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Introduction  
The town of Somerset West, on the coast of False Bay is over looked by the cliffs and 

buttresses of the Helderberg.  The south eastern side of Porcupine buttress has a number 

of steep cliffs near to its top. We had heard of some caves in the area and an official meet 

was organized by Alan Butcher on the 4th May 1997 to explore and survey these caves. 

At the base of the cliffs behind the Erinvale Estate is a 30m long, 15m wide, sheltered 

ledge that provides a splendid spot for camping.  This spot is so attractive that someone 

keeps a sleeping bag and provisions in a large blue trunk on the ledge.  A little further 

along from the campsite, is the large entrance to Helderberg Cave 3, or Rasta's Rest.  The 

cave is home to a colony of Egyptian fruit bats, and a diverse collection of invertebrates.  

  

Further along the base of the cliff and one level above Rasta’s Rest are two more caves, 

Helderberg Caves 1 and 2.  

  

Helderberg Cave 1  
  

Cave 1 is formed by a rift in the quartzitic sandstone of Porcupine Buttress.  The entrance 

to the cave is amongst shattered boulders at the base of the cliff and about 1m by 1m.   

The crumbling rocky floor slopes down from the entrance to the edge of a 10m drop. 

Darryl Holland took a small team to explore the cave. They used a ladder and descended 

to a depth of 20m  and found themselves in a narrow, high passage. They did not find any 

extensions beyond this. The cave was not surveyed.  

Helderberg Cave 2  
  

A steep, narrow gully leads up to the entrance of Cave 2.  The floor then drops off into 

the first chamber.  The passage is a cleft shaped vertical slot with an average width of 

about 1.5m and the ceiling is about 5m high. The walls of the cave are very loose and 

crumbly, and potentially dangerous.  The route leads over a boulder pile to what appeared 

to be a terminal chamber, about 15m from the entrance.    

  

Both walls of the cave are decorated with silica nodules.  The eastern wall looks as 

though concrete has run down the wall.  This is probably silica cement, and is similar to 

the material which occurs in Ghost Frog Cave in Ash Valley on Table Mountain.  Shiny 

black crystals, less than 1mm in diameter, and about 1cm long have formed in places on 

the western wall.  In some places white crystals have also formed, but the white crystals 

are much shorter than the black ones.  The white crystals were later identified as gypsum.  

  



A staircase of unstable rock leads from the top of the boulder pile, through a boulder 

choke, into a small chamber in the ceiling.  Just past this chamber, we found a colony of 

small, black insectivorous bats.  Probably Miniopterus.  Although it appeared that we had 

disturbed some from sleep, most seemed very active, long before we reached their roost.  

The passage follows the direction of the crack for another 20m to a second entrance.  We 

found a solitary, sleeping horseshoe bat at this end of the cave.  

  

Before the second entrance is reached, a gap in the ceiling leads up into a higher level in 

the rift.  At this point, we were greeted by a 50cm long, grey snake, with black edged, 

brown diamonds down its back. It had obviously recently dined well judging by the bat 

sized lump in its middle. We climbed the shaft for a further 12m, and reached a third 

entrance, which is about 30m above the lower entrance. The vertical passage appeared 

more unstable as we climbed higher. There were large boulders and plenty of loose soil 

The ceiling of this shaft provided an ideal roosting place for bats and we saw some large 

fruit bats in the upper reaches of this part of the cave. Climbing up and out proved easy as 

there were plenty of foot and handholds. This cave must nevertheless be entered with 

great care as the potential for collapse is good. From the top exit it is possible to link up 

with the mountain path and descend to the base of the cliff. The survey shows the cave to 

be 39m long and 30m high.   

  

Helderberg Cave 3  
  

The cave is a 40m long crack in the well bedded, highly fractured Table Mountain 

Sandstone of Porcupine Buttress.  The entrance to the cave is approximately 10m high by 

10m wide, and narrows to a small terminal tube, less than 30cmx30cm.   

  

The upper section of the crack crosses a thin, horizontal bed of mustard coloured shale.  

This layer is very clearly visible in the terminal chamber.  The first chamber has a number 

of shelves in the upper section, one of which probably corresponds to the shale bed found 

in the terminal chamber.  The floor of the cave is covered by wet bat guano in the 

entrance chamber, and by damp, compacted mud in the second and third chambers.  The 

floor of the terminal chamber is also covered in crushed shale and small stones.  

  

The most important inhabitants of the cave are the fruit bats that live in all sections of the 

cave.  When we went into the cave, most of the bats were in the first two chambers, and 

the large glutinous mass of guano in the first chamber indicates that the bats tend to stay 

near the entrance.  While we were surveying, a few bats flew into the cave, and clustered 

in small pocket right at the back of the cave, 40m from the entrance.  

  

Along with the bats come their parasites.  One of the fruit bats we examined was host to a 

fast moving, wingless fly.  This fly is a member of the family Nycteribiidae, and is a 

blood-sucking ectoparasite normally found on bats.  

  



Another fruit bat was covered in relatively large scars.  Most of the scars appeared to be 

dry, but two of these scars had large, white centres.  These white centres appear to belong 

to another ectoparasite of the family Streblidae.  These organisms embed themselves in 

the subcutaneous tissue of the bat, and degenerate into sac-like cyst.  

  

Although we did not carry out an exhaustive search for animal life, we did find a number 

of small invertebrates.  About 20m from the entrance of the cave, we found a number of 

ticks on the passage wall.  We also found spiders in cracks in the walls, and small (4mm 

long) shrimps in the stream.  

  

Bats  
  

Bat specimens examined.  

  

  

Cave  Species  Gender  Forearm  Comments  

Cave 2  Rhinolophus 

clivosus  

Female  54.5mm    

Cave 3  Rousettus 

aegyptiacus  

Female  88.0mm    

Cave 3  Rousettus 

aegyptiacus  

Female  86.8mm  scars from 

parasites  

Cave 3  Rousettus 

aegyptiacus  

Female  91.2mm  deeply torn ear  

  

  

  

 


