs 
between about 5.30-6.30pm just before dusk (except 
if it’s raining) when up to 2.5 million bats exit to feed. 
Yes, that was million! It is a wonderful sight, to say 
the least. In the Bat Observation Area visitors can 
also view live ‘in-cave’ CCTV (or ‘Bat Cam’) of the bats 
milling in the cave itself, and also just within the cave 
entrance. Wonderful stuff!

Before our Mulu visit, Brian advised that malaria, so 
common in much of the tropical world, is virtually 
absent at Mulu. A definite lack of mosquitoes (millions 
of local bats feeding…) seems to be the answer!

Langs Cave is located a short walk to the right of the 
Deer Cave entrance – indeed this cave is effectively a 
side passage of Deer Cave blocked from it at its end by 
a rock fall. I was very (but most pleasantly) surprised 
by this cave. It is the ‘smallest’ of Mulu’s four show 
caves, and I did not expect what I saw! It is basically 
a single passage, which is packed full of excellent 
speleothem development. Whereas Deer Cave was 
formed over the millennia by a powerful underground 
river, Langs Cave was more influenced by standing 
groundwater dissolving the limestone rather than 
through the action of an eroding stream passage. It 
possesses some staggering decoration – as good as 
you’d see in the ‘best’ Australian show cave. And the 
infrastructure and lighting is first rate. The tracking 
is excellent too – a 240m walkway – with an internal 
circuit at the end of the cave before you retrace your 
steps to the entrance. The (largely raised) tracking is 
wood. Now, I have long been ‘cave management-raised’ 
that wood and show caves do not mix. I can recall 

many examples in both Australia and New Zealand 
where degraded wood in a show cave smartly becomes 
a glutinous, polluting mess…

But Mulu is an exception – its wooden tracking, 
both board walks and handrail uprights (at least in 
Langs Cave) are of Borneo Ironwood. This is a local 
canopy species which is extremely durable and decay-
resistant. In short, unlike virtually all other woods, it 
is fine in caves. The lighting in Lang’s is very recently 
installed LEDs – wonderfully done. The handrails in 
the cave were very largely thick, white ‘nautical’ rope. 
‘Different’ surely, but in context I thought they worked 
rather well. This was the first time I’ve ever seen a 
show cave whereupon, upon reflection after exiting, 
I had no criticism to make. I ‘award’ this cave 12 out 
of 10! I will add that Neil Kell said to me the lighting 
could be improved (what can’t?), and that he’d tweek 
it this way or that – but he would say that, even if he’d 
lit the cave himself!

Stalagmites in The Cave of the Winds

Clearwater Cave and the Cave of the Winds are 
the remaining two Mulu show caves and the next 
to capture our attention. They are accessed by a 
circa 30 minute longboat ride up the Melinau River 
(which flows past HQ). The ‘tourist route’ involves 
an en route stop (for about 15 minutes) at a Penan 
longhouse called Batu Bungan. Thereat one views 
and  maybe  buys…)  local  handicrafts. The Penan are

threatened by the declining water levels. The Lake 
Cave Stygofauna Community was nominated in 
January 2010 for listing as a Threatened Ecological 
Community (TEC) under the Commonwealth 
Environmental Protection & Biodiversity Conservation 
Act 1999 (EPBC Act) (status Critically Endangered). 
Root mat stygofauna communities in four other caves 
in the Leeuwin-Naturaliste Ridge, including Jewel 
and Easter Caves (managed by the AMRTA) are also 

listed as TEC’s (status Endangered) under the EPBC 
Act.

Ultimately the research aims to deliver strategies for 
conservation, recovery, and sustainable management 
of geoheritage, water resources, and biodiversity 
values, while ensuring the caves continue to be a major 
iconic geotourism attraction within the Margaret River 
Region.
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The Augusta Margaret River Tourism Association 
(AMRTA) has been successful in obtaining Western 
Australian State Government funding for its Lake 
and Jewel Cave Hydrology and Recovery Project – 
$150,000 of Natural Resource Management funding 
to investigate the alarming decline of water levels at 
these major geotourism icons – Lake Cave and Jewel 
Cave.

Lake Cave, with its contributing water catchment 
area and its groundwater dependent ecosystem in the 
Leeuwin-Naturaliste Ridge, over the last six years has 
seen a dramatic drying of the cave. With the current 
rate of decline, the lake and its dependent biodiversity 
(root mat stygofauna community) is predicted to 
disappear within two to four years!

This project is of the highest priority for the Augusta 
Margaret River Tourism Association who has been 
working closely with Dr Stefan Eberhard (Director, 
Subterranean Ecology Pty Ltd), Dr Steve Appleyard 
(Adjunct Associate Professor, School of Earth and 
Environmental Sciences, University of Western 
Australia) and other academics from Curtin University. 
As a group we have been identifying knowledge gaps, 
management and research priorities, and an action 
plan to sustain Lake Cave and its stygofauna, as well 
as undertake research to better understand the factors 
affecting  the declining water resource and biodiversity 
values which are threatened by declining water levels 
resulting from climate change, and possibly other 
human influences. Jewel and Easter Caves are also 
similarly threatened, although the unique stygofauna 
community in these caves may already be extinct, or 
near extinct, partially owing to the failure of previous 
recovery plan actions.

The three major goals of the project are:

1) Immediate Life Support System for Lake Cave 
– which aims to stabilise the current rate of 
decline by enhancing the natural groundwater 
recharge regime by harvesting local rainfall 
runoff and recharging the lake via a dispersed 
irrigation system that supplements the natural 
recharge regime. Water quality and quantity 
will be closely monitored to ensure that 
natural background values are not exceeded, 
and no contaminants enter the system.

2) Research the hydrology and stygofauna of 
Lake Cave required to understand, conserve 
and ensure sustainable management of the 
cave system, its contributing water catchment 
area and its Threatened Ecological Community 
(TEC) of stygofauna.

3) Continue research and recovery actions 
(where possible) for the endemic stygofauna 
community in Jewel and Easter Caves (Aquatic 
Root Mat Community No. 1) which is listed as 
Endangered under the EPBC Act.

In the last six years the water within Lake Cave has 
been disappearing at approximately 1mm a week. 
The rate has dramatically increased and as the water 
disappears; so does the natural microclimate that 
exists within the cave. The stygofauna (19 species) 
could be lost forever.

We predict,at the current rate of decline, that the cave 
will be dry within two to four years. The graph below 
shows rainfall records in relation to the declining 
water levels within the cave:

the local indigenous people, who form the bulk of the 
employees at Mulu, whether in the National Park, the 
Royal Mulu Resort, or the Airport. After this short stop 
over, it was back on the boats and further upriver to 
the Cave of the Winds (which is a section of the huge 
Clearwater Cave System). It is an old stream passage 
cave, which is highly decorated – particularly towards 
its rear. There is significant air flow in the cave – hence 
its name. 

The rear section, called The King’s Chamber, is 
profuse with decoration, notably stalagmites – with 
virtually no stalactite development above. Of course, 
this is indicative of both the high porosity of the 
limestone and high water flows. Simply, drips do 
not hang around on the ceiling. Indeed, stalactites, 
particularly straws, are hard to find at Mulu (although 
both occur). Stalagmite decoration was widespread 
and most attractive. In terms of infrastructure, LEDs 
have not (yet) come to this cave – lighting is still mostly 
dichroics; which remains quite effective nonetheless. 
While the tracking (as now not unexpected) is mostly 
ironwood, the handrails and uprights, particularly in 
the initial areas of the cave, are (non-stainless) steel. 
Further in, there are wooden uprights and nautical 
rope handrails (as in Langs Cave) – obviously fairly 
recently installed. There is also a number Perspex 
barriers above handrails at intervals; clearly placed 
historically to ‘protect’ adjacent speleothems. In most 
cases, they didn’t seem to me to be protecting very 
much at all, and Brian advised me later that they are 
very much ‘in the frame’ for removal. Obviously, the 
Cave of the Winds is an upgrading work-in-progress, 
and I have no doubt that in due course it will reach the 
giddy heights of Langs Cave.

Geoff Deer on the bridge in Clearwater Cave.

Upon exiting the Cave of the Winds the next port of call 
is Clearwater Cave. You can get there by ‘connecting’ 
long boat, or walk around 400 metres along a riverside 
boardwalk. I chose the latter, though some in my group 
took the former. You can also walk to Clearwater, via 
Cave of the Winds, from HQ (its 3.4 km – about an 
hour on foot). There are ‘more than a few’ steps to 
ascend to the Clearwater Cave entrance. Clearwater is 
a 150 kilometre long active underground river system 
(that’s a tad long…). The show cave section has two 
branches. One takes you down to the river and over 
a bridge (you then return to the junction). The second 

branch is to a ‘dry’ section known as Lady Cave. It 
possesses some excellent, large decoration. Again it 
is a work-in-progress – it even had a few ‘mushroom’ 
track lights (now unconnected to power) identical to 
those in Marakoopa Cave at Mole Creek, Tasmania! 
Mulu is full of surprises!

Infrastructure in Clearwater Cave.

There is one further show cave at Mulu – sort of – in 
that it is not yet open to the public as such (but will 
be within a few months). This is Lagang Cave. It is 
located about half way up river towards Clearwater 
Cave – about 15 minutes by longboat from HQ.

Lagang has two strings to its bow. Firstly there is the 
(about-to-be) show cave section, called Fast Lane, and 
a wild (‘adventure’) cave section. Many members did 
both trips, but I only did Fast Lane – so I can only 
comment on that (all reports on the adventure tour 
were most positive, I will add). The guide for my group 
(and I think for most, if not all, trips to it over the 
week) was none other than Mr. Brian Clark himself! 
This cave is obviously his ‘pride and joy’ and it is very 
easy to see why. It is simply sensational. I have rarely 
before heard Andy Spate, as one example, expound the 
virtues of a cave as he did this one. It has ‘everything’ 
– it is largely an old stream passage cave – with a new 
1.5 km boardwalk. It is a through tour (yay!). The initial 
section exhibits just about every karstic geological 
delight you’d love to have in every cave – water (of 

This graph reflects the dramatic decline in water levels 
since 2006. Lake Cave has been a major attraction 
in the region since 1901 and has always been known 
for is spectacular lake and reflections (see the images 
below).

The threats to Lake Cave are reduced groundwater 
inflow to the cave system associated with drying 

climate trends in southwest Western Australia 
(climate change), which might also be exacerbated 
by blue gum plantations in the cave’s catchment 
area.

It was recognised early that Lake Cave contains one 
of the most diverse community of stygofauna –  
including an aquatic root mat community – which is 

HYDROLOGY RESEARCH FOR A 
DRYING CAVE

 –  Jayme Hatcher
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common. Three genera of diatoms and three genera 
of cyanobacteria are the most likely responsible for 
the development of these stromatolites – or are they 
thrombolites? 

Lacustrine thrombolites from 
Lake Clifton, Western Australia.

Neil Kell not admiring the
stromatolites at Lake Clifton.

As well as changing the Earth’s atmosphere from 
one dominated by carbon dioxide to an oxygen-rich 
environment so that we could be here today, they are 
also useful for giving us clues to other aspects of Earth 
history. 

Studies of 850 million year old Northern Territory 
showed that each year back then had about 450 

days – giving a day length of around 20.1 hours. 
The Earth’s rotation is slowed by tidal friction – the 
moon moving a bulge of water around the world. 
We are currently slowing at about two hundred 
thousands of a second each year. 

McNamara calculates that the Earth will stop rotating 
in 4,384,794,990 AD. Even our great young friend 
Patrick will not be around then!

Stromatolite diversity through time. 
Note that eukaryotes are organisms with 

cells having a nucleus and other organelles 
(from McNamara 2009)

Changes in days per year through time
(from McNamara 2009).

course), multiple sediment levels, scalloping, a wide 
variety of decoration – it is an interpreter’s dream! 

Borneo Ironwood infrastructure with 
nautical rope handrails, in Langs Cave.

Then towards the back section you come to (largely) 
enormous speleothems, including some of the biggest 
flowstone/stalagmites and columns you are likely to 
see anywhere. The cave is only thus far partially lit 
– LED of course – and one narrower section towards 
the rear of the tour, which is quite ‘up close and 
personal’ has infrared trips. Oh, it’s good! Even the 
rear gate – which covers a ‘sizable hole’ is fantastic 
– as a particular ‘student’ of cave gates over the years 
I was mightily impressed with how Brian had closed 
the hole to humans, but not to bats and other fauna 
(see the photo on page 51). 

So, all up? 10 out of 10 again Brian – and I am sure 
when it’s finished it will be – infrastructurally-speaking 
– in the giddy heights of Lang Cave’s 12 out of 10!

A racer snake in Racer Cave. Photo: Phil McQuinn.

THE ADVENTURE CAVES

There were quite a number on offer – six ‘easy’ (yes, 
well…) options, and two hard ones (Clearwater 
Connection and Sarawak Chamber). Let’s look at 
the ‘less hard’ ones first. I did three of these – Racer, 
Stonehorse and Fruit Bat Caves, so I will deal with 
them initially.

Racer Cave was my first effort – a half day trip. It 
is 25 minutes up river by longboat, and you are 
underground for about two hours. Our group’s trip 

leader was Robert Gani – whom I knew (he was at 
ACKMA’s Chillagoe/Undara Conference in 2003) 
– and it was great to see him again! Needless to say 
Robert is a very competent guide (and he has plenty 
of friends at Mulu too!). Racer Cave is named after the 
bat-eating snake which habitually inhabits the cave – 
our group saw two of them; beautiful creatures! A short 
walk from the river brings you to the cave entrance, 
then it is up a scree slope, to a rope ascend of, say, 
6-8 metres, to ‘the squeeze’ immediately thereafter. 
Well…Kent’s girth has been expanding over the years, 
sadly. Anyway, everyone got through easily enough, 
except me. But with much encouragement and 
gratuitous instruction from the group, I eventually 
popped my cork out of the bottle (I had the same ‘fun’ 
on the return, of course… Sigh…). 

Rope work in Racer Cave. Photo: Ross Anderson.

Racer is a sporty cave – the most challenging I had 
done for quite some years. We had two more rope 
climb/descends before we were finished, both coming 
and going. The cave has heaps of decoration, some 
really large stuff towards the rear (or at least as far as 
we went – the cave goes on considerably I understand). 
Towards the ‘rear’ a very substantial number of bats 
were heard, but largely unseen. Indeed, a feature of 
the cave is its fauna – lots of ‘strange’ creepy crawlies. 
As an aside, it needs to be appreciated that we were 
‘deep in the jungle’ at Mulu, of course. The range and 
number of species – flora and fauna – is voluminous. 
Brian reckons, perhaps, only 15% of local fauna is 
described – known to science. It is highly probable 
ACKMA members came across species never seen 
before, quite literally!
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of the first layer of sediment. Next, a third group 
of bacteria come to the party. These are sulfate-
reducing bacteria that, by feeding on the mucous-like 
film left by the first community, promote the growth 
of aragonite crystals (a form of calcium carbonate) 
and the formation of a thin crust.

The fourth, and final, bacterial community to colonise 
the surface is dominated by spherical coccoid 
cyanobacteria. These are active microbes that bore 
into the previously crystallised aragonite crust, 
leaving behind tiny tunnels that become filled with 
new crystal growth – a sort of bacterial reinforced 
concrete. Rather than destroy the fabric of the mats, 
these cyanobacteria contribute to the construction 
of the stromatolite. This sequence of colonisation by 
different types of bacterial communities is repeated 
thousands and thousands of times, resulting in the 
slow growth of the stromatolite of hundreds, or even 
thousands, of years.

… Stromatolites [thrombolites] that form in lakes, 
though, appear to grow quite differently. Unlike 
marine stromatolites, those form in lakes do not 
trap layers of sediment. Their internal structure is 
a ‘clotted’ jumble of non-layered aragonite. … In 
the thrombolites, heavy calcification of the sticky 
cyanobacterial sheaths is very important, something 
that doesn’t happen in layered, marine stromatolites 
that trap more sediment from the water. (pp. 15-19, 
emphasis mine)

Freshwater microbialite in Blue Lake, Mount Gambier 
(image courtesy of Mia Thurgate).

Fossil microbialites, and similar communities, 
are widespread in our limestones and dolomites 
particularly the ancient rocks widespread in northern 
Australia. Some date back as much as 3.43 billion 
years! Living microbialites are found in many places 
along the Western Australian coast and overseas in 
places such as the Bahamas. 

As mentioned above, both Mia Thurgate (1996) and 
Julia James and others (Cox et al 1989) have described 
growing stromatolites in settings quite different to 
the ones that McNamara describes. The so-called 
‘craybacks’ of Jenolan, Wombeyan and elsewhere in 
New South Wales are considered by Cox et al to be 
stromatolites. Their abstract states:

Stalagmites, which appear to be deposited by 
cyanobacterial action, have been identified in two 
caves in New South Wales (Australia). These have 
a characteristic morphology, which has given rise to 
local names likening them to crustaceans. We have 
studied these speleothems, and the cyanobacteria 
covering them, by microscopic and chemical 
techniques. Both calcite precipitation and aeolian 
sediment trapping are involved in their deposition, 
which is strongly controlled by environmental 
conditions. They can be regarded as stromatolites 
within currently accepted definitions of the term.

Freshwater microbialites on the wall
of Gouldens Hole, Mount Gambier 
(image courtesy of Kirsty Dixon).

Mia’s paper revealed the presence of tens of thousands 
of actively forming microbialites in cenotes and in 
the Blue Lake near Mount Gambier. Based on the 

Brian Clark talks sediments
and water levels in Lagang Cave

After Racer Cave, boating back to HQ and lunch, it was 
off to Stonehorse Cave – with largely the same group 
as the morning. This time the guide was our good 
friend Jeffry Simum – who attended the last ACKMA 
Conference at Margaret River. This cave is so named 
for a rock feature inside the entrance which reputedly 
looks like a horse’s head – although I think it should 
be Ram’s Head Cave (but I suspect not too many sheep 
have been seen at Mulu – alive, at least…). 

To get to this ‘adventure cave’ one walks about 2 km 
along the boardwalk towards Deer Cave from HQ. Then 
there is a 40 metre climb up a quite steep limestone 
scree slope, through thick jungle, to the cave entrance. 
It was energetic, that climb, and very slippery. Indeed, 
coming down it at the end (and remaining vertical in 
the progress) was even harder! Stonehorse is a three 
hour trip and it was (at least to me) a very sporty and 
testing cave – harder than Racer. Indeed, the relevant 
Park brochure describes Racer as an ‘intermediate’ 
cave, and Stonehorse as ‘advanced’. Stonehorse 
contains several traverses (one 20m wide) and several 
rope climbs/descends. Its passages are large and 
open with 35 metre high ceilings in places. It contains 
much delightful decoration further in and, again, 
much fauna. Having done two testing caves that day, 
I was a tad sore, but certainly not sorry.

At the back entrance of Fruit Bat Cave.

The next morning, I was up for my third ‘wild cave’ 
– this time Fruit Bat Cave. I was also listed for the 
nearby Kenyalang Cave in the afternoon but I pulled 
out – according to Brian it had a ‘number’ of testing 
squeezes. ‘No thanks’, thought I. To get to Fruit Bat 
Cave one walks to the Deer Cave Bat Viewing Area 
from HQ, and then on another boardwalk almost as far 
away again – out about 700 metres all up. Similar to 
Stonehorse, there was a walk through the rainforest, 
then up about a 30 metre steep hill. It is not quite as 
testing as Stonehorse’s climb but you are very glad to 
get to the cave entrance nonetheless! 

Fruit Bat has not yet been opened to the public as 
an ‘adventure Cave’ but will be later this year. As its 
names suggests, it is the home of a large colony of fruit 
bats – one of the 30+ bat species at Mulu. Other than 
the ‘getting to the entrance’ scramble, I’d classify this 
cave as ‘easy’, certainly no more than ‘intermediate’. 
There were a few places where ‘minor scrambling’ was 
necessary, but mostly it is a straight walk-through 
cave. It is highly decorated in places; you do see LOTS 
of bats (or at least they were at home when we were 
there), and also lots and lots of cave fauna – including 
a fascinating cave-adapted pure white (presumably 
blind) crab, amongst many other creepy crawlies. 
Wonderful stuff! 

When we got to the end of the cave, we came to a  
large-ish daylight entrance. ‘Oh joy’, I thought, 
‘It’s a through trip!’ No such luck – it was promptly 
explained that it was a straight 40 metre sheer drop 
from this entrance into ‘middle of nowhere’ jungle – so 
we promptly re-traced our steps! One couldn’t argue 
with the logic…

An ACKMA caving group poised to depart.

About three-quarters of the way back, it happened to 
me. One has to appreciate that at Mulu we are talking 
about caves under a jungle; a very wet jungle. There are 
only two seasons – the wet and the very wet. We were 
in the former, but it still usually rained for an hour or 
two every afternoon (you do get wet on occasions…). 
Rain at Mulu is measured in metres, not millimetres. 
So, the caves are a tad damp, and often slippery – very 
slippery. And Kent slipped – into a hole. I first thought 
I’d broken a leg, but happily I was only very sore in 
several places, and this time I was sorry as well!
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Layering in a stromatolite fragment from the 
Supplejack Member near Gregory National Park.

Shark Bay stromatolites.

Microbial communities form complex ecosystems with 
a wide variety of microorganisms lacking the nuclei 
and other organs within their single cells. They include 
bacteria, microalgae and other small organisms. The 
dominant members of the ecosystem include the 
single-celled photosynthetically active cyanobacteria 
(the so-called blue-green algae). These began to occur 
about 2,700 million years ago (three quarters of the 
age of our solar system!). To quote McNamara again:

It has been proposed that photosynthetic [single-
cell organisms], probably cyanobacteria, were 
responsible for increasing the level of oxygen in the 
atmosphere, from much less than 1 percent to the 
present-day level of 21 percent. Their existence is 

also preserved … not only by their fossilized remains 
but more commonly by the complex structures they 
created: domes or columns of sediments called 
stromatolites (also known as microbialites) for some 
of these cyanobacteria have the amazing ability to 
make rocks. (p. 8, emphasis mine)

To be pedantic (which I never am!) stromatolites are 
layered microbialites whilst those lacking internal 
layers are termed thrombolites. Marine microbialites 
such as those in Hamelin Pool in the Shark Bay World 
Heritage property in Western Australia have layered 
structures and are thus ‘true’ stromatolites whilst 
those in brackish coastal lakes such as Lake Clifton  
(south of Perth) and Lake Thetis (north – in Nambung 
National Park) are thrombolites. These have a ‘clotted’ 
(lumpy) internal structure. What McNamara does not 
cover in his otherwise excellent book are the many 
forms of freshwater microbialites in the freshwater 
cenotes around Mount Gambier. Nor does he cover 
the subaerial stromatolites of New South Wales (and 
other) caves. More about these later.

Lacustrine thrombolites from Lake
Thetis, Cervantes, Western Australia.

So how do these organisms make limestone or 
dolomite? McNamara says:

Stromatolites are constructed by the activity of 
microbial communities that trap and bind sediment, 
and are also able to precipitate carbonate minerals. 
… a complex sequence of changing bacterial 
communities colonise and then build stromatolites. 
Vital to their growth is a dynamic balance between 
the rate of sedimentation and the periodic hardening 
of the colonies of cyanobacteria that live on the 
surface of the stromatolite.

Firstly, a pioneer microbial community is 
established. This is dominated by filamentous 
cyanobacteria that arrange themselves vertically, 
then wrap around grains of sand, trapping them in 
a mucous-like film. This is then replaced by another 
microbial community containing quite different 
microbes … These new bacteria are basically 
organic sludge degraders, similar to the type 
that decomposes compost heaps. These bacteria 
form a continuous mucilaginous sheet on top 

While not necessarily very painful, the climb down 
from the cave entrance and the long walk back to HQ 
was certainly slow and uncomfortable. Sigh… In any 
case, I decided prudence was better than valour, and 
called a halt to any further ‘hard’ caving for me.

Before moving to talk about (albeit of necessity briefly 
as I did not do them) the other wild cave options – 
some general comments about caving at Mulu. Firstly, 
it can be said, without question, the adventure cave 
guides at Mulu are very highly trained and extremely 
competent. I strongly doubt I would have personally got 
through Racer without Robert and Stonehorse without 
Jeffry. That said if these caves were offered in Australia 
as such, there would be obvious Occupational Health 
and Safety (OH&S) issues. 

Rigging at Mulu pretty much consisted of knotted 
ropes ‘thrown over and tied off’ – not a karabiner or a 
harness in sight. But we were not in Australia, we were 
in Sarawak – our standards are not local standards. Of 
course, one could be fairly confident about the caving 
skill levels of individuals in the ACKMA group – most 
members were well known to Brian personally in any 
case, or at least by reputation. But, even so, we had 
our accidents. However, such fore-knowledge would 
not apply to Mr and Mrs Average (unknown) tourist. 
I know such types are assessed through ‘beginner 
caves’ before they can access harder ones…but still…

A group on Kenyalang Cave. Photo: John Brush.

THE ‘HARD’ WILD CAVES

Aside from the ‘adventure section’ of Lagang Cave 
which I did not do and to which I have already referred 
(it is classified as a ‘beginner cave’, by the way), there 
are two ‘very hard’ wild cave experiences available at 
Mulu – Clearwater Connection and Sarawak Chamber. 
Indeed, I was down to do Clearwater Connection on 
the Thursday (the final day) at Mulu, but given my 
acquired infirmities, I pulled out. I was not alone in 
pulling out of the ‘hard’ trips – although a significant 
number of our ‘fit’ members did do them.

The Clearwater Connection trip, which takes much 
of a day, starts in The Cave of the Winds. It begins in 
the tourist section of the cave, followed by a route over 

rugged terrain, including several boulder collapses, 
which requires much climbing and clambering. 
Eventually, one traverses a 1.5 km long section of 
Clearwater Cave river. Much rigging is required for 
the trip, and invariably participants get in some 
swimming.

Crossing a streamway in Clearwater Connection. 
Photo: Garry K. Smith.

The other ‘hard’ wild cave trip is to Sarawak Chamber 
– the reportedly ‘largest underground chamber in the 
world’. The trek to and from the cave takes a very full 
day – being a 10-12 hour round trip. The trip begins 
with three hours on the Mulu Summit Trail. Then 
things start getting tough! Access to the chamber is 
via Gua Nasib Bagus (Good Luck Cave) consisting of a 
three hour trek along a 800 metre river channel. After 
a 200 metre traverse and up a steep boulder slope, 
you come face to face with the Chamber. 

Several groups were scheduled to do Sarawak 
Chamber over the week. At least one was cancelled/
differed because of high water levels, but a couple of 
‘tours’ made it. Given the hugeness of the chamber, 
and high humidity therein (i.e.: almost constant fog…) 
it is very hard to photograph, I’m advised. Indeed, the 
best photo taken can be seen in my Editorial elsewhere 
in this Journal...

Dale and Ben Calnin climbing to The Pinnacles. 
Photo: Phil McQuinn.
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Having recently heard lots about limestones containing 
stromatolites at Cango Caves, South Africa, and having 
a long-term interest in stromatolites in Australia from 
those living in the freshwater around Mount Gambier 
and in the various brackish lakes and estuaries north 
and south of Perth to those very long dead in northern 
Australia, I felt that it is time to satisfy the urgings of 
your freshly-bleeding editor and produce an ANDYSEZ 
on the subject.

Internal structure of an estuarine stromatolite 
from Shark Bay, Western Australia. Note the insets 

showing different microbes. From the World Heritage 
Discovery Centre at Shark Bay.

Firstly I would like to quote from Ken McNamara’s 
excellent stromatolite book:

Examining the fossil record is rather like looking 
through a number of windows to glimpse fragments 
of life far back in the shadowy past. When fossils 
are missing from the strata as they often are, or if 
they are poorly preserved, our view back into the 
past is obscured … Occasionally, with exceptionally 
well-preserved fossils, the fine details of extinct 
organisms can be seen and our view is clearer. By 
piecing together these widely spaced images we 
can try and produce a story of the history of life 
that in many ways resembles a movie made from 
a few disjointed frames. The paleontologists’ job is 
to fit these few images together to tell the story of 
the comings and goings of bacteria, fungi, plants 
and animals over the last 3,500 million years (= 3.5 
billion years).

Most of the obvious evolutionary events in this movie 
have been packed into the last 600 million years, for 
it is since that time that most of the major groups of 
animals and plants on Earth have evolved. To put 
this into perspective, if we imagine that the movie 
runs for one hour (that is, 3,600 seconds), then 

one second of the movie will represent about one 
million years of real time. This means that the great 
explosion of marine life in the Cambrian period took 
place with only ten minutes of the one-hour movie 
to run. [Celebrities], such as dinosaurs, came and 
went in a couple of minutes, disappearing with just 
one minute … left. But what a minute! In this final 
sixty seconds [the Mulu Limestone was deposited] 
flowering plants developed, primates evolved 
and most of the other groups of living mammals 
appeared. Only in the last half second did humans 
make their debut.

If we look very closely at this movie we can see 
lurking in the background of every frame single-
celled organisms; these have remained virtually 
unchanged during the comings and goings of all 
the animals and plants that have ever lived. Not 
only have they persisted for the first two-thirds of 
the movie with no other life forms for company, and 
they are still living in a few places in the world at 
the end of the movie! (McNamara, 2009, pp. 5-7).

Stromatolites from Limmen West National Park, 
Northern Territory. Ballirini Dolomite > 1.2 billion 

years old. Note that the tops of the stromatolites are 
toward the viewer; i.e. the boulder is on its side.

‘Mega’ stromatolite from near Gregory National Park, 
Northern Territory. Supplejack Member of the 
Skull Creek Formation 1.6 billion years old.

OTHER ACTIVITIES

Another ‘hard’ activity, accomplished by a few groups 
during the week (and one group straight after the 
ACKMA event) was the three day guided trek to The 
Pinnacles. From Clearwater Cave, there is a three 
hour walk to ‘Camp 5’ where one spends the night. It 
is described in the Mulu NP literature as ‘comfortable 
jungle accommodation, with fully equipped kitchens, 
dining rooms and bathrooms’.

Getting up at dawn the next day, one faces the trail up 
to The Pinnacles. It is only 2.4 km long, BUT it rises 
1200 metres in the process, and the last section is 
near vertical with ropes and ladders to climb. One has 
a second overnight at ‘Camp 5’ before returning to HQ 
on Day Three. Not for the feint hearted…

Other activities available during the week, of which 
many attendees availed themselves, included a trip to 
The Garden of Eden (traveling through Deer Cave, out 
its back entrance into the rainforest to view waterfalls, 
etc, and return) and the Mulu Canopy Skywalk (a 
1.5 km suspended plank walk across the rainforest 
canopy, up 15-20 metres from the ground), the 
Tree Top Tower (a ‘hide’ near the top of the rainforest 
not far from HQ), and finally a longboat trip (half day) 
down river to Long Iman – an indigenous village.

‘Team Korea’, led by our good friend 
Kim Ryeon (2nd from the left).

THE ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING

This occurred in the ‘Royal Chamber’, Mulu Resort, 
on Saturday 24 April, following a meeting of the 
ACKMA Committee. The usual routine business was 
transacted, including the adoption of the Committee’s 
Reports. If any member wants to be ‘riveted’, these 
are now available for you to peruse in the Member’s 
Only Section of the ACKMA Web Site. Our Treasurer, 
Dr. Grant Gartrell, reported ACKMA to be in a sound 
financial position, with (in round figures) $20K in 
our Australian bank account, and $10K in our New 
Zealand Account. He recommended membership fees 
remained unchanged which, funnily enough, received 
no objection.

The Election of Officers for the ensuing year saw 
exactly the same faces re-elected. Sigh…. Andy Spate 

rose and castigated the meeting – suggesting it was 
about time other members stood for the Committee, 
rather than just ‘the same old faces’. I could not agree 
more. Hopefully, next year….

The entrance to the Tree Top Tower.

Cathie Plowman reported on next year’s 19th ACKMA 
Conference at Ulverstone, Tasmania, in the absence 
(through illness) of our Conference Convenor, Tony 
Culberg. All is coming together well – it will be another 
tremendous ACKMA event! Upon the recommendation 
of the Committee, the AGM decided to not proceed 
with holding the 2012 AGM at Cango Caves in South 
Africa. There were a number of difficulties with 
this happening, for which the Committee saw no 
resolution. 

However, it was approved that moves will be made to 
arrange an ACKMA-organised trip to Cango, hopefully 
in 2012, for about 25-35 members. As a ‘Cango 
AGM in 2012’ was not happening, it was resolved 
that submissions be called for to host the 2012 AGM 
‘weekend’, and that such submissions be considered 
and voted upon at the 2011 AGM at Ulverstone during 
the next ACKMA Conference. Obviously submissions 
are called for! Any cave location that wants to make 
a submission should do so either to Dave Smith, our 
Executive Officer, or myself as Assistant Executive 
Officer – I suggest, preferably, before the end of this 
year.

The AGM also approved ACKMA’s full support for the 
bid by Jenolan Caves to host the 2014 International 
Show Caves Association Congress, and elected two 
new Fellows of ACKMA – Dr. John Watson and Cathie 
Plowman (see the separate report elsewhere herein).

THE FINAL NIGHT!

Obviously, as ACKMA members were fairly evenly 
split between HQ accommodation and the Royal Mulu 
Resort; the two groups dined there respectively, except 
after the AGM on the Saturday – when we were all 
at Royal Mulu – and the ‘Final Night’, the Thursday, 
when dinner for all was at the HQ Cafe. 

And what a night it was! The smorgasbord was 
expansive, with even prawns and lamb chops! 
I must say I was slightly disappointed we didn’t each get

ANDYSEZ No. 54

STROMATOLITES
– actually microbialites

 –  Andy Spate
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The Jewel Cave Preservation and Re-development 
Project is progressing well as can be seen from images 
on this page. The building has been constructed quite 
quickly with CivilCon, our builders, in full swing. It 
is great to see the building slowly take shape and the 
conceptual design by Willcox Architects becoming a 
reality after twenty years in the making. We are very 
grateful to so many sponsors who have come onboard 
with grants in supporting this unique project (Lottery 
West, Royalties for Regions, Envirofund, Regional 
Infrastructure Funding Program, South-West 
Development Commission, Department of Resources, 
Energy and Tourism and TQUAL).

We also have the full support of the South West 
Aboriginal Land and Sea Council with a working party 
of five families visiting Jewel cave in June 2009 with 
anthropologist Guy Wright and archaeologist Joe 
Dortch, who completed a heritage survey. It was a 
very positive day, with the people involved being very 
supportive of the development. They were happy for 
us to proceed.

In total, the project directly and indirectly will see 
the creation of approximately fifty jobs, not including 
those employed during the construction phase. It 
will also ensure the preservation of positions within 
the AMRTA and employment in the tourism-related 
industries in the Augusta region.

The purpose of the project is to restore the natural 
vegetation within the Jewel Cave precinct to allow 
natural infiltration of water into the karst system. This 
will encourage increased cave decoration activity within 
the cave, assist in recharging the water table and help 
preserve threatened local ecological communities. 

We will be removing all of the existing infrastructure 
and car park – which is presently over Jewel Cave – 
and building the new visitor centre off the cave.

half a crayfish, as Brian provided one night during 
the 1999 ACKMA Conference at Mt Gambier (although 
nothing would surprise me where Brian is concerned…), 
but I lived with it! The ‘entertainment’ was memorable, 
to say the least. We had a local perform an indigenous 
dance in full traditional costume; he was followed 
shortly thereafter by yet another ‘exotic’ dancer in the 
same costume, repeating the said dance with great 
competence – but he looked suspiciously familiar… 
(see the photo on the Back Cover hereof – top left hand 
corner).

Brian organized a blow dart competition at an 
‘unfortunate target’ (say no more), which was great fun. 
It was decided to delay the ‘finals’ until after dinner, 
but we never got back to it… There was also a Mulu 
photo competition. In the end the joint winners were 
Garry Smith and Greg Martin. Their photos appear on 
the front cover of this Journal! Indeed, a great many 
photos have come into me since (many are featured 
herein), and many will appear on the ACKMA web site 
in the near future.

So, a fabulous (late!) night, and an outstanding week, 
came to its conclusion. Most members flew out the 
next day, although a few lingered for a day or so. It was, 
without doubt, one of the best ever ACKMA events, 
which will be long remembered by all participants.

COPIOUS THANKS

Before moving to the comments of other members who 
attended in Mulu I must, on behalf of all attendees, 
warmly and most sincerely thank Brian, Sue and 
Jeremy Clark, and Bian, Jeffry and all the staff at HQ, 
and at the Royal Mulu Resort, for making our stay so 
memorable. If there were any hiccups (and I have no 
doubt there were many!), we didn’t see or know of them 
– a testimony in itself to the skill and dedication of 
Mulu staff at all levels. I would like though to say a few 
words about Brian Clark directly. As I said earlier, I do 
not think anyone else could have pulled it off – putting 
an overseas group of close to 100 people at Mulu was 
a gigantic task – and ACKMA people to boot! Oh my 
God – you’d have to be crazy!! When I first met Brian, 
all those years ago, he was far less mellow than he is 
today. Back then he did not suffer fools lightly (me 
included!). Undoubtedly he still doesn’t; the difference 

is that now you wouldn’t know it. Brian has learnt, far 
more than many, I suggest, not just how to manage 
a resource, but also the people involved, with great 
foresight and compassion (despite his sometimes 
‘gruff’ manner – he is still Brian after all!). This was 
in constant evidence as we moved around during our 
Mulu ‘week’. He knows all the staff (and there are a 
lot!) by name, together with just about every other 
‘local’; I never once saw Brian fail to thank whoever he 
was dealing with (by name), be it a guide or longboat 
man. Not once did he order staff, only suggest. The 
deep respect in which he is held is patently obvious. 
I must say, and it is a big call, that if there was a 
‘best cave/karst manager in the world’ accolade, Brian 
would be on most short lists, mine included. Brian is 
a true visionary – a rare species amongst the human 
race. (Brian – I look forward to those several cases of 
Crown Lager arriving at my place any day!).

The primary source of our adulation
– Sue and Brian Clark.

MULU MUSINGS
EDITOR’S NOTE: I publish below a few ‘Musings on Mulu’ submitted by members. These I have edited to remove 
repetitions, panegyrics on Brian Clark and Mulu staff generally (covered in my article), and excess length. 
Space permitting, I hope to publish further ‘musings’ in the next Journal.

JAY ANDERSON writes: It seemed strange flying off to 
Miri, with Brian and Sue Clark and John and Barbara 
Watson, on 21 April (after attending the Geotourism 
Conference) – to just return a few days later. It was 
great to catch up with all our ACKMA friends in Miri. 
The evening dinner by the pool at the Marriott was 
fantastic. The day trip to Niah Caves was amazing. 
We enjoyed the walk to the caves – it was impressive 
to see the infrastructure installed by the bird nesters. 

It was really hard to imagine anyone up so high! 
We noted a difference in the management between 
Niah and Mulu and it is excellent to see these sites 
protected.

Then, the group went off to Mulu for the ACKMA 
week. We really enjoyed our time at Mulu – it was 
fantastic to be able to spend so much time in the 
rainforest  and  caves.  I was inspired by the depth of 

JEWEL CAVE PRESERVATION
AND RE-DEVELOPMENT UPDATE

 –  Jayme Hatcher
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maybe a section of cave where you just sit and 
experience the pure magnificence and sense of place 
around you, rather than being pre-occupied with how 
what you are experiencing has evolved over time…did 
you get this feeling at Deer Cave, especially if you 
managed to hang back from the large parties and 
pause a while on your own ?

There were several excellent presentations at the 
concurrent sessions and I particularly enjoyed these 
because there was an opportunity to ask questions 
and to develop some discussion. Unfortunately the 
plenary sessions had no such opportunity.

For me the highlights were Stefan Eberhard’s talk on 
the impacts of climate change on karst in South West 
WA and a paper by Chris Grant (UK) on her hierarchical 
typology of visitors to geosites. The conference field 
tour of Deer and Lang Caves with Brian Clark was 
outstanding as well…as some of you may also have 
experienced during the ACKMA meeting if you scored 
Brian as guide.

On the down side, I felt that many of the so-called 
‘innovative’ examples of geo-interpretation that were 
shown in several presentations (including some 
plenary presentations) were ‘re-inventing the wheel’ by 
simply re-badging existing interpretation approaches  
that have been used in protected areas like national 
parks for several decades…at least in Australia & New 
Zealand and many other countries.

Nevertheless, this was a valuable small conference 
which made up for its lack of formal discussion 
opportunities through the ample time available for 
networking. This group (like our indefatigable ACKMA 
Editor the following week) also really got into the local 
spirit with the cultural dance evenings including the 
bamboo pole ankle crusher dance and the blow pipe 
challenge (including His Excellency). The group also 
had a mass photo taken with the dancers at the end.

Watch out for Al Hoota Cave and the Oman conference 
in 2011… 

* Policy and Projects Officer, Parks and Visitor Services, 
Department of Environment and Conservation, Albany, 
Western Australia.

L to R: John Watson, Andrew Hansford
& Jay Anderson in the wilds of Mulu.

Photo: Ross Anderson.

Attendees at an interpretive talk in Trader’s Cave at 
Niah – ACKMA AGM ‘week’. Photo: Garry Smith.

knowledge of the local guides and their skills in 
engaging visitors. As Brian said ‘you will need to visit 
Deer cave more than once’ – what a cave!! We found the 
walk to the cave and the whole experience just great. 
I really enjoyed seeing the different moods of the cave 
– seeing mist and huge waterfalls from the roof after 
rain was spectacular. We really enjoyed the longboat 
trip upriver to Clearwater and Wind caves. Each cave 
was so different and we enjoyed everything!! It was 
also excellent to experience the Canopy Walk – what a 
way to view the forest.

Oolites in Drunken Forest Cave.
Photo: Ross Anderson.

One day we went on a rainforest hike to the Sarawak 
Chamber. This was a very energetic walk through the 
rainforest on narrow tracks for around four hours! 
We really enjoyed the creek crossings. It was a lovely 
overcast day and so the forest was not so steamy. 

When we arrived at ‘Good Luck Cave’ (how many people 
knew that was the name of the cave with the Sarawak 
Chamber in?!!) we saw a large pool of water (the cave 
stream disappeared into rocks at the cave entrance 
before flowing out of the cave about 30 metres away). 
Our guide (Bian) said that the water was too high to 
get to the Sarawak Chamber but that if a few of us 
were interested, we could have a swim and look at the 
cave passage. I went for a swim with a few others – it 
was interesting to see the high passageway and the 
scalloping on the walls.

On the way back to the Park HQ, our guides (Bian and 
Ishmael) took us to ‘Drunken Forest Cave’. This was 
a small entrance in the side of a hill – quite deceptive 
for what it held inside – the cave opened out into some 
amazing passages. We saw some large cave pearls, 
gour pools and other wondrous sights. Some of our 
group also saw a scorpion!

Then it was back to the forest for our walk home. 
There had been a large storm back at HQ and our 
track was deep in water in several places – mud, 
more leeches....... Even without visiting the Sarawak 
chamber it was a long day and we got back around 
6pm.

DIANNE VAVRYN writes: I had heard about Mulu 
many years ago in documentaries, caving magazines 
and from those who had been there – covering many 
subjects such as methods used by the local people to 
collect bird nests, the expedition that found Sarawak 
Chamber and more. A dear friend Dr Les Hall had 
been there a number of times during and since the 
1980s doing bat research and I had heard of the huge 
number of bats and the many species that used Deer 
Cave. This is a place I thought I would love to see but 
never thought I would ever have the opportunity to 
do so.

Everything in Mulu was a highlight for me. The first 
cave visited was Niah Cave after a long drive from Miri. 
It was great seeing the poles used by those who collect 
the swiflet nests for bird nest soup and hearing how 
the resource is being managed. A fern growing in the 
entrance was of interest to me. It looked like or similar 
to Tectaria devexa which is a rare fern in Australia 
known only from two populations, although it is 
recorded in Ceylon, Christmas island, Thailand, China 
and Malaysia – always associated with limestone. I was 
interested to know if this was the same fern but there 
being so many different species, it was a tall ask.

It is hard to put into words the emotions we felt as 
we arrived at Mulu, the limestone cliffs and the dense 
rainforest surrounding them, the bridge over the 
river to the Park Headquarters, the long boats parked 
down stream waiting to take visitors to their chosen 
destinations. After settling into our accommodation 
in the park we gathered at the Headquarters for our 
eagerly awaited trip to Deer Cave. As we strolled along 
the three kilometres of boardwalk and concrete path 
through dense rainforest and over rivers we saw several 
cave entrances, many insects and a huge variety of 
plant species. Before entering Deer Cave we visited the 
very well decorated and very clean Langs Cave. 

Dianne Vavryn on the Rainforest Canopy Walkway.
Photo: Dianne Vavryn.

In Deer Cave, we saw swiftlets and bats, and 
many insects that feed on the rich excrement – and 
other insects that feed on them, not to mention the 
intricate  weave  of spiders’  webs  built on  handrails 

The Western Australian-resident Attendees at the ACKMA AGM ‘Week’ 2010. Photo: Ross Anderson.
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Andy Spate (left) talks with John Watson – ACKMA AGM ‘week’. Photo: Sasa Kennedy.
(Editor’s Note: This photo wins the ‘Editor’s Award’ as the best photo in this journal!)

Some of you may recall that the Inaugural Global 
Geotourism Conference was held in Fremantle, Western 
Australia, in October 2008. 

It was attended by over 220 delegates from some 36 
countries and around 20 ACKMA members and other 
karst specialists attended. There were several excellent 
presentations on caves, karst and associated topics at 
that conference 

The Second Global Geotourism Conference was held at 
the Royal Mulu Resort in the four days immediately 
prior to the ACKMA 2010 AGM ‘week’. Some five ACKMA 
members attended, two of whom gave excellent plenary 
addresses (Brian Clark and Lisa King) and two others 
(Stefan Eberhard and myself) who gave concurrent 
session papers. Jay Anderson also attended as well 
as going to, and presenting a talk at, the International 
Geoparks Conference in Langkawi beforehand. Well 
done to Jay and Ross – the only ones to go to all three 
meetings back to back!

The Mulu Geotourism Conference was much smaller 
than the Fremantle one, with around 80 delegates 
attending from 12 countries. Apart from the ACKMA 
presence, there were strong contingents from 
Malaysia, Western Australia and the Sultanate of 
Oman, including His Excellency the Undersecretary, 
Ministry of Tourism, and his leading tourism advisers. 
Oman has made a bid for the 3rd Global Geotourism 
Conference, tentatively scheduled for Muscat in 
November 2011.

As most of the European attendees had been at the 
Langkawi Geoparks Conference the week before, the 
Iceland volcanic activity did not (quite) prevent anyone 
attending, however several delegates had to leave early 
due to disruption of return travel schedules.

Most of the presentations at the conference were 
Powerpoint shows of existing and proposed geotourism 
developments in different countries around the 
world. If you go to search engines like Google and 
enter ‘geotourism’ you will mostly be directed to 
earlier definitions of geotourism which are really 
geographic and even socio-cultural tourism rather 
than the stronger focus on geological tourism being 
promoted in the ‘new age ‘ concepts that have been 
the focus of the two conferences to date. The current 
definition of ‘new age’ geotourism incudes a strong 
component of ‘educative interpretation’. I fully support 
this but I also see a place for geotourists simply to 
enjoy and appreciate outstanding natural features 
both above and below ground at their chosen level of 
interpretation and in their own time – hence my paper 
on ‘Simply Being There’. This seemed to be well received 
and generated much positive comment afterwards, so 
I think it was well worth the effort to make the point.

This paper was of course written prior to visiting Mulu 
and, ‘Wow’, there are so many ‘Being There’ places 
in the Mulu karst – a factor which Brian Clark is 
also considering for parts of his new developments 
at such places like the Fast Lane of Lagang Cave – 

to catch flying insects. Standing in this immense 
cave one feels quite small and as with many caves 
the spiritual atmosphere is strong as you marvel at 
nature’s handy work. As if that was not enough there 
was more – the emergence of the bats at dusk and 
the return to the cave of the swiftlets. Due to a heavy 
storm in the late afternoon not all the bats, estimated 
to be between two and three million (over thirteen 
species) emerged – but to us it was a wonderful sight to 
witness and some had the added advantage of seeing a 
bat hawk predate on a bat.

There were many very memorable aspects of Mulu 
for me. The longboat rides to our destinations, with 
the scenery along the river both up stream and down 
stream. The expertise of the boatmen who were able to 
avoid shallower areas and the many submerged logs, 
branches and rocks, was awe inspiring.

There is much hard work going on in the park on 
the building of new infrastructure. Almost on a daily 
basis the holes dug for the posts filled with water 
from the rain and had to be bailed out before work 
could continue. Many trolley loads with timber and 
other building material pulled by hand brought to the 
building site gave an insight on how hard the people 
work. Kilometres of board walks and concrete paths 
through very difficult terrain and weather conditions, 
crossing swampy ground and rivers and through 
dense rainforest must have been a momentous and 
very difficult task by those who did the work; not to 
mention the large number of solid concrete stairs 
leading up to the cave entrance – all done be hand and 
a very long distance getting the materials there. The 
board walks, as well as making it very pleasant for the 
visitors to see the highlights, also are of benefit to the 
environment.

On my second visit to Deer cave it had been fine all 
day, only raining later that evening. I was fortunate 
in seeing swiftlets entering the cave, bats dough-
nutting in the cave entrance and a large bird fly into 
the entrance – before witnessing the emergence from 
the viewing area outside. The fly out was much thicker 
then my first visit and a sight to behold.

It is hard to put one thing as the highlight as it 
was all special. Langs Cave, Deer Cave, Wind Cave, 
Clearwater and the special care the guide gave me, 
Fast lane, Canopy Walk, the tower, night tour, the 
boat rides and walks, visiting the market before Niah 
with the many fruits and hand craft. Visiting a Penan 
village and learning how some of the plant species are 
used and methods of communication to others when 
traveling through the forest, seeing the beautiful hand 
craft done by local people including fine bead work, 
ratan mats, blow pipes and musical instruments 
and more were all on display and for purchase. The 
Thursday evening meal was one of the best ACKMA 
dinners I have experienced; the blow pipe competition 
was fun and the folk dancer was brilliant – I felt very 
emotional.

I thought the Mulu Interpretive Centre was excellent 
as were the interpretive panels throughout the park. 

The guides took good care of their charges; their 
enthusiasm was infectious. One could not help but 
feel a deep affection for all those we had contact with.

GARRY SMITH writes: What an amazing experience 
the ACKMA trip to Mulu NP has been for myself and 
I am sure everyone who participated in the week of 
caving and activities. The movement of people to and 
from the Royal Mulu Resort and Park HQ each day via 
long boat and taxi was a logistical nightmare which 
Brian and staff handled without raising an eyebrow. 
The guided tours each day were run very professionally 
and generally on time, despite ACKMA participants 
constantly swapping around their scheduled cave 
tours. Mulu staff never appeared to be phased by the 
crazy ‘orang puteh’ under their charge. I will say that 
the heat and humidity was rather taxing on people 
not accustomed to these conditions, however the awe 
inspiring caves and rainforest sure made up for the 
climate.

A few comments on the infrastructure and access to 
caves. I found the many kilometres of elevated timber 
walkways were in a very good state of repair due to 
the obvious maintenance program undertaken by 
staff at the NP. The maintenance program of water jet 
cleaning certainly removed the algae and moss which 
thrives in the hot humid climate. There were only a 
few sections of slippery boardwalk which no doubt the 
staff will certainly clean in the near future. It is a bit 
like cleaning down and painting the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge; painters start at one end and work their way 
to the other end, then start all over again. Generally 
speaking, the sturdy walkways within the caves could 
easily handle a greater number of visitors without 
compromising safety.

Mulu Butterflies. Photo: Sonia Taylor-Smith.

What a fabulous cave trip is the ‘wild cave’ Clearwater 
Connection. It has it all – large chambers, snaking 
passages, huge rockpiles to climb, squeezes, lots 
of decoration, fast flowing streams to cross, etc. 
I could do that trip over and over again. During 
this trip I sustained a minor cut and was 
extremely impressed with the professionalism  
with which the guides sterilised the wound and 
applied a dressing. However, with the extremely 
damp environment of the Mulu caves and given that 
my legs are far from hairless, it may be an idea if the 
guides carried disposable shavers in their first aid kit.  

2ND GLOBAL GEOTOURISM CONFERENCE
Royal Mulu Resort, Mulu, Sarawak

127-20 April 2010
 –  John Watson *
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(I certainly will carry one in my personal first aid kit 
after this incident). The removal of hair from around 
the wound would better allow band aids to adhere. 
Without the removal of the hair the band aid quickly 
lifted, so I used from my own first aid kit some broad 
‘Elastoplast’ and applied it over the band aid fitted by 
the cave guide. With this wrapped right around my 
knee and over the band aid; everything stayed in place 
for the rest of the trip which included several swims. 
I won’t comment too much about the later removal 
of the ‘Elastoplast’ from a hairy leg other than a wax 
job is more painful than the injury. I will say that the 
guide offered to fit a roller bandage over the band aid, 
but it was my choice to apply the ‘Elastoplast’ as I was 
confident that it would stay attached during constant 
movement of my knee.

In Deer Cave I would have found it a great advantage 
if there were a few solid fixed posts which I could have 
rested my camera on, so as to take a picture looking 
back toward the cave entrance. In the location past 
the stream crossing there is a small rock platform 
(right side of path – looking out of cave) which would 
be an ideal area for a small concrete viewing area; 
where it would be ideal to locate a few solid posts not 
prone to vibration (as are the posts along the rest of 
the elevated walkways). I realise that camera tripods 
have been banned in this cave to reduce the possibility 
of tripping up other tourists, however if a couple of 
solid posts were located in the appropriate spot for 
photos looking back out of Deer Cave, it would allow 
tourists to capture classic Deer Cave photos. In the 
long run this is good promotion for the Mulu Caves, 
when visitors go back home and proudly show off 
their photos to family and friends. This is a suggested 
alternative suitable for other cave operators around 
Australasia, particularly if they have a ‘no tripod’ 
policy. In the end you want visitors to promote your 
tourist caves. 

The next couple of suggestions can be applied equally 
to operational management of ‘wild’ caves, throughout 
Australasia even though I have used specific Mulu 
examples. There were a few wild caves which could 
do with a little more discrete track marking to keep 
visitors to a more defined track. This could be as 
simple as a fine fishing line with the occasional button 
size reflector or the occasional small reflector on a 
rock. I am talking about very small reflectors which 
would not show up in photos or look obtrusive when 
walking through the cave. As ACKMA members would 
be aware, keeping visitors to the one track reduces 
damage to sediment banks and confines guano 
compaction to a narrow pathway, thus ensuring there 
are areas of undisturbed guano which is vital to so 
many species of cave dwelling insects. Stonehorse, 
Kenyalang, Fruitbat and Clearwater Connection are 
examples of caves where a bit more thought could 
be put into unobtrusive track marking if these caves 
are to be used for wild caving groups in the future. At 
the Niah Cave and Traders Cave (not in the Mulu NP) 
there was a great need for track marking to reduce 
compaction of guano and vegetation growing in the 
twilight zone.

I was impressed by the stainless steel anchor bolts 
extensively used to tie off hand lines throughout 
the wild caves at Mulu. They show good foresight in 
eliminating the need to replace them in our lifetime. 
However, I would question the tie off method of nylon 
ropes to the flat metal eye plates. On some handlines 
the sharp kinking of the rope through the eye is 
showing signs of the rope wearing through. I would 
suggest some sort of rope protector to reduce the 
sharp bend through the anchor bolt eye plate. This 
would extend the life of the hand lines and reduce the 
possibility of failure at the anchor point. Overall the 
Mulu trip was an amazing experience.
 

Magnificent ceiling scalloping in Fruit Bat Cave.
Photo: Ross Anderson.

LISA KING & TED BRATTSTROM wrote: We thought 
the Gunung Mulu World Heritage experience was 
exceptional. The opportunities provided by park 
management for visitors were truly representative of 
what a World Heritage visitor experience should include 
and how such a site should be presented to the public. 
The diversity of activities from show caves, adventure 
caves, canopy walks, walking trails, longer hikes, boat 
trips, the bat cam and tower as well as community 
tours helped connect visitors to Mulu’s incredible 
resources and fostered a better understanding of why 
Mulu was inscribed onto the World Heritage list. The 
visitor infrastructure fit the rustic jungle environment 
while keeping the focus on Mulu’s ‘sense of place’. The 
visitor infrastructure was a means to an end, though 
in some cases it greatly lent itself to the overall Mulu 
experience such as the canopy walk, bat cam, evening 
bat observation area and the tower. It was a wonderful 
experience to walk on boardwalks through the jungle 
instead of being driven through it. Park tour guides 
were cheerful, friendly and knowledgeable about the 
sites without overdosing the visitor with too much 
information. Tours were appropriately priced and 
worth every ringgit. The visitor centre was available for 
those who were interested in reading in-depth about 
Mulu. The Park restaurant food was quite tasty and 
not overpriced!

As a result of these experiences we feel a sense 
of responsibility towards its future conservation. 
Mulu is without question one of the best presented 
natural World Heritage Areas we have encountered 
to date. We will be back!!!!

Species of three generic groups within Keroplatidae 
exhibit bioluminescence; Arachnocampa, some 
Keroplatus species and Orfelia fultoni. Interestingly, 
they have evolved this ability independently because 
they produce light from completely different organ 
systems: Arachnocampa from the malpighian tubules, 
Keroplatus from fatty tissue and Orfelia from an 

unusual set of cells called ‘black bodies’ whose origin 
is unclear. We can also conclude that the habit of 
hanging vertical silk lines has probably evolved 
independently among the Keroplatidae. Because of 
the wide geographic distribution of cave-dwelling 
keroplatids we can also conclude that the Keroplatidae 
have independently inhabited caves many times.

Figure 2. The subdivisions of the Family Keroplatidae and their association with caves, bioluminescence and 
web-building. Information from Peck and Russel (1976), Meyer-Rochow (2007), Coher (1996).

How come Arachnocampa glowworms evolved 
bioluminescence while the Chetoneura sticky worms 
didn’t? We suspect that the answer lies in the guano-
based food web in tropical caves that produces many 
flying insects. Cave sticky worms have done well 
enough without bioluminescence because all they 
have to do is hang snare thread lines and amongst 
the abundance of flying insects, some will blunder into 
the lines without the added lure of light. The same 
argument applies to the Macrocera cave worms of North 
America that also do not bioluminesce but have sticky 
webs and are associated with guano (Peck and Russell, 
1976). It is interesting that the two Arachnocampa 
species that form very large colonies in caves are from 
New Zealand (Arachnocampa luminosa) and Tasmania 
(Arachnocampa tasmaniensis), neither of which has 
large bat colonies in the caves. So, in the absence 
of guano-based food-webs, the ancestral temperate-
climate glowworms may have needed bioluminescence 
to actively lure prey into their webs.

Another fascinating arthropod, common in the guano 
piles in Deer Cave at Gulung Mulu National Park, is 

a small centipede, called Orphnaeus brevilabiatus. 
Individuals are about 2 cm long. A guide showed 
how they produce a bioluminescent secretion when 
disturbed. If an individual is pressed, with a finger, for 
example, it secretes a substance that glows bright blue 
for a few seconds. It is secreted from every segment so, 
in the dark, the outline of the animal is painted in 
light on the substrate. Meanwhile the centipede makes 
its escape. It is probably an adaptation for predator 
avoidance. I could find only one, brief scientific 
paper concerning bioluminescence in Orphnaeus.  It 
confirms that the centipede’s light-producing chemical 
reaction is based on a luciferin-luciferase interaction 
(Anderson, 1980), just as in glowworms and fireflies. 
It would be most interesting to examine the nature 
of the secretion and locate the glands that produce 
it. Maybe that is the excuse we need to go back to 
Gunung Mulu. In another paper we will look at some 
of the other Mulu cave organisms.

1.  School of Biological Sciences, The University of 
Queensland.

2. School of Zoology, University of Tasmania.
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At the 2010 ACKMA Annual General Meeting at 
the Royal Mulu Resort on Saturday 24 April, on 
the unanimous recommendation of the ACKMA 
Committee, two new Fellows of ACKMA were proposed 
and then elected by acclamation. Their citations read 
as follows:

CATHIE PLOWMAN. Proposed by Steve Bourne.

One of the objectives of ACKMA is to develop improved 
standards in the management and interpretation of 
cave and karst heritage in the Australasian Region. 
This person has made significant contribution to lifting 
the standard of cave interpretation in Australasia.

Among her achievements, she convened the 2004 
Caves Guides Workshop, commonly termed the 
Gabfest, at Mole Creek. That year the ACKMA AGM 
was held back to back with this workshop, so she 
convened that weekend as well. The 2004 Gabfest 
was memorable for a number of reasons, notably the 
presence of Prof Sam Ham and Dr Betty Weiler, two 
experts in thematic interpretation that brought a high 
degree of professionalism to the workshop and great 
learning for those present. Rosie Black and Penny 
Davidson, two more academics assisted the group 
develop the first ‘Principles in Cave Guiding’. The 
workshop also yielded a significant profit thanks to 
generous sponsorship and the ability to attract these 
academics to participate free of charge. Through an 
arrangement with Parks Tasmania, the surplus funds 
were transferred to ACKMA, and used to support a 
series of workshops on thematic interpretation at 
various cave sites, and the development of a voice 
training manual.

Always generous with her time and willing to share her 
knowledge and experience, interpretation workshops 
during or prior to each annual ACKMA meeting has 
become the norm. A workshop prior to the Rockhampton 
AGM and another during the Buchan Conference are 
just two examples. In the past decade we have seen 
many changes in how caves are presented with new 
technologies, however many advances have been made 
in how guides operate as well. This person has been a 
leading player in advancing cave interpretation.

She has been a great supporter of ACKMA, a regular 
contributor to the journal and thus far has attended on 
five occasions. It gives me great pleasure to nominate 
Cathie Plowman as a fellow of ACKMA.

DR. JOHN WATSON. Proposed by Kent Henderson.

The person I am nominating today as a Fellow of 
ACKMA has made an outstanding contribution to cave 
and karst management and conservation for well over 
thirty years. This person was a Foundation Member 
of ACKMA, and he attended his first Conference, the 
2nd, in 1977 – thirty-three years ago. He has attended 
many ACKMA Conferences since, his latest attendance 
being at Margaret River twelve months ago. Indeed, 
as a Western Australian, he would have been hard 
pressed not to attend that one!

He began his work relating to caves and karst at the 
former Department of Conservation and Environment  
(DCE) where he chaired the Cave Working Group 
for several years. This group brought speleologists 
and government bodies together for the first time in 
Western Australia. While at DCE he was influential in 
ensuring that the first comprehensive report on the 
Nullarbor karst was prepared by the ASF in 1978.

He was the founder and first chairman of the WCPA 
Working Group on Cave and Karst Protection, and was 
the coordinating editor of the IUCN Guidelines for Cave 
and Karst Protection – arguably the most important 
karst book ever produced, internationally-speaking. 
He has been the manager of parks and conservation 
reserves for the South Coast region of the state, which 
until 1985 included the famous Margaret River region 
and continues to include the Western Australian 
section of the Nullarbor.

Those of us who have worked with him have enjoyed 
sharing his vision of what parks should be, respected 
his stimulating leadership and enjoyed his love of folk 
music. It is with great pleasure that I nominate Dr. 
John Watson as a Fellow of ACKMA.

The guano-based ecosystem of Mulu’s caves is world 
famous, featuring in the ‘Caves’ episode of the BBC 
series Planet Earth. One of the interesting cave 
inhabitants not directly associated with guano and 
the one that invoked the most questions is the so-
called ‘non-glowing glowworm’ seen in a number of 
the caves in Gunung Mulu. The larvae of this insect 
make snares composed of hanging silk lines that trap 
flying insects, just like the well-known glowworms of 
Australia and New Zealand (Arachnocampa). Some 
differences are immediately apparent: the Mulu 
larva is smaller and has a different body shape 
and colouration to Arachnocampa, the vertical silk 
lines don’t have the same pattern of sticky droplets 
(Figure 1) and, most noticeably, they don’t glow. First 
let’s discard the term, ‘non-glowing glowworm’. It is 
contradictory and it tends to embed an assumption 
that they are glowworms that have lost the ability to 
glow, or the ‘real’ glowworms have evolved from them. 
Instead, let’s stick to the local name ‘sticky worms’. 

The Mulu sticky worms are probably members of the 
Genus Chetoneura, possibly closely related to the species 
Chetoneura cavernae, first described by the Australian 
dipterist (fly specialist), Donald Colless (Colless, 1960). 
They were collected as adults from Batu Caves near 
Kuala Lumpur in peninsular Malaysia, by members of 
the United States Army Medical Research Unit. Maybe 
they were concerned that they were mosquitoes! 
Colless received two adults to identify, and didn’t know 
the larva. He classified and named the new species 
based on its adult characteristics and recognised they 
were members of the fly family, Mycetophilidae, in a 
group now named as Family Keroplatidae within the 
reclassified Superfamily Mycetophiloidea. One of us 
(DM) contacted Liz Price, a Malaysian caver interested 
in biospeleology (see http://www.cavesofmalaysia.
com/); she confirmed that Batu Cave has ‘sticky 
worms’, or ‘web worms’ so it is likely that Colless’ 
adult keroplatids were the adult form of the sticky 
worms of Batu Cave. To be certain of their identity, 

it is necessary to rear larvae through to adulthood 
because it is only by examining adult features, such 
as wings, eyes, legs and reproductive structures that a 
formal identification can be made. So, the Mulu sticky 
worm larvae need to be reared to adulthood and then 
matched against Colless’ description to see if they 
are Chetoneura cavernae or perhaps another related 
species that requires a new name. Given the island of 
Borneo is some distance from the Malaysian peninsula, 
they could be a different species. Relatives are found 
in caves throughout many parts of Asia. Arthur Clarke 
has collected and helped describe a related Chetoneura 
species called Chetoneura shennonggongensis from 
caves in Jiangxi Province, China. The publication was 
the first to classify and name the related sticky worms 
found in many Chinese caves (Amorim et al., 2008). 
They are likely to be widely distributed throughout the 
oriental region.

Next we examine the links between webs, living 
in caves and bioluminescing, and to do so we can’t 
avoid using some scientific names. The Keroplatidae 
are members of the Superfamily Mycetophiloidea, the 
mushroom (or fungus) flies. The Family Keroplatidae 
is divided into three subfamilies: Arachnocampinae, 
Macrocerinae and Keroplatinae. (Some taxonomists 
include a fourth subfamily: Sciarokeroplatinae.) Note 
that among the 3 recognised subfamilies, there are 
some that have become cave-dwellers, some that 
have evolved the ability to bioluminesce and some 
that have developed the habit of hanging silk lines 
to trap prey (Figure 2). Within the Arachnocampinae 
it is only the monotypic Arachnocampa, the famous 
Australian and New Zealand glowworms, that has 
all three attributes. Arachnocampinae is the smallest 
subfamily of Keroplatidae, with eight described species 
(Baker, 2010). Because of their restricted Gondwanan 
distribution they are considered an ancient group 
(Matile, 1990). The Asian species of the genus 
Chetoneura belong to the subfamily Keroplatinae.

TWO NEW FELLOWS
 –  Steve Bourne and Kent Henderson

NON-GLOWING STICKY WORMS AND 
GLOWING CENTIPEDES:

OBSERVATIONS ON GUNUNG MULU CAVE FAUNA
– David Merritt1 and Arthur Clarke2

Figure 1. Left. The larva and snare of C. shennongensis from Shen Nong Gong 
 (Dragon God Palace) near Panling village in Wannian County, Jiangxi Province. Right.  

The snare of the sticky worm in Lagang Cave Gunung Mulu National Park.
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Given that with our respective caving helmets 
and powerful lights we must have appeared to 
be professional cavers, our guide took us off the 
boardwalk, allowing us to climb upslope to where a 
larger team of men were working amidst knee deep 
guano. There was feverish activity here and sitting 
on the steps of his in-cave house, the Kuching-based 
Chinese overseer was personally unloading all the 
filled wicker baskets and closely guarding bagged up 
lots of harvested nests. 

After spending about three hours in Gomantong Caves, 
our guide suggested we get back on the road again and 
head back towards Sandakan and the Sepilok Orang-
utan Sanctuary. The admission cost was RM30 per 
adult, plus RM10 if you wanted to use a camera. There 
were about 60-70 visitors in our party, including a 
number of Dutch and German tourists. We were aiming 
to get there by 3pm to see the orang-utans emerging 
from the forest jungle to feed on various fruits that 
had been placed on a raised platform. However, the 
orang-utans did not appear. Fortunately for us as if by 
cue, on the way out to the feeding platforms, we were 
pleasantly surprised by a group of young and mature 
orang-utans swinging down out of the trees and onto 
the handrail and walkway beside us. A careless and 
absent minded tourist lost her unopened bottle of 
drinking water!

On the return journey from Sepilok, our guide Bakar 
gave us a brief tour of Sandakan, formerly the capital 
of British North Borneo. In the 1930s Sandakan was 
the largest timber-exporting port of tropical hardwood 
in the world and was still actively being used as a 
shipping base when invaded by the Japanese in 1942. 
Former Changi (Singapore) POWs from Australia were 

imprisoned here at Sandakan during the Second World 
War; the main occupation involved construction and 
maintenance of an airstrip. At war’s end, the remaining 
1500-1600 Australian POWs were sent 260km inland 
on forced ‘death marches’; aside from two escapees, 
there were no survivors from these long walks. In all, 
2,462 allied soldier POWs perished at Sandakan or 
during the death marches. Today, a Memorial Park 
stands on the site of the Japanese Imperial Army’s 
former POW camp. During the war, additional POWs 
were also housed on Berhala Island and Turtle Island 
off the east coast from Sandakan. Both islands have 
caves; some were later used as hideaways for escaping 
prisoners. On Berhala, some of the caves are still 
home to swiftlets, though harvesting of nests is no 
longer permitted. 

A brief tour of the city and waterfront followed en route 
to the airport. There was quite a cultural contrast 
between the rich and the poor of Sandakan. To the 
inland we saw well-to-do houses with leafy garden 
surrounds occupying the higher ground contrasting 
with high density ‘floating’ settlements extending out 
from the shore into the bay. Meanwhile, adjacent 
coastal mangrove was being razed for development of 
more permanent low cost housing to accommodate 
the growing number of shoreline dwellers. 

So ended our day after a flying trip to Gomantong 
Caves. PS: Our advice is to make sure you consult 
maps of Sabah, in order to plan your visit well in 
advance before you travel! Sandakan is a major centre 
for eco-tourism adventure so visitors should ideally 
allow about three full days to check out the area’s 
highlights. To Bakar Burn: Terima Kasih (thank you 
very much)…

A group of teenagers engaged in a 
‘Breaking the Boundaries Tour’.

Do you sometimes get the feeling that everything 
seems to happen at once? This feeling can actually be 
the source of satisfaction or of utter panic, depending 
on what is actually taking place. Is it that so many 
interesting projects and productive initiatives are 
underway that you are not quite sure which one 
to focus on? Or, is it that there is simply such an 
avalanche of work driven by changing circumstances 
that you feel overwhelmed by the sheer weight of 
events? It could be said that Jenolan at the moment is 
rather a combination of the two. 

There is change in the air, with the future structural 
arrangement of the Jenolan Caves Reserve Trust to 
be largely determined by the outcome of the current 
E.O.I process concerning Jenolan Caves House. 
However, this change is still set against a background 
of continuing energy and innovation in the way in 
which Jenolan is going about the business of finding 
ever new ways to develop and present its caves 
(and indeed, other services) to the wider world. The 
atmosphere is charged, but there is a great deal of 
positive energy to the charge.

This will be but a brief overview of what has been 
happening over the past months at Jenolan, principally 
in terms of current cave re-development and new tour 
designs and interpretive activities. 

CAVE DEVELOPMENT

The overall objective at Jenolan over the past decade 
has been the progressive upgrade of the lighting 
systems in all nine show-caves, and the replacement 
of all handrails with stainless steel. Given the extent of 
the system, this was a daunting proposition. However, 
with a significant infusion of funds from the NSW 
Government we were able to replace the handrails and 
netting cage areas in all the most visited caves with 
stainless steel from 2004-2006. The lighting has been 
a more protracted process, in part through economic 
necessity and in part through a desire to improve on 

each previous project and to create diversity amongst 
the tours through lighting design.

The Orient Cave was the last major show-cave to be 
relit, with the majority of work undertaken in 2008. 
This was an exciting project in terms of the availability 
of technology, as it was the first time that LEDs were 
available as a genuine alternative to conventional 
lighting. This allowed a massive overall reduction 
in power requirement, and the entire cave to run 
off a system of small multiple battery banks giving 
unprecedented reliability and redundancy. 

The environmental advantage to the extraordinarily 
delicate Orient Cave is clear, with overall heat output 
now minimal. The LEDs themselves far exceeded 
original expectations, not the least as we continually 
came up with additions that had never been a part 
of the original plan. David Head of Weidmuller rose 
magnificently to every fresh challenge thrown at him, 
coming up with such sensational new products as 
the ‘ramping pillow’ (we had neglected to mention the 
small detail that we required all LEDs to ramp up over 
4-8 seconds). The Orient was officially re-launched 
in August 2009 by the Hon. Carmel Tebbutt, Deputy 
Premier of NSW.

New LED lights in Orient Cave.

The Orient project was a great success; however 
we had been unable to complete the lighting of the 
Ribbon Cave under the original government funding. 
This exquisite extension to the cave had to wait until 
early this year when the Trust was able to self-fund 
the relighting. Once again we used only Weidmuller 
LEDs. The nature of the cave lent itself to the subtle 
use of light, and the miniaturisation that had been 
achieved during the Orient project was again of great 
advantage. 

The Ribbon was relit relatively quickly, with the 
advantage that we were able to suspend all tours 
through the cave for the duration of the project. 
Given that the tour has a maximum group size of 8 
and consists of a single 60m passageway, there was 
no advantage to lighting sequences or to any 
approach to the lighting other than to merely light in

NEWS FROM THE SLEEPY
BUROUGH OF JENOLAN CAVES

 –  Dan Cove

A wall of coakroaches (‘Cockroach Heaven’) in Gomantong Cave.  Photo: Arthur Clarke.
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Caves’ nests, a Kuching (Sarawak) based Chinese 
company reportedly pays a license fee of RM10 million, 
plus 10% in royalties to the Wildlife Department.

En route to Gomantong Caves, we witness the 
harvesting of oil palms along the road to Sukau in 
the lower Kinabatangan area. The bulbous and spikey 
clumps of palm olives are hand loaded on to small 
trucks and large semi-trailers, and then dumped in 
concrete floored receiving yards to be gathered up 
by front end loaders. Variously sorted into different 
grades, the palm olive clumps are taken elsewhere to 
processing plants for oil extraction. 

The first pressing of the outer softer orange coloured 
flesh releases the edible oil component mainly used 
for cooking oil, margarine, cocoa butter, vitamin pills 
(e.g., carotene) etc. From a second pressing, the hard 
inside nut is ground to yield the non-edible oils used 
in lubrication, manufacture of candles, biodiesel, 
cosmetics (e.g., lipstick) and body soap. 

Exhausted nest harvest worker in
Gomantong Cave. Photo: Arthur Clarke.

After driving for almost two hours from Sandakan often 
in bumper to bumper traffic along narrow winding 
roads and then the new wider Sukau road, we took 
the very narrow one lane Gomantong Forest Reserve 
road. Passing through a wall gated entrance, another 
4-5 minutes drive brings you to the visitor centre/ 
registration office near Gomantong Hill. Entry to the 
caves (Gua Gomantong) is controlled by the Wildlife 
Department and the fee charged depends on whether 
you are a Malaysian or a foreigner and the type of 
photographic record you want. The standard fee for 
an adult westerner is RM30, plus the same again for 
a camera. 

However, if you want to record the nest harvesting 
with motion picture film you will pay RM10,000 
for the privilege. Access to the caves involves a 5-
10 minute walk along a partly dilapidated wooden 
boardwalk in rainforest jungle where you may get 
lucky to see Proboscis Monkeys (Nasalis larvatus), the 
Maroon (or Red) Leaf Monkeys (Presbytis rubicunda) 
and occasionally the hornbill birds. The end of the 
boardwalk brings you to a small village with the bird 
nesters houses on stilts with coils of rope underneath 
beside rattan ladders and bamboo piatau platforms. 
Looking across to the main Simud Hitam (Black Cave) 
entrance you see flimsy makeshift houses (or huts) 

higher up Gomantong Hill situated beside smaller 
cave entrances.

The Gomantong Caves are comprised of about 19 
distinct chambers or passages containing swiftlet 
nests, all located within two main cave complexes: the 
lower Black Cave (Simud Hitam) with its 90m high 
chambers and the upper White Cave (Simud Putih). 
The lower cave is the only site normally accessible to 
tourists during the Collocalia nest harvesting season. 
Although largely covered in the guano from swiftlets 
or bats, a wooden walkway runs around the outer 
perimeter of the main Simud Hitam cave chamber. 
Much of the bird or bat guano surfaces (on the cave 
floor or walls) are home to thousands of cockroaches, 
spiders, centipedes and a myriad of smaller fast 
running guanophiles, plus crabs in the wet areas. 

On the occasion that we visited the cave, there 
appeared to be six or seven teams of harvesters 
working; each team comprising about 10-12 men or 
more. Each team involved a group of ground support 
workers operating the guy ropes, lowering or raising 
the wicker harvest baskets and food or drink. There 
were also men ferrying containers of rice and bottles 
of black coffee from the houses outside. Inside the 
cave there were rest houses at various sites; some 
had hammocks and mattresses. These shelters were 
sometimes also used to house the bags of harvested 
nests. 

Harvesting is done in the age old traditional method 
where bamboo poles are used to raise rattan ladders 
up to the roof of the cave, connecting with more rigid 
bamboo (piatau) supports. The harvesters stand, 
kneel or lie on these bamboo structures to reach 
wall mounted bird nests. The ladders and platforms 
are moved up and down or sideways with the aid of 
various guy ropes. The main ropes are anchored to 
heavy tee-pee shaped vertical piles of logs; some of 
the guy ropes are simply anchored to the platform 
handrail supports. 

Above, often near the cave roof, there were usually 2-3 
men at the ‘coal face’, perched on the bamboo platforms 
harvesting nests that were often congealed together. 
Without binoculars or a camera with telephoto lens, 
from the walkway below it was very difficult to see 
the harvesters often working 80-90m above the cave 
floor. 

An open bag of swiftlet bird nests in 
Gomantong Cave. Photo: Arthur Clarke.

order to accent the natural delicacy and fragility of the 
crystal. The result is that one of the most beautiful 
single sections of cave at Jenolan now has lighting that 
is unobtrusive, with almost all fixtures and cabling 
concealed, and that is highlighted as never before.

Characters at the Historical Festival.

The next major project will be the relighting of the 
River Cave. Jenolan was fortunate enough to be 
successful in receiving a $100,000 AusIndustry 
Federal Government grant towards the project, with 
the Trust providing the remaining funds. Major works 
on the River Cave are scheduled to commence in late 
May, and the project will be completed by March 2011. 
The plan envisages an approach to the lighting that 
accentuates the heritage aspects of the cave. 

The River has always had a slightly more adventurous 
feel to it than other show-caves, and it evokes a sense 
of awe in relation to the early days of exploration 
amongst visitors. Lighting the cave in a way that 
utilises the most cutting edge technology, yet that 
keeps the overall feel consistent with the essential 
heritage values of the tour, will present yet another 
set of challenges to the team. Naturally, a full report 
on this project will be forthcoming in due course.

The River will also be a significant project as, once 
completed, it will allow the entire Jenolan Southern 
show-cave system to be connected through a single 
network. This has been a long time in the planning. 
It was 2002/2003 when a 600m optical fibre was run 
in a single length from the middle of the Lucas Cave 
to the Guides Office. This was done in the hope that 
technology would one day allow us to remotely access 

and control operations within the cave. Thankfully, 
this is indeed now eminently possible, and both 
lighting as well as environmental monitoring stations 
will now be able to interface with the optical fibre 
link to the Guides Office and, from there, direct to 
the Internet if required. With slight trepidation we ran 
the first tests on the optical fibre in early May. To our 
great delight, all is working perfectly.

TOUR DEVELOPMENT

The finest technology in the world will not, on its own, 
produce a cave tour experience that is capable of 
delivering the quality of experience that is necessary 
in today’s environment. It seems to be the case that 
we all have to work ever harder, and deliver a product 
that is always evolving simply to maintain a consistent 
visitation level. However, the challenge of continual 
improvement has forced us to think differently about 
caves and cave tours, with one of the most obvious 
areas of thought regarding the differences in our 
visitors. Recently this has been most clearly evidenced 
in the designing of tours and activities for younger 
visitors.

It may seem self-evident to make the observation 
that children are not like adults and, equally, that 
teenagers are not like either young children or adults. 
However, conventional tours had always made it 
difficult to present an approach that acknowledged 
the differing needs of different age groups. We have 
attempted to address this by designing both tours (and 
activities) for children and for teenagers. The former 
is an area in which we had dabbled previously. But 
all earlier efforts have now been drawn together into 
what are known as the ‘Discovery Series’ tours which 
now comprise four activities; ‘Bones and Stones’, 
‘Bats, Bugs and Beasties’, ‘Junior Guides’ and ‘Young 
Explorers’.  All four of these are very different, but 
all focus on aspects of caves that most captivate the 
younger visitors and all four are far more engaging 
and interactive than standard tours.

‘The Shrine’ in Ribbon Cave with new LED lights.

In looking at the teenage market, we introduced over 
the recent summer school holidays, the ‘Boundaries 
Series’ tours. Two activities have been developed as a 
part of this; ‘Pushing the Boundaries’ and ‘Breaking 
the Boundaries’. Both have an adventure component, 
with the ‘Breaking the Boundaries’ involving serious 
adventure caving. Importantly, parents and younger 
siblings are not allowed on either activity (a concept 
that seems to go down unsurprisingly well with 
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were killed by their captors. From the internet we 
booked flights from KK to Sandakan with MasWings, 
a subsidiary of Malaysia Airlines; our return flights 
including taxes and cancellation insurance cost 
504RM (252RM each).

Flying into Borneo, from the air you see neatly 
arranged plantations of palm trees. On the ground you 
realise these are mostly oil producing palms replacing 
the coastal mangroves and rainforest jungle with its 
former teak and meranti forests that used to be home 
to numerous ethnic groups such as the Penan people 
as well as the endangered orang-utans. Looking like 
clusters of large lives, but with the colour of loquats, 
these oil rich fruits have unfortunately become the 
lifeblood of Sabah and Sarawak. 

Close-up of a harvester on bamboo pitau
in Gomantong. Photo: Arthur Clarke.

After flying into Sabah on Monday afternoon 19 April, a 
taxi took us into Kota Kinabalu and the Jesselton Hotel. 
Another one of Brian’s recommendations, this was a 
quaint hotel with colonial traits including door-boys 
dressed in safari hats. However, we found it difficult to 
get a non-smoking room that did not already smell of 
stale cigar or pipe smoke. After our nap we took a taxi to 
the Lok Kawi Wildlife Park. Costing just RM100 for the 
round trip, our taxi waits two hours or so then returns 
us to KK. Also known as the Borneo Zoo, it’s located on 
the old Penampang-Papar road via Donggongon near 
the small town of Lok Kawi, approx. 20km south of 
Kota Kinabalu city. Covering an area of 280 acres, the 
zoo and surrounding botanical gardens is a relatively 
new site, opened to the public on 17 February 2007. 
The entry fee is RM20 each plus RM2 for the rubber 
tyred tram that stops at all the major attractions. 
There are reportedly over 100 species of mammals 
and birds in the park; many of them including the 
small Borneo elephant and pygmy hippopotamus are 
native to Borneo. Amongst the other animals were the 
Malayan Tiger, Clouded Leopard, Malayan Sun Bear, 
Sumatran Rhinoceros, Wild Cattle, Sambar Deer, 
Barking Deer, Gibbon monkeys, Hornbill and Macaw 
birds, and probably a number of animals such as the 
Sea Eagle that shouldn’t be there at all. Highlights of 
the park include orang-utans, proboscis monkeys and 
playful otters, plus the magnificent tall walk-in aviary 
with its mix of ground-living and arboreal birds and 
mammals.

On Tuesday 20 April, we had a 5am rising to collect a 
takeaway breakfast from the Jesselton Hotel, then our 
early morning taxi (another RM30) with Peter Liew to 
KK airport. The 7.00am flight was barely half an hour 
in the air, landing us at Sandakan around 7.40am, 
where we meet Bakar Burn (our English-speaking 
guide from Megah Travel). We are the only people on his 
tour today! Seeing our caving helmets and realising we 
are more interested in the caves and nest harvesting 
than orang-utans, Bakar took us directly to the 3,300 
hectare Gomantong Forest Reserve. 

Map of eastern Sabah showing location of Sepilok 
(Orang-utan Sanctuary), WNW of Sandakan and 

Gomantong Caves to the south, sourced from <www.
malaysiasite.nl/sandakaneng.htm>

It is still harvesting season for Collocalia (swiftlet) 
nests, and of the 27 known sites in Sabah containing 
edible birds’ nests, the Gomantong Caves are the 
most famous and largest sources, producing around 
7,500kg of this delicacy annually. Made into bird nest 
soup, it is one of the most expensive soups in the 
world. The swiftlets’ saliva is reportedly used to ward 
off breast cancer and as a cure for many ailments. 
There are two types of nests produced by two different 
species of the swiftlets that nest in different parts of 
the caves. The brown or black nests are produced by 
the Collocalia maximus birds. Comprising of moss and 
feathers, or occasionally grass and leaves all bound 
with black saliva, these nests are found in the lower 
parts of the cave. The Collocalia fuciphagus swiftlets 
make the white saliva nests, predominantly produced 
in the upper cave reaches. Approximately 4,000kg 
of the black nests and 3,000-3,500kg of white nests 
are harvested annually from the Gomantong Caves. 
The former sell for about US$1,800-2,000 per kg, 
whereas the saliva-rich white nests are sold for four 
or five times more, at around US$8,000 per kg and up 
to US$12-13,000 per kg after preliminary processing 
and cleaning. 

Although swiftlet nests have been traditionally 
harvested from caves in Sabah by the Chinese for over 
five centuries, the process is now strictly managed by 
the Sabah Wildlife Department, under the auspices of 
the Wildlife Conservation Enactment 1997. Licensed 
harvesting occurs twice a year; firstly during February 
to April generally before the Collocalia (swiftlet) eggs 
are laid, then later between July and September after 
the young swiftlets have supposedly left their nests. 
It is obviously a very lucrative business. Enabling 
them to have exclusive rights to the Gomantong 

parents). The focus is again on interaction, but further 
on empowerment of the teens – placing them in a 
leadership role and developing reliance on their own 
decisions and those of their new teammates. 

Both the ‘Discovery Series’ and ‘Boundaries Series’ 
have quickly become staples of the holiday programme, 
with the Easter holiday period showing the potential 
of these programs with a massive increase in both 
interest and uptake on tours. On the back of these 
successes, we are looking to expand and experiment 
with further new tours for younger visitors and the 
family market, and over Easter trialled new concept 
tours that focus on Cave Fantasy and the place of 
caves in mythology.

We have also been improving the Nettle Cave self-
guided tour experience. The Nettle is not available as 
a standalone product, but is packaged as a ‘value-
add’ addition included with a guided tour. The use of 
digital audio guides allows great scope for provision 
of layers of information, and this is now available in 8 
languages with a further three having been added late 
2009 (Korean, Japanese and Russian). 

A further significant addition was a dedicated 
‘Children’s Tour’. The original script was completely 
rewritten and re-recorded (using children). It is one 
of the great strengths of the audio guide product that 
it can be continually refined and added to. A further 
three languages are to be added later this year. Two of 
these will most likely be Italian and Arabic. The third 
is currently in the translation stage, and will hopefully 
be recorded and completed by mid-June. More on 
this later, but suffice to say that it will be a cave tour 
experience that is truly unique.

At the time of writing we have also just commenced 
a fortnight long festival period, ‘Phantoms of the 
Underworld’. This is essentially a festival celebrating 
Jenolan’s cultural history, bringing together all the 
historical tours that have been developed over recent 
years featuring guides in character as figures from 
Jenolan’s past. The festival also focuses on the history 
of Jenolan Caves House. This focus is timely, as the 
House has also been the focus of major upgrading 
over recent years. A new roof and exterior painting 
is now being followed up with interior painting, new 
carpeting and furnishings and, most significantly, a 
refurbishment of the kitchen. The House has regained 
a great deal of its former grandeur throughout this 
process, and we are all eager to see the final results of 
the ongoing refurbishment.

THE FUTURE

As is widely known, major news at Jenolan currently 
is the commencement of a process intended to seek 
expressions of interest from the Private Sector to take 
on the hospitality operations at Jenolan through a 
lease on Jenolan Caves House. The philosophy is that 
the private sector has resources to improve and grow 
the commercial viability of the hospitality operations 
that are beyond the ability of the Government to 
match. This process is currently in the first stage, 
with calls for initial expressions of interest having 

been called and all such submissions to be received 
by 20 May 2010.

Operation of the Caves will continue to be the 
responsibility of Government, although the final 
structural arrangement as to where the current 
Trust model will fit within Government has not been 
finalised. The eventual partnership arrangement 
between a potential operator and the Trust has also 
not been fully determined. It is expected that the final 
model will be established in the second stage of the 
process, involving negotiations between the Trust, 
Government and any possible operators.

As is only natural, the process is creating a certain 
amount of uncertainty amongst staff at Jenolan. 
Impending organisational change of any sort is 
bound to create a climate of concern, and the recent 
experience of private sector engagement at Jenolan 
is still fresh in the minds of many staff. However, a 
great deal of thought and preparation has gone into 
the current process, including a meticulous level of 
detail in management planning and environmental 
safeguarding. Equally, the lessons of the past have 
been well studied, and all are keen to avoid making 
any decisions that would lead to a reversal of the 
current trend of improvement in the facilities, service 
and reputation of Caves House.

At the time of writing, it is not possible to anticipate 
what the level of interest from the private sector will 
be, or to speculate on how the process will proceed 
through the second stage. An update on how the E.O.I 
process is progressing will certainly be provided for 
the next Journal.

Historical materials in preparation for the ‘Phantoms 
of the Underworld’ festival.

CONCLUSION

So, all in all, life at Jenolan is not without interest at 
the moment. However, I think that it is important to 
emphasise that, despite the spectre of organisational 
change, there is still a distinct energy present. The 
caves themselves are looking better than at any time 
previously in my own experience, and I am delighted 
that we are continuing to find ever new ways in which 
to engage the public and promote not only Jenolan, 
but the world of caves generally. It will be a challenge, 
but an intriguing one, to see where this current spirit 
of energy and innovation will lead us as Jenolan 
continues to look ahead to the great ‘undiscovered 
country’ of the future.

were killed by their captors. From the internet we 
booked flights from KK to Sandakan with 
MasWings, a subsidiary of Malaysia Airlines; our
return flights including taxes and cancellation 
insurance cost 504RM (252RM each).

Flying into Borneo, from the air you see neatly 
arranged plantations of palm trees. On the 
ground you realise these are mostly oil producing 
palms replacing the coastal mangroves and
rainforest jungle with its former teak and meranti 
forests that used to be home to numerous ethnic 
groups such as the Penan people as well as the 
endangered orang-utans. Looking like clusters of 
large lives, but with the colour of loquats, these 
oil rich fruits have unfortunately become the 
lifeblood of Sabah and Sarawak.

Close-up of harvester on bamboo pitau
in Gomantong. Photo: Arthur Clarke.

After flying into Sabah on Monday afternoon April 
19th, a taxi (RM30) took us into Kota Kinabalu 
and the Jesselton Hotel. Another one of Brian’s 
recommendations, this was a quaint hotel with 
colonial traits including door-boys dressed in 
safari hats. However, we found it difficult to get a 
non-smoking room that did not already smell of
stale cigar or pipe smoke. After our nap we took
at taxi to the Lok Kawi Wildlife Park (5° 51.023' N 
/ 116° 04.162' E). Costing just RM100 for the 
round trip, our taxi waits two hours or so then 
returns us to KK. Also known as the Borneo Zoo,
it’s located on the old Penampang-Papar road via 
Donggongon near the small town of Lok Kawi, 
approx. 20km south of Kota Kinabalu city.
Covering an area of 280 acres, the zoo and 
surrounding botanical gardens is a relatively new 
site, opened to the public on February 17th 2007. 
The entry fee is RM20 each plus RM2 for the 
rubber tyred tram that stops at all the major 
attractions. There are reportedly over 100 species 
of mammals and birds in the park; many of them 
including the small Borneo elephant and pygmy 
hippopotamus are native to Borneo. Amongst the 
other animals were the Malayan Tiger, Clouded 
Leopard, Malayan Sun Bear, Sumatran 
Rhinoceros, Wild Cattle, Sambar Deer, Barking 
Deer, Gibbon monkeys, Hornbill and Macaw 
birds, and probably a number of animals such as 
the Sea Eagle that shouldn’t be there at all.
Highlights of the park include orang-utans, 
proboscis monkeys and playful otters, plus the 
magnificent tall walk-in aviary with its mix of 
ground-living and arboreal birds and mammals.

On Tuesday 20th we have a 5am rising to collect a 
takeaway breakfast from the Jesselton Hotel, then
our early morning taxi (another RM30) with Peter 
Liew to KK airport. The 0700am flight is barely 
half an hour in the air, landing us at Sandakan 
around 7.40am, where we meet Bakar Burn (our 
English-speaking guide for Megah Travel). We are 
the only people on his tour today! Seeing our 
caving helmets and realising we are more 
interested in the caves and nest harvesting than 
orang-utans, Bakar takes us directly to the 
3,300hectare Gomantong Forest Reserve.

Map of eastern Sabah showing location of Sepilok
(Orang-utan Sanctuary), WNW of Sandakan and 

Gomantong Caves to the south, sourced from 
<www.malaysiasite.nl/sandakaneng.htm>

It is still harvesting season for Collocalia (swiftlet)
nests, and of the 27 known sites in Sabah 
containing edible birds’ nests, the Gomantong 
Caves are the most famous and largest sources,
producing around 7,500kg of this delicacy
annually. Made into birds nest soup, it is one of 
the most expensive soups in the world. The 
swiftlets’ saliva is reportedly used to ward off 
breast cancer and as a cure for many ailments. 
There are two types of nests produced by two 
different species of the swiftlets that nest in 
different parts of the caves. The brown or black 
nests are produced by the Collocalia maximus

birds. Comprising of moss and feathers, or 
occasionally grass and leaves all bound with 
black saliva, these nests are found in the lower 
parts of the cave. The Collocalia fuciphagus

swiftlets make the white saliva nests,
predominantly produced in the upper cave
reaches. Approximately 4,000kg of the black 
nests and 3,000-3,500kg of white nests are 
harvested annually from the Gomantong Caves. 
The former sell for about US$1,800-2,000 per kg, 
whereas the saliva-rich white nests are sold for 
four or five times more, at around US$8,000 per 
kg and up to US$12-13,000 per kg after 
preliminary processing and cleaning.

Although swiftlet nests have been traditionally 
harvested from caves in Sabah by the Chinese for 
over five centuries, the process is now strictly 
managed by the Sabah Wildlife Department,
under the auspices of the Wildlife Conservation 

Enactment 1997. Licensed harvesting occurs twice 
a year; firstly during February to April generally 
before the Collocalia (swiftlet) eggs are laid, then 
later between July and September after the young 
swiftlets have supposedly left their nests. It is 
obviously a very lucrative business. Enabling 
them to have exclusive rights to the Gomantong 
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James McKeown is not a figment of our collective 
imaginations. Despite published records that James 
McKeown is ‘held in folklore as the first European to see 
Jenolan Caves’ (www.jenolanhistory.org.au) but that 
‘there are no accounts of his arrest, his trial, conviction 
or supposed transportation to Norfolk Island for seven 
years as the legend says.’ (Ronald F Whalan and Shirl 
G Benton ‘The Whalans in Australia 1791-1969’, 
1969), my previous report to Binoomea (vol 135, Aug 
2008) presented records which verify his existence in 
the Bathurst area.

I present here further evidence, from the period, 
regarding James McKeown – supporting his trial 
at Bathurst for horse theft. You may recall that the 
recorded account of Jenolan’s discovery involved 
James Whalan, with the help of Jeremiah Beale, 
mounted trooper and/or aboriginal tracker (depending 
on which account you read), track the reclusive convict 
after he had stolen a horse from Whalan’s Ginkin 
station. Figure 1 shows the part of the entry for James 
McKeown (Number 13073) in the Tasmanian Convict 
Conduct Registers for male convicts arriving from 
Norfolk Island in the period of the probation system 
from 1844 (Tasmanian ArchiveCON33http://search.
archives.tas.gov.au/default.aspx?detail=1&type=I&id
=CON33/1/55).

These records, generated for convicts returning to 
Hobart after a stint at Norfolk Island, summarize the 
convictions of each prisoner from the time of their 
arrival in Australia from Ireland. Further entries to 
this record (Figure 2) describe McKeown being tried 
before the Bathurst Quarter Session Court on the 28 
November 1836 prior to being transported to Norfolk 
Island on 4 April 1837.

So McKeown’s court conviction in Bathurst for horse 
theft, subsequent transportation to, and return from, 
Norfolk Island have been verified. It is surprising 
however, that the specific details of the circumstances 
of McKeown’s capture are limited to the personal 
accounts of the Whalan family, details which were 
only published a generation after James and Charles 
Whalan lived. According to published accounts 
McKeown was the ‘notorious bushranger’ (J.J. Foster, 
‘The Jenolan Caves, New South Wales’, 1890, Pub: 
Charles Potter, Government Printer, Sydney) and 
‘expert convict, who used to rob all the stations in the 
district.’ (Personal Account, Alfred S. Whalan, 1920), 
‘whose presence on the main western road was for 
years excessively irritating to the settlers’ (The Argus. 
1899) and was for whom it ‘was said … for some time 
had terrorized those who lived in the Tarana-Oberon 
area’ (Julia Horne, ‘Jenolan Caves, When the tourists 
came.’, 1994). If this is the case why is it so difficult to 
find public reports of his capture and transportation 
via the public newspapers or Government Gazettes? 
Surely his notoriety would have earned him, at least, 
a special note in the frequent court reports from the 
Bathurst Quarter Sessions or in the general press. 
Would not the wider public have wanted to know that 
this ‘desperate bushranger’ had been captured and 
that their lives were again safe? 

The absence of any record in the common press, 
government gazettes or public notices suggests that the 
importance we place on James McKeown as a central 
figure in Jenolan history today, and which therefore 
must be considered significant by everyone else, was 
obviously not the opinion held by the Whalan’s nor the 
local community in the 1830s.

A FLYING VISIT TO THE GOMANTONG
CAVES OF EASTERN SABAH

– Arthur Clarke and Siobhan Carter

Gomantong Hill with main (RHS) cave entrance & 
nest harvester houses. Photo: Arthur Clarke.

While the recent AGM venue and its surrounds, 
Gunung Mulu National Park guides and staff (especially 
the Clarks: Brian, Sue and Jeremy) are all receiving 
their well-deserved accolades, it should be noted that 
there are other hot and sweaty caves in Malaysian 
Borneo. In his promo flyer about Mulu (an ACKMA 
Journal insert), Brian Clark alluded to one such site: 
the Gomantong Caves located in Sabah, the Malaysian 
state north of Sarawak and Kalimantan (Indonesian 
Borneo). It was suggested that this cave complex was 
a must-see detour for those interested in cave fauna. 
There was also mention of the Lok Kawi Wildlife Park 
(aka Borneo Zoo) south of Kota Kinabalu.

Three nest harvesters working at height 
in Gomantong. Photo: Siobhan Carter.

Unfortunately, Brian did not advise the exact location 
of these caves, let alone the wildlife park. So when 
travel agent Carole Parker was booking extra flights for 
us (Siobhan and I) prior to Mulu, we figured that two 
nights and a day-and-a-half in Kota Kinabalu would 
be plenty of time! We obviously had not checked our 
geography. With an area of 76,115 km2, Sabah is in 
fact considerably larger than Tasmania and I had not 
adjusted my Asian political history to realise that this 

Malaysian State was the former British Crown Colony 
of North Borneo. Formerly known as Jesselton, Kota 
Kinabalu has been the capital of Sabah since 1946 
and is now the largest city. Having just paid for flights 
to and from Kota Kinabalu (KK), we discovered that 
KK was on the west coast of Sabah and Gomantong 
Caves were 420-430km away by road in the hinterland 
of eastern Borneo, en route to Sukau in the lower 
Kinabatangan area, 115km south of Sandakan 
airport. Knowing we would be sleep-deprived after the 
flights from Australia to KK and wanting to cat-nap 
before checking out the Borneo Zoo, we had only given 
ourselves a day to take in the delights of Sandakan  
and the Gomantong Caves.

Getting ourselves to Gomantong initially proved to 
be quite difficult, though it was all eventually booked 
over the internet. Without a hire car to drive south 
to Gomantong from Sandakan airport, you have 
to join a tour group that provides a shuttle van, an 
English-speaking guide and lunch. Most of the cave 
tours departing from Sandakan airport were two-day 
packages involving an overnight stay at Bilit, a tiny 
village located on the Kinabatangan River, west of 
Sukau. Booking via ‘Journey Malaysia’ we eventually 
landed a Full Day tour (Sepilok Orang-Utan Sanctuary 
and Gomantong Caves) operated by the locally based 
Megah Travel, out-sourced from the Kuala Lumpur 
office of Dolphin Diaries Travel. Costing 460RM each, 
this price included collection from Sandakan airport 
at 7.45am and dropping off again at 6.40pm for the 
return flight to KK. Our next problem was getting 
the actual connecting flights because it seemed that 
travel agents such as Carole Parker could not book 
flights from KK to Sandakan! This all seemed strange 
considering that as the second largest city in Sabah, 
Sandakan was about to have an influx of Australian 
visitors on 25 April  and 15 August celebrating the 
65th anniversary of the old Sandakan POW (prisoners 
of war) camp and the death marches. Near the end 
of World War II, Japanese prison guards forced 2,400 
starving British and Australian POWs to walk 260km 
inland; the few survivors died from dysentery or 

EDITOR’S NOTE: Part One of Dr. Dan Catchpoole’s article on James McKeown appeared in ACKMA 
Journal No 72 – September 2008.

JAMES MCKEOWN
From fact to folklore to legend to fable...and back again!

Part Two
– Dr. Dan Catchpole *

Figure 1 – Convict Conduct Register 1844, Tasmanian Archive: ‘McKeown James, Tried
Bathurst Qt Session 28 Nov 1836 Life 15 yrs, Roman Catholic, neither read nor write.’

A FLYING VISIT TO THE GOMANTONG

CAVES OF EASTERN SABAH

– Arthur Clarke and Siobhan Carter

Gomantong Hill with main (RHS) cave entrance & 
nest harvester houses. Photo: Arthur Clarke.

While the recent AGM venue and its surrounds,
Gunung Mulu National Park guides and staff 
(especially the Clarks: Brian, Sue and Jeremy) are 
all receiving their well-deserved accolades, it 
should be noted that there are other hot and 
sweaty caves in Malaysian Borneo. In his promo 
flyer about Mulu (an ACKMA Journal insert),
Brian Clark alluded to one such site: the 
Gomantong Caves located in Sabah, the 
Malaysian state north of Sarawak and Kalimantan 
(Indonesian Borneo). It was suggested that this 
cave complex was a must-see detour for those 
interested in cave fauna. There was also mention 
of the Lok Kawi Wildlife Park (aka Borneo Zoo) 
south of Kota Kinabalu.

Three nest harvesters working at height 
in Gomantong. Photo: Siobhan Carter.

Unfortunately, Brian did not advise the exact 
location of these caves, let alone the wildlife park.
So when travel agent Carole Parker was booking
extra flights for us (Siobhan and I) prior to Mulu, 
we figured that two nights and a day-and-a-half
in Kota Kinabalu would be plenty of time! We 
obviously had not checked our geography. With 
an area of 76,115 km2, Sabah is in fact 
considerably larger than Tasmania and I had not 
adjusted my Asian political history to realise that 

this Malaysian State was the former British 
Crown Colony of North Borneo. Formerly known 
as Jesselton, Kota Kinabalu (5° 58.6' N / 116° 6.9'
E) has been the capital of Sabah since 1946 and 
is now the largest city. Having just paid for flights
to and from Kota Kinabalu (KK), we discovered 
that KK was on the west coast of Sabah and 
Gomantong Caves were 420-430km away by road 
in the hinterland of eastern Borneo, en route to 
Sukau in the lower Kinabatangan area, 115km 
south of Sandakan airport. Knowing we would be 
sleep-deprived after the flights from Australia to 
KK and wanting to cat-nap before checking out 
the Borneo Zoo, we had only given ourselves a day 
to take in the delights of Sandakan (5° 50.7' N / 
118° 3.4' E) and the Gomantong Caves (5° 31.9' N 
/ 118° 4.2' E).

Getting ourselves to Gomantong initially proved to 
be quite difficult, though it was all eventually 
booked over the internet. Without a hire car to 
drive south to Gomantong from Sandakan airport, 
you have to join a tour group that provides a 
shuttle van, an English-speaking guide and 
lunch. Most of the cave tours departing from 
Sandakan airport were two-day packages 
involving an overnight stay at Bilit, a tiny village 
located on the Kinabatangan River, west of 
Sukau. Booking via ‘Journey Malaysia’ we 
eventually landed a Full Day tour (Sepilok Orang-
Utan Sanctuary and Gomantong Caves) operated 
by the locally based Megah Travel, out-sourced 
from the Kuala Lumpur office of Dolphin Diaries 
Travel. Costing 460RM each, this price included 
collection from Sandakan airport at 7.45am and 
dropping off again at 6.40pm for the return flight 
to KK. Our next problem was getting the actual 
connecting flights because it seemed that travel 
agents such as Carole Parker could not book 
flights from KK to Sandakan! This all seemed 
strange considering that as the second largest city 
in Sabah, Sandakan was about to have an influx 
of Australian visitors on April 25th and August 
15th celebrating the 65th anniversary of the old 
Sandakan POW (prisoners of war) camp and the 
death marches. Near the end of World War II,
Japanese prison guards forced 2,400 starving 
British and Australian POWs to walk 260km 
inland; the few survivors died from dysentery or 
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Indeed two reports in the local press published on 
6 December 1836 (Figure 3 and 4) suggest that 
proceedings on the Bathurst Quarter Session from 28 
November 1836 did not show the ‘least degree of novelty 
or interest’. Rather than a blow by blow description of 
the heroic exploits of James Whalan and Jeremiah 
Beale as they chased down the notorious ‘desperado’ 
(J.J.Foster, 1890. see above), the account provided 
indicates a degree of banality of the event which ‘like 
most country courts showed the usual quantum of 
assaults and theft’ where ‘for the crime of cattle stealing, 
5 prisoners received transportation for life.’ (Figure 3).

Figure 3 – The Sydney Gazette and 
NSW Advertiser, 6 December 1836.

Intriguingly, it is noted that one of those prisoners 
subsequently escaped from the Bathurst lock up. The 
escapee was William Redfern, a free settler with good 
connections who was subsequently convicted of cattle 
stealing at the same time as James McKeown (Figure 
5). (Note: not the convict then surgeon Dr William 
Redfern, Australia’s ‘first medical graduate’ who died 
in 1833). This case was subsequently heard in the 
Supreme Court of NSW on 9 February 1837 where the 

Bathurst Gaol guards or ‘turnkeys’, Thomas Dunn and 
Joseph Young were tried for ‘feloniously and unlawfully 
permitting the escape’
(www.law.mq.edu.au/scnsw/Cases1836-37/html/
r_v_dunn_and_young__1837.htm). Dunn, having been 
told not to give Redfern an ‘inch of liberty’ neglectfully 
let the convict go to the kitchen to light his pipe when 
he ‘bolted’.

Figure 4 – The Sydney Morning Herald 
6 December 1836.

Dunn was clearly agitated about the escape, indeed 
he ‘ran around like a madman’. Despite this, the fact 
that everyone pitied him, that he was proved to be of 
good character and that the jury recommended mercy 
on these grounds, this simple error was considered 
a ‘crime which left the Judge no discretion to the 
sentence’, as the law expressly states that ‘any person 
permitting the escape of a prisoner with whom he was 
entrusted must take the prisoner’s place’. Consequently 
Dunn and Young were sentenced to transportation to 
Norfolk Island for life along with James McKeown. 
What does this tell us about Bathurst-Oberon-Ginkin 
in 1836? On Tuesday 2 June 1835, A.K.McKenzie 

Figure 2 – Convict Conduct Register 1844, Tasmanian Archive: ‘…was again tried 
at the Qt Session Bathurst 28 November 1836 for horse stealing. Sentence Life 

committed to 15 years. Transported to Norfolk Island on 4th April 1837.’
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provided a report to the NSW Government Gazette 
detailing the state of affairs within the Bathurst police 
force. There he states that ‘The weekly average of 
cases at the Bathurst Bench is from forty to fifty, and 
four-fifths at least are convict cases.’ 
(www.hotkey.net.au/~jwilliams4/police11.htm).

Figure 5 – Report from The Sydney Gazette and
New South Wales Advertiser (NSW : 1803-1842), 

Saturday 10 December 1836.

Clearly, the opening of the greater Western Slopes of 
NSW following the traversing of the Blue Mountains 
created many opportunities for convicts to run 
away and considerable upheaval for the settlers. To 
survive, the escapees would need to rob the locals. 
Absconding, theft, assault, capture and conviction in 
the local court were run of the mill activities in 1836. 
James McKeown was one of the many convicts who 
were being ‘processed’ through the judicial system at 
the time. It was all routine and of little consequence 
to James Whalan and his colleagues at the time. 
That is why no one thought to tell everyone else how 
significant James McKeown was.

With this background, we need to consider that James 
McKeown was likely one of many absconded convicts 
in the Jenolan locality. According to J.J. Foster, 
after McKeowns capture ‘His companions were never 
found.’ (J.J. Foster, 1890. see above). Who were his 
‘companions’? A more complete account states…

‘However, another narrative alleges that the district 
was known much earlier. We give the following account 
on the authority of one who lived within twenty miles 
from the caves for nearly sixty years …… says that ‘as 
early as the year 1830 the existence of the caverns was 
reported by Luke White, a stockman in the employ of 
Mr John Woods of Lowther Park’. (John L Horrocks’s 
Handy Guide ‘Jenolan Caves’, 1890)

This account however goes on to actually name 
McKeowns’ ‘whilom companion, ‘Scotch Alick’, (who) 
eluded the police and was never again heard of.’ The 
use of a nickname for this character suggests that a 
degree of notoriety among broader population which 
hopefully was recorded in other stories and accounts 
of the time. One such account from 1854 refers to a 
man name Robert McAlister, also known as ‘Scotchey’, 
who got himself in trouble with the law (Figure 6). 
Robert McAlister was sent from Glasgow, Scotland 
on the Westmoreland in 1835 and was assigned to 
Goulburn region. A later account provides insight into 
the man…

‘Among the noted characters whom the Goulburn police 
hunted down in the forties was a convict absconder 
named ‘Scotchey.’ This ruffian at first frequented 
the Lachlan district, but later for purposes of private 
revenge, transferred his attentions to the Southern 
Road. A special object of his hatred was an overseer 
named Fry. With three companions ‘Scotchey’ surprised 
his enemy on the latter’s station and a fierce duel took 
place, ending in the bushranger’s death. The mounted 
troopers, arriving on the scene, took up the pursuit and 
were successful in capturing the rest of the gang.’ (A.L. 
Haydon, ‘The Trooper Police of Australia: A Record 
of Mounted Police Work in the Commonwealth from 
the Earliest Days of Settlement to the Present Time’, 
1911).

Figure 6 – Report from Goulburn Quarter Sessions 
– The Sydney Morning Herald Friday 30 June 1854.

Was Robert ‘Scotchey’ McAlister, James McKeown’s 
companion ‘Scotch Alick’, and was he ever at Jenolan? 
Will we ever know? As we consider James McKeown 
and the amazing, albeit penury, life he led, it highlights 
a hidden history for the Jenolan region for which we 
may never know the details. This is a history of the 
convict absconders and the criminal. Desperate men 
seeking freedom. Who knows what they discussed, 
how they lived, what they saw, who they knew, how 
far they travelled, and did they venture into or around 
the caves? But it is clear: these men were a part of the 
local story! Furthermore, we know that to endure this 
period of history demonstrates a human resilience 
which has to be admired.

* This article first appeared in Binoomea, the 
Newsletter of The Jenolan Caves Historical and 
Preservation Society – May 2010. Re-printed with 
permission.
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Marvellous! – and as every ACKMA attendee at Mulu 
will readily attest, the Mulu Training Program is 
just about as good as it gets. The Mulu guides are 
outstanding and wonderfully trained. And that really 
is the greatest ‘wow’ of all!

The ACKMA Mulu invalid, and her ‘infamous’ ankle!

Phil Wood – and his ‘nasty’ leg…

If ACKMA ever goes to Mulu again (‘Pig’s might fly’, 
says Brian...), a hospital ship has been promised to 
be parked in the river for the duration… Based on 
our recent experience, such would be very useful. 
The wild caves at Mulu are, to say the least, a tad 
slippery – although to be fair, with about ninety people 

caving heavily for a week, statistically injuries would 
surely occur just about anywhere. And we had them. 
The ‘worst’ was that of Australian Vice President, and 
ACKMA Fellow, Anne Wood – who severely ‘strained’ 
her ankle and was committed to a wheelchair. Most 
unfortunately, when she got home and the foot was X-
rayed, they found a break in her ankle, so she is now in 
plaster. Buggar! The ‘worst-looking’ was undoubtedly 
that of ACKMA Fellow Phil Wood. I’ll avoid the obvious 
pun about wood and Mulu not mixing… I, myself, was 
not immune to the dropsy either – being called low in 
Fruit Bat Cave, and doing minor damage.

And a ‘final word’ on Mulu. The holy grail for visitors 
to Mulu (not to mention ACKMA attendees!) was/is to 
visit the Sarawak Chamber – at 800 metres long the 
biggest cave chamber in the world. It is a 10-12 hour 
round trip hike from Mulu NP. Several of our more 
athletic members got there. As a result, I would like 
to share with you the best photo of the chamber they 
took:

Now, a bit of administrivia. Since our Margaret River 
Conference just over twelve months ago, ACKMA has 
picked up about thirty new members. Some joined 
after experiencing the ‘ACKMA Magic’ in Western 
Australia; while others came on board in expectation 
of the delights of Mulu. Welcome one and all!

New members (and even some not so new…) may 
not be aware of the ACKMA Email List. All financial 
ACKMA members can join this List. It is not hugely 
active (…it will not clog your ‘in-box’), but on occasions 
some useful information comes through it. Members 
who would like to join the ACKMA List need to email 
our Webmaster, Rauleigh Webb <webmaster@ackma.
org> and he will fix! Similarly, the ACKMA web site has 
a Member’s Only Section – containing past Journal 
articles, Reports, Forms, and many other delights! 
Again, members need to email Rauleigh for the 
Username and Password.

And finally, a cartoon which superbly illustrates the 
vagaries of being your Publications Officer (no names 
mentioned….):

So! ACKMA at Mulu has come and gone. Wow! There is 
plenty written elsewhere in this Journal on the event, 
plus the odd (sic) photo!! – so I will not iterate here 
– other than the collateral comments below….

But it is onwards and upwards!! – to the 19th 
Australasian Conference on Cave and Karst 
Management. The 19th ACKMA Conference will be 
held at Ulverstone, Tasmania from SUNDAY 8 MAY 
2011 to FRIDAY 13 MAY 2011. Only about eleven 
months to go! It will be fabulous!! Full Details AND 
the Booking Form will appear in the next (September) 
ACKMA Journal.

I again remind members of two important upcoming 
events in particular. The 13th Cave Guides Gathering 
will be held at Wellington Caves, New South Wales, 
from 25 to 27 July. This biennial event is a great 
professional development (not to mention networking 
and social) event for guides, and I again strongly 
exhort all managers to send as many of their staff 
along as possible. The Booking Form and full details 
were inserted in the last Journal.

The other big event in Australia this year is the 14th 
International Vulcanospeleology Symposium, at 
Undara Lava Tubes, Queensland – from 12 to 17 
August. Full details, and the booking form etc, can 
be found at the following web site: <http://ackma.
org/14VSC/>

New Zealand continues to bubble! The new multi-
million dollar infrastructure at the Glowworm Cave 
at Waitomo marches towards completion, and the 
Official Opening by the New Zealand Prime Minister is 
muted for early September (but not yet confirmed…). 
Steve Bourne is likely to attend to officially-represent 
ACKMA, with me in tow for the photos!

On the wonderful West Coast of New Zealand’s South 
Island, ACKMA member Phil Schramm has a new ‘mine 
and cave based’ adventure tourism operation on the go, 
which recently excited the local press, and prompted a 
quixotic cartoon to go with it! Additionally, Mt. Arthur, 
in the Takaka Karst near Nelson in the north-west of 
the South Island, has seen the recent discovery of New 
Zealand’s deepest cave, by noted Kiwi Caver Kieran 
McKay and his team – again attracting considerable 
press interest. Kieran has been caving for many years 
– I well remember him literally abseiling out of the 
ceiling into the Waitomo Museum of Caves auditorium 
at the Opening of the 12th ACKMA Conference at 
Waitomo in 1997! These press reports follow below…

A group of Mulu guides (with a ‘ring in’…)

A few weeks prior to ACKMA’s appearance at Mulu, 
Brian Clark went back to Vietnam to view various 
caves therein – particularly, I understand, to check out 
news of new cave discoveries purportedly bigger than 
‘his’ caves at Mulu (which, thanks to Brian’s creative 
mathematics – he advises they are not….! Hmm...). He 
was, shall we say, a tad unimpressed with the quality 
of Vietnamese cave management and guiding, and 
intimated as much to me in a subsequent email.

Now, the average person would sigh, and that would 
be that – ‘what can one do’? But Brian is considerably 
above average (don’t tell him I said so…). He promptly 
decided to do what he could to significantly increase 
guiding and management standards in Vietnam. As 
ACKMA attendees at Mulu all noted, four cave guides 
from Vietnam were hovering where ever most us went 
– they were at Mulu for several months of training 
under Brian’s tutelage. Brian says: ‘The Vietnamese 
connection came about through my participation in a 
workshop in Phong Nha–Ke Bang National Park (PNKB) 
in early 2009 followed by a study tour by regional and 
park management people from the Phong Nha area to 
Mulu in late 2009.

‘The Federal Republic of Germany through GTZ (see: 
http://www.gtz.de/en/) provided the funding for 
planning and management capacity building in PNKB 
and they asked me how to go about an improvement 
of guiding. The four people here are being trained as 
trainers to go back – accompanied initially by Bian – to 
set up a training program similar to ours.’


