n a subterranean chamber 30m beneath the streets of Mount
Gambier, a trio of scuba divers slips into a glassy basin of
water. Twin tanks suspended under their arms, fins prostrate,
they slowly descend, swallowed by a plume of torchlight.
When the light subsides, the divers are gone. They’ve been
drawn into the oesophagus of a water-filled cave system that
spans more than half a kilometre.

For 25 minutes they navigate tight passageways devoid of natural
light, air and everything essential for sustaining human life. Even
more remarkable is that this takes place underneath South
Australia’s largest regional city, as trucks rumble overhead.

s and
own caves Lo

Engelbrecht Cave is one of more than 850 kn | time

. . q geo
sinkholes that pockmark the Limestone Coast, a 8¢
¢ corner (

]o(_{i(‘
; b

- ’ and the

capsule that encompasses SA’s entire south-eas

some). Once a shallow seabed, the region slowly

emerged IT "
h rou?h :

-om the

ng

ocean — layer upon layer of limestone formir of yeirs
X i ons .

i illi
compaction of sea creatures over tens of m

e forn
Gradually water eroded the porous limeston¢, :
are €xpos

ing €Ave
1 some
ed, 50

When the ceilings collapse, deep sinkholes

puncturing the water table. :
o r C
Many travellers would be familiar with M
o k% > Wi
volcanic crater lakes; the Blue Lake is the to

'S
ot Gﬂmlmr
) a

pgent

y's photos




R
;".-‘-.“ T f"\ .'
kN

centrepiece. But few know it is also the cave diving .caplt.”;]l‘ (?f
Australia. For decades, steel-nerved extreme-sports divers have
been drawn to Mount Gambier’s beguiling undergroun(l C"we”;,s'
Many have died. In 1973 the Cave Divers z\sso.cmtlon .of.:\ust\rTJ l.,]
(CDAA) formed to regulate site access and diver tra-1n111g. Now,
sinkhole SCUBA is going mainstream, with local fhve operator
Darren Mitchell of Dive Experience (divcexperlcn.ce.?om.au)v
leading certified recreational divers into the regions only
commercialised site, Kilsby Sinkhole (kile)’SinkhOle'Com)'
Located in the middle of a 335ha, fourth-generation sheep far.m.
Kilshy is like the remnant of a deep missile strike. A yawning

12m-wide chasm in the middle of an otherwise unremarkable
paddock. When the sun shines overhead, the water — 15m down
and more than 60m deep — sparkles like a sapphire.

I pull on a 7mm wetsuit (the water is 15 degrees — “temperate,
not cold,” Darren says) and gear up. We pad tentatively down a
steep access ramp and two sets of ladders to an overwater platform
— our entry point to an experience Darren says will be “the best
dive of your life”.

“When were down there you won'’t be able to tell where the
water stops and the air starts,” he says. And he’s right. The water is

so clear I can see my daughters standing on a viewing platform on
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This page: Little
Blue Lake. Opposite,
clockwise from top left:
Kilsby Sinkhole; divers
enter Engelbrecht Cave;
Ewens Ponds.



LOCALS GROCERY SHOP A SToNg
THROW FROM A GAPING HOLE Iy T
EARTH AND KITTED-OUT SCUBA DIVERE

HOBBLE ACROSS AROAD -

We round off our adventures with a swim at Little Blye Lake -,
47m-deep sinkhole that’s like a miniature Kilsby and Blye Lake
rolled into one.

Mount Gambier’s dry cave formations are equalling emhrallmg
Umpherston Sinkhole with its ivy-draped sheer walls and terryeeg
gardens; the Cave Garden —a deep pocket of green smack-bang i,
the CBD, and Tantanoola Cave, with its mesmerising Sta]a(:[itg
and stalagmite embellishments.

The region’s underground curiosities — some secreting
prehistoric megafauna fossils — are ubiquitous yet incongruous,
This is a place where locals grocery shop a stone’s throw from 2
gaping hole in the earth, and it’s not unusual to see kitted-out
scuba divers hobbling across a road or paddock.

During my visit, CDAA instructor Tim Featonby is taking a
group of aspiring cave divers through their training certification.
It’s a lengthy process, and there is no margin for error — equipment
failure, getting lost in an underwater labyrinth or kicking up 2
plume of silt can have fatal consequences. Nonetheless he talks
fervently about exploring water-filled chambers as big as the MCG
and discovering wombat-like fossils the size of rhinos.

“Its not for everyone, we don’t want people that are
claustrophobic, are not comfortable with dark places who can't
handle stress,” he says. “But it’s a beautiful environment.”
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Top: Freediving at
Kilsby Sinkhole;
Mount Gambier's. -
Blue Loke. o 5
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