Nature, the master sculptor

OUR GEOLOGY
Turbulent origins
About 360-million-years ago, Australia was just a segment of the
super continent Gondwana and the east coast as we know it
today was covered by sea. From 570 to 250-million-years ago
there was tumultuous bending and folding of the earth’s crusts,
and chains of volcanic islands formed to the east of the
continent. The shallow seas around these islands provided a
base for corals to grow. By 230-million-years ago, the corals,
calcareous marine shells and limey mud had compacted to form
limestone. Later folding of the earth’s crust caused the
limestone to emerge from the sea as land.
Carved by water
Violent earth movement caused the limestone to become
heavily jointed. Underground water flowing through these cracks
enlarged them to form passages and cavities. After absorbing
carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and passing through rich
organic soils, rain water became acidic and dissolved the calcite
in the limestone to form caves. The soil covering the rock
eventually eroded away to expose more limestone.
In tropical areas, high rainfall and warmer temperatures
increased the solution rates to produce a jagged external karst
surface. Today the limestone of Capricorn Caves is well above
the surrounding plains and active only during rainfall.
A decorative touch
Rain water saturated with dissolved calcite releases carbon
dioxide into the air when it seeps into an open cave and the
calcite is redeposited in the form of cave decorations or
speleothems. Where the water drips, straws and stalactites grow
from the ceiling and stalagmites form on the floor. Columns form
where they join. Water drops meandering down a cave wall may
leave a wavy ridge known as a shawl. Where water flows, sheets
of calcite are deposited as flowstone.
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