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This book is dedicated to all the risk ‘managers’ who were generous in sharing their stories, and to the passionate group of cave explorers whom I am proud to call my friends. And of course, to Fiona – it is far easier to be the one at risk than to stay behind and worry about the risk-taker.






INTRODUCTION ‘H’ AS IN HARRY


My name is Dr Richard Harris – or just ‘Harry’ to my mates. If you meet me at a party, that’s what I’ll be introduced as.

‘This is Harry,’ the host will probably say. And then, more likely than not – ‘you know, the doctor from the Thai cave rescue’.

In June 2018, with the eyes of the world watching, I dived into a remote cave in northern Thailand, in an attempt to rescue a Thai youth soccer team who had become trapped by flash flooding.

I was part of a global rescue effort that involved thousands of people. Amongst them were civilian volunteers, fearless soldiers, brilliant engineers and one opinionated billionaire. And by several weird twists of fate, a bunch of middle-aged cave-diving enthusiasts. They were proponents of an obscure hobby that most of the world had never heard of, whose specific set of skills and highly specialised equipment proved key to the rescue.

Long story short, I used my experience as a recreational cave diver to traverse kilometres of the subterranean Tham Luang Nang Non cave system, and my professional knowledge as an anaesthetist to sedate the stranded boys so they could be dived and carried to safety.

The story of how the Wild Boars soccer team and their coach were rescued in the most improbable circumstances is an inspiring one. For the weeks the boys were trapped underground, the best of human nature was on show as people from disparate nations and walks of life worked together to find a way to bring them out. Around the globe, millions of people were united with concern for the kids and celebrated as one when they were rescued. It was an improbably happy ending to an extraordinary adventure, for which I managed to score front-row seats. Even if I hadn’t been involved, I think it would still make a cracking good yarn. Of course, I was involved – which is why, for better or worse, I will be best known as the cave-diving anaesthetist who went to help rescue the kids.

It was a privilege to be involved, but it came with an uncomfortable amount of attention. In the greater scheme of things, my dive buddy Craig Challen (now the world’s best-known cave-diving veterinarian) and I played only a small part in an extraordinary show of global solidarity to rescue the boys. We were two blokes in the right place at the right time who then found themselves in the limelight.

Craig and I had barely got our wetsuits off before people started pinning medals on us. Amongst them was the Star of Courage, a bravery decoration honouring ‘acts of conspicuous courage in circumstances of great peril’. That made me a little uneasy. I don’t consider what I did particularly courageous. Conspicuous, sure – when I popped up from the cave there were television cameras as far as the eye could see – but courageous? Not so sure.

To my mind, courage means doing something that frightens you. Observers of the rescue story often assume that I’m brave. They saw me and the other divers put on our scuba tanks and disappear underground to rescue those boys and think it must have taken courage. The idea of being underground, underwater, unable to see and with a finite air supply is something most people have a healthy, primeval fear of. The thing is, I quite enjoy it.

Because I am comfortable cave diving, I didn’t feel like I was in any great physical danger, hence I didn’t need to be courageous. I certainly don’t think of myself as a particularly brave man. If anything, I’m rather sensible – I just happen to have an unusual set of skills.

I was able to succeed in the Thai cave because of decades of experience, comprising thousands of hours of careful planning, risk assessment and management. You won’t catch me doing something dangerous unless I’ve thought long and hard about every possible way it might play out – I love to dive, but not in the deep end. At least, not without ascertaining what might be under the surface! I don’t crave adrenaline. Nor do I give in to flights of fancy or irrational fear… unless there’s a spider involved. Then all bets are off.

So, when people start throwing around the ‘H’ word, it makes me uncomfortable. Firefighters, ambos, volunteers – those are the people I’m happy to pin the ‘hero’ word on.

At best, I would describe myself as an enthusiastic adventurer. I like to explore, to live life to its fullest, to take chances – once I’ve done everything to make sure the chances favour me coming back alive.

I believe that a life without adventure and risk is a waste. I suppose you could call me an advocate for sensible risk-taking, as I believe the greatest risk most people will ever face is letting their lives pass them by.



Six months after the rescue, when Craig and I were named joint Australian of the Year (a whole other story), I found myself suddenly called upon to advocate for something I truly believed in.

‘I am proud to call myself an explorer,’ I said in my acceptance speech, ‘but I do fear for kids today who, living in a risk-averse society, will not learn to challenge themselves and to earn the grazed knees and stubbed toes that really are necessary to build resilience and confidence.’

‘I think a need for adventure resides in all of us. The answer for some is found in reading books, and for others by watching the screen… for me, or for us, it is about caves.’

As joint Australian of the Year, I’d been gifted a shiny new soapbox and I was going to use it for something I’d long been concerned about. Cave diving has given me a depth of contentment and joy that I now can’t imagine my life without.

I’m an adventurer today largely because I was raised by parents who inducted me into a life where a few cuts and bruises weren’t something to be avoided. It breaks my heart a little when I see a generation who might miss out on the immense privilege of spending time in the ocean or in the bush as kids. I used my time in the spotlight to advocate for more youth to follow Craig’s and my example.

I got some laughs from the crowd for suggesting that kids might like exploring caves, not long after having rescued some kids from underground. But I stand by my message. Cave diving just ‘clicked’ with me. I can’t say why, or how, and I know it’s not for everyone. But I truly believe that everyone has something similar, waiting for them to tap into the potential to be found there.

Kids do need to be kids. They need to be allowed to find their own boundaries and test their own limits – to unlock their capacity for exploration. Craig and I spent our tenure as joint Australian of the Year by encouraging kids and their parents to do just that – for kids to find their inner Hubert Wilkins or Amelia Earhart, and for parents to relax a little and let them have the freedom to undertake that discovery.

As Craig said in his acceptance speech, ‘There is a temptation to take the easy road, to think that life would be better if we mould it to be as comfortable as possible. But there is a real and serious risk in doing this – the risk that we miss the opportunities that present themselves. Missing a chance to lend a hand and help others. A risk of never knowing our own strength and what we are capable of.’

Our thesis was that a life without risk was a life half lived. We hit the road to spread the message as best we could. Hopefully, we inspired a few people to go out and try new things, to explore new parts of the world and facets of themselves. To be part of a bigger, better life.

Then, of course, the COVID-19 pandemic took hold of the planet and life as we knew it ended. Where I live, in Adelaide, we were mercifully isolated from the worst of it and my family rode out the first waves of the pandemic in relative safety. It was an immensely privileged position to be in and I was grateful that we were safe.

But having said that, it was a little boring. I went from spending my weekends zooming around the countryside with my mates going on one adventure or another, plus those few months of unexpected limelight, to spending a great deal of time at home. I found myself getting restless. As time wore on, I started thinking about something a comedic video meme had warned me about just after the beginning of the pandemic. ‘Everybody’s doing it,’ it said, ‘but no matter what you do, no matter how strong the temptation, please don’t start a podcast.’



My podcast, Real Risk, went live in May 2020. It was more frightening to me than jumping into a cave. I was aware it was a presumptuous and self-indulgent thing to do – no excuses there, but at least it would keep me close to home. Part of me was worried I’d be making another piece of digital trash to be ignored, dismissed and forgotten. Part of me was more hopeful.

Here’s a great piece of advice an author once gave me: write the book you want to read. I figured that advice was easily transferred to the format of a podcast. I wanted to make something that people like me would enjoy.

When I look over at my bookshelves there’s a theme. There’s Touching the Void and Lost in the Himalayas, stories of incredible feats of survival in the frozen wilderness. Next to them, a chronicle of some jokers attempting to row tiny boats across vast oceans and one about a gruelling journey by bike across the Sahara. How did a middle-aged Aussie doctor get obsessed with all these rather painful and dangerous pursuits? They are the bookshelves of someone who seems to have a bit of a ghoulish interest in other people’s suffering, which perhaps, is not what people want from their doctors. At least part of my fascination for the titles was always the thought – would I have it in me to do that? And what makes these people different?

I figured there were other people out there with bookshelves like mine, who read these stories not for the grisly details, but for the inherent truth in them. Each of the stories of adventure contains some element of questing, of personal catharsis, of spiritual betterment. Every adventurer seemed to be learning something about themselves as they pushed the boundaries of what they could do – of what all humans can do. I wanted to pursue that feeling, having experienced some facet of this myself.

In over twenty years of technical diving, with a particular focus on deep-cave exploration, I’ve gotten pretty used to people telling me I must have a death wish. It’s hard to explain that the opposite is true – I love life and cave diving is the part of my life that reminds me of that the most. The sport is a way to recharge and to grow as a person. In the middle of a successful cave dive, while death is possible, I am living my life to the fullest and the sensation I feel is one of calm. I imagine it must be similar to the feeling some people experience during meditation.

But I understand why people think I’m out of my mind. Hey, I feel the same way about the people who BASE jump, or who climb sheer rock walls without a rope. I doubt they woke up one day and said, ‘Today I’m going to do something so outrageously difficult that I will surely die doing it.’ I reckon they would find what they did perfectly logical and sensible – even if to me, they seemed batshit crazy.

I wondered if other risk-takers – the ones I considered crazy – have the same approach as me to risk. The people who jump off cliff tops wearing flight suits, or ride motorbikes at bone-shattering speed around blind corners, or fly combat jets – do they get the same pleasure as I do from consciously ticking off a safety checklist? Surely not.

So, I started the podcast to satisfy a curiosity and to find like-minded people. I had questions I wanted answers to. I wanted to ask these risk-takers: why do you do what you do? Why do you climb mountains, sail through storms, go to war, dive the deepest oceans? What fundamental part of our biology and psychology makes us want to go faster, and harder, and experience the soaring highs of risk-taking? What is it about cheating death that makes us feel so alive?

The more answers I got to those questions, the more I learned about why we take risks, the more I began to believe that my hunch was right – that risk is an important part of what makes us human. The more I understood how risk is essential to our wellbeing, the happier I was that I’d set out on the journey. Starting a podcast scared the hell out of me, but like every time I’ve gone out of my comfort zone, I discovered something new about myself. There was more to the story than the audio format allowed. It turned out, in making my podcast, I was actually starting a book. The book you’re holding now. Thanks for taking a risk on it. Let’s dive in.






PART ONE METAL





When I set out to explore risk – different facets of it, various ways that individuals experience, adjust to and live with risk – I had an idea that I wanted to start with the elements. To be specific, those people who test themselves against the elements.

Once upon a time people thought the world was made up of four elements: earth, water, air and fire. They thought everything that existed in the world was composed of different combinations of these elements.

In what became China, they believed wood and not air was an element. They also believed in a fifth element that was essential to the makeup of everything on Earth – metal.

Metal is the element that represents rigidity, but also flexibility, as it may undergo metamorphosis. In ancient engineering, the raw ore taken from the Earth was forged with fire, water and air to become whatever alloy humanity needed it to be – from brutal iron to beautiful gold. As a symbol, metal represents both mastery of the elements and of our own desire to improve upon the world with technology. It represents our better nature.

Personally, there are aspects of this philosophy that appeal to me. As a bit of a gadget man, I have a strong appreciation for gizmos, inventions and technology – those metal creations that have helped humanity strive to go further, faster and higher than we ever thought possible.

It’s a practical sort of admiration, but I find an undeniable kind of poetry to a perfectly tuned straight-six engine in a beautiful classic car. It’s testament to many, many hours of soulful mechanical design and human ingenuity.

I’m hardly the first to talk about the link between human mastery of metal and the individual. The English phrase, ‘to test your mettle’, to test your own strength and resilience, goes back to the 13th century, when the words ‘metal’ and ‘mettle’ were used interchangeably.

It’s an apt metaphor to explain how some extraordinary individuals, by taking on risk, find themselves similarly changed. Just like forged metal, they are harder, stronger, more resilient. And more malleable when that is what life requires.

I wanted to meet those people, to talk to them about how they test their own mettle, what they learned and what they could teach me. But I suppose it’s only fair that I start by discussing my own mettle-testing adventure, where I strapped on my dive gear to be part of something much bigger than myself.




CHAPTER ONE HEAVY METTLE


To be perfectly frank, I didn’t think much of our chances. From the moment the idea was first put to me, until pretty much the moment the final boy was rescued from the Thai cave, I did not expect any of the children to survive. When I weighed the risks, tried to envision everything that could go wrong, I thought the chances of successfully sedating the boys and diving them out were vanishingly small. But to be fair, the fact I was in Thailand in the first place was a million to one.



The first I heard of the Wild Boars soccer team and their coach being trapped in the cave by rising floodwaters was a tiny news article I read in an Adelaide paper. Just a few lines mentioning that a team was lost in a remote cave in northern Thailand. Naturally enough, that piqued my interest. Because of my love of cave diving and my interest in cave rescue, any article involving a flooded cave was relevant to me. As it happened, I had some contacts in the cave-diving community in Thailand.

Just a year earlier, Craig and I had been on an expedition with a guy called Ben Reymenants, a Belgian expat who runs a diving business in Thailand. I messaged Ben asking him if he knew what was going on, if he was involved and if there was anything us Aussies could do to help.

We weren’t the only ones to do so. The cave-diving community is a pretty small pool of people – particularly in the circle of cave explorers. Text messages pinged around the world as the situation became clearer – and each revelation made it increasingly clear that the boys were in terrible danger. Assuming they were even still alive and hadn’t drowned in the initial flood event.



To reach the chamber where the boys were eventually discovered meant painstakingly navigating through nearly two and a half kilometres of narrow passages, flooded with an underground river that appeared with the early and unseasonal start of the monsoon season. Hardened Thai Navy SEALs, along with expert US military divers, were unable to make headway.

Early on, Vern Unsworth – a British caver based in Chiang Rai and part of the international community of recreational explorers – entered Tham Luang to make an assessment. The rapidly rising floodwaters he witnessed generated the callout for the UK’s finest cave divers. The community rallied and those who were similarly qualified to safely plumb the cave began to mobilise to head to Thailand. Imagine the dismay of the Thai authorities when these scruffy middle-aged men from the UK and elsewhere started showing up with their home-made diving gear and unsolicited advice.

On 2 July, the British diving duo of Richard ‘Rick’ Stanton and John Volanthen located the boys alive and well on an elevated offshoot in the cave. The next day, seven Thai Navy divers, including Doctor Pak Loharnshoon, dived in with medicine and other supplies. Four of them, including Doctor Pak, would stay with the boys and ultimately be the last to exit the cave.

The sense of euphoria that came with discovering the team was short-lived, as it became clear there was no safe way to extract the boys. Without specialist cave-diving experience, even some of the toughest, most focused divers on the planet were unable to ford the length of the cave. A child, with no experience of scuba diving, would almost certainly panic, start to thrash and most probably drown themselves – along with any rescuers attempting to guide them out.

Faced with this extraordinary challenge and with time running out, our team of cave divers floated a proposal which was unorthodox, to put it mildly. On 5 July, I was exchanging messages with Rick, who wanted to know if it would be possible to sedate someone and dive their comatose body through a cave. My immediate response was that it was not. ‘Sedation is not an option,’ I wrote back.



I could think of a dozen ways a child could die in those circumstances. Barring equipment failure, such as a hose coming loose or a mask leaking, there were countless anaesthetic dangers: the child’s chin would need to be kept up to keep the airway clear as the slightest nudge could obstruct it and lead to suffocation, the sinuses could fill up with blood, they could choke on their own saliva. I asked my wife Fiona, also a medical doctor, if she thought it was possible. She responded with an incredulous laugh – she said the idea sounded ludicrous.

Later that day, I had a proper conversation with Rick, and he convinced me to give it some thought. I said I’d come to Thailand to help the children, but not to sedate them. I figured I could pitch in with my diving and medical expertise, or volunteer some of our cave rescue gear acquired or designed over the years.

In all honesty, part of me was excited at the possibility. Frankly, I saw the trip as an adventure as well as a humanitarian act – and I didn’t want to miss out. Craig and I were both as keen as mustard and champing at the bit to put our training into use. We’d been preparing for a situation along these lines for a long time.



It’s actually more common than you’d think for people to become trapped in caves by sudden flooding. Since the rise in recreational caving seen in the past fifty years or so, it’s been known to happen. So, the Thai cave incident was not an isolated event. It was, however, uniquely problematic.

The usual strategy is to wait for the water to recede, or if it looks like further flooding is likely, you send in a diver with equipment and an extraction plan. Craig and I had procedures in place for such cave rescues and had run extensive practice drills to help prepare for the day we might have to help extract a friend or caving colleague who found themselves stuck by subterranean flooding.

None of that was much help now. Our contingency plans were always based on the assumption that we would be rescuing an experienced caver. Here, we were looking at thirteen kids trapped two and a half kilometres underground, who were not expert cavers and in fact had no diving experience whatsoever. Oh, and we didn’t speak their language.



I was willing to do what I could, but Rick was adamant that the only way I was going to be able to help these boys was through his plan to sedate them.

Down the phoneline, from the rescue site in Thailand to the operating theatre in Adelaide, Rick levelled with me. ‘I can hear you’re a little bit excited about coming over, but I just want to give you a word of caution. You’re going to swim to the end of the cave, you’ll meet the boys, and they’ll seem quite healthy at the moment, quite smiley and happy,’ he said. ‘And then you’re going to turn around and leave and there’s almost certainly no way we’re going to get them out of that cave. If you’re not prepared to sedate them, they’re almost certainly going to die. So, think about that before you rush in.’

I doubt I’ve ever had a more sobering conversation. With Rick’s warning ringing in my ears, my dive buddy Craig Challen and I soon received a call from the Australian Government. Within hours we were on a plane to Thailand.



Before I left Adelaide, I’d been to visit my dad at the nursing home where he’d recently taken up residence. He’d only been in care for a couple of weeks, a decision we’d arrived at reluctantly. He and I were very close and for my whole life he’d been very much a hero to me. He was a great dad and a respected surgeon in his day. He was a gentle man, a vascular surgeon who loved a smoke and a drink, a bloke with a big belly and a bigger laugh, with a genuine love of life and the people around him. He had friends from all walks of life and respected everybody on their own terms. Everyone has a story, he taught me, and you should be open to all of them.

For my whole life he had been a great supporter of mine, even if he didn’t exactly love my hobby. He never understood the appeal of cave diving and wasn’t too thrilled about the dangers it involved. Over the years, his wariness about my sport had evolved into a running joke between us.

Every time I told him I was off on an expedition he’d look concerned, and I’d tell him not to worry because after this dive I was going to hang up my fins and retire. He’d look relieved and then a smile would slowly cross his face as he realised I was pulling his leg. This time was no different, and he laughed and wished me luck on the trip to Thailand, which by now was all over the news, blaring on the TV in the nursing home.



By the time Craig and I arrived at the cave, the kids had already been trapped for fourteen days. My mind was still not made up on whether anaesthesia was viable. I wanted to see the situation for myself before I decided, and as I inched down the cave following the guide rope laid by the British divers, I tried not to think how terrifying it all must be for the children. From the time they’d first become trapped to when they had been located, ten days had passed. That’s ten days without any food at all. Ten days drinking cave water. Ten days of near-total darkness, broken only by the occasional dim beam of torchlight as they rationed their batteries.

When I surfaced, the filth floating in the water alerted me to the fact I was in the right chamber. The smell of that many males trapped in an airtight cave for two weeks is not something I will forget in a hurry. When I first saw the kids, I was struck by how painfully thin they were. I could hear a moist cough from a couple of them, and there were some minor abrasions which, while not serious yet, could turn nasty in an environment which grew less sanitary by the hour. They looked weak to me, but incredibly brave and in good morale. Just like Rick had promised, they looked happy and wore huge smiles in the darkness. And sure enough, I had to decide if I could live with what was asked of me.



Oxygen levels in the cave were already dropping. The kids didn’t have enough food and they were cold. Above ground, the monsoon rains were about to recommence in earnest. According to the meteorologists, we had just a few days. The window for a rescue was almost closed.

The only viable alternative was to leave the boys in the cave through the rainy season until the floodwaters receded and they could walk out. That would mean having to dive in more than 2000 meals and once the rain started again, divers would not be able to reach the boys to resupply.

From a medical point of view that would have been a nightmare. Even if adequate air and food could be brought to them, illness would start to spread before long. What would happen when they started to succumb, one by one? What would the children do with the bodies of their dead friends? It was unthinkable. It was clear they needed to get out of there quickly. I realised I had to get on board with the plan to sedate the children and carry them out.



Personally, I didn’t think I was at any individual physical risk. We wouldn’t normally dive in a cave that was actively flooding, so our senses were on high alert, but I never felt I was in serious danger or putting my own life at risk to save others. What I was doing was in many ways much worse – I was putting the boys’ lives at risk on the off chance I could save some of them.

Their survival was far from guaranteed. I was almost certain not all of them would make it out alive. To be honest, I thought they would all die under the effects of my anaesthetic. Which would mean their deaths would be on my conscience for the rest of my life. The proposal was akin to euthanasia.

Then there was the small matter of getting the Thai authorities to give us the go ahead, which would require its own epic struggle.

To convince them, I came up with a very simple combination of drugs which we could use to dose the children – Xanax to help their anxiety while we got them suited up, atropine injected in one leg to stop their salivation so they didn’t drown in their saliva in the full-face mask and ketamine in the other leg to put them to sleep.

The Thai authorities asked me lots of questions – about the drugs, the doses, the risks. I had to keep emphasising to them that nobody had ever done this before. I felt like a used car salesman trying to sell an old bomb to an unsuspecting customer.

The only real guarantee our guys could give the Thai minister in charge was that if we didn’t dive, the entire soccer team was sure to perish. As one of the US Pararescue team told them, ‘We don’t envy you sir. Both choices are terrible, but one is worse than the other.’



The night before the first rescue day (which incidentally was my 28th wedding anniversary), I called Fiona and talked her through the plan. ‘I don’t think it’s going to work,’ I confessed. ‘I think they’re going to drown under anaesthetic.’

I slept very badly that night. I couldn’t stop thinking, ‘Who am I to take this risk?’ But the alternative was to let those children perish slowly in the dark and I had a moral obligation to try.

When faced with a dilemma like that, I would try and consider what my dad would do. The thing I got from my father more than anyone else was how to treat people – he was a very generous man. It was a great lesson in how to navigate through life. Doctors take a vow: ‘First, do no harm.’ Some take it more seriously than others, admittedly. Nobody took it more seriously than Dad. And during that long night in Thailand, I kept coming back to the truth of the matter. To put the kids under and dive them out presented a terrible risk of harming them, but not to do so would be a certain death sentence.

The one thing I am proud of myself for is finding the courage to make that decision to proceed with our objectively flawed plan. It came down to a very binary decision. Either I took the risk with the dive, or walked away and left those kids to die a dreadful death in the darkness. To my mind, that would have been much worse. I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I did that. Ultimately, there was only one choice to make.



In the morning we put on our gear and with the eyes of the world on us went into the cave to get the boys – a motley team of thirteen volunteer cave divers, including the British contingent, the local expats, Craig and myself. The plan was to kit the boys up in wetsuits, harnesses and full-face masks. A cylinder of oxygen would be clipped to their front, which would serve as a keel to keep their faces down and hopefully their airways clear.

If everything went to plan, the boys would remember nothing. From their point of view, they would take a Xanax pill administered by Doctor Pak, I’d give them a bit of a sting in the leg with a needle, and they’d wake up topside. Doctor Pak explained this to them in Thai – that they would be given medicine which would make them sleep so they could be carried through the cave. They would go to sleep and wake up with their families.

I’d decided to bring the largest, fittest boys out first, as they stood the most chance of surviving the journey and of recovering if something went wrong on the first run. For the sake of our own morale, to prove our improbable plan might work, we had asked for the biggest, healthiest boy to volunteer.

Unbeknownst to us, that message had been ignored. The boys had chosen amongst themselves on the basis of who lived furthest from the cave, and it was agreed they should go first. They assumed that when they got out, they would have to ride their bikes home! They didn’t have any clue about the thousands of people up above, the ambulances, helicopters and military units all waiting for them to emerge.

I helped the first boy onto my knee and gave him the injections. His eyes slowly closed and he went limp. Once he was unconscious, fitting a dive mask on him was like dressing a rag doll. Then, the first test. To say it felt very wrong, pushing an unconscious child underwater and then tying his hands behind his back, would be an understatement. An action that goes against all human and nurturing instincts; it certainly felt like euthanasia to me.

Once the children were on their way, there was nothing I could do. It was a one-way trip. If the guys carrying the children ended up taking a body out of the cave, that’s what they would have to do.

Like ants underground, our team of divers worked to bring the boys out, diving them through water and hauling them through dry sections of the cave, chamber after chamber. When necessary, they changed over their air cylinders. Once or twice, they had to get them breathing again when it seemed they had stopped.



The dose of ketamine I’d administered would last 30–45 minutes, however the journey through the cave would take around three hours. When the boys started to show signs of wakefulness, the guys would have to inject another dose of ketamine. Every so often as the divers floated the unconscious children through the tunnels and hauled them through the dry chambers where gravity would kick in and slow their progress, they would have to stop and readminister the ketamine to the boys.

We’d prepared pre-filled syringes with ketamine, and I gave the other divers a crash course in how to administer the drug with an injection to the outer thigh. They practised on plastic bottles so they could get the feel of punching through the wetsuit and skin.

‘Straight through the wetsuit, into the muscle,’ I said, cheerfully. ‘Doesn’t matter if you hit the bone, just go for it. You can’t go wrong.’ I was lying through my teeth. Anything could have gone wrong, but it was to give them the courage to actually do it. I was asking them to do something nobody had attempted in history as far as I knew. ‘As long as you inject the boy and not just the wetsuit, it will work.’

On the first day, we sent out four boys in total. Working in the foul-smelling chamber, I helped them kit up, put them to sleep and sent them on their way with one of the four English rescuer divers. Then, there was nothing I could do but wait and try not to dwell on the enormous risk we were taking with the lives of these boys. You can’t imagine how relieved I was when Rick surfaced in the chamber and swam over to me with the news: ‘It’s all good, Harry. The first two kids have come through their initial dive. So far so good.’

Two hundred people then helped haul the boys out once they reached chamber three, which signalled the diving sections were complete. Applause greeted the unconscious boys as they were carried to the exit by army medics and then into waiting ambulances.

It was unbelievable. Although I’d pretty much kept it to myself, I’d thought there was little to no chance of the boys surviving. The first four had made it. The next day, four more. And on the final day, the last four boys and their coach made it safe and sound.

When I dived out myself for the final time, I had no idea of the rollercoaster waiting for me on the surface. Wild applause, a bottle of whisky passed around (and gratefully accepted), and a bunch of slightly sheepish looking blokes from around the world grinning stupidly at each other, unable to comprehend what had just been achieved.

After four days spending twelve hours at a stretch underground, followed by late night meetings with the Thai government and only then snatching a few hours of sleep, my exhaustion was overwhelming. At that point, I was running on pure adrenaline.

When I finally got back to the hotel and had a chance to call Fiona, I was just babbling, completely pumped full of endorphins. I must have gone on for at least ten minutes before I finally drew breath. That’s when she burst into tears. She told me my dad had just died a couple of hours before, right about the time we were carrying the final boy from the cave.

I didn’t know what to feel. It was a massive emotional swing from euphoria to disbelief. I’d just seen Dad a few days earlier and made him smile with the joking promise that this time, after a quick rescue effort in Thailand, I was done with diving. Now I’d never hear him laugh again.

I sat on the edge of the bed, with poor Fiona listening to me sob down the phone from across the world. Often, when I’ve been on a particularly emotional dive such as a recovery operation, I’ve managed to hold all the emotions at bay until I’m back on dry land. Then it all comes out in this big outpouring.

Of course, though, never to this scale – to go from what might have been the happiest day of my life, to this crushing news. It was a tough blow. But, as I sat with it, I started to feel better. I realised that for the chance to see him one more time and say goodbye, I would have done almost anything. But I would have still gone to Thailand, still gone down the cave, because I knew that this job had my name all over it. And it was the right thing to do, and Dad would have approved.

I quickly came to see his death as a good thing. Not that he had died, but the way he had died. With his cancer diagnosis the end might have been pretty grim, so to suddenly keel over without warning was a blessing. He and I agreed strongly on the concept that quality, not quantity of life, is most important. Who said, ‘It’s better to burn out, than fade away’? Every one of us is going to die, so a good death should be celebrated as much as a good life. Hence, I decided to stay in Thailand and celebrate – both for the boys who had lived and for Dad who had reached the end of his life.

He’d died peacefully, the way he wanted to. He believed in living life and would have known what we did was worth the risk. And he certainly would have wanted me to stay on in Thailand and celebrate. So that’s what I did. And boy, did we party!



The hangover in the morning was pretty ordinary, but it faded and in time I’ve been able to look back at the whole adventure with some perspective. I’m not religious and I don’t tend to use the word ‘miracle’, even though that’s how a lot of people describe what happened in those two weeks. I prefer the term ‘exceptional’.

It was a triumph of hard-working enthusiasts, passionate about their craft, who rolled their sleeves up, made some tough choices then got on with it. An example of superb teamwork across multiple disciplines, cultures and nationalities. I’m not just talking about the divers, but the thousands of people around the site on the mountain and in offices around the world supporting the complex logistics of this enormous undertaking.

In retrospect, I can look at the entirety of the rescue and see how and why it worked, even though everything I knew about anaesthesia and cave diving told me there were so many reasons it should fail. But we succeeded, which I put down to a bunch of very courageous, very practical people, giving it a crack.

The rescue effort involved upwards of 10,000 people. These included more than 100 military, commercial and recreational divers, representatives from about 100 government agencies, 900 police officers and 2000 soldiers.

We, the cave divers, were the most visible element in the story, true. We played our part and all held a great pride in what we did. We helped to save thirteen lives, and, on a more selfish level, we enjoyed the validation it gave for our dedication to a minority sport that nobody ever took seriously before.

We were the tip of the spear, if you like, but we weren’t heroes. We were just moving parts in an extraordinary machine that took on mammoth odds and found a way to manage the risks. Nothing any of us did – or could have done – was half as impressive as the bravery and strength the boys in the cave showed the world. They were the heroes – a group of kids who survived the indescribable and who did it with smiles on their faces.

I can’t imagine how I would have coped if I’d been faced with such a challenge at that age. Probably not as admirably. It’s safe to say the cave rescue was a transformative experience for them – I know it was for me. A good old-fashioned test of mettle for us divers – but something else entirely for the boys. The hardship and risk tested us. But the fact is we’d had our whole lives to prepare for it. The Wild Boars were thrown in the deep end without warning and their attitude to the hardship only deepens my respect for their strength of character. You don’t really know what you’re made out of – what alchemical reaction the worst day of your life will bring out in you – until it happens. But I know, from long experience of dragging my own rusted-on mettle around the world, that you can take steps to be ready. And you can have fun doing it.






CHAPTER TWOSHED GUYS


You may have heard the famous story about George Mallory, who, when asked by the New York Times in 1923 why he wanted to climb Mount Everest, replied, ‘Because it’s there.’

It’s gone down in history as one of the great one-line quips, but, like most pithy quotations, it’s been a little shaved down over time. Mallory went on to explain, ‘The answer is an instinctive part, I suppose, of man’s desire to conquer the universe.’

For me, that quote defines the visceral need to explore. It explains my need to pursue the sport of cave diving. When asked the same question about why we do what we do, my friend Craig Challen likes to say, ‘If you have to ask the question, you wouldn’t understand the answer.’

In this, as in many aspects of cave diving, I defer to Craig’s wisdom. He’s right – you either get it or you don’t.

I first ‘got it’ back in the year 2000, when I was working at the diving and hyperbaric unit of the Royal Adelaide Hospital. My daughter Millie had just been born and things were fairly hectic in the Harris household. On the occasions I got a chance to sneak away for some R&R, I would head down to the south-east to do a bit of tuna fishing.

One of my friends and colleagues, a former police diver named Ron Jeffery, suggested that if I was out that way, I should pop over to a privately-owned sinkhole simply known as ‘Kilsby’s’. It was where the police divers did their training and was one of his favourite spots for diving.

Honestly, I hadn’t given much thought to cave diving over the preceding years. My first experience with it had been back in 1986, when, as an enthusiastic member (and president) of my university dive club, I decided along with a few others that we were bored swimming around the same old wrecks and signed up for a cave-diving course.

Together, we went down to Mount Gambier for what turned out to be a very robust and arduous training course, with an emphasis on safety over fun.

It was winter; rainy and cold above and fifteen degrees in the water. My wetsuit was old and not up to the task, and the caves themselves were grimy holes full of silt and weeds. Half the time we were blindfolded. Often, through the endless lost-line drills where we scrabbled in the mud for a thin piece of nylon cord, I found myself wondering why anybody would voluntarily spend their time this way. I enjoyed the training, but where was the reward?

This unpleasant, introductory training was supposed to culminate with a dive in a famous coastal spring called Piccaninnie Ponds – first named in a less progressive time and now affectionately called ‘Pics’. ‘Pics’ is known for its crystal-clear water, striking green algae and blinding-white walls. A chasm runs to over 100 metres far below, in which the azure shade of the water deepens as one descends.

It was supposed to be a glorious sight to behold, but we never got to see it. Unfortunately, the authorities closed the cave just before we could visit, due to concerns about the impact of divers on the aquatic plants. So, my first experience was underwhelming. I joined the Cave Divers Association of Australia but, after a few years, I let my membership lapse.

That was that I thought to myself. The whole experience was pretty ordinary. A few years later in 1990, my girlfriend Fiona and I married, and she was not unhappy to hear that I had given away this aspect of the scuba diving that was perceived by so many people to be highly dangerous. I didn’t give it much more thought.

That all changed in the year 2000. Ron’s suggestion to visit Kilsby’s sinkhole would be a game changer for me. He had set things up with Ross Kilsby, the owner of the property boasting the sinkhole. At the end of the successful fishing trip, I dragged my old mate Sam Hall over to the farm for a quick dive.

For a life-changing adventure it was remarkably brief. We plunged through an unassuming pond in the ground into an astonishing submarine world. Astonishing and frigid, around sixteen degrees, and I only had a wetsuit and a single scuba tank. I went for a shallow, quick dive and that was all it took. I was hooked.

The water was the colour of an expensive bottle of gin – crystal clear with a touch of blue. The sun shone down in shimmering bliss from the mouth of the cave. I dropped only twenty metres and marvelled at the depths that fell away below me. The moment I climbed from that sparkling water, I turned to Sam and said, ‘Oh my God, what have I been missing?’

At the next opportunity I rejoined the Cave Divers Association and repeated my basic training. Once I’d managed to convince Fiona that I wasn’t going to drown myself and leave her a widow with three young children, I started going cave diving at every opportunity. I took every advanced course I could find – rebreathers, mixed gas, more cave courses – and soon made friends with vastly experienced divers and cavers who were pioneers in the field. I suddenly felt like I had found my tribe.

I think in those early days there were three people in particular who took me under their collective wing. I’d like to say it was because they felt I showed some potential for the sport but, to be honest, I think it was more about enthusiasm and an insatiable thirst for knowledge and new experiences. The first was Peter ‘Puddles’ Horne. His nickname was given to him because he would literally dive into anything more than puddle-sized in case it led into an underground labyrinth. Peter filled books with his maps and scientific observations based on many years of early diving in the Mount Gambier region of South Australia. Peter generously taught me the basics of mapping caves and taught me that a cave had not truly been explored until it had been mapped and explored.

The second person was John Dalla-Zuanna (‘JDZ’), a senior cave-diving instructor who showed me all the different configurations that cave divers use, including ‘side-mount’ diving where tanks are mounted on either side of the diver, rather than on their backs. It allows for penetration of tight sections of cave, and would quickly become my preferred way of diving.

JDZ was also an early adopter of closed-circuit rebreathers (CCRs), a more complex device compared to standard scuba, which recycles the breathing gases, scrubbing out the diver’s exhaled CO2 and replenishing the oxygen metabolised by the diver. The result is a very efficient system which massively extends the range and depth for cave exploration. A CCR is in many ways very similar to an anaesthetic machine in the way it provides a fresh flow of life-preserving gas. As an anaesthetist, it seemed to me an immediately intuitive and logical way to dive.

Finally, my dear friend Ken Smith, one of the most experienced cave divers I know. Ken is akin to James Bond’s ‘Q’. He has a planet-sized brain and is constantly inventing or developing gadgets and gizmos to further our exploration projects. But it is Ken’s side-splitting humour that makes him an essential part of any expedition!

With such extraordinary mentors, I began to develop my passion for diving in caves. Under the supervision of these very experienced friends, I was quickly tutored from raw beginner to an apprentice explorer.



In 2004, Fiona, three young children and I left Australia to spend two years living and working in Vanuatu. Fiona threw herself into the school community and fundraising initiatives. Meanwhile, I was officially employed as a doctor working with AusAid at the Vila Central Hospital, but I was also drawn by rumours of amazing caving and cave diving.

The island republic had only been independent for twenty-four years and many of the eighty-three islands remained undeveloped and out of reach of tourists and travellers. That included what turned out to be an abundance of unexplored caves nestled amongst the archipelago.

On arrival, it became clear from discussion with Ni-Vanuatu people that caves abounded on most of the islands. A simple drive down the eastern half of Espiritu Santo island revealed numerous crystal-clear streams and tell-tale blue water holes by the roadside.

On some islands you could hardly throw a stone without it dropping into some beautiful, fascinating, water-filled cave. As far as I could tell, no human being had ever penetrated more than a few metres into many of them and it seemed like I was just about the only person in the whole country who had any interest in diving them.

Best of all, the constrictive web of permissions required to access a cave had not yet descended on Vanuatu. Usually, all it took was asking the permission of the local chief to access their land.

I couldn’t believe my luck – my own set of virgin caves. I would be the first person ever to dive many of them. That was the second bite of the bug. That was it for me. Obsession took over. I found genuine exploration to be completely addictive.

I loved every minute of it. The slow decent from sunshine into darkness. Squeezing through narrow passages and endless limestone mazes, only to emerge into still, open pools and amazing geological formations. I explored tunnels which bloomed into vast chambers closer to a cathedral than that dank cave I first dived – almost like artworks sculpted by flowing water from raw limestone over eons. Caves no other human being had ever laid eyes on. Caves I could lay the first ever guide-line into.



In the sport of cave diving, your life is always on the line – quite literally. Whenever you advance into a cave, you follow a guideline which also represents an essential, physical path back to the safety of the entrance.

The guideline, or line, is a thin, durable cord, usually made of nylon and white or brightly coloured – although colour is irrelevant when a silt-out or light failure takes away all visibility. On those occasions, your life depends on your ability to stay calm, locate the guideline with your hand and follow it back to safety.

As you might surmise, this only applies to caves that have been explored by divers on a previous occasion, who have laid down the line to find their own way out and left it in place for the benefit of future divers.

The funny thing is, there are few things in the world as comforting to me as the sight of an old length of line. No matter how gnarly, cold and difficult a cave appears to be, the psychological boost of knowing that someone else has been there before means that it must be diveable. It makes it feel ‘safe’. But that all changes when you reach the end of the line.

When I’m exploring a cave and I get to the end of the line, it means I’ve reached the limit of previous exploration. The stretch of cave in front of me might look identical to that behind me, but psychologically, it’s a whole new world. A world that no human being has ever seen or touched before.

At that point, I always feel a significant elevation in awareness and vigilance – a state of elevated arousal. Whatever hazards lie ahead, they are unknown. And I will be the first to ever navigate them. Anything could be waiting ahead – jagged or unstable rock, deep silt that, once disturbed, will obscure my vision, or a cavity too small to turn around in to safely escape.

Most likely it will be more cave, much like that already swum through, but that doesn’t stop the spike of excitement you feel when you start rolling your line off the reel. From then on, that cave is yours – and every human being who will ever go down that passage will follow in your footsteps.

It’s difficult to describe the sensation – the sheer overwhelming excitement of that moment. In some ways, that’s the most dangerous part of the sport, because it takes a great deal of self-control to turn back at that moment.

At times, I’ve reached that point where exploration starts and realised I’ve reached a pre-determined limit – my air reserves are getting low, or my friends back at base camp are expecting me back. It takes a lot of self-control to do the sensible thing and turn for home. It can be enormously frustrating. The temptation to continue – to venture just a minute or two deeper, to see what’s around the next stretch of rock and water – can be overwhelming.

The feeling is something that’s always been part of me. As a kid, I was blessed with a classic Aussie happy childhood, dotted with beach holidays where we would go snorkelling and fishing. That’s where my love of the ocean started – as well as my desire to test the boundaries.

I remember being out on a boat, fishing with Dad and lobbying him to motor further out. He was perfectly happy to stick close to the shore and catch a few whiting for dinner. But I was not. All day I’d kept pitching the idea of going out to deeper water or to the distant islands where the fish might be bigger. Who knows, we might even catch a shark!

So, that restless ambition has always been there, as has the love of all things underwater. I still get the same buzz every single time I put the regulator in my mouth, stick my head in the water and find I can breathe and move around. It’s just such a cool thing to be able to do.



Cave diving is a selective pursuit. It takes a certain type of person to be drawn to the sport and those who are dedicated explorers are even rarer. Cave divers are often independent and individualistic people – methodical, analytical folk who not only tolerate but enjoy physical risk and discomfort. I’ve met few individuals in my lifetime that fit that description better than my friend and long-time dive buddy Craig Challen.

We first dived together in 2006, on a six-man dive into Kija Blue, a massive deep-blue sinkhole in the remote Kimberley region of Western Australia. The dive got tighter and siltier as we went deeper and deeper. I turned back at 111 metres where it seemed to choke out at a boulder pile, one that might have killed me, had things gone the other way.

As I squeezed down the cave, a large rock that I must have dislodged fell behind me. It broke the all-important guideline and obscured my vision in a massive cloud of red Kimberley silt.

My training kicked in and in the blanket of darkness, I took out my small safety reel – carried for emergencies like this – tied it to a rock projection and searched the area, eventually locating the broken end of the guideline which led me out to safety.

It was a bit of an incident, but well worth it… It was on this trip that Craig and I identified a common interest in exploring deep underwater caves and that became the basis of numerous future trips.

The other site that cemented our friendship was the exploration of Cocklebiddy Cave beneath the Nullarbor Plain of Western Australia. The Nullarbor is a remote and featureless desert, but hauntingly beautiful. A vast aquifer lies ninety metres below the surface and sporadically, large voids in the limestone have opened forming windows into it. The most famous of these is Cocklebiddy Cave, which for many years attracted explorers from Australia and overseas – a cave divers’ paradise in that there was always something new to find as the tunnels grew longer and longer with every foray.

Finally, in 1995, South Australian veteran Chris Brown made a modest extension to the most distant tunnel – ending in what seemed to be a passage too tight to navigate. Brown declared the cave finished at the restriction, just over six kilometres from the entrance and so closed the final page on an historic chapter of Australian cave exploration.

However, Craig and his buddy Karl Hall weren’t ready to accept that reality until they had a look for themselves. In 2003, using the new closed circuit rebreather technology, they dived to another restriction near the end of the cave where Craig waited for Karl. Karl removed his cumbersome back-mounted rebreather and forged ahead using a more traditional side-mounted scuba set. Craig waited fifty-two minutes for Karl, babysitting his rebreather.

Karl reached the end of Chris Brown’s line and looked at the very uninviting hole before him. With his streamlined kit he managed to push through and noted the cave widening and continuing ahead. It was still game on at Cocklebiddy! However, equipment issues for both Karl and Craig would result in that dive being aborted and no exploration being claimed beyond Chris Brown’s exploration point.

That was the state of Cocklebiddy’s exploration history when, over a bottle of red wine in an Adelaide pub, I foolishly offered to support Craig’s return to Cocklebiddy to finish the job. In 2008, Craig and I made a nineteen-hour return push to the end of the cave, eleven of them in the water. Craig forged ahead at the underwater restriction that had stopped Chris Brown, while I waited underwater in the pitch-dark nursing Craig’s rebreather. Seventy-five very long minutes passed (fifteen minutes overdue in fact), before Craig reappeared, having laid another 120 metres of line into unexplored tunnel – a satisfying result and a ‘bonding experience’ to say the least for Craig and myself.

Even then, it was clear we made a great team. Cave diving, despite its emphasis on individual responsibility, is still very much a team sport. Perhaps the ultimate team sport for someone like me, whose general lack of coordination did not make me a sought-after asset on the footy field, despite my enthusiasm.
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