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NOTE TO READER:

Some of the names and descriptions in this book have been changed to protect identities.




As we delve into the earth’s depths, may we uncover wisdom and strength, for in the hidden chambers lie the secrets of life and prosperity.

Atharva Veda




PROLOGUE

You really should not know who I am.

The name ‘Arnold Dix’ should mean nothing to most people, given that I have spent the past few decades of my professional life existing largely in the shadows. That is how the organisations I have worked for tended to like it, and it is how I preferred things, too.

Come in, get the job done and go home again. No fanfare. Minimal fuss. Everyone is happy.

In late 2023, everything changed. My approach – my entire life, if I am being honest – was completely upended by a single catastrophic event on the other side of the world. There was no going back.

Arnold Dix had to emerge into the light.

The scale of the situation and the bizarre set of coincidences that saw me wind up in a remote part of India, high in the Himalayas, trying to make the impossible a reality, demanded that I no longer be anonymous.

In November that year, forty-one young men had become trapped inside a section of a tunnel that was under construction, and it was a race against the clock to get them out safely.

When a call came, asking me to help, I felt like it was meant to be. Before I even got to that faraway mountain, I was filled with an unusual sense of purpose. I had a duty to fulfil. I was compelled by something unfamiliar inside of myself to step up and do whatever needed to be done.

And weirdly, in hindsight, it would become clear that I had been preparing for that monumental mission for months. Long before the tunnel collapsed. Without even knowing it.

For reasons I still do not quite understand, and which are fairly uncomfortable for me to ponder, I took a series of inexplicable steps that put me on a collision course with one of the most significant underground rescue attempts in modern human history.

Without knowing it, and seemingly by total coincidence – multiple coincidences – I was in the right place at the right time to help achieve something that has never really been done before.

Now, here we are. The nameless and faceless man who I used to be is gone, and in his place is a guy described in lofty terms by the leader of this great country of ours.



The Honourable Anthony Albanese, Prime Minister of Australia, delivering a statement by indulgence in the House of Representatives on 29 November 2023:

Mr Speaker, I rise to acknowledge a truly great Australian, Professor Arnold Dix, for what he has done in once again improving relations between Australia and our great friends in India.

Today, because of him and his hard work alongside the Indian authorities, forty-one people are alive, safe and free. This is an extraordinary story.

For over two weeks, the world has been gripped by these forty-one construction workers trapped in a collapsed mountain tunnel in northern India. As we know only too well, that’s the sort of story that often ends in tragedy.

But this didn’t, and that’s where Professor Dix comes in. He’s the president of the International Tunnelling and Underground Space Association, and he is an expert in these sorts of matters. It was a painstaking process, tackling a disaster like none he had ever seen.

Professor Dix put it this way: ‘… if we make a wrong move, everyone dies. Not only does everyone die who is in there but probably us as well.’

His wife sent him a message saying she didn’t want him to go in, but, of course, he did. If people have seen some of his accounts, it’s quite extraordinary what he did to help people who he’s never met.

He and his team have succeeded. These forty-one lives have been saved, families have been reunited and our friends in India are quite rightly rejoicing.

To Prime Minister Narendra Modi, I say I’m very pleased that an Australian was able to come to India’s aid at this time.

Professor Dix summed it up best when he said, ‘It’s about helping your friends.’ Two nations, Australia and India, are now in his debt. This great Australian, with his cool head, his big heart and his expertise in a very narrow area, I’ve got to say – I doubt whether anyone in this chamber knew that the International Tunnelling and Underground Space Association was a thing, but it is – is amazing. I pay tribute to him on behalf of, I think, everyone here in the parliament today.



When I heard that Prime Minister Anthony Albanese had stood in Parliament to deliver some heartfelt remarks about me and my role in the rescue, I could not quite believe it. I was sure that I must have died, had a psychedelic-style reaction to the wrong kind of mushroom in a risotto and become delusional, or perhaps slipped into a dream-filled coma after a massive stroke.

How often does a prime minister have reason to say something nice about an engineer? How often is a bloke like me described as ‘a truly great Australian’?

The plaudits continued on the other side of the political aisle in parliament, with Opposition Leader Peter Dutton joining his arch rival to thank me. It seemed that humble Arnold Dix had provided some common ideological ground for a brief moment in time.

Now that sounds truly delusional.

Up until this point, not many people outside of my immediate circles knew what I did for work, thanks to my long list of qualifications and professional pursuits. Some of which are fairly unexpected, to say the least.

For instance, I have lived in the rural community of Monbulk, Victoria, about an hour from Melbourne, for the better part of thirty years. Before the rescue, before my face was suddenly on the evening news and in newspapers, they assumed that I somehow sustained myself and my family by being a very ordinary flower farmer.

I grow sunflowers. Very unsuccessfully. I’m probably the least accomplished flower farmer in the whole state. But I like them. If we have a good crop, fantastic. If not? That’s OK, too.

As my mum taught me when I was a boy – do whatever you want, but just give it a good crack. Those values, the work ethic she instilled in me, is perhaps why I have given so many things a crack.

To many others I have encountered in life, I am a lawyer and barrister, working in top-tier law firms on technical–scientific environmental cases and regularly making a nuisance of myself in the traditional and old-fashioned world of law.

Among an entirely different group of people, I am a scientist and geologist, who spends a lot of time underground, sometimes doing things that I am unable to talk about because they are highly confidential and other times dealing with death and destruction on a scale that no ordinary, innocent person should have to see in their lifetime.

The odd thing is that most people I encounter cannot see my many hats. They only recognise the Arnold they know. Just the lawyer. Just the scientist. Just the guy who delivered some plants during the Covid lockdowns. I am essentially hidden in plain view. So varied are those hats in style, colour and vintage, so absurd are some of them, that I can switch one out for another, or don several at a time, and nobody really seems to notice.

After I got home from India, one of my trucking mates phoned me up, his voice dripping with amazement down the line.

‘There’s a guy on TV talking about tunnels and he looks just like you,’ he laughed. ‘You wouldn’t believe it. I think they said his name is Arnold, too. What are the chances?’

Slim, I would say.

I am a volunteer university professor, the elected president and head of an international Geneva-based association of experts that boasts about 150,000 members from eighty-one different countries, and an expert who speaks regularly at conferences and seminars across the world.

For a small number of people, I was briefly a trainee hairdresser, an apprentice welder, a contract pest and vermin controller, and a truck driver for a local nursery.

At various points in my life, I have been described as an enigma. I have been called chaotic and a little bit nuts. Some call me a nerd. Someone once said I was the embodiment of one big, never-ending midlife crisis, such is my tendency to pick up a new hobby – or a new career – and run hard with it.

I do not see it that way. I see these different skills I have collected over the decades as being useful tools that are constantly at my disposal. And they are utensils that I can whip out to assist someone in need.

Tell me your problem, and I will see if I can help solve it.

Some of those tools are a bit sharper and more reliable than others. Take welding. If there are 100 welders in all of Victoria, I am going to be the 101st best welder out there. But I will have a go.

The varying qualifications I have picked up might prove useful one day. They might come in handy if ever I am called upon to assist. Like in the rescue of forty-one men inside a collapsed tunnel in India.

Understandably, having been so many different things in my life probably does give plenty of people the impression that I am just a bit eccentric.

And I am, to be fair. I think that much is obvious, but if not, come and check out the shed on my farm. It’s full of eighteenth-century pump organs that I have rescued off Facebook Marketplace and from second-hand stores.

I have about forty of them, at least, which I am restoring one by one. I have no idea why. I just like the idea of taking something that has no real value or purpose these days – seriously, you can get one for free because no-one wants them – and breathing new life into it. Imagine if they could sing. Or better yet, imagine if they could tell the stories of lives long spent and replay songs from Australia hundreds of years ago.

I am still getting used to a new label that has been attached to me – hero. I do not see myself as a hero, though. Not even close. I am simply a guy who had a few skills, who knew a couple of things, and felt like he could help in a difficult situation.

In reality, I am a pretty normal guy. My only superpowers are the ability to remain calm and think clearly, and an overwhelming motivation to be kind.

But that experience in India at the end of 2023, being able to play a role in saving the lives of forty-one men, whose fate seemed to be sealed, makes for a great story. So too do the months leading up to it, which are bizarre and mysterious. And there are some intriguing threads from throughout my life that are woven into the Indian tunnel rescue, too.

So here I am, writing a book about the experience, about my experiences, and about the things that the rescue has taught me.

If you are hoping for a boys’ own adventure–style book with heart-racing action, daredevil antics and plenty of clichéd descriptions of a great guy built of different stuff needing to come in and save the day… this is not that book.

Instead, I would like it to be a book that enables other people to listen to themselves and trust that they know what the right thing to do is. I believe that if we take the time to listen to ourselves, to reflect, we will figure out what is right.

We live in an age of noise, where fear of failure justifies the great doing of nothing. Where the power of goodness, the idea that collectively and united we can achieve great things, is crushed by the retelling of ever-louder stories of all the evil deeds of a few.

My career has focused on the importance of life. I have devoted half of my life to rescue, recovery and protection of human life with a laser focus. And yet, I am not a perfect example of morality. I am no angel. Aggressive attempts to kill me, carried out by bloodthirsty men in a far-off tunnelling land, taught me that I too could kill, in the name of self-defence, if needed.

But when given the chance to exact a violent revenge, I realised that the intentional killing of people only leads to more killing. Even soldiers, with the exception of a few recent infamous examples, only kill to protect their mates – not killing for killing’s sake.

If this book helps people on their own journeys to understand themselves, that is three-quarters of 21st-century civilisation emerging right there. You are not at the whim of social media or mass media. You can trust yourself a bit.

I think a lot of good could come from being in that frame of mind.

Of course, don’t worry, what happened in India – from the collapse to the nerve-wracking rescue operation, and of course the miraculous outcome that defied all conventional wisdom – is definitely detailed in the pages to follow.

In that respect, there is plenty to dive into. And we will. Especially why I made an extraordinary promise before even arriving at the site – a promise I would probably not have made in any other scenario but which, in the moment, felt absolutely right.

The real story of how I came to be in India, of how I played a part in something truly epic, begins long, long before late 2023.

It is an almost unbelievable course that I charted from the time I was a kid, with the help of a box of rocks I found in a dead guy’s room in my family’s hotel, a bunch of weird men who led me into a hole in the ground, and the design for an improvised explosive device.




CHAPTER ONE WORST POSSIBLE WORST-CASE SCENARIO

It was half-past five on the morning of 12 November when a major collapse occurred about 250 metres inside the entrance to the under-construction Silkyara Bend–Barkot tunnel project, in the Himalayas in a remote part of India.

Half a world away, preparing to sit down for lunch with a few colleagues at a conference in New Zealand, I could not possibly predict just how life-changing this event was to be. For the men trapped during the collapse, for countless rescue workers who would toil tirelessly around the clock to reach them, and for me.

In the months leading up to that fateful morning, work had proceeded at pace on digging the tunnel, which was to form part of an ambitious highway initiative to connect four holy Hindu pilgrimage spots in the far northern state of Uttarakhand.

Building a tunnel is a challenge in the best of situations. It requires careful engineering, to say the least, as well as a heavy dose of patience and a healthy budget. But in this scenario, the arduous environmental conditions that the hundreds of workers were navigating each day added an extra layer of complexity.

I cannot think of a more challenging part of the world in which to try and build a tunnel.

The mountainous state of Uttarakhand is home to several soaring, jagged Himalayan peaks and spectacular, ancient glaciers. It is incredibly remote, it is bitterly cold in the winter months, and it can be utterly unforgiving.

In fact, ‘unforgiving’ is too kind a description. The sheer beauty of the Himalayas masks the stark truth, that given the chance – and without warning – the mountains will try to kill you. And it won’t take much.

It is also here that you will find some of the holiest sites in the world for Hindu people.

Each year, countless Hindus traverse the Chota Char Dham pilgrimage circuit to pray, make offerings and give thanks. The visitors take in one or all four sites – Gangotri, Yamunotri, Kedarnath and Badrinath.

These special spiritual destinations are broadly in the same region, close to each other, at least in the context of a country as vast as India. However, getting around is not as simple as jumping in a car and hitting the paved open road, arriving comfortably and safely at your destination a little while later.

The paths taken by so many faithful are narrow and winding. You will not find sealed, bitumen roads here. Goat tracks are more the norm.

Gangotri is about ninety kilometres from the town of Uttarkashi, which is the main hub of Uttarakhand. Here, visitors will find the origin of the sacred Ganges River, the Bhagirathi River, which is fed by the spectacular Gangotri glacier. It is considered to be the home of the Hindu goddess Ganga. Ganga is the personification of the Ganges River, and symbolises purification and forgiveness.

Not far from the Bhagirathi River, you will find a stone where it is said King Bhagiratha offered a holy penance to the god Shiva, known as the Great God and one of the principal deities of Hinduism. Offerings are made to Shiva to bring the goddess Ganga down from the heavens to earth, to free people from their sins. Hindus believe that when Shiva let down his glorious, luscious locks of hair, the river was born.

Sitting among the Himalayas, ancient glaciers and dense forest is Gangotri Temple. This brilliant white structure was built in the nineteenth century in honour of Ganga. You only need to see images of it to understand why so many flock here. It’s a real beauty.

Yamunotri is about 150 kilometres from Uttarkashi. It is the source of the Yamuna River, sitting in the shadow of the Champasar Glacier on Kalind Mountain. Venturing to the enormous glacier itself, and the frozen lake that surrounds it, is not possible for most pilgrims, given how treacherous the journey is about a kilometre further up Kalind Mountain. So the holy shrine of Yamunotri, devoted to the goddess Yamuna, was built at the foot of the hill.

Then there is Kedarnath Temple, some 240-odd kilometres from Uttarkashi, which is one of twelve sites devoted to Shiva and arguably the most challenging to visit. To reach it, pilgrims must set off on a 22-kilometre trek up a steep incline. The area is prone to extreme weather, meaning the holy site is closed during winter from December to March. During that time, the entire temple structure is carefully carried down the hill to the town of Ukhimath, so worship can continue during the blisteringly cold months.

Finally, Badrinath is home to a temple built in honour of the god Vishnu. The area is another one that is regularly impacted by severe weather conditions, so it too is only open for half the year, from late April to early November.

Getting to these four holy sites has always been a long and risky mission. The few roads and paths that exist between pilgrimage spots are treacherous. Those travelling along them are regularly greeted with the chilling site of car, bus and truck wreckages littered throughout the deep, overgrown valleys far below. They serve as a tragic reminder of just how much is at stake.

Just a month before the tunnel collapse, a bus carrying a load of pilgrims was involved in a horrible accident that killed thirty-nine people.

Those embarking on this spiritual journey are also forced to traverse parts of it by foot, taking in gruelling mountain ranges and navigating dense and confusing forest.

Hence, the construction of a highway – and the Silkyara Bend–Barkot tunnel – would make it easier and safer for worshippers to get around.

While linking holy sites is an important task in itself, constructing this highway and tunnel is part of a broader nation-building agenda set by state and national governments. Billions of dollars are being spent on infrastructure initiatives right across India to provide employment, stimulate economic growth, and better service cities and towns in far-flung parts of the country.

To the agitators, these tunnels are seen as a way to boost India’s military access to its remote Himalayan borders. But, in my view, that’s not their primary purpose. Sure, military vehicles could drive through them, but let’s not forget – soldiers need to pray too.

Among these works are about thirty tunnels of varying lengths dotted right across the enormous landmass, with some at extraordinary heights above sea level. The conditions faced by those embarking on these feats of engineering greatness are also diverse, although all present their own challenges – some of which have not been anticipated.

Unfortunately, the area where the Silkyara Bend–Barkot tunnel was being built is a hotbed of natural disasters. It endures just about everything Mother Nature can possibly throw at it – floods, cloudbursts, avalanches, landslides, mudflows and earthquakes.

These major events have regularly caused significant damage to villages and a devastating loss of life.

This part of the world is extremely geologically active, so tunnelling in areas like Uttarkashi is risky business. These sites are especially vulnerable to landslides, which is what went wrong in this particular instance.

In an instant, a group of workers became trapped behind an unimaginably huge pile of debris inside a dark, damp tunnel. A landslide, contained entirely within a mountain, left behind a cavernous void with a 40-metre-high and 100-metre-wide hole inside the mountain. And it was growing, minute by minute, hour by hour, often in small increments but sometimes with sharp ferocity, as the earth kept rumbling in fury.

A rescue operation was quickly launched but, initially, hope of finding survivors was low. Put simply, when a tunnel caves in, it is usually a case of retrieving bodies, not finding workers who are somehow still alive.

This was not one of those situations, it quickly emerged.

All those stuck on the other side of a thick wall of rock had survived. But one small misstep, one single error made in the efforts to reach them, and all forty-one men trapped would die. Those working frantically to free them would probably be killed, too.



Tunnelling would have to be one of the riskiest occupations out there. Among all those dangerous jobs, working underground – the act of brutally piercing the earth then bravely delving into it – must surely rank pretty highly on the scary scale.

Those who choose to take on this kind of work tend to be fully aware of just how high the stakes are. How could you not? You sign up to go where few humans have ever gone. You do not need to be well-versed in geology or engineering to be acutely aware of how unwelcome us mere mortals are in these spaces.

Disasters underground are not tragedies that happen in far-off places without sophisticated technology or knowledge. Do not be fooled. Accidents and catastrophes take place everywhere. There is always a tension between humans and the earth wanting to close up whatever hole we have made, and it happens here in Australia.

In March 2024, a catastrophic rockfall inside a gold mine in Ballarat took the life of a young man and critically injured another. An investigation is underway to determine what went wrong and whether it could have been prevented.

Just before the collapse, the men were part of a team doing something called air-legging. Air-legging involves a hand-held drill with a compressed air–driven hammer that smashes through the rock it meets. It can be a risky practice because it requires you to be so close to the rock. If something goes wrong, as it did in this case, the person is right where the rockfall happens.

What role the practice played in this particular instance is still unclear. The brutal fact is that there is always a risk involved in working underground. You do not know what you are dealing with until you find yourself smack bang in the middle of it.

In August 2024, three tunnel workers were trapped inside a collapsed train tunnel in Pak Chong district in northeastern Thailand, about 200 kilometres from the capital Bangkok. For the first few days they were alive and well – but when rescue workers finally got to them – after three days of being trapped – they were found dead due to lack of air.

In India, as is the case in most countries, going underground is a matter of life and death too. Regardless of the type of project, the vast majority of the men – and some women – who take on these jobs begin each day knowing that it could be their last. They accept their fate, which hinges entirely on the fragile deal struck between excavation engineers and the whim of the mountain.

Or in the case of Hindus, at the whim of gods and goddesses whose actions are unpredictable and unquestioned.

About 1000 kilometres further north of the Silkyara Bend–Barkot tunnel project, even deeper into the Himalayas, work is currently progressing on the Zojila tunnel. It will be a beast when work wraps up in 2030. It’s almost ten metres wide, about seven-and-a-half metres tall, and more than fourteen kilometres long, making it the largest tunnel in Asia. It will form part of the Srinagar-Kargil-Leh National Highway.

What makes the job of tunnellers on this project even more perilous is the fact that it sits at more than 3500 metres above sea level. The scale, complexity and gruelling environment are why the whole thing is estimated to cost about US$1 billion.

When complete, it will slash the time it takes to travel the Zojila pass from at least four hours to just fifteen minutes. Zojila will offer safe and all-weather passage between the Kashmir Valley and Ladakh region. It is a mammoth nation-building endeavour – and also one of military significance, given it sits quite close to India’s borders with China and Pakistan.

But the whole thing is behind schedule. The conditions workers have encountered, including some pretty severe weather, have seen the completion date pushed back several times now. At the time of writing, it was expected to open to the public at the end of 2030. We shall see. The environment here is clearly challenging for the engineers.

A recent documentary about the project heard from several of the men helping to bring the ambitious idea to life. As one bluntly but truthfully put it: ‘Death is in God’s hands. It can happen inside or outside the tunnel.’

In other words, everyone who ventures into that particular tunnel, or any tunnel really, during its construction is startlingly aware of just how much could go wrong and just how devastating the consequences could be.

When you are building a tunnel, you cannot simply take the equivalent of an enormous round drill bit and start cutting. Once you have penetrated a mountain, the top and sides of the tunnel structure are subjected to extreme force. I struggle to find the words to describe just how intense that pressure is. Imagine trying to get an elephant to stand on an egg without cracking it. It is possible but difficult. I reckon I saw that trick at a circus when I was kid. But it is very, very easy to get it wrong. When you do, you wind up with a big mess.

Everything above and on either side of that sudden new void is pushing inwards, quite naturally, in a bid to refill the hole you have just dug. The job of engineers is to figure out how to fool the mountain by distributing the load around the new hole. A tunnel will collapse if your deception is not finely tuned. We cannot hold up mountains. It is as simple as that.

For all the brilliant technological advances humans have made in history, we still have not quite figured out how to always support a mountain when we burrow through it. Not perfectly, anyway.

In a sense, tunnellers have to trick the mountain by using complex physics. We have to work out how to precisely distribute the crushing load of the mountain around the tunnel in such a way that it does not cave in.

Make no mistake. Modern tunnelling can be done very safely, as it is across the world every single day. Please do not find yourself terrified to drive through one on your way to and from work. Safe tunnelling is one of the greatest achievements of the twentieth century.

When you enter the remnants of a tunnel after something dire has taken place, like a collapse or landslide, you might notice something quite stark. What should be a perfect semicircle or semi-oval depending on its size – the sign of perfectly distributed pressure – now looks like someone has taken to it with a crowbar. You will notice the top is sagging and the sides are warped. We call this ‘convergence’. It describes the tunnel naturally healing itself.

Convergence is a sure sign that the mountain is about to completely reclaim the piece of itself that humans have clawed away. It has not been tricked. The mountain has cottoned on to what humans are trying to do and it is pretty pissed off about it.

This is exactly what I saw the first time I went inside the Silkyara Bend–Barkot tunnel. That particular mountain was about as angry as I have ever seen in my three-decade-plus career working underground.



When the tunnel collapsed, I was in Auckland presenting at a conference. It just so happened to be the first day of Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights.

Celebrated over several days, Diwali marks a spiritual victory of light over darkness, knowledge over ignorance, and good over evil. In the most sacred area of the Himalayas, right where this tunnel was being built, Diwali also signifies an awakening of the sleeping gods.

And so you can imagine the significance of such a devastating event taking place on the third and most holy day of Diwali.

As the elected president of the International Tunnelling and Underground Space Association, the world’s largest underground industry group, I was notified of the collapse within hours. I sent out an unofficial alert to the key technical members I trusted the most and began assembling an unofficial team of specialists who could be called on if and when needed. Experts from across the globe began sharing knowledge and advice with me, which I relayed to the Indian specialists, who were both onsite and working from afar, preparing a response. My call was not official – it was personal. We of the underground are like a global tribe – we help each other – we need to.

The chief engineer of the National Highways Authority of India, Rahul Gupta, called me on the day of the collapse. I had met him a couple of times in 2023 – once in Spain and once in India. He is the epitome of an honourable man. A brilliant mind and kind soul, he is totally committed to the betterment of his country and his people.

When I heard about the collapse, as well as worrying about those inside at the time, my mind also ventured to Rahul and the enormity of the task he and his team were facing.

When we spoke, it was still very early in the rescue, so no-one was really sure if anyone had been killed during the initial disaster, or whether people were trapped, dead or alive, beneath the rockfall itself.

At that stage, the landscape was still moving. Bits and pieces of the tunnel ceiling were breaking off and plunging to the ground pretty frequently for several hours afterwards. When I heard this, my heart sank. That was not a good sign.

Rahul told me he was going to jump in a helicopter and head up there to have a look for himself. It was simply too difficult to know how bad things were and what kind of response was needed without seeing the disaster up close. After that, Rahul said he would phone me back with more specific information and see if I had any thoughts to share.

By Day Two of the rescue, a 120-millimetre pipe – that’s just twelve centimetres, or the width of a CD – was successfully converted from a pneumatic air pipe for tools to a crude air, water, food, communications and medical supply line.

This makeshift connection between rescue workers and those stuck allowed for the flow of life. Tiny packets of essentials were shot from one side to the other with compressed air.

Remember those antiquated but effective tube transportation systems that offices and banks had in the old days? You know, the systems where you could pop some paperwork in a container, place it into an opening in the wall, and it would be sucked through an intricate network of pipes to its recipient? Picture that, but much smaller and operating through a pile of rock and dirt, high in the Himalayas.

The pipe, which moments earlier had been attached to a piece of industrial equipment, still had the oily frothy remnants of an old compressor within it. But it was a lifeline. The mountain was letting us deliver what we needed to keep those men alive – food, water, air and medicine. Just.

This modest but crucial pipe also allowed rescuers to communicate with the trapped workers. Miraculously, it seemed that no-one had been injured in the initial collapse. The men were alive and well – or what you might call ‘well-ish’ – against all odds and most expectations. There was hope where usually there is none.

Work began on a larger pipe-jacking exercise to create a small tunnel through the rubble, via which the men could escape. But even from Auckland, I could sense that this would be a challenge. The thousands of tonnes of avalanche debris was extremely unstable, I was told, so digging would need to be slow and careful.

The risk of triggering another landslide was high. Not only could the workers be injured or die, but those working to free them might very well meet a similar fate.

Usually, these types of disasters do not end well. Only in very few instances is there reason to be hopeful. Most of those involved in a collapse do not survive. I have seen the deadly aftermath of a tunnel failure plenty of times in my career.

I cannot think of a single instance in which I have been involved where there hasn’t been a fatality, or several. I had never rescued anyone alive before. For decades, my work has involved seeking lessons from the dead.

Let me be blunt. On the occasions when I have been called upon to assist with the response to a collapse or investigate its cause, even when I have done so from afar, the mission always ends up being about the recovery of bodies. Not live people. It’s always about finding those who have perished, clearing a path for work to eventually resume and trying to find lessons to learn.

What has always struck me is just how small the site of death appears when you see it up close with your own eyes. It is usually a little hole in the roof of a tunnel, from which a pile of stuff has fallen onto people below.

In one particularly bad case I worked on, a relatively modest piece of rock debris measuring maybe three square metres and barely 100 millimetres thick was responsible for robbing the planet of four souls. Among that thin pile of rocks and dirt were four hardhats, holding nothing but lights, ranks and names. That’s all.

An event so tragic, so unspeakably shattering for those four loving circles of many families and friends, came about from something that appeared so insignificant to the naked eye.

On Day Three of the rescue, my phone rang again. It was Rahul. Since we had last spoken, I had boarded a flight from New Zealand to Germany, before moving on to Slovenia. He gave me an update on the situation.

At the rescue site, a team had attempted to drill an 800-millimetre-diameter tunnel through the debris, he explained. That was as big as they could reasonably dig. Getting a larger-diameter pipe jack up to the top of the mountain in time would not be possible. So they made the best with what they had.

The machine they were using is called a pipe jack with an incorporated auger. An auger is a bit like a huge sausage mincer that breaks up the rock it meets. As it tore through a mixture of soft ground and boulders, it encountered huge bits of torn metal, buried equipment and chunks of cement that had plunged from the collapsing roof. It kept getting stuck and Rahul was concerned the plan was destined to fail.

He asked me what I thought. I called upon the team of international experts I had already assembled to assess the situation and share any ideas we might have. We put together a rough proposal for a rescue that we would run if we were there, including the design of an alternative technique that could be implemented. It was all very informal but we at least had the rough outline of an idea, in case it was needed.

In tandem, the Indian team was trying to find a bigger auger that could feasibly be airlifted to the site. The thinking – and hope – was that a more powerful machine could beat the seemingly immovable mess concealed within the debris. Rahul asked me if I thought there was a chance of success.

I did not; I was worried it was the wrong tool for this job. But I would do everything I could to support the team. You see, I do not treat my own opinions as anything more than a single person’s view. It is honestly held, but it comes from my narrow perspective.

I am a problem-solver, not a loud-mouthed know-it-all. Opinions shared should never be solutions dictated. Not when so is much at stake and every voice is worth hearing.

My philosophy when it comes to these sorts of things is that it does not really matter if something is right or not when all is said and done. It is whether the idea is right enough for now. There is more than one way to do something, and if a method has the potential to get us there, why not try it? If that does not work, we can all regroup and reassess later.

I wrote a letter of support explaining that I believed it was an appropriate approach based on what everyone knew at the time. I also provided my team’s proposal as a kind of alternative view, just in case it was needed.

But they were having a lot of trouble. Parts of the tunnel were still collapsing. Morale was low and there was a sense from the senior officials on site that rescuers were beginning to panic.

An hour or two later, on Day Four, Rahul called back and connected me with the secretary to the prime minister, who asked me to explain my thoughts. I did. He wanted me to be candid about how challenging the rescue mission was likely to be. I was.

At the end of the call, he asked me if I would come to the site to pitch in. And if I could come as fast as possible.

There was no job description and no contract, my help voluntary, but the mission was clear. Join the team and help in any way I could. I promised I would.
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