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LAVA CAVES OF THE REPUBLIC OF MAURITIUS,
INDIAN OCEAN

Gregory J, Middleton ©

ABSTRACT

In their Lo rgrenied Atfaoe, SMUIDDRLETON & WALTHAN o 1800 dismissed Aauntes s “very obd sol-
v ilands swithy e spelealogical interest”. Becem investigations indawcte this judgement o inacourate: thre
wre e Stosagnifsm caves, iwcluding Tna (ube coves up o 687 @ foay fone 665 1 fong was sareved as
earky s 1708 amd 35w wide, Flane des Foclkes contains the most extensive systemn of Liva wibe caves with
vndergrounad draimage fsing e the sweastone,

Martihle Tena ancludes dn insectivorous bar and i cave swiltlel (Caffecudia francied, the nests of which
are aifortumiely prced for “soup”. The caves ire generally ol vatued by the pocple and are fregquenly oaed
for pubibsisly disposal o 1illed in for agrcaieal develigment.

Nevarnidy s vuleamnspeleabogy, Tavi lobses, Minritius

RESUME

Biven g Tes fles Maugice ne soicnt pis connees pour leur inéret spéléologique, de réeentes rechemes
et il ¥ g plus de cingquante cavemes importanes, compremml des el de fave abliond jusqu’i de
ORT e fong o1 35 a0 de Large, Pond'eoene et de 665 a de long o @ décousert dis 1760,

Lais Plabne des Rewhes comtien ke sysidme Be plhes Saemdu de sonels o Tave ave un doeoulement sonerminm
g e o e Ju g, La Gune importante de ces caves coanprend de chaoves-sauns imsechivires el
A petites hivomdelles (Cvatfeaalin froncboas, Tes nids desguelles sonl milbesreusement secherchics potr siapes
i gowrmets. Les caves ne sont géndralement pas apprécides pas bes habizants gui trop (eéquemmsn sem ser-
vl e dépdns dardures ou dentrepais agnicoles

LOCATION AND GEOLOGY

The Republic of Mauritius 1s comprised of two main islands in the southern Indian
Ovean, the main one of 1860 sq km., about 850 km east of Madagascar, and Rodrigy
T s kme 360 ko Further cast.

The mamn island s almost entirely voleanic, having ariginaed about |3 million
yeirs oo in seabed eruptions which ok umil about 8 million vears ago o reach the
ocean’s surface, The sland's spectaculie moumain chains and peaks are remnants of o
farge shield voleano, the centre of which subsided 3.3 milhion years ago o form e
blauritiun calders, The rese o the islund was Gashioned by suites of lovas (Hawaiian
Nows) emitted Trom 23 smaller, more recent voleanic structures. Lava (lows have
oceumed s recently as 20.K0 vears aeoin the Plaine des Roches area in the north-east
PANTOINE 19830 There are same Timed exposures of calcareous seolianite on the
coasts of both slands and it comprises some small offshore ssiets. Karst caves are best
developed on Rodrigues,

© Member, [0S Commiosnn on Volcanse Cave, Ssdiey Speleobopicsl Secieny, Southem Thaminman € avereces. FOL
Fesn ek, Samdy Bay, Tos, TG Ausirla
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THE LAVA TUBE CAVES

Lawa whe caves occur throughou the main island of Mauritivs, Commuonly they
are the result of rapidly flowing basic (low silica) lavas cooling on the surface and
Forming o crust over the malien rock below, 17 the Mow is cut afl ae s source and the
Tava comtimues to Tow it can leave behind a void, the inner surfaces of which may con-
tain o record of events during the cave’s formation. Aceess (o the wbes is generally only
mide possible by the eventual collapse of pan of the roat,

These caves tended 1o form where conditions were optimal: small. non-explosive
cruptions of basic lavas onto gently-sloping surfoces. By noting the orientation and
extent ol lava tubes it s possible (o infer the sources of the relevant Tows, Most lava
tihe caves are found 1o recent Tows as these have had the least time o collapse and as
Later o tend to obliterste features beneath them.

The principal localities in Mauritivs where lava caves oceur (Fig, |, Table 1) are
Plaine des Roches and Nouvelle Decouverte {onginating from the Bar e Duc-|'Escalier
wolcanic system), Vacoas-Palma (Curepipe Point-Trou aus Cerfs-Verdun voleanic struc-
wrest and Mot Blanc-Swinam (Bassin Blane volcanic system) (SADDUL [995), In
the south there is 3 scatter of small caves in the area extending from Savannah to Plaine
Magnien and there is o single, solated cave in the north ot Réunion Maurel,

For convenience the main island has been divided into sis regions and within these
caves have been prouped imto sumewhat arbitrry 'cuve areas’, shown {in bold) on Fig. 1.

Table 1 - Documented lava caves by Region and Area

Hegion Y, Mo, ol Length
caves {m)
Marth-West Mupou I sy
Mortli-Fiast Planne des Roches It 25000
Central Wil Plame St Picrre f LRI
Plame Wilhems o 1,752
Central Moaavelle Drevonvere I 1,535
Tromn IXEau eouce L 35
South-West Chamarel Falls fr (RLI
Monl Blanc 1) 745
South-Eas Plaine Magnien 1 b
Suvunmish ki M5
TOTAl fal w120

The greatest concentration of caves ocours al Plaine des Roches, This s a [at (o
undulating area, comprised of probably the most recent lava flows on the island,
derved from the Bar le Duc-L'Escalier volcanic system and partly from the Mom Pilon
voleano (SADDUL 1995, po 1363 The author has documented some 29 cave entrances
in this area and 16 discrete caves, The largest of these was surveyed by BILLON or of.
(199 at 520 m. I is a consistemly large tube, 10100 153 m wide and averaging abow 10
m high, It comains one of the largest bat colonies in Mauritivs, estimated at different
times at from [O000 ndividuals 1o 10 tmes that nomber, 0 also contains o small but
important swiltlel colony of around 50 birds. Nine other lava whes in the area exceed
100w in length, A nomber of the Plaine des Roches caves contain water and, although
no tracing has been done, it is believed that the water bodies are intercomnected and that
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the whole svstem rises aban inlet on the coast. The rising was noted by CLARK ( 18549)
andd amanin by HALG 895 who suggested that the inler was ivsell a collupsed cave,

Further south on the east coast, near Trou D'Eae Douce. lies the interesting Puits
des Hollands CDuteh Well'n, a water filled circular hole over WP mon diameter and
arcuind 28 m deep. The hole opens out with inereasing depth attuning a diameter of
over 0 m at the bottom (MIDDLETON, 1996a).

[nland from Plaine des Roches, but probably derived from Tava from the same
source. lic the 33 mowide Pont Bon Daew and the nearhy colourful Pont Bon Dicu Jardin
Cave which approaches 400 min length: Both are bologically significant and ihe main
arch his been provided with improved toorist access. [n the same vicinity lies Camp
Thorel Cave. the longest lava cave (687 my and the most complex, with up Lo five paral-
lel passages (BILLON e af, 1991 )

The isolated Petite Riviere Cave on Plaine 5t Pierre is 665 m long (BILLOMN o of,
1990 MIDDLETON 1994a) and was the lirst 1o be documented, having been men-
tiomed oo lever wrinen by Bermarchin de Saini-Pierre in 176% and published in 1773
(MIBDLETON, 1995 199621 Saint-Pierre included a whle setting out the lengths,
wicdth and heights of cach section ol the cave prepared by one Marquis d'Albergati in
764, These deails would have been sufficient to draw up a plan of the cave but unfor-
tumately there is no evidence that this was done,

Petite Riviere Cave is also the Mouritian cave most frequently referred win the Li-
erature, notably by GRANT (18O ), BAILLY (15302, quoted by MILBERT 1812), PIKE
CEET3 and HAIG (1895), It also has the distinetion of being the st Mauritian cave 1o
feature ina pubdished sllustration (Fig. 2k Although the correspondence sith reality s
slight. there can be litle doobt that de Sainson's drawing of 1828, published in
XURVILLE ¢ 18301 is moam 1o be the Petite Riviére Cave.

South of Petite Rivitre on Plaine 51 Pierre lie the Trois Cavernes, caves af consid-
eritble historical interest because FLINGERS (1814 recorded that the largest wis used
as it refuge by escaped slaves in the [ 7705 over Gifty having been caught there on one
occasion by police. He recorded thar “linde ablong enclosures, formed with small stones
by the sides of the cavern, once the sleeping places of the wretches, also [sull] exisied,
nearky in the state they had been let” (FLINDERS 18140, MIDDLETON (1995, |9%6c)
belicves some ol these stone arrangements persist to this day. Mearby, at Xavier on the
Black River road, in January 1997, 4 bulldorer driver broke into a lava “blisier’ or hol-

Frz: 3« “Line Groare da quiar-
ter el b grade rivicre e
Muuricen” by de Saasan -
Tersl puablisbwd sllustratiam of o
Slamriinn Cae
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low turudus, about 5 m high and 12 min diameter with a crust aboot LS mothick. This
hecame wn instant, i1 short-term, wurist ansecion.

There are a few caves in the Plaines Wilhems arcy near the centre ol the island,
notably Glen Park Cave (440 mi and Palma Cave (2000 m and recemly discovered La
Murie Cuve (195 mi. The first requently contains o signilicant stream. the second is of
constderable biological imponance and the third appears 1o Tood completely at times
of heavy rain, A cave at Lo Caverne has clearly been Enown for a long time as 1t gave
its e o the locality: it was modified with concrete in the past for the storing of
cheese and butter,

O the caves in the south. probably associated with the Bassin Blanc valcana, Trou
Hirondelle, 442 m lomg and containing o signilicant swiftlel colony, 1= worthy of men-
tiom (MIDDLETON [99dh) a5 s Surinam Cave which contains the lurgest known
swiltlet calomy (630 mmdividuwals in Augast 1996 - Haoachler, pers. conumn, ) and & uniguog
sudden drop of abowt 11 m.

CAVE FALINA

The muest obwious clement of the cave Tauna is the cove swiftlet, Coffocedie feoniei-
et This bird, which mavigates underground vsing andible echolocation ‘clicks’, nests i
suitable caves all over the island und was once very numerows (CHERKE T987), 1 is now
threatened by scaling of coves and by thelts of its nests, apparcatly Tor making 'hirds
nest soup’. Populations in particular caves have dropped Trom ‘thousands™ w rarely more
thun g hundred. They also occur in Réunion. which is the western limit ol the genus, bul
ot o Racdrinues,

Another cove-dwelling vertehrane is the Tree-tailed bat, Tudoeidi acevadafosus.
Very large colonies ovcur in two caves in the Plaine des Roches coave area but elsewhere
colonies seldom number 20000 A second species, the wmb bat, Toapdeocemes smanritienes,
i nol knoswen o inhabin Mauritian caves. Neither species occurs in Rodrigues bug hoth
are Found in Madagascar and Africa,

Leg scars on the roals af caves ol Roches Noires and Plaine St Pierre ndicate tha
these provided soimble sites for Gunthers gecko, Pledsam gaentie, wooattach its cges,
These are presumed o be very old as the species has Been extinet on the mannland For
about 2040 years,

The shells of many species of Jand snails are regulirly found al cave entranees and
under davlight holes, Sublossil shells of Fropidopliora corinate textinet since the
18RO ) e compion in ot least two caves at Plaine des Roches and Pont Bon Diew, The
Fact that some s1ill had their opercola in place indicates they died i st and were not
witshed o the cave (0. Gritfiths, pers, comm b

Luttle has been published on the invertebrite Guma of Mawrition caves, b thanks
o STRINATL (in press i Maurivus will soon he included in Enevelopoedio Siospeafog-
fodd B Steman has collected an least two new species, an endemic thysanurin
(R ENDES 1996 and an amphipod (Stock 19897,

THREATS TO THE CAVES

Mest Mauritian caves have been damaged or are under some form ol threar, An
unktown number have had their entrances Gilled o the development of sugarcane plan-
tatrons, This practice sl coninues, as dees the widespread dumpng of industral and
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househald waste imo caves. A Palima o couve has been sealed by the construction of an
underground temple.

Although water [rom caves is sometimes used for irmigation and domestic purposes,
there are places where domestic waste, including sewage, discharges directly into the
gronnd, There appears W be no realisution that the aquifer is o a shallow depth and that
very limited purification takes place where there is conduit flow,

1= nod unusval [or local youths w burn tvres in the lava wibe caves of Mauritivs,
with disastrous results, The worst case 15wl Caverne Maurel where most of the cave's
surfuce is covered with a deposit of carbon. In at least one cave "black magic” i still
heing practuced; in the process maderial is burned on o stone “alur®,

The numbers of cave swiftlets have declined steadily over the years and their nests
are still taken indiscriminately despite the fact than this is illegal. Recent reports
(Huuchler, pers. comnt. ) indicate this practice may be declining.,

The only liva caves with any mesure af protection ane:

Fonrt Bowr Bien where the Ministry of Environment has built a fence (o prevent rub-
bish dumping and local youth groups have tidied the aceess pit;

Fertinn Cave where the Ministry has, with the concurrence of the owner, built o
fence around the entrance 1o iry 1 prevent removal of swiltlet nests (unfounately the
fence las been cut and the padlock of 1the gate broken apen); and

Petite Biviere Cave where the Medine Sugar esiate has built a substantial grille
across the emteance (o 0ey (o protect the swiltlets tunfortunately the gate, which was reg-
ularly broken open. was demalished in August 1996 with explosive),

Appreciation of the country’s cave resources is coming only slowly and belatedly
o Muwritivs. It now seems likely that a project o fully docoment, assess and conserve
al Jeast o representative sample of Maaritian caves will be underiaken.
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