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My first example of courage, dignity, strength and humanity came from a woman whose diminutive stature and quiet nature did not prevent her from having a profound impact on the lives around her.

Mum.

With one comment made, one night in front of the television, you set my life on its course.

I owe this book, and the stories it contains, to you. I was called to Tham Luang when I was fifty-seven, which was your age when you departed. I wish you could have seen your impact on the person I’ve become.

Thank you.
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Prologue: The End of the Line

Monday, 2 July 2018, Thailand

What could possibly go wrong?

I pulled myself through a tunnel of rock, blindly fighting against an underground river that was flowing deep inside a mountain. The current pushed against me so forcefully that it felt like the water – or maybe the mountain itself – was trying to keep me out. Thirteen young men had been the last to travel this path before me, and I had gone there to save them.

Although millions around the world were waiting and watching, hoping to hear news of the boys’ safe discovery, many had already given up hope. (They can’t possibly still be alive in there.) In the week since I had flown to Thailand to take part in this search, I had been plagued with thoughts about what I would be finding. I too assumed that the boys were dead, but that was unimportant to me. I stayed there, searching, pushing myself through the cave, because I had to see it through to the end. I had to see for myself.

Maybe I was just looking for an answer so that I could put an end to the searching.

This wasn’t the first time I’d been sent into a cave to bring out a body, but this was the first time that the ones I was searching for were a group of children. That made a difference – that made a better story for the press – and the throngs of journalists camped on the mountain just outside served as an unmistakable sign that the world wanted to be given a happy ending.

More important to me than the media, though, were the mothers and families who had not left their posts on that mountain for over a week. I could walk past the cameras and microphones without a glance, but even I couldn’t ignore the much smaller huddle of women, whispering prayers and watching us as we walked into the cave that held their sons. I avoided the women, but I knew they were there, and they acted as constant reminders of why I was there.

As the sun shone high in the midday sky on a fateful Saturday in late June, thirteen young men – all members of the Wild Boars football team – had walked into Tham Luang Nang Non cave, whose opening is on the side of a mountain in the Doi Nang Non range. The team had taken the same path that I am on now, but the way for them had been largely dry and clear. When they had taken this journey, they had moved forward by walking, scrambling and crawling. They had likely been talking and laughing as they went along, perhaps discussing Night’s upcoming birthday party, or a recent school exam; perhaps Coach Ek had been reviewing some football moves he had taught them earlier that day in practice. I imagined the sounds of their voices and laughter echoing through the empty chambers, fading into the blackness that surrounded their feeble lights. The solid feeling of sediment beneath their hands and feet would have been reassuring to them as they moved along and encouraged each other onward, scrambling over boulders and crawling on their bellies through the low sections. The journey would have been physical and demanding, an exercise in spirit and solidarity for the team.

Not only were they not afraid, they didn’t realize that they should be.

While they were scurrying their way forwards through the cave, with the lighthearted goal of etching their names into the mud at the far end, rain had started falling onto the mountain above them. The boys were nestled within the silence of the cave, protected from the elements and unaware of the danger approaching them, as rain seeped through the layers of rock. The open cave passage provided a clear funnel for the water to flow through, as it had done so many times before, and the cave began to fill. When the team finally turned to make their way out, they found that their playground had drastically changed.

With their exit blocked, the team made an unusual decision. Instead of staying where they were and waiting for rescue, the group turned back into the mountain and moved deeper into the cave. This time they weren’t chasing an adventure; now they were hoping for survival. By the time the moon had risen above, they were trapped inside with a kilometre of rock above them and 2,300 metres of flooding cave passage behind them.

They were utterly alone inside the mountain, isolated from the rest of the world by the elements that were surrounding them and the rain that continued to fall outside. They might as well have been on another planet.

Ten days later, John and I were there, following the boys’ path into the cave through a passage that was now largely underwater. Our way forward was made not by scrambling and scurrying, but by finning and feeling. I reached out ahead of me, using my fingers to guide me. I was prepared at any moment to feel my hand collide with something soft and fleshy: a floating corpse that would have decayed rapidly after being submerged in warm water for more than a week. The discovery wouldn’t be pleasant.

‘But that is why you’re here,’ I reminded myself.

The water was so thick with silt that I could barely see my hand in front of my face. I had high-powered lights attached to my helmet, but they were ineffective in this murk. I only had one turned on, and that was at its lowest setting; it produced a dim glow in the brown water, which I found comforting. I listened to the reassuring mechanical sounds of my breath moving through the regulator between my lips. I breathed in air that had a familiar metallic tang. As I exhaled, bubbles escaped through my regulator and were released into the water, where they rose up until they broke and dispersed against the ceiling above our heads. When diving in a cave – especially a cave with poor visibility – you learn to rely on your senses in different ways than you do above ground. This was all so familiar to me.

People who are not cave divers often describe cave diving as the most dangerous sport in the world, while caves are seen by many as hostile and frightening places to be avoided at all costs. Hollywood films use caves as the setting for horrors imagined by our subconscious and appearing in our nightmares. Not all of us turn away, though. Some of us are beckoned into caves by the mystery of the unexplored. We take comfort in the very things that bring fear to others. Caves are where we belong.

I was eighteen when I entered my first cave, and in some ways I’ve never left.

⊕ ⊕ ⊕

The change in pressure inside my ears indicated that I was rising, while a change of note in the exhaled bubbles suggested they were now reaching an air surface. I moved upwards very slowly, mindful of the stalactites hanging from the ceiling. The weight of my helmet returned as I lifted my head above the surface, and I watched the brown water slowly recede down my mask like a falling tide. We found ourselves in an underground canal – a gloomy passage about 6 metres wide, its walls arching up to a ceiling that peaked 4 metres above our heads.

The water here was just shallow enough to let us balance on the tips of our fins with our heads and shoulders above the surface. When we reached these canal passages, we’d raise our heads out of the water to take a quick rest and discuss next steps.

‘How far have we travelled?’ … ‘Shall we continue?’ … ‘How much line is left?’

Much like Ariadne’s thread, given to Theseus before he entered the labyrinth of the Minotaur, cave divers use a line to mark their way to the exit as they proceed through a cave. John indicated that his reel was very nearly empty, with about 20 metres left before he’d reach the end of the line. It was time to turn around.

As we were several hours into this journey, I’d started to feel a bit hungry. After a moment of rest, I remembered that I still had to lift my mask as I had done before, so I could smell for signs of life. Thinking about the Snickers bar I had tucked in my wetsuit pocket, I reached for my mask, lifting it away from my face and breaking the seal to expose my nose to the surrounding atmosphere.

In that moment, everything changed.

I was immediately struck by the pungent air, so thick it was suffocating as it entered my nostrils and mouth. The stench of decay was overpowering, unmistakable, and not unfamiliar. I’d smelled this before – in other caves and at other times – and my stomach churned as I recognized what it meant. They must be dead. We’ve found their bodies. This thought was followed almost immediately with a consolation. At least we’ve finally found something.

‘John, they’re here,’ I said to him. ‘Smell for yourself.’

I watched him as he lifted his mask, then he looked at me and nodded in agreement. We’d certainly found something. John and I were still looking at each other, our thoughts racing, when we received our next shock: voices. One teenaged male voice, and then another. Thoughts and questions raced between us silently. The boys! They’re alive!? How many?

I knew that we were considering the same possibilities, and my mind quickly settled on the option that seemed like the worst but most likely. We’d be finding some boys alive, with the others dead or dying. I realized with horror that we had been so focused on the search that the reality of finding them had never been fully thought through. Nobody had prepared for this. From this moment on, I knew that we would be flying blind.

‘The two of you wanted to be calling the shots …’ a voice in my head taunted.

Knowing that we would have to move the deceased away from the boys who were still alive, John and I began discussing where we could take the corpses. Our planning stopped when we saw the faint glow of a weak electric torch, coming from around a bend and several metres above us, accompanied by the muffled shuffling sounds of people moving closer. With a few quick words and gestures, we began taking off our equipment, leaving it on a sand bank. Partially de-kitted, we moved through the water towards the voices. I saw John fumbling with something and I realized he’d had the foresight to set up and switch on the waterproof camera that had been given to him that morning by the Royal Thai Navy SEALs.

I raised my eyes towards the voices and received the third surprise in what felt like a lifetime, but which had only been a few short minutes. The lights mounted on our helmets shone upwards to a muddy slope that was holding a group of young men. The focused beams illuminated the Wild Boars – still alive and still dressed in their football clothes – as they descended towards us, gingerly easing themselves down the ramp on their haunches. Within a moment they’d all gathered before us, taking centre-stage beneath our roaming spotlights. Although they were skinny and appeared frail, their very presence was a testament to their strength. Their grins lit up the passage, and their eyes gleamed brightly as they looked at the two strangers who had just arrived, as if from another world.

I quickly began scanning the bodies and counting. One, two three … eight, nine … We had come in looking for thirteen. As I counted, I heard John’s voice call out clearly, resonating in the hollow chamber.

‘How many of you?’

I finished my quick headcount at thirteen. Unbelievable.

‘They’re all alive,’ I said, incredulously, just as one of the voices answered John’s question: ‘Thirteen.’

‘Thirteen?’ John echoed, in disbelief. ‘Brilliant.’

The surprise and relief heard in our voices during that exchange revealed what John and I had been expecting to find in the cave that day.

This scene that John captured has been shown around the world and seen by millions. When I look back and watch this video, as I still do occasionally, I am struck by several things.

How remarkable was the strength and spirit of the boys, who had been able to remain calm and clear-headed during their time in the darkness and even during their unexpected visit from two strange men clad in black neoprene, one of whom was wearing an inflated inner tube on his back.1

How fortunate that John had been given the camera on that day, with the sole intention of recording features in the cave for the Thai SEALs who were waiting on the surface. Instead, it had been used to record a moment whose global impact could – and likely will – never be replicated.

Finally, I can’t help but recognize the personal significance of that moment. I had spent my life building a very specific and refined set of skills and experiences, all of which had led me to that place at that time. In many ways it seems that I had spent my life preparing to find – and then ultimately rescue – those boys. Yet I’d be lying if I said I was expecting any of this to happen as it did.
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Part One



PLAN




1. Water Flowing Underground


‘Rick Stanton is not the most domesticated of men.’

Amanda Mitchison, Sunday Telegraph



In the centre of England is a city called Coventry, which is best known for a number of unique reasons. One thousand years ago, Lady Godiva rode through the market centre, naked on horseback, while being spied upon by the original Peeping Tom. Nine hundred years later, Britain’s first car was built in the then-industrial city. During the Second World War, the city was famously bombed in the ‘Coventry Blitz’, during which its sprawling cathedral was demolished. The city has had a long and varied history, and somewhere along the way – most likely due to its containment of prisoners during the Civil War – an English idiom was born. ‘Being sent to Coventry’ has come to mean being effectively erased, ostracized, treated as though you don’t exist. Nothing could be worse than being sent to Coventry, according to the phrase, yet this is where I live.

Near the centre of Coventry, there is a modest residential street that is lined with semi-detached homes and comfortable cars. One house on this street stands out a bit from the others: its loose fascia and guttering need to be replaced; the paint flaking off the cracked rendering signals a long-overdue renovation; the tall grass, withered rosebushes and visible weeds in front of the house reveal a distinct lack of interest in gardening. The inside of this house is even less welcoming, with diving equipment strewn throughout the living and dining rooms, a lathe and milling machine standing where the dining table used to be found, and kayaks spanning the floor. The walls have unrepaired holes; the thin carpeting has been worn through in places; and a kitchen wall bears the scar of a cupboard that I tore down one day when I was struck with the urge to renovate the kitchen, before quickly losing interest.

This is my home, though it is not very homely.

When the reporter arrives at my front door, accompanied by a cameraman, I lead them quickly through the ground floor of the house, through the sliding glass door at the back and onto the paved garden. I’ve placed two garden chairs in an empty space, and as the cameraman sets up his tripod, I see the reporter looking around. Is this what he was expecting to find? Instead of keeping a green garden behind the house, I’ve laid down block paving to create a place where I can work. Clothing and diving gear are hanging to dry on the washing line, industrial gas storage cylinders are standing against the house, and a bare Land Rover chassis is parked outside the towering garage.

I had the garage built after I moved in, and it covers an area of land more than half that of my house. I know that some neighbours may consider it to be an oversized eyesore, but it is as essential to me as the house itself. Inside live my Land Rover and an unbuilt off-road buggy. My kayaks take up any remaining walking space on the floor and hang overhead from the exposed wooden beams of the ceiling joists. The shelving on the side walls is packed with diving cylinders, equipment, tools, loose hardware – all of which had been overflowing from inside my house before I gave them a new home.

When the builders had completed the garage structure, the front and rear door openings were left unfinished. Years have passed, but I still haven’t got around to properly installing doors; instead, I use two large sheet-metal doors – leaning against the rear wall and braced by spare tyres – to secure my gear from the entry behind it.

As the reporter speaks with the cameraman, I sit down and look over at the opening of the garage. I do need to take care of those doors, particularly because the items held in the garage are the things which are most valuable to me. Still, I can’t be arsed. I have endless and constantly evolving lists of things to do running through my head all the time, and fitting garage doors never rises to the top in terms of urgency.

Dismissing the idea of ever having a properly completed garage, I’m suddenly reminded of the feedback I’d received from teachers in school. They’d all been pretty consistent: pointing out my lack of effort in class, too much time spent daydreaming, never showing interest in the things I was supposed to. Most of them were the typical ‘He shows potential, but …’ comments, but I’ve always remembered a report given to me just prior to O-level exams:1 ‘Richard continues to do just enough to get by satisfactorily without putting himself out. He must shake off his usual comatose condition if luck is not to play the most important part in his O-level results. Of course, I realize that such action is out of character and highly unlikely.’

As my form teacher, Mr D. A. Boreham had come to know me quite well over the course of several years. He’d made regular reports of my progress during that time, and his reports had all shared this common theme: generalized apathy. The criticism was fair. I’d passed all of my exams easily, but nothing ever held my interest or motivated me to extend my effort beyond the requirements in most of my classes. In his final report, Mr Boreham had gone on to write something like: ‘Richard is showing us an economy of effort. It’s a dangerous game, and I hope it works out for him.’

An economy of effort. I’d found that thoroughly amusing and have held onto that report for all of these years – it lives in a filing cabinet in my office, crammed in between newspaper clippings and old logbooks. When I presented this report to my parents, though, they hadn’t been quite as happy with it as I would come to be.

‘I didn’t raise you to be lazy,’ my father said, and he was correct. I was never lazy, but I have always been very selective with the things that I choose to spend energy on; it just so happened that none of those things occurred in school. Displaying this economy of effort was not valued in the home where I was raised, unfortunately. My parents displayed their own sense of economy for material possessions, but they placed high value on the effort that a person puts into their actions.

‘Mind what you’re doing,’ was my father’s oft-repeated mantra. Plan for what you’re going to do, he was telling us, and then be mindful of everything while doing it. Act with purpose. I agreed very much with his motto, while also displaying an economy of effort. I was always very mindful of what I was doing when I was doing something important; I just found fewer things important than most people.

I grew up in Buckhurst Hill, a small Essex town on the northeastern outskirts of London, with two supportive parents and a younger sister. Jane and I never wanted for anything and yet – like many restless children – I was content but not completely satisfied, and I had no idea why. It’s hard to explain the feeling of missing something you have never known, of longing for a place you have never been, but that’s kind of how I felt. I passed through most of my childhood and adolescence in a dream state, without really connecting to anything or anybody. I spent a lot of time alone, and it was rare that anything held my interest for very long.

The first thing that had sparked any excitement or curiosity was fishing, which I had taken up as a hobby. I’d just been looking for something to do to fill the time on weekends, but it soon began taking up all of my conscious thought as I began daydreaming and analysing every nuance of the activity. These endless thoughts became a sort of escapism, and I began disappearing for hours into the nearby Epping Forest with my rods and reels.

As members of the Christian Church of the Brethren,2 my parents – and by extension my sister and I – lived a simple life. My father William and mother Josephine were pragmatic and level-headed, traits which have been passed onto both Jane and myself. My dad was an accounts manager in the Bank of China and appeared always to be working. When I was growing up, banks were open on Saturdays, and he worked six-day weeks. He’d often get home late from work, and by then he’d be tired. He was also a lay preacher, visiting different churches on Sundays,3 so we really didn’t see much of him. I never thought of him as being either happy or unhappy; I’d have just said he was very content. It was a content house.

I was forty when Dad passed away from congestive heart failure, and when I went to see him just before he died, he came out with that classic line: ‘I wish I’d spent more time with you when you were growing up.’ I know that a lot of parents say that, but I guess it had an impact. His words made me think: While I haven’t got any children and I never will … there’s no point in sacrificing your life and not doing what you want to do, and then regretting it when you die. The truth is, I’d already been living my life in that way – uncommitted, free to do what I wanted – but I guess his words confirmed the choices I’d been making.

Mum, on the other hand, was more engaged with family life. I would describe her as being quietly charismatic. She was always taking Jane and me on excursions that held some educational value; whether to help us learn about culture or facets of the countryside, her efforts were all geared towards giving us a broader education to foster our independence. (My cousin Sallie later reflected that Mum had brought me up to be independent, but she may have gone too far.) Those outings stand out among my earliest childhood memories, particularly the ones when my mum acted in some way that caught me by surprise.

She once took us to an agricultural market, where we stood watching an auctioneer leading the crowd in rounds of mad bidding for various livestock. The energy from the crowd was as real as the smell of manure permeating the air. Soon after we arrived, the next item up for bid was presented: a massive breeding sow, so big that it looked almost comical. I stared at the pig in awe until I suddenly noticed the auctioneer was nodding towards my mother as he called out the prices, as if she was the one placing the bids. In one fleeting exchange – which might have cleared up my confusion, if I’d seen it – the auctioneer had met my mother’s eye and, with a quick wink, their game had begun. It was a game only he and she were a part of, with the other bidders fixated on their potential purchase. Having missed their silent interchange, I was perplexed. Is she bidding on that thing? What on earth are we going to do with it?

When the auction ended, as confused bidders approached her with questions, Mum just laughed and took my hand as we left the crowd. I’m not sure why she and the auctioneer had been so keen to play along; I suppose some people like to be invited in on other people’s games.

Another time when I was quite young, the three of us were on the tube to London, probably heading for Oxford Street to go shopping. This was a favourite Saturday excursion of mine and Jane’s, because we’d always end the day in Hamleys toy store.4 This time, we changed trains at a tube station – I believe it was Chancery Lane – just as there was a riotous clash between football fans going on. It was the late 1960s, when football hooliganism was rife. Two teams had got off the same train and there was utter chaos. The stations aren’t very wide, maybe 5 metres across; people were jostling each other and coming to blows.

I looked up at Mum for guidance. What should we do? There’s no reason why they would attack a mother and her children, but I expected Mum to hesitate, to play it safe and hold back until she could see a way to avoid the intimidating crowd, as I was seeing other mothers do with their children on the sides of the station. Mum calmly took our hands and led us through the pandemonium fearlessly. She walked straight into the crowd and out the other side. She was a tiny lady – standing only 5′2″ – but she hadn’t hesitated.

That’s how she was. Small in stature, but large in presence. On the surface she was a mild-mannered housewife, a mother who had dedicated her life to raising her family. She lived happily, taking pride in her home and her children, and the security she’d provided allowed us to develop into confident and independent adults. Still, I remember those stories, the glimpses of her character, and they tell me that there was more to Josephine Stanton than was easily seen with the eye. What was lying underneath that calm surface? Unfortunately, I never learned the answer to that question. I was twenty-five when she passed away, too consumed with my own life to be a part of hers.

While I was growing up, our conversations were never intensely personal nor particularly revealing; emotions were never discussed in our home. Therefore, I appreciate the insight shown one evening when I was seventeen years old. I was sitting in the living room, watching a programme on television, when she suddenly called to me from the kitchen.

‘Richard … I think you might be interested in watching this.’ Intrigued, I switched to the channel she’d indicated.

On the dark television screen, pins of light suddenly appeared, growing larger as they approached the camera. As a diving mask became visible, the lights revealed themselves to be torches mounted to the diver’s helmet. The words ‘Once in a Lifetime’ floated in script across the screen, followed by the show’s paradoxical title: The Underground Eiger.5 As the diver moved through the frame and my living room filled with the mechanical sound of underwater breathing, I sat back, entranced. The camera panned across the peaks of the Yorkshire Dales and then began heading downward, alluding to the cavities formed by the ‘disappearing rivers’ that cut vertical shafts into and through the landscape, to create a hidden world. The narrator mentioned those who have spent – or sacrificed – their lives in an attempt to answer two questions.

‘What was down there?’ and ‘Where does all that water go to?’

I was transfixed as I watched the story of Oliver ‘Bear’ Statham and Geoff Yeadon, mates who were considered two of the most skilled cave divers in Britain. First we see Geoff, waking up from his makeshift bed in the back of his vehicle, a Morris Traveller that has to be push-started from its place on the side of a road. After driving to meet Oliver, who lives in a shabby but comfortable flat with his partner Anne, they go to work in a pottery barn in the Yorkshire Dales, where they sell pots and mugs to fund their passion of cave diving. They live modestly but are happy and doing what they love. They are free.

I didn’t know people lived like that, and everything about their lives immediately resonated with me. I hung on every word as they calmly recounted the story of their first dive together, which had nearly ended with Oliver’s death. They discussed what had gone wrong during the dive, how they had responded to make sure they both got out alive, and what the dive had taught them. More than friends, they were two parts of one team, with complete trust in each other. The bond between them was apparent.

The film shows a pre-emptive celebration being held for them on the night before their dive, ‘just in case’.6 I watched as the group of cavers and friends spent the night laughing, dancing, and drinking at the Old Hill Inn.

Early the next morning, the men are seen donning the ‘accoutrement of complex equipment’ needed for their dive. Rubber flippers and neoprene suits. A harness made of nylon webbing around their waist. Diving cylinders hanging from the harness, one on each side. A helmet with four mounted torches. As I watched, I realized I was making mental notes, recording every detail. To me, it looked otherworldly.

With everything in place and burdened by the weight of their equipment, they need to be helped to their feet and to the water’s edge. Once submerged, however, they become buoyant and graceful, hovering just below the surface as they test their equipment before descending out of sight. I wanted to know what that felt like.

While the divers are in the cave, Anne is alone on the surface. She stands on the ground above them and uses underground communication devices to follow their progress. ‘They’re just approaching Dead Man’s Handshake,’ she says. ‘This will be the worst part.’ When asked how she would feel if something went wrong, she takes a breath. ‘Well, I can’t really say how I would feel. Cave diving is such an all-or-nothing sport, really. If anything went wrong, they would die.’ She looks at the filmmaker and says calmly, ‘It’s not something that you can be rescued from.’ I was enticed by what she called the ‘worst part’ – the restriction known as Dead Man’s Handshake – and I wondered how I would fare passing through the narrow squeeze.

Geoff and Oliver would become the first to follow the route of the underground river from West Kingsdale Master Cave to where it later re-emerges at Keld Head. They had been working for years to make this connection, creeping closer with each dive – ‘Seeing the limb of the Kingsdale Master Cave creeping towards the limit of our Keld Head explorations was intoxicating,’ Geoff has said7 – and the film shows them finally making the full traverse. The payoff dive.

As I sat in my living room, their path through the cave – a record-breaking 1,800-metre dive – was displayed on the television screen. I studied the diagram and for the first time I considered how water flows underground. I tried to imagine myself inside a mountain, breathing underwater, searching for the way forward, following a river as it snakes through layers of earth.

I knew immediately. I could do this. This is what I want to do.

I already knew of the caves that lie underground in England, and I was vaguely interested in caving. I’d read Jacques Cousteau’s books, and I knew enough about scuba diving to think that I’d like to try it. But something had been missing that had kept it from grabbing my imagination or motivating me to do anything. Watching The Underground Eiger revealed the missing element: exploration. Being the first to find the way on, discovering new places, extending maps, making connections – that’s what made it significant. And it could be done right here in the UK. Those hills I’d walked on had unexplored caves underneath them. I found that idea thrilling, and I couldn’t turn away.

At seventeen years old, I was in my final year of school with plans to continue my studies by going to university in the autumn. Without any burning passions calling me towards a particular career path, I had halfheartedly selected Transport and Urban Planning as my course of study. Truthfully, I hadn’t been excited about any of it. But now …

I’ll join the university’s caving club. And the diving club.

Which caving areas will be most easily accessible? What will I need to learn?

Instead of sleeping that night, I lay in bed with my heart racing as I mentally replayed every scene of the documentary I had watched earlier. I had finally found direction. I knew what I wanted to do, and I knew that nothing would stop me. It was 21 February 1979. The day had begun like many others, but before it ended the course of my life had been changed.

Eight months after watching the film, I experienced my first venture into a cave, and the regular underground trips quickly became the main focus of my life. (‘Richard traded one obsession for another,’ Jane later pointed out, reflecting on how my intense focus had switched from fishing to cave diving.) Over the years, I’ve thought about that viewing of The Underground Eiger many times, particularly when I found myself seeming to re-enact the experiences of Geoff and Oliver.

I’ve had more than my share of nights spent sleeping on the side of a road in the back of my own vehicle (usually a Land Rover Defender). The ‘specialized diving equipment’ has expanded over the past forty years, as I’ve learned to carefully select, modify and then build my own equipment to take me where I need to go. Testing the equipment prior to a dive, talking through a dive plan, spending years on a chosen project – these have all become routine to me, as have the numerous nights spent in pubs surrounded by caving friends. Some of those nights were even spent at the Old Hill Inn, the same one visited by Geoff and Bear.

When I was seventeen years old, that party scene in the documentary had made as much of an impression on me as the underwater scenes had done. I was very shy in school and had only a few close friends; seeing the camaraderie among the group of cavers had made me yearn to experience that for myself.

With the wisdom afforded by the personal experience I have gained over the years, I can also watch the documentary now and understand the things that had not been shown.

I understand what Oliver was thinking as he recounted that he and Geoff had had ‘no rapport’ on their disastrous first dive. That rapport – involving trust, non-verbal communication, the ability to stay calm and think two moves ahead – has meant the difference between life and death for my diving partners, and for me, on several occasions.

I value the importance of meticulous preparation. I know the countless hours, days, weeks and months that are required in planning every step of a dive, playing out all scenarios and contingencies, imagining and accounting for every risk. Just as important as the planning is the practice: building up to a final dive with scores of practice dives, adding one new element to each dive, making tiny steps forward in a plan as muscle memory is built. Every step in the preparation is critical for success, and the process is painstakingly time-consuming.

Life-consuming.

I have felt the excitement of finding a next big project, tempered with the knowledge that I would have to see it through to its conclusion, whatever that meant. When something is important to me, I can’t leave it unfinished, and this trait has been a curse in my life as much as it has been a blessing. I’ve spent years visiting the same cave, going back until a conclusive terminus is reached and closure has been achieved.

I know what it means to leave someone waiting alone on the surface, not knowing what’s happening underground. I’ve learned what it does to a person to watch their partner disappear, determined to reach a destination from which they might not return.

For most of my life, that had been my life.

⊕ ⊕ ⊕

After four decades, the grip of the caves began to weaken as I found myself spending less time underground and more time on the water’s surface. I was pleased that many of my caving friends showed interest in joining me on kayaking trips, even if it meant I was often blamed for their growing boat collections. One of these friends is Jonathan Sims, a UK-born caver who had heeded my advice to take up kayaking. Jonathan spends most of his time in China, so I was surprised when he rang me from England one day in the spring of 2018 to invite me out for a day of paddling with himself and a friend.

‘Her name is Amp,’ Jonathan told me. ‘She works as a dementia care specialist for my parents in Thailand, and they adore her; she’s like part of our family. She’s here visiting for a couple of weeks and she’s keen to go on a kayak trip. Would you come with us? It’ll be great to see you and catch up.’ I knew that Jonathan was probably inviting me because he wanted me to do the work of organizing the trip, but I didn’t mind. I was always looking for a chance to paddle, so I immediately agreed and started to plan the day.

She’s a tourist, I thought, so she’ll like something scenic and iconic. The royal wedding of Meghan and Harry had been held in Windsor Castle earlier that week, viewed by millions around the world, and it gave me an idea. I began checking maps for spots to put in on the River Thames upstream of Windsor. Before long, I had planned a full day, with a paddle through town and lunch at a pub.

When the day arrived, I rode to Windsor by train and quickly realized that there was an unexpected adventure to be had. I was surprised to find myself quite taken with Amp, a Thai woman whose full name is Siriporn Bangngoen. As Jonathan had described, she was both lovely and keen on paddling. I was immediately impressed with how well she and I worked together while inflating the boat by the side of the river and then paddling together through the idyllic town. Although it was her first time in a kayak, she more than held her own with Jonathan and me, keeping up with us in both paddling and in good conversation.

Eventually, talk had turned to the subject of my involvement with cave rescues, one of which had involved Jonathan directly. ‘How many people have you rescued from caves, Rick?’ Amp asked me.

I did a quick count. ‘Ten now. There were the six in Mexico, and then four others.’ I hesitated. ‘I’m not sure I should count those last four. Sure, they would have died if I hadn’t been there … but if I hadn’t been there, they would never have been in the cave in the first place.’

Jonathan laughed. ‘I think you can count them.’

Amp continued with more questions about my cave rescues. ‘I’d like to see something like that,’ she said wistfully, after I’d described some of the more exciting moments.

When Jonathan dropped me at the train station, Amp and I vowed to keep in touch with each other, which we began doing immediately. Within a few days, she surprised me by offering to abandon her remaining holiday plans so that she could spend more time with me in Coventry. I’d painted a horrendous picture of my house, and this woman who had never been to the UK before was willing to give up her time in London to come here?

I was impressed by her enthusiasm and spent a few days acting as her tour guide, showing her the more appealing areas of Coventry8 and nearby Warwick Castle. Before we knew it, her holiday was ending, and it was time for her to return to Thailand. ‘I really enjoy your life,’ she told me before boarding her bus for London. ‘No pressure. Calm and exciting.’

She flew home to Thailand on a Saturday, while I spent the weekend with old friends for a reunion and a paddling trip down the River Tryweryn. Then, on Monday morning, I received an urgent message from her: ‘Please call me the moment you wake up … I’ve got a feeling that you’re coming to Chiang Rai.’ Intrigued, I dialled Amp’s number.

‘Have you heard about the football team stuck in a cave near me?’ she asked in greeting. Being completely uninterested in team sports, all I heard was ‘football team’, and my initial reaction was dismissive. ‘Why would I care about football?’ I scoffed. She patiently explained to me that this wasn’t a sports story, but the plight of a group of boys trapped in a cave.

‘People get lost in caves all the time,’ I told her, still unconcerned. ‘I’m sure they’ll find their way out eventually.’

The news had not yet broken far outside the province in northern Thailand where the drama was unfolding, so Amp had to fill me in. A football team had gone into a nearby cave after their Saturday practice. Heavy rains had begun to fall, and their exit had been flooded with water. Thailand’s rainy season typically extends from July until November, so there was no chance of the cave emptying any time soon. The boys had no way of getting out.

‘They’re only kids, and they’ve already been missing for forty-eight hours,’ she said. I could hear the urgency in her voice. ‘I think it’s serious.’

I first heard of the boys in the cave in Thailand on Monday morning, 25 June 2018. I had no way of knowing what was about to happen in the next few weeks, but I knew one person who I wanted to share this information with. I ended the call with Amp and dialled John Volanthen.

‘Something’s happening in Thailand,’ I said as soon as he answered, then relayed the information Amp had shared. ‘Do you think we should get involved?’

‘I think we should make attempts,’ was his immediate reply. ‘We have to act.’

And that is how two unlikely men from Britain – one a pensioner, the other a computer geek – became involved in what would become one of the greatest rescue missions on record.


‘Please call me the moment you wake up … I’ve got a feeling that you’re coming to Chiang Rai.’



Saturday, 23 June 2018, Thailand
The Search Phase

The Wild Boars meet for their weekly practice on Saturday mornings in the northern Thai province of Chiang Rai. This region is known as the Golden Triangle because of its shared borders with Myanmar and Laos, as well as its notoriety for being a prime location for smuggling drugs between those borders. The political boundary cuts through the village of Mae Sai but does not divide its people, who live harmoniously and depend on each other to work towards a common goal. Their lives are intertwined with the physical environment and the myths that have been embedded into it; the caves, mountains, forests and rains are imbued with mystical powers and warnings for the local residents.
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Location of Tham Luang Cave in Chiang Rai, Thailand
The Wild Boars9 youth football club was founded to give boys in the community a place to go after school. The members live simple lives, some are stateless,10 and many of the players attend school together. The team’s head coach, Nopparat (nicknamed11 Nop), sees his players more days than not – training them in soccer, helping them with schoolwork and even taking medicine to their homes when they are sick. They are more than teammates; they are family.

The 23rd of June 2018 began like many other Saturdays. The team trained together for a few hours in the morning – playing a pre-match warm-up – and then some of them departed for home while others planned what they were going to do next. They were all looking forward to spending the evening together, celebrating teammate Peerapat Sompiangjai (Night)’s sixteenth birthday and the boys who remained wanted to find something to fill the hours before the party. Ekkapol Chantawong (Ek), their twenty-five-year-old assistant coach, suggested that they could ride their bicycles to the nearby mountain to explore Tham Luang Nam Nang Non (Great Cave of the Sleeping Lady), a cave system where some of them had been before. In a few weeks the monsoon would begin, and then the cave would be closed off to visitors for the remainder of the year, but today the sun was shining and the sky was clear.

Still wearing their football strips and with their backpacks slung on their backs, twelve Wild Boars, led by their assistant coach, set off by bicycle for Doi Nang Non (Mountain of the Sleeping Lady).12 Included in the group were: Ek, Night, Pornchai Kamluang (Tee, 16), Pipat Pho (Nick, 15), Prajak Sutham (Note, 14), Adul Sam-on (14), Ekarat Wongsukchan (Bew, 14), Nattawut Takamrong (Tern, 14), Mongkol Booneiam (Mark, 13), Panumas Sangdee (Mig, 13), Duganpet Promtep (Dom, 13), Somepong Jaiwong (Pong, 13), and Chanin Vibulrungruang (Titan, 11).

The boys were looking for a mini-adventure, a fun way to pass the afternoon. For the next eighteen days, the world would be watching to see how it all would end.

Outside of Tham Luang’s entrance stands a sign – boldly printed in both English and Thai – which provides a clear warning that the cave succumbs to annual flooding and will be closed from July to November. In 2018, the rain began earlier than predicted. Just prior to the boys’ arrival in late June, three days of heavy rain had fallen, filling the surface streams with water that sank into the mountain. This should have set off alarm bells, and somebody should have considered the rain’s implications for the cave inside, but the posted months were never questioned, and the park remained open.13

Petch is the name of the park ranger who was working on the Saturday when the boys entered the cave. He began making his rounds at 5 p.m., preparing to close up and go home, but the sight of a motorcycle outside the park delayed his departure. He re-entered to track down the straggling visitor who had stayed past curfew, expecting to find the owner of the motorbike inside. What he found instead was a row of bicycles, leaning against a handrail overlooking the cave’s entrance. These alarm bells could not be ignored, and Petch immediately entered the cave.

The search had begun.

In the village of Mae Sai, Night’s birthday party was paused, waiting for the guest of honour to arrive with his friends. Although the boys made a habit of staying out together for long stretches of time, their parents began to worry when they hadn’t arrived for the party. Phones began ringing between homes, trying to track down the whereabouts of the missing boys. A Wild Boar who had gone home after practice, instead of joining the others at the cave, finally revealed the team’s plan to visit Tham Luang. Night’s SpongeBob SquarePants birthday cake was left sitting on a table, its candles unlit, as parents rushed to the cave.

They were greeted at Tham Luang by the sight of the boys’ bicycles. Next, the parents were met by three park rangers14 who were exiting the cave, carrying backpacks and pairs of shoes that had been found inside. The parents identified these items as belonging to their sons, and everyone’s fears were confirmed. The boys had gone inside.

Were they still in there?

The time was 8 p.m. Rain was falling heavily and had been doing so for a number of hours. The situation was looking grim.

Sunday, 24 June 2018

Early on Sunday morning, in the first of a number of key factors which led to the rescue’s ultimate success, the head coach of the football club called Vernon Unsworth to the cave. Vern, a British ex-pat and experienced caver who lives in Thailand with his partner Tik, had spent six years mapping the furthest reaches of Tham Luang. He often said that he knew the insides of that cave nearly as well as he knew the insides of his home.

The cave’s entrance, where the boys’ bicycles had been found, is on the eastern side of the mountain. The initial passage trends westward for 1,600 metres before turning south at a T-junction known as Sam Yaek, or Monk’s Junction,15 and continuing deeper into the cave. Approximately 700 metres along this southerly path lies a rising offshoot, which is effectively a ramp that rises above monsoon water levels.
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Tham Luang Cave System
Vern immediately knew that this ramp, being the only area of the cave that sits higher than the main tunnel, would be the boys’ best chance for survival; his search would be focused there, with the hope that the boys had managed to reach this place and find safety from the rising waters. During his first trip inside on Sunday, Vern was able to walk to Monk’s Junction but did not get beyond because the passage was cut off there at a sump. The floodwaters were advancing. He brought in sandbags, in an attempt to stem the flow that was issuing from Monk’s Series, but the effort was futile.

Many volunteers soon arrived to join in the search, and none of them got any further than Vern had. One diver, part of a volunteer rescue team, was the first to dive into the sump beyond Monk’s Junction on Sunday evening, and he quickly encountered difficulty underwater. He was trying to locate and pass through a low passage that was the tunnel’s continuation but, without the requisite skill set for navigating in caves, he was unable to orient himself. Vern – a dry caver but not a diver – was familiar with the passage and repeatedly described its location, but the diver’s attempts were unsuccessful. The search was eventually stopped when the volunteers realized that they were at their limit, and the Thai authorities called in help from a locally garrisoned unit of Royal Thai Navy (RTN) SEALs. By then, local news outlets had heard of what was happening at the mountain, and press had begun to arrive.

The effort was steadily growing at Tham Luang, but there was nothing more to be done for the day. After taking active part in the day’s search efforts, the parents of the missing boys prepared to spend the night at the cave’s entrance, taking shelter within the same structure that was holding their children.

Monday, 25 June 2018

On Monday morning, Vern returned to the cave and was one of the first in to continue the search. Aware of the dangers he faced by walking into a flooded cave while rain continued to storm down outside, he left a note with his partner Tik (Woranan Ratrawiphukkun). ‘In case I don’t come out,’ he told her, while pressing the folded sheet of paper into her hand, ‘make sure somebody sees this.’

Growing crowds of concerned neighbours and local press had gathered around the entrance of the cave, and soon the main detachment of RTN SEALs arrived by plane from their naval base in the south of Thailand. The impressive and well-trained military men were expected to succeed, but they ran into the same difficulties as the others who had tried before them. However, their elite training had prepared them to persevere through obstacles and seek solutions to unexpected problems, so they were able to make some progress in the search. For the first time since it had flooded, the area south of the T-junction was penetrated, and the SEALs travelled beyond Monk’s Junction.

While the SEALs were conducting these searches, Vernon implored the men to place a guide rope along the route leading to the junction from Chamber 3. ‘There will be no easier time to lay a line through the cave than right now, while parts are still dry and you’re walking through,’ he told them, but his requests and warnings were repeatedly ignored. The SEALs made it understood that they were not interested in working with Vern, or even listening to his advice.

All hopes depended on the boys having found a dry area inside the cave, beyond Monk’s Junction, yet with each hour that passed, those dry areas were disappearing. As rain continued to fall, everyone was growing desperate but didn’t know what else to do. This is when Amp, whose home is in Chiang Rai, called to tell me what was happening. She had been following the local news as it developed and was well aware that the situation would need outside help from experts. Despite having just met me, she’d learned enough to suspect this was something I ought to be involved in.

Following my phone calls with Amp and then John on Monday morning, I next reached out to Bill Whitehouse at the British Cave Rescue Council. John and I would need to receive an official invitation from the Thai authorities before we could become involved; to achieve that, they first had to learn who we were and that they needed us. I sent emails to local Members of Parliament, clearly outlining the events in Thailand, the skills that would be needed for the rescue and our experience using those exact skills in similar rescues. In return, I received automated responses, indicating that my request would be answered within two to five days. Brilliant. I was relieved when I finally did get through to a person in an office, only to be told that I would have to contact the MP in a different office.

Like me, Bill wasn’t having much luck offering our services to Thailand. The well-oiled machine he’d established within the Cabinet Office ground to a halt when he learned that the officials he’d worked with years earlier had since left their posts. He did have success tracking down pieces of equipment from various cave rescue organizations across England, then he ensured they’d be ready and set to go when needed.

While he was doing this, I did a bit of research to see what I could learn about Tham Luang. Reading a few press releases, I came across the name of Vern Unsworth and quickly learned that Vern’s caving partner is Rob Harper. I knew Rob. He and I had met on only one occasion, but it had been a pivotal meeting for me. In late 1983, Rob had been responsible for taking me into the UK’s Wookey Hole Cave for the very first time. I rang him and was surprised to learn that he had just returned from Thailand, where he had been caving with Vern.

‘We were planning to go inside Tham Luang this time last week but had to cancel because of the rain,’ he told me. ‘I just got home two days ago.’ I noted the irony that he had flown to England on Saturday the 23rd, which was the same day that Amp had flown to Thailand; this was also the same day that the boys had entered the cave.

Rob and Vern had been keeping in close contact about the events at Tham Luang as they unfolded. I asked Rob to keep me in the loop, then hung up the phone. After spending the day actively researching, planning and preparing for departure, I had nothing more to do. John and I were forced to sit and wait impatiently, hoping that somebody in Thailand would quickly understand that they needed us there.

Tuesday, 26 June 2018

At Tham Luang, Tuesday passed much as Monday had, with the SEALs and government officials on the scene, and the media presence steadily growing. Things were worsening inside the cave, as the water was rising further, and it was no longer possible for rescue personnel to safely reach Monk’s Junction. Throughout the day, Vern kept trying to communicate the extreme nature of this mission, and the desperate need to call in people who had experience diving in this specific environment. The SEALs had already dissociated themselves from Vern entirely, seeming unwilling to take advice from a British civilian.

Having been raised in the world of UK caving and (through no fault of his own) having been the subject of a significant cave rescue himself,16 Vern knew which skills would be needed inside Tham Luang. The searchers would need to be truly amphibious sump divers – explorers who were adept at carrying their dive gear through dry passages until reaching the next sump and going underwater again. In the sumps, they’d be diving blindly through an unfamiliar cave, fighting a strong current as they searched for the way on, accepting the possibility that at any moment they could be colliding with dead bodies.

Vern knew that there were few cave divers in the world who had spent their life building these skills in this type of cave, and even fewer who had managed to gather additional experience with cave rescues and body recoveries. Only three names came to mind for this mission, and with those names Vern felt like he had the missing key that was needed to unlock the problem at Tham Luang.

However, having lived for some time in Thailand, he was also aware (and respectful) of their closed culture. Thai people are very proud, and Vern understood that if Thai officials needed to ask for help abroad, they would feel a sense of shame, as though they were losing face. Despite these cultural restrictions, Vern was convinced that the precious hours being wasted could be diminishing the boys’ chance for survival. With growing frustration, he tried repeatedly to get his message through to Governor Narongsak, the official who seemed to be in charge, only to find that he, too, was dismissive of the valuable information Vern was giving him.

On Tuesday evening, Vern was surprised to receive an invitation to attend a planning meeting with Thai civilian and military officials. Two members of the Thai cabinet would be present: Anupong Paochinda (Minister of the Interior) and Korusat Weerasak (Minister of Tourism and Sport). Towards the end of the meeting, one of the ministers turned to Vern and asked him directly, ‘What should we do?’

After being given permission to speak freely, Vern got straight to the point. ‘This rescue is not going very well,’ he began bluntly. As he began speaking of the need to bring in experts, he handed over the note that he had written out for Tik the previous morning. (‘Make sure somebody sees this.’)

The ball could have easily been dropped here. If Vern’s message had been ignored, we might not have been invited over. Fortunately, the two ministers read the note, consulted with each other, and quickly agreed.17 Vern was already holding his phone in hand and as soon as he was given the nod, he began dialling Rob Harper in the UK. When the call went through, Vern handed his phone over to the minister.

Rob, who worked night shifts as a veterinary oncologist, was awakened by the incoming call. When he saw Vern’s name appear on his phone, he quickly sat up in bed and answered – despite being groggy and shirtless, and with matted hair from sleeping. He expected to see his friend’s face on the phone, but was greeted instead with the face of Thailand’s Minister of the Interior, who tried (not very well) to hide his look of surprise at finding Rob in bed at midday. Unfazed, the minister made the official request, via Face-Time, for help from the British cave rescuers.
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Vern’s largely illegible note naming John, Rob and me was re-written by the minister, who thankfully had better penmanship.
‘We’ll see you in twenty-four hours,’ was Rob’s prompt reply.

Vern passing along this note with our names to the ministers – and the fact that the information was acted upon – would comprise another pivotal element of the rescue’s success. I believe it was solely responsible for expediting the deployment of Rob, John and myself to Tham Luang.

John Volanthen (forty-seven at the time) was working as a network engineer and owned a small business-to-business Internet Service Provider; in his spare time, he was a volunteer Cub Scout leader and ultramarathon runner. I, Richard Stanton (fifty-seven), had already begun collecting my pension from the fire service. Rob Harper (sixty-six) was still actively working full-time18 at a veterinary clinic. We were all cave divers, but it was just a pastime, a hobby – although some would call it more of an obsession. None of us fitted the hero archetype by appearance or demeanour, a fact that was quickly noted in the media when our images began circulating from the rescue.

Regardless, we were the ones selected.

Like a row of dominoes falling, one by one, after the first one has been nudged, that meeting held on Tuesday evening in Thailand set off a chain of events that had been sitting in wait to begin moving swiftly towards their finale.

Rob phoned me with news of the invitation. Within an hour, the Minister of Tourism had booked the three of us onto a flight to Bangkok, due for departure from London Heathrow airport at 9.25 that evening. Bill Whitehouse deployed the prearranged caving equipment (underground communication devices) from Buxton in Derbyshire, arranging for their delivery to London in fast-response police vehicles to ensure their timely arrival.19

When I ended my call with Rob, I was left with fewer than four hours to prepare and pack for the trip.20 I had no idea how long I’d be gone, nor did I know exactly what I might need while I was there. I threw a change of clothes into a rucksack, gathered and packed all of the equipment that I thought might be needed in the cave, then secured a ride to the airport from my mate Dan, a lecturer at Coventry University who typically spends Tuesday evenings Morris Dancing.

After going through my routine to close down the house before leaving on extended trips, and with everything packed and sitting by the front door, I had one last thing to do before leaving my home. With that in mind, I went upstairs to the small box room at the front of the house that I use as an office. Seeing that the street in front of the house was still empty of Dan’s car, I sat at the computer and sent a message to a friend in Florida, letting her know I’d be out of touch for a while. After waiting a few minutes for a reply that didn’t come, I reached over the computer to close the window. Years before, the curtain rod had dislodged itself from one of its brackets in the wall and has since sat askew, balanced precariously between the wall and the edge of a crowded bookshelf. I wrestled to keep it all from falling as I pulled the curtain closed.

Much like I’ve stopped noticing all of the ways my house has fallen into disrepair over the years, I also don’t spend much time looking through the things I keep stored in this room. Waiting for Dan to arrive, I stood in the doorway to have a rare look around. A glass statue with the inscription ‘Hero of the Year, 2011’ was resting atop a rusted and dented filing cabinet. A mounted and gleaming silver axe hung on a faded yellow wall beside framed certificates. Aged newspaper clippings were pinned onto a crowded noticeboard. Piles of loose A4 paper and folded newspapers rested on every flat surface, tucked among various awards, trophies, and velvet boxes holding medals I’d been presented with over the years, some of them from Buckingham Palace.

‘It’s been a long road getting here,’ I thought as I scanned the memories contained in this room.

Hearing a knock downstairs a moment later, I shut down the computer and closed the door behind me, then went to meet Dan. When I opened my front door, I laughed to see that he had not taken the time to change out of his Morris attire before rushing over. He stood there with shoulder-length curls, wearing a white blouse with braces, knee-length breeches and long white socks. All that was missing was bell-pads on his shins.

Ninety minutes later, outside Departures at Heathrow, as he was helping unload my equipment from his car, I couldn’t help but notice the tourists entering the airport were blatantly staring at Dan. (Is this how British people dress?)

I pulled my last bag from the boot of his car and set it with the others on the pavement.

‘See ya, mate!’ Dan said glibly before driving off, showing typical British understatement. I gathered my luggage and made my way into the airport, wondering if I was properly prepared for the task ahead and knowing there was only one way to find out.

Later that evening, in Florida, my friend Karen arrived home from work and sat down at her computer. Having not heard the news, she knew nothing about what was going on in Thailand, so had no idea what I was talking about when she read the message I had sent to her a few hours earlier:

‘I’m heading to Thailand … to meet up with a football team.’




2. First Things First


When asked why he was driven to reach the summit of Mount Everest, explorer George Leigh Mallory famously answered, ‘Because it’s there.’
When asked why they are driven to reach the end of a cave, some cavers have played with his answer in their own explanation, ‘Because it’s not there.’



If you show a cave entrance to a group of youths and a group of adults, I would place money on which group runs towards the entrance in excitement while the other turns away with disinterest. Fuelled by their natural curiosity and desire to learn, children are driven to ask questions, and they explore unknown places fearlessly. Unfortunately, these traits are often casualties of their maturation, weakening with lack of practice as a person grows older and learns to fit in to today’s risk-averse society. As children become adults, they often lose the desire to explore new things and they stop asking questions. The opposite happened with me.

In my own childhood, not much had evoked my curiosity or driven me towards exploration. I had rarely felt very inspired by anything I encountered, as evidenced by my numerous school reports that criticized my tendency to spend time in class daydreaming. Not until I saw Geoff and Bear’s exploration in The Underground Eiger did I feel a surge of excitement that I couldn’t ignore, and I committed myself to learning what lies beneath – and inside – the earth. It was with this motivation that I set off
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Rescue Camp, Tham Luang
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