otes from a

LIMESTONE OPERA

Stalactites, stalagmites and... a soprano? As Sandy McPhie discovered, Jenolan
Caves now offers much more than spectacular natural formations

t's the middle of summer but it's cold
really cold — as my partner Jim and |
leave Sydney and drive up through the
Blue Mountains. By the time we reach
Jenolan Caves House, it's enly 9*C
I'm not complaining. We've come [or
a Valentines Day weekend and the misty
rain and open hires are romantic. So is
aur room, which is bathed in candlelight
with rose petals and Lindt chocolates
scattered over the bed, There's even a
chilled bottle of bubhbly waiting for us. lots of special touches like this, which miillion yvears ago, amd how digssolved
By the time we wander downstairs fo show how integral the caves and Caves limestone crystallised over tmillions ol
dinner, we're in heliday mode. The House are, The solid mock-Tudor hotel years to form the he autiful stalactites
reslaurant, ||k:' |||-.' u||1l|_ hotel, 15 a WS |l'i':I|| tesd in Iij.'.‘:_' and since ||:-.'II :-|.I|.l;.2|||'ll S and |:l.'|i|li|!':- |-'|'l' latter
TITLESELATT [ce, -.'.::|| |h|; L |,||||.|||Z\. | |||| Nnas i '|.|I'|:_.l -|| | B il'lil"‘- ib.‘H:' |'|n.'l.'|| f.:ll'r‘.-'-u "';'l.ll"l'l.:l\"'il |II |||._-|,_|'-.|"-; 1TNITHer
wisndd [:I:|'|;|'Iii||;_='.||'|\|(:l!l'l' |||l|||||:|.§_l modernised, but the rooms retain a chamber |!_l_',|:i-._||'|!|||l|*-|| emulate th
conversabion bo a '|'-i|-.|u;||'! fir, The |'l-'|'|1-|,| feel and theres et a TV screen '|‘l.|:~.'-C.I:-_',-.'-1f water down I'III.-II_LI,5|'|'-I'
ment is long enough o give choices b in sight, which pets my thumbs-up caves, and then lan highlishts differca
-..i|r||'| -;-||-::||,|::_li| ol b Caase-low g ] I e hotel exists solelv e ause of i |||I'II'|"aIi|||'- .|'I|j I|'|I‘: us about th 'ill.,l
ndecision, and the wine list is a pleasant  world-farmous network of limestong lestament story of Baal which gave the
surprise. James Brady, the lood and caves that, with incredible loresight cave its name. Red and white altars ave
heverage manager, tells us he's made an were declared a reserve back in 1866. over|ooked by a fantastic sheet of cryvsial
cllfort to offer |s||'|||'. of local region wines, It's not until we go underground for known as the Angels Wing, while hizh in
and a :_::H'ul doimestic and international a cave tour on Saturday morning that | the cave st Paradise and the hgure of Baal.
aselection, He also tells us abowt the really grasp what a remarkable part of The high-tech LED hghting
|:|1:.|||;- cave cellar he's setting up. Guosts the world this is. Our ;!,l.ll.|l L an, leads inskalled a bew years ago, 'I'|'||-I'\. g old
who choose from his special wine lis us through a tunnel behind Caves globes and slashing the electricity use by
[bottles range From S110 to $140) can House and down a long, winding go per cent. Jenolan has always been
accompany him into the Imperial Cave staircase throwgh the Dragons Thiroat cutting edge. Today's caves managemen
tor select their hottle. We're givenna sneak  into the Temple of Baal cave. Here he consuls o countries around the world,
|'u,-__|L and [ reckon even if the wine is a 2IVES 1S the first of a series of |1f_=,|'| and back in 188a, the hiest electric |::_','II
bat out of vour usual price range, it's shows — plunging us into darkness, ther was switched on in what is now Chifley
worth it for the ','II'I'\'i.l'I"il cavie towr, |!|I||:ti|'-.-'i|'f.', ditterent eatures as he Cave — mone than 20 vears before the
Ihroughout the weekend we notice explains how the caves were formed 340 first street lights came on in Sydney
Fhe cave tour has whetted our
THE DRAGON'S THROAT: Into the Temple ol faa ’ appetite, =0 we take another one after
lunch. This time we're led from the
Grand Arch, through Lucas Cave and
down deep inta the River Cave where the
elear blue subterranean pools of the
River Hlf. i I'|‘1.:|'l.'| the pog LH S0 perhed ||'.
it's impossible to tell wet from dry, entil
underwater lights are switched on
From the River Cave we climb up
I||:-':L|_,_:!| the thie: It ificent chambers

ol the Orient Cave = India, Egvpt and




AIRWAY TOMEAWEN: I

I”""”f‘ Persia — s0 named because the
cave's beautiful formations and crvstals
evoke the shapes and textures of the east.
It's still raining as we hurry back to
change tor an early dinner. Part of the
Valentine's package is a performance of
Opera in the Caves and it's another dash
through the rain to the Grand Arch,
which has been transformed into a

makeshift theatre, We're not opera buffs,

but as the four singers’ voices rise up
and around the massive cave, Jim and |
are entranced. We're delighted to get
zeals for @ more intimate performiance in
the Temple of Baal on Sunday. How the
organiser got all the chairs and an
electric organ down those narrow stairs,
| can’t imagine. But the performance is
quite magical and we Aoat out
afterwards humiming arias,

By now we're hooked on the caves, so
a self-
guided tour of the Devil's Coach House

WE SQUECZE 1IN Jusl one more

and Nettle Cave. Hand-held audio ;_:'.lidu--:
mean we can take the tour at our own
pace, -'.|'-Hl||'i|‘.'r=; the chance to have a
cave to ourselves.

After seeing just a few of the
300 or more caves discovered at
Jenolan, it's casy Lo see w |'§.
guides spend much of their spare
timi l“\]'iil::!'.ll_:_[ 1 the hope of
finding more. I'm not keen on
confined spaces but U'm seriously
i -|||:~'i|'.'-:'|'-||_~_] ;_.;r'.in;_:: back to try
adventure caving - where you don

overalls and squeeze '|'.|'rs-|,|f_'|;'| zimall

o “rw

i i

spaces o =ee caves otherwise inaccessible
I'he weekend has been a series of
surprises, but we have one left to come.
Betore leaving, we take a walk around
the Blue Lake reservoir where we'vi
been told we might spot a platypus. I've
spent hours scanning rermote waterwavs
without ever "L'l.'i":.', one so | don't hald
much ;'.l.l|'.ll.‘ bt 1 lnok, just in case.
I'hen up ahead Jim calls, “Come here
- quietly.” On the dam wall a small
wowTl shape is scuffling in the mud.
[ Creep ¢ loser and see an unmistakable
duck bill. I can't image a better way o
end the weekend. 6o




