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Front Cover photograph: unusual — including some hexagonal — ‘cave pearls’ in the Xe Bang Fai River Cave, Hin Nam No National Park, Laos,
with Mr Tua, a local ranger who guides visitors at the cave. The image was taken by Chris Howes in 2014, during a trip to photograph and to
laser-scan (the latter by Richard ‘Roo’ Walters) what might be the world’s biggest active cave river passage. An estimated maximum resurgent
flow of ¢.2,000m?/s would make it the world’s largest known karst spring. The ‘pearls’ are high above river level within a series of terraced, steeply
descending, gours that were dry when the photograph was taken. During the rainy season the pools fill up, and the ‘pearls’ would be active.

In the above text the word pearl is quotated, because this image illustrates some of the difficulties in deciding what is, or is not, a cave pearl.
Expert opinion is divided. Considering the image, one expert’s view is that “The smaller rocks just look like gravel washed into the pool. The larger
rounder rocks do have some secondary deposit on them, but I am not convinced that they are cave pearls. They do have some parts of their surface
coated with calcite. I suppose it raises the question, ‘how many layers of a secondary deposit does a nucleus need to become a cave pearl?’. Without
sectioning one of those large rocks in the pool, one would never know. I do think it is a real stretch to call them cave pearls”. Another expert’s opinion
is: “These are indeed cave pearls, although VERY MUCH extreme cases. They are coated clasts for sure, but that is OK as ‘rolling /transport is
not a requirement for cave pearls”. Whatever the verdict, all agree that this superb photograph is worthy of being on the front cover of the journal.
As editors we also felt that it was useful to feature a challenging photograph, to complement the images included on the rear cover and inside the
journal, of speleothems that can confidently be described as cave pearls.

The Rear Cover collage comprises six illustrations of cave pearls, photographed by Garry Smith, relating to various aspects discussed in his
Paper (pp.51-60) in this Issue. Brief descriptions of the six images are provided below.

Image a Cave pearls up to 30mm in diameter in shallow rimstone dams (now dry) at survey station 23-313 in Cave
KNI159, part of the Sphinx Cave System, Ningbing Range, far north Western Australia.

Image b Cave pearls cover a section of floor in cave BAA34, Judbarra—Gregory Karst Region, Northern Territory,
Australia. Deb Hunter examines pearls up to 60mm in diameter in the passage called ‘Under Fifties Only’

b (UFO) — July 2013.

Image ¢ Cave pearls on the floor of Hennings Cave (J39), Jenolan, New South Wales, Australia, in an area subject to

c drips falling Sm, such that water would not immerse the pearls fully during their growth (July 2003).

Image d Cave pearis in Nice Cave (KNI050) in the Ningbing Range, far north Western Australia. These cave pearls
have a fine coralline appearance and internal crystalline dendritic structure.

Image e Cave pearls with a rough coralline appearance that have an internal crystalline dendritic structure (similar

e to ones shown in figures 3 and 7B of this Issue’s Paper, pp.52 and 53). The cave pearls illustrated here, which
are up to 80mm in diameter, are in cave KNI184, Ningbing Range, far north Western Australia.

Image f Cave pearls in cave KNI184, Ningbing Range, far north Western Australia, forming around broken fragments
of stalactites and straws that become pearl nuclei. During the wet season the rimstone dam fills with water to

f a depth of up to 300mm, immersing the pearls fully, while coarsely crystalline dendritic layers of calcite are

deposited around each nucleus. Agitation related to compression waves generated by splashing water prevents

the pearls from adhering to the bottom of the pool.
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