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Abstract

________________________________________________________________

The history of human interaction with the Naracoorte Caves area is summarised. The scientific values of the site were first recognised by the Rev. Julian Tenison Woods in the 1857-1868 period. After a gradual decline of interest for some years, his work stimulated others to inquiry, particularly the Cave Range forester and caves caretaker William Reddan (1886-1919). Again, there was then a very long period of declining interest until the advent of “modern” speleology led to a remarkable palaeontological discovery and consequent research. In turn, this led to the steadily increasing appreciation of the site and its ultimate inscription as a World Heritage site. 

_______________________________________________________________________

Introduction

Although it is clear that the some caves of the region were known to the Aboriginal people and at least occasionally used for shelter, very little is known of their relationship to the caves. At least in part, this is probably related to the relative absence of the chert deposits that they mined from the caves further to the South. Further, the Naracoorte caves are often located on the dune ridges, and hence not immediately adjacent to the rich food sources of the inter-dune lagoons.

White settlers first arrived from about 1842, the area then being known as the Mosquito Plains. They were attracted by the beauty of the landscape and in particular, found the lands lent themselves to grazing. By the 1850s, a small township had been established on the present site of Naracoorte. The first section, known as Kincraig, was established by William McIntosh, and a second, named Naracoorte, was laid out by the government to the north of Kincraig. Although there was considerable jealousy and disagreement between the two, eventually, they united under the name of Naracoorte, often spelled as Narracoorte (Murdoch & Parker 1963). 

Father Julian Edmund Tenison Woods

A newly ordained Father Julian Woods arrived at Penola in 1857, and immediately commenced his stewardship over the total Limestone Coast region. His journey into the priesthood had been a long and sometimes frustrating one, as it was commonly considered that he was of poor health and lacked the strength and stamina necessary to a priest. Although he continued to suffer occasional sickness, his later life showed that he did not allow sickness to dilute his strenuous exercise of not only his priesthood, but also his parallel commitment to the natural sciences. Seen in retrospect as scholar, journalist, priest, mystic, educator, missioner, scientist and explorer, he was a man of great intellect, with a great sense of individualism and freedom of thought. Very rightly, one of his several biographers described him as ‘No Ordinary Man’ (Hepburn 1979). 

[For more detailed information on Woods, see O’Neill 1929; Press, 1979, 1981, 1989, 1994; Player 1989a, 1989b; Hamilton-Smith, in press]

His first article on the Mosquito Plains (Naracoorte) Caves soon appeared in the South Australian Register of 29th March 1858. Most of this article was actually included in his later book (see below) and the 1858 article has generally been overlooked, even though it contains historically important material.  

His most important work in the Naracoorte area was Geological Observations in South Australia: Principally in the District South-East of Adelaide (1862). This book ranged widely over the geology of South Australia but, in particular, included chapters on the limestones of the South East, three of which focussed on the caves.  The first of these was based very largely on Lyell’s then authoritative Principles of Geology (1830-33) but the second two dealt with Julian’s own observations in the South East region.

[It is important to recognise that one or more pages of the original manuscript were apparently lost.  There is a significant discontinuity in the text in both the 1858 newspaper article and Geological Observations (page 331).  This discontinuity has on several occasions lead speleologists to search for an assumed further series of cave passages.] 

Woods claimed in a letter to his brother that he had found it impossible to locate a photographer who might provide him with illustrations for publication purposes.  He said: “One might as well expect to find a newspaper on the streets of Peking as an itinerant photographer in the South East”. However, he obviously succeeded and although it has so far been impossible to identify the photographer, or even to discover the source of the originals, which were copied by historian Les Hill, there were in fact three photographs taken and the illustrations by William Archer that appear in Geological Observations were based upon two of these.  

In reading Geological Observations, one can readily detect an intellectual struggle between acceptance of Lyell’s ideas as those of the then most significant author on geological principles, and his own observations.  Lyell’s work was very largely based upon caves in the hard rock limestones of Europe that are totally different in geological history, geomorphology and general character from those of Naracoorte.  However, Woods was able to recognise their relationship from his observations to Lyell’s description of the Katavothra of the Mediterranean islands of Greece.  

His only major mistake in interpreting his observations was in relation to the polje at Swede’s Flat near Bordertown that he explained as a former coral atoll, while at the same time recognising the character of its hydrology.

Fortunately, Woods’ individualism would not allow him to suppress his own views.  He clearly identified the dune ridges as being of aeolian origin, while some of his contemporaries argued for a marine deposition origin.  He then recognised the extent to which the fossil deposits in the cave were a result of many episodes of seasonal flooding.  He also rejected strongly Buckland’s theory of the biblical deluge as the origin of fossils, even though he had at one time accepted it.  Similarly, he rejected the prevailing theory that caves were excavated by underground rivers and pointed to their phreatic origins (although not using that term). He also, again without specifically enunciating it, indicated some awareness of syngenetic development (pp. 347-348).  This was more than a hundred years prior to its later scientific recognition.  

In recognising the mammalian fossils buried under the flowstone in the so-called second chamber of Blanche Cave, he reported that they were all of relatively recent origin and not comparable to the discoveries by Mitchell at Wellington Caves.  He did recognise that one bone discovered elsewhere in the region was, perhaps, more comparable with the Wellington material.  

His work demonstrated a quality of geological understanding far ahead of his contemporaries. This is congruent with Player’s (1989a, 1989b) findings in reviewing and assessing the whole of his scientific research.
The Aftermath
Once Woods moved on, the caves fell back into neglect and degradation and were mined for guano. But another significant event came in 1875 with the establishment of a Forest Reserve over the area. Daniel Battams was then appointed as forester in 1885, but then in 1886, the great William Reddan arrived as both forester and manager of the Caves Reserve. He was both a man of intellectual curiosity and a great showman. He studied Woods’ book and became fascinated by the discussion of fossils from the caves. 

In 1894, he discovered the Victoria Cave developed it for tourism, then in 1908, he found Alexandra Cave. The formal opening of Alexandra Cave in 1909 was probably the biggest event ever held in association with an Australian cave. But more importantly to our discussion, Reddan, along with Stirling and Zeitz of the South Australian Museum, continued the (then relatively unsuccessful) search for fossils. His departure in 1919 was followed by a steady decline of scientific enthusiasm or interest, and certainly, the quality of management gradually declined.

Then in the 1950s and 1960s, interest gradually re-developed again with extensive activity by speleologists and an accidental fossil find in the nearby quarries. Considerable interest once more focused upon the fossils, partly because Agnes Needham (Reddan’s daughter) recommended that we should read Woods’ book. 
The Renaissance 
Certainly, Wood’s book provided a most significant springboard from which to enter into study of the South-eastern caves. It provided a valuable insight into the special character of the Limestone Coast geomorphology and caves, and raised various questions for investigation. 

But the major change came in 1969, when Rod Wells and Grant Gartrell opened the way into a previously unknown section of Victoria Cave and discovered the astonishing fossil deposits. Fortunately, they recognised the significance of what they had found, and were able to get the strong support of Ern Maddock of the Tourist Bureau, then responsible for the caves reserve. This ensured the more adequate protection of the site, and opened the door for the research program that will doubtless continue for many years yet to come.

In 1972 the Caves Reserve was transferred to the control of the National Parks and Wildlife Service. In due course, they established the management planning process for the park (largely implemented by a contracted team of speleologists) and the first management appeared in 1986. The plan recommended that the site be nominated for inscription on the World Heritage register. This was finally achieved in1994, along with the Riversleigh fossil deposits in Queensland the two sites now inscribed together as the Australian Fossil Mammal Sites.  
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