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Stephenson Tube following the wet season at 
Undara Volcanic National Park.
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  A cluster of volcanic cones throw late 
afternoon shadows across Undara 
Volcanic National Park (left).  Although 
the McBride Volcanic Province has many 
such structures, the geological legacy 
of the Undara Crater (below) is by far 
the most famous, due to its formation 
of lava tubes and incredibly long flows 
which extend over 160 km from the 
crater. Collapsed tubes and lava ponds 
along the flow channels of Undara are 
easily identified from the air as green 
lines of lush vegetation (below left and 
bottom).

Undara crater

Photo Angela McLaren

An aerial view of the northwest tube 
section of the Undara lava flow.
(See McBride Province map right)

Image © 2013 Digital Globe

Undara Experience

Kalkani cinder cone

NPWS Rangers Station

Photo courtesy NPWS

Photo courtesy Undara Experience
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Although we have no active vol-
canoes on the mainland, we do have 
extensive geological evidence for a 
tumultuous and fiery past! In fact, 
the ancient basaltic lava flows pre-
served in places like Undara of north 
Queensland testify to that. Undara’s 
eruptions may not have been all that 
violent, but the resulting flows – up 
to 164 km in length – are widely rec-
ognised as being among the longest 
ever recorded on Earth, meaning that 
Undara preserves some of Australia’s 
most impressive and significant vol-
canic activity.  However, it is not only 
ancient volcanoes and lava flows that 
have contributed to making this phe-
nomenon the landmark it is today. An 
equally impressive cultural history 
has also evolved to help make this 
awe-inspiring place one of Australia’s 
most popular tourist destinations.

The Undara volcano and its associ-
ated lava flows are situated in the 
McBride volcanic province – a signifi-
cant basaltic rock group that covers an 

area of around 5,500 km2, adjacent 
to the Great Dividing Range in north-
eastern Australia. The rocks of the 
broader McBride province are thought 
to be as old as Pliocene (around 5 mil-
lion years old), but it’s the history of 
the younger Quaternary volcanism 
that is undoubtedly the most inter-
esting.

Around 190,000 years ago, the 
region surrounding Undara would 
have looked a lot different to what it 
does today. It was during this time 
that Australia was passing through 
a cool, dry period known as the 
Penultimate Glacial Cycle. The effects 
of this ‘ice age’ had a dramatic influ-
ence on the plants and vegetation of 
north-eastern Australia. The formerly 
extensive and diverse rainforests that 
once hugged the north-eastern edge 
of the continent were in dramat-
ic decline. Numerous species, from 
tree kangaroos to rainforest possums 
and bandicoots, suffered extinction 
around this time, with the closest liv-

ing relatives hanging on today only in 
places like New Guinea. As the dense 
tropical forests contracted, they were 
replaced by tougher, arid-tolerant 
vegetation that led to the sclerophyl-
lous eucalypt woodlands that thrive 
in this part of Australia today.

It was under this backdrop of dete-
riorating climate that the Undara vol-
cano started to rumble. Over a period 
spanning possibly as long as several 
decades, the great underground res-
ervoir of molten rock made its way 
up to the surface, spewing an esti-
mated 23 cubic kilometres of lava 
across the landscape. What is truly 
peculiar and unusual about Undara’s 
flows however is that rather than 
simply spreading across the land sur-
face and blanketing the immediate 
environment, they channelled into the 
region’s watercourses, such as creeks, 
streams and billabongs. It was this 
slow and orderly flow regime that led 
to the formation of one of Australia’s 
most significant volcanic structures – 

If you were to ask someone to name a few of the all-time great volcanoes on the planet, most people 
would probably say Mount Vesuvius in Italy or Mt St. Helens in the USA. Sure, they’re pretty spec-
tacular, if not for their sheer power, then for the incredible destruction that they caused. But what do 
we know about volcanism in Australia?

The McBride Province
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the Undara Lava Tubes.
Although the eruptions may not 

have been anywhere near as violent 
or ferocious as those at Pompeii or 
Mt St. Helens, the fact that Undara’s 
basalt flows were contained within 
the region’s existing natural drain-
age system allowed for the diffusion 
of lava over an incredible distance 
from the volcano itself. Despite tem-
peratures reaching up to 1,160˚C, 
the flows were not particularly hot 
- at least not for a volcanic eruption. 
Nor was there anything particularly 
unusual about their viscosity that 
would allow diffusion of lava over 
such great distances. It was simply a 
combination of the natural topogra-
phy of the region and the relatively 
moderate flow of lava that enabled 
it to be contained in a restricted area 
that made the difference. This fluid 
form of basalt distribution is called 
a ‘pahoehoe flow’ and examples of 
this type of lava flow are well known 
from active volcanoes in places such 
as the island of Hawaii today.

Lava from the Undara crater flowed 
along low gradients of around 0.2˚ 
to 0.4˚, taking the path of least 
resistance which, initially, would 
have meant draining away along the 
region’s existing creek and river sys-
tems. Although it is known that 
pahoehoe flows that are associated 
with volcanic eruptions over decades 
do not necessarily remain confined 
to original river channels, but actu-

ally create their own gravitational 
path, it is fairly likely that only a 
stable drainage pattern would have 
allowed the Undara flows to extend 
for such vast distances. For this rea-
son, the Undara flows were prob-
ably restricted to the general vicinity 
of well-established drainage systems, 
particularly in their outer reaches.

Lava flows at Undara are known to 
have travelled 90 km north and 164 
km north-west from the volcano. 
This pattern of diffusion led to the 
formation of fascinating geological 
features that are still preserved today. 
Rather than simply forming the thick, 
elongated basalt walls common with 
volcanic flows, an incredible natural 
drainpipe effect developed. As the 
lavas flowed along their confined 
channels, they began to cool down 
and form a crust on their outer 
surface. This crusting effect formed 
a thermal insulator around the still-
molten interior of the flow thus, as 
the outside cooled and solidified, the 
inside remained molten and continued 
to travel downstream, spewing out of 
an ever-lengthening natural pipe as it 
moved along.

As the erupting Undara volcano 
subsided, molten lava gradually 
drained out through its naturally 
formed pipeline to leave extensive 
lava-crusted tubes behind. So exten-
sive were these, in fact, that the tube 
component of the flows extended for 
more than 110 kilometres from the 

A panoramic view of Undara Volcanic National Park shows the weathered 
remnants of a fiery past (above). Over 160 volcanoes are situated in the 
McBride Volcanic Province, an area characterised by broad lava plains 
and numerous volcano cones dating back to three million years ago. 
Volcanic eruptions of ‘Mauna Loa’ on the island of Hawaii in March 1984 
(right), suggest how the McBride Province may have appeared several 
million years ago.
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Reliving an ancient event. 
Formation of the lava tubes at Undara
  
Images by Travis Tischler
  

The Undara volcano as it may have appeared 
at the beginning of its first eruption around 
190,000 years ago (right). Here a flood of 
molten lava pours down the volcano’s flanks, 
engulfing rainforest vegetation in its path. 
As the flow of lava reaches the base of the 
volcano, it gravitates into the region’s low 
lying areas and begins to drain away.   

As the volcano continues to spew forth 
huge volumes of lava, it spreads across the 
surrounding countryside and rushes away 
along existing watercourses (left). Exposure to 
the atmosphere soon cools the surface of the 
flow which hardens into black basalt, but deep 
rivers of draining lava contained in watercourses 
remain fluid within an ever lengthening 
external crust. In this image, lava is ponding in a 
depression near the base of the volcano before 
draining away through a newly formed lava 
tube.

  
Following many thousands of years of 
inactivity, the volcano crater becomes a 
haven for rain-forest-like vegetation as the 
surrounding terrain adapts to a more arid-
tolerant eucalypt woodland (right). Of the lava 
ponds and lava tubes, many remain, either 
as collapsed depressions in the ground, or as 
underground lava caves. The Undara basalt 
covers an area of 1,550 square kilometres and 
extends for up to 164 km from the volcano. 

  
At over 1.3 kilometres long, Bayliss Cave 
(left) is the longest single lava tube at 
Undara today and is one of about 60 
tubes and arches known in the lava flow 
system. To walk along these ancient 
tube systems; vacated by a submerged 
river of molten lava 190,000 years ago, 
is awe inspiring. One can only marvel 
at the enormous forces of nature that 
created them, and reflect upon the 
incredible legacy they left behind.
  

Photo © 2010 by Kenneth Ingham
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Anatomy of a lava flow  
Structures preserved today in the Undara lava tubes

The Undara volcano is thought 
to have been active for at least 
a decade. In some tubes, repeat 
flows have been preserved on 
walls in the form of multiple layers 
of basalt, as seen in Pinwill Cave 
(above left), where a layered slab 
has released from the wall and 
sagged into a horizontal position. 
‘The Wave’, at the termination of 
Pinwill Cave, (above) preserves a 
final surge in the basalt flow, fro-
zen forever in deep time. 

Photos © 2010 by Kenneth Ingham

A pahoehoe lava flow on the 
Island of Hawaii demonstrates a 
likely scenario for the forefront 
of the Undara eruption as it fol-
lows the path of least resistance 
(left). The coiled ropes effect at 
the front of the flow is referred 
to as ropy-lava and evidence of 
this lava structure is preserved in 
several areas at Undara, including 
the floor of Pinwill Cave.
(inset above).

Photo J. D. Griggs, US Geological Survey

Photo Tim Wood, NPWS
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Undara volcano itself! To date, over 
60 individual lava-tube caves have 
been discovered in the Undara flow 
and although most are less than 
around 200 metres in length, some 
are much more extensive, such as 
Bayliss Cave which measures over 
1.3 kilometres long. Other impres-
sive geological features also formed 
including “The Wall”; a near-level 
ridge that extends for 35 kilometres 
and is thought by some scientists to 
be analogous to similar, but smaller, 
basaltic ridges on the Moon.

Following this period of intense 
activity that formed the lava tubes, 
Undara entered a period of quiescence 
and although there are some slightly 
younger records of volcanic activity 
throughout north-eastern Australia, 
Undara was never to erupt again. 
However, its remarkable geological 
legacy remains today, 190,000  years 
later, as a fascinating glimpse into a 
time when Australia was not the geo-
logically stable continent it is today.

Undara Today

Fast forward to the year 1862 when 
two brothers, Charles and Thomas 
Collins, travelled north from northern 
New South Wales in search of land 
for their sheep and cattle. Travelling 
up the Burdekin River they arrived 
in country where the trees were no 
longer blazed, meaning that the land 

In 1862, Thomas (left) and Charles Collins selected 
land in north Queensland which they built into 
a cattle station named Spring Creek (bottom). 
Operating under the name ‘Collins Brothers’ the 
brothers founded a family dynasty that played a 
major role in the formation of the cattle industry 
in north Queensland and continues today, six 
generations later. A biography titled “Cattle in the 
Blood” was published on this pioneering family in 
2004.

In 2012, the great-grandchildren of Thomas 
Collins met at Undara Experience to celebrate 
150 years of the family’s connection with north 
Queensland. From left to right they are: Gerry, 
Errolly, Judy, David and Bruce.

Photos courtesy Helen Collins

Photo courtesy Undara Experience
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had not been newly claimed and they 
were free to select a run of their choice 
on which to settle. Whilst heading 
west from the Burdekin, they lost one 
of their bullocks overnight, finding it 
the next morning at a spring at the 
head of a creek. Following this creek 
south-west, they camped at a site 
that would prove to have a significant 
impact not only on the Collins fam-
ily, but also the geological history of 
northern Australia.

This site, named ‘Spring Creek’ by 
the brothers, became the location 
of a homestead and a grazing prop-
erty that is still owned and managed 
by the Collins family six genera-
tions later. Over the next sixty years, 
the brothers and their descendants 
increased their stock holdings with 
the purchase of ‘Rosella Plains’, adja-
cent to ‘Spring Creek’, as well as 
smaller additional runs. As the dec-
ades rolled on, the family partnership 
name of ‘Collins Brothers’ became 
synonymous with the growth of the 
cattle industry in north Queensland, 
and by the early 1980s, the properties 
were under the control of Thomas’s 
great-grandsons, Gerry, David and 
Bruce. Like their forefathers, the three 
young men immersed themselves in 
the cattle industry, whilst simulta-
neously branching out into other 
fields to supplement their income 
from grazing.

In the mid 1980s, the lava tubes 
- then part of Rosella Plains, were 
proclaimed as one of the ‘seven won-
ders of Queensland’, which in turn 
led to an increased interest by the 
general public. At this time, Gerry 
was managing the property and often 
volunteered his time to show visitors 
through some of the caves. Having 
such a strong connection with the 
land, Gerry’s main concern was to 
keep the area as pristine as possible, 
and to do this it was imperative that 
control was maintained over who 
visited the lava tubes and how they 
were cared for. With many tourists 
traveling off the highway to explore 
on their own, the decision to establish 
a tourism facility was driven, in part, 
as a way for the Collins family to 
protect the tubes and stop people get-
ting lost. In the late 1980s the family 
surrendered their lease over the area 
that covered the Undara lava tubes to 
the Queensland Government, paving 
the way for the development of what 
is now a popular national park and 
tourist destination.

The Collins family’s tourist venture, 
‘Undara Experience’ - now under the 
directorship of Gerry’s son Bram - is 
the custodian of the region and works 
alongside the Rangers of Undara 
Volcanic National Park to manage the 
lava tubes and ensure their preserva-
tion for future generations. In the 

Photo courtesy Undara Experience

So named because of its proximity 
to the original wagon track from 
Herberton, Collins Road Cave 
(below) was used frequently as a 
rest stop by travelers due to the 
availability of fresh water from a 
spring at the entrance. This photo 
shows a group of visitors taking a 
tour of the cave in 2001 under the 
guidance of ‘Undara Experience’, a 
tourism initiative of Collins Bros 
that continues today under the 
directorship of Gerry and Bram 
Collins (above).

Photo Russell Boswell
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years since its inception, this initiative 
has grown to become a world class 
tourist attraction where visitors have 
the chance to enter some of the amaz-
ing lava tubes that are situated within 
the Park. Although certain areas are 
not accessible to the public for safety 
reasons, guided tours led by qualified 
Savannah Guides enable visitors to 
gain year-round access to the most 
popular caves and other geological 
wonders of Undara’s volcanic herit-
age.

Many cave entrances throughout 
Undara are often inconspicuous and 
not easy to spot. Whilst some, such 
as Archway, are blatantly obvious 
due to their sheer size and the copi-
ous amounts of remnant rainforest-
like vegetation growing over them, 
others are just a small cavity on 
the ground, surrounded by shrub-
bery. For example, to access Lost 
World Cave, you must climb down 
a small, steep access point. Once you 
reach the bottom you find yourself 
in a 75-metre-long, S-shaped tunnel 
ranging from three to nine metres 

in height. Other caves, such as Road 
Cave, are even bigger. This giant 
arched cave is tall enough and wide 
enough to drive two or three double-
decker buses through side-by-side! 
Following the collapse of the entry 
point to Road Cave sometime during 
the last 190,000 years, enormous 
volumes of silt were washed in. Road 
Cave dips westward at a low angle, 
but the silt is laid down horizontally 
through the length of the cave. Thus, 
although the opening is enormous, 
the back of the cave narrows into a 
point where the silt actually reaches 
the ceiling. It is incredible to look up 
and see the height of the roof and 
comprehend that, due to the long-
term deposition of the sediments, you 
are actually standing close to the ceil-
ing of the tube.

In other systems, such as at Pinwill 
Cave, the entrance is in the middle 
of the tube and, in contrast to Road 
Cave, extensive silts have not washed 
in meaning that it is possible to see 
the original basalt floor. The floor of 
this cave is comprised of a layer of 

lava that looks very similar to coiled 
ropes. This formation occurred when 
the top layer of the lava flow cooled 
enough to become ‘plastic’, yet the 
underlying flow remained molten. 
This can be likened to putting warm 
toffee on a board and turning it on 
its side. Excellent open-air examples 
of this type of lava floor are found 
in Hawaii where eruptions are gener-
ally considered quite passive, allow-
ing close access to lava flows.

The Undara volcano itself, whilst 
on the National Park, is not part of 
the existing tourism activities in the 
region. However it is well worth a 
visit if you can get access to it. Despite 
having a diameter of nearly 330 
metres across, it rises only around 20 
metres from the modern landscape, 
making it quite inconspicuous on the 
horizon. Entering the crater of the 
volcano is like entering a different 
world. The surrounding landscape is 
dominated by open grassland plains 
with eucalypt woodlands, but the 
crater, like the collapsed lava tubes of 
the region, is dominated by rainfor-
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est-like, semi-evergreen vegetation. 
Numerous vine thickets creep over 
the moss-covered rocks and broad-
leafed trees and figs form a closed 
canopy overhead. A wide variety of 
moisture-loving plants, including 
epiphytes such as Bird Nest ferns, 
line the inside walls of the cone. 
The microclimate of the crater and 
tubes is quite incredible, commonly 
being significantly cooler and moister 
than the surrounding plains. The 
Undara crater descends to a depth 
of around 50 metres. Upon reaching 
the bottom of the crater, the vegeta-
tion then opens up to resemble that 
of the surrounding basaltic plains. 
It is quite a remarkable experience; 
standing in the middle of the Undara 
crater and looking up to see the vast 
wall of thick rainforest-like vegeta-
tion crowding over you on the inner 
wall of the cone. It is this rainforest-
like vegetation that assists geologists 
in identifying the position of craters 
and their associated lava tubes from 
above. Flying overhead, these snaking 
lines of dark green vegetation stand 

Photo © 2010 by Kenneth Ingham

NPWS Ranger, Lana Little, checks carbon dioxide levels at Bayliss Cave 
(above). Although caves such as Bayliss and Pinwill Cave (below left) 
are closed to the general public, they can be accessed by speleologists, 
entomologists and other scientists in the company of NPWS rangers (inset 
below). Bayliss Cave has proved to be a biological treasure-trove, but with 
carbon dioxide up to 200 times higher than outside, humidity levels that 
rise above 90 per cent  and the stench of bat guano, it is not a friendly 
place to be - unless you are a bug!  Over 50 cave dwelling species have 
now been discovered in Undara’s lava tube system.

Clockwise from above: An undescribed blind 
cockroach from Bayliss Cave; a blind ctenid 
female spider (Amauropelma undarra) showing 
lack of eye spots or lenses, also from Bayliss 
Cave; an undescribed blind cheliferid 
pseudoscorpion from Wind Tunnel; and a 
blind planthopper (Solonaima baylissa) from 
the deep-dark zone of Bayliss Cave. 

Photos Arthur Clarke

Photo © 2010 by Kenneth Ingham

Photo Joe Sydney/ASF/HCG
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The Unadorned Rock Wallaby, (above) is one 
of several small macropod species that take 
advantage of lava tube depressions throughout 
Undara Volcanic National Park. Another local, 
the Brown Tree Snake, (left) can be found hanging 
from trees outside cave entrances, waiting for 
the opportunity to snatch a meal as the Microbat 
population emerges for their nightly hunt. 

Photos courtesy Undara Experience

A visitor’s boardwalk into the depths of Stephenson Tube is drastically shortened, following heavy rain in early 
2010 (above). Flooding of the lava tubes at Undara is relatively common and visitor access to some caves is usually 
limited throughout the wet season.

Photo courtesy Undara Experience
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out in contrast against the lighter 
greens and browns of the savannah, 
forming a colour coded map of the 
crater and lava tube system.

In addition to the contrasting veg-
etation types in the region, Undara is 
also known for its remarkable faunas. 
The caves themselves are home to 
some incredibly diverse troglodytic 
species (that is, mostly small cave-
dwelling invertebrates). Despite some 
of the tubes, such as Bayliss Cave, 
having carbon dioxide levels up to 200 
times more than the ambient atmos-
phere on the surface, they are still 
able to support a diverse community 
of oddball, terrestrial cave species. In 
fact, until the discovery of such high-
ly specialised troglodytic species in 
places like Bayliss Cave, conventional 
wisdom suggested that such faunas 
were rare or even absent from caves 
in tropical regions, instead occurring 
only in temperate limestone caves. 
Significantly, Bayliss Cave alone is 
home to around 50 unique cave spe-
cies, ranging from centipedes to milli-
pedes, to cockroaches and other bugs, 
persisting in a  warm environment 
with a near-endless supply of food in 
the form of bat guano and penetrat-
ing tree roots.

The presence of bats in the tubes 
all-year round leads to the presence 
of another local – the “Night Tiger”, 
or brown tree snake. Each evening on 
dusk, particularly during the breed-
ing months, these snakes can be seen 
hanging from the vegetation at the 
entrance of the tubes waiting for 
the inhabitants to emerge for their 
nightly hunt. As the bats fly out, 
the snakes strike at lightning speed 
to capture dinner of their own. It is 
crucial for them to react extremely 
quickly as the bats’ echolocation sys-
tem allows them to swerve at the last 
second to avoid collision.

Undara is home to a diverse bird 
population and it is common to see 
Wedge-tailed Eagles, Galahs, Red-
tailed Black Cockatoos and Rainbow 
Lorikeets. White-faced Herons and 
Jabirus mingle with a host of other 
water-birds in the low-lying swamp 
country. Undara also plays host to 
at least 16 different varieties of frogs 
and a much larger variety of reptiles. 
The largest inhabitants of the region’s 
grassland savannahs are mammals, 
in particular the Antilopine Wallaroo, 
Eastern Grey Kangaroo and the 
appropriately-named, Pretty-Faced 
(or Whiptail) Wallaby. In the lava 
tube depressions, Unadorned Rock 
Wallabies are commonly spotted 
bounding over the basalts.

The lava tubes also contain the skel-
etal remains of the region’s mammal 
faunas, preserved in varying degrees 

of fossilisation. Like caves from else-
where, the lava tubes can act as natu-
ral pit-fall traps. If you can envisage 
a scenario where a cave ceiling has 
collapsed, it will sometimes lead to a 
natural opening to the modern land 
surface. Commonly, those openings 
can be quite inconspicuous in the 
landscape. If, for example, a kanga-
roo is hopping across the savannah 
and doesn’t notice the grassy-camou-
flaged cave opening, it will likely fall 
into the tube. If it is ‘lucky enough’ 
to survive the fall to the bottom, and 
there are no other exists or entrances 
to the tube other than back through 

the hole in the ceiling, death inside 
the tube will be imminent in any case. 
Over time, sediments will wash in 
through the ceiling, naturally bury-
ing the decaying skeletons and even-
tually leading to the formation of 
fossil deposits.

Indeed, such a pit-fall trapping sys-
tem can be observed in several of 
the lava tubes on the National Park, 
such as at Kenny Cave. With a natu-
ral opening of around five metres’ 
diameter and hidden by tall grasses, 
Kenny Cave does not discriminate 
when it comes to trapping terrestrial 
vertebrates. With a vertical drop of 

The only known entrance 
into Kenny Cave is an 
eight metre drop (above). 
Access to this lava tube 
is restricted to research 
institutions, and to date 
few people have abseiled 
into its depths. The 
sudden-drop entrance 
into the tube is such that 
animals that fall in do 
not get back out again - a 
pitfall system that has 
seen the demise of many 
creatures over time. Only 
bones of recent animals, 
such as this skull and jaws 
of a Grey Kangaroo (right) 
have been found in Kenny 
Cave to date, but there is a 
possibility that megafauna 
may also be present in the 
sediments at depth. 

Photos Dr Gilbert Price



50 Australian Age of Dinosaurs

seven to eight metres from the open-
ing to the cave floor, once you fall 
in, you’re not getting back out. Only 
around a dozen people have ever 
abseiled into the dark depths of Kenny 
Cave, so the cave floor and skel-
etons within are virtually untouched. 
Skeletons of numerous large-bodied 
kangaroos, such as Wallaroos and 
Grey Kangaroos, can be seen lying in 
their death position on the cave floor. 
Skulls of vertebrates such as bandi-
coots and rodents are quite common, 
and skeletons of recently introduced 
species, such as cats, can also be seen 
on the floor of Kenny Cave.

It is unknown how far back in time 
skeletal elements have been accumu-
lating in the region’s lava tubes. This 
is partly a consequence of a lack of 
erosion of the sediments in the tubes 
themselves, which might otherwise 
allow for visual inspection of the 
cave-fill stratigraphic successions at 
depth. Where minor levels of ero-
sion do exist, it is common to see the 
partly fossilised skeletal elements of 
various species of kangaroos such 
as the Wallaroo and Grey Kangaroo. 
Significantly, there remains the real 
possibility that the tubes could con-
tain the fossil remains of the extinct 
Pleistocene megafauna. Open fluvi-
al deposits in the region have been 
known to preserve abundant fos-
sil remains of megafauna, includ-
ing the giant land turtle (Meiolania), 
enormous extinct goannas known as 
Megalania and the super-sized herbiv-
ore, Diprotodon. Radiometric dating of 

Public access to the lava tubes is limited and visitors are accompanied by 
trained Savannah Guides. At 680 metres long, Barkers Cave, (above) is home 
to a large population of Microbats making it a popular venue for ‘Wildlife 
at Sunset’ tours. Some tubes such as Ewamian Tube, (below), are equipped 
with hand rails and boardwalks to ensure a safe visitor experience. 

Photos courtesy Undara Experience
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these deposits places them in virtually 
the same timeframe as the forma-
tion of the lava tubes, i.e. younger 
than 190,000 years. The potential 
for the Undara lava tubes to have 
entrapped members of these extinct 
megafauna depends on when caved-in 
entrances to the tubes developed. If, 
for example, they formed before the 
megafauna suffered extinction, and 
if the tubes had the potential to trap 
such large-bodied vertebrates, there 
is a very distinct possibility that their 
remains will be preserved somewhere 
beneath the large body of sediment 
that has accumulated since. Perhaps 
one day future palaeontological work 
in the region may solve such myster-
ies.

The Undara lava tubes preserve an 
incredible educational opportunity to 
learn about geology, palaeontology 
and modern biodiversity, but per-
haps more importantly, they provide 
an important lesson into how the 
past can help inform the present 
day. The volcanoes and the diverse 
creatures that roamed Earth when 
Undara erupted may be long extinct, 
but it is our responsibility to ensure 
that the lava tubes do not follow the 
same fate. With tightly controlled 
and well-laid out management plans, 
the Undara lava tubes are 
destined to maintain 
their remarkable 
legacy for a great 
many years to 
come. Australian Age of Dinosaurs and Dr Gilbert Price wish to acknowledge Emily 
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Visitor accommodation at Undara Experience consists of restored railway carriages (above) which form part of 
guided tour packages to the lava tubes and surrounding bushland. Tours are delivered by Savannah Guides 
(below); members of a professional tour-guide network devoted to the interpretation and conservation of 
Australia’s tropical savannahs. The network was co-founded by Gerry Collins in 1988 and the Collins family’s 
association with Savannah Guides continues today. 
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