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According to Deborah Dickson-Smith, it is possible to ease 
yourself into the hazardous and rewarding pastime of 

exploring dark, flooded holes in the ground

Beginner’s guide to
cave diving
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There’s a feeling of elation and relief 
when you face your fears and 
overcome them. At least that’s how 

I felt after completing my first reasonably 
challenging cavern dive at Fish Rock in 
New South Wales. I’d done a few sea cavern 
dives before but this was the first that 
required entry at a depth of 24 metres into 
a small, pitch-black chamber, before 
ascending a narrow chimney to reach the 
bigger ‘bubble cave’ (where you can pop 
up for a breath of air).
Being a bit claustrophobic, I’d managed to 
scare myself silly looking at the map of the 
cave beforehand. The chimney is actually 
shorter than it looks on the map, so you 
hardly notice it before passing into the 
large cavern above it. Once inside the first 
bubble cave, a faint light shines from the 
mouth of the cave while bull rays and 
crayfish provide ample distraction. At 120 
metres long, Fish Rock is one of the largest 
ocean caverns in the southern hemisphere, 
teeming with life inside and out. Passing 
through the cave you glide over sleepy 
wobbegongs and cuttlefish, nudibranchs 
hiding in nooks and crannies and 
gorgonian coral fans. On my swim from 
the wide mouth of the cave to the shell-grit 
‘beach’ of The Aquarium basin, I watched 
resident hawksbill turtle Mildred nibble at 
algae on the walls and scrap with a smaller 
would-be usurper. I instantly understood 
why it’s called The Aquarium: marine life  
of all sorts. A grey nurse shark circled the 
basin, dozens of wobbegongs snoozed on 
the beach and a few lionfish hovered 
between the rocks as butterfly fish, 
colourful wrasse of all sizes and a moray 
eel darted around. The reason for this 
diversity of sealife is that it’s the closest 
point of the eastern mainland to the 
continental shelf and East Australian 
Current. It’s also a marine reserve, 
designated as critical habitat for grey nurse 
sharks because they gather here in their 
hundreds to feed, mate and pup under 
the shelter of the rock. There are other 
great dive sites around the Rock and nearby 
Green Island, but it’s the rite of passage that 
drives people here.
In 2009, Sydney-born freediver Mike Wells 
successfully traversed the Fish Rock tunnel 
on a single breath to raise funds for the 
Australian Marine Conservation Society’s 
protection of grey nurse sharks, recording 
the longest ever underwater cave swim in 
the process.

STARTING WITH SEA CAVERNS
There are smaller ocean caverns around 
Australia and nearby islands if you want 
to work up to Fish Rock Cave, which itself 

requires no qualifications beyond your 
basic open water scuba certification. Off the 
coast of Nelson Bay (two and a half hours’ 
drive north of Sydney) is a site called 
Looking Glass. It is a crack in the rock of 
Broughton Island in an inverted V-shape, 
with depths of 18 metres in the centre 
down to 13 metres as you exit the cave.  
Another in New South Wales is The Skillion, 
a shore dive that sits between Terrigal’s 
two headlands. The cave, which is accessible 
from the flat rock shelf, about 15 metres 
deep, and 100 metres north of The Haven 
beach, is lined with sponges and corals 
like an undersea cathedral.

Around 2,300 kilometres north-west of 
Perth, Christmas Island offers two shallow 
caves beloved by scuba divers. West White 
Beach is technically a cavern as it has two 
wide entrances, while Thundercliff Cave 
features a narrow swim through to its 
second chamber where you’ll find a large 
air pocket, stalactites and stalagmites.
Further afield, the volcanic island of Niue 
2,400 kilometres northeast of New Zealand 
offers The Chimney dive site. After entering 

at a depth of five metres, divers drop down 
vertically to reach ‘the fireplace’ at 27 
metres. As you descend, the bubbles from 
divers below drift pass and you can look 
up to the silhouettes of those following. 
At the base you are in an arch from where 
you look out into open water.
Or for something completely different, 
you can try the Twin Tunnels system of lava 
tubes in the central province of the 
Solomon Islands, just north of the capital 
Honiara. These volcanic sea caves start on 
top of a patch of reef and drop vertically 
down about 35 metres, where they join 
together into a single horizontal tunnel 

that exits from the reef wall at 40 metres. 
As you exit the tunnel you’re greeted by 
a huge schools of fish as well as sharks, 
dogtooth tuna, giant trevally and barracuda.
The scuba diving mecca that is Palau, north 
of West Papua, also deserves a mention as 
the world’s first shark sanctuary and one of 
its largest marine reserves. The Blue Hole 
dive site is a shallow cave that you access 
from the top of a coral shelf, then descend 
to about 30 metres before swimming 

60 SECONDS WITH... TERUKI HAMANAKA
Manager of Wet’n’Dry Adventures, Christmas Island

Why is Christmas Island a good 
introduction to diving in overhead 
environments?
Our caves and caverns are spacious 
and easily accessible. They provide 
the experience of caving—dark and 
mysterious, other-worldly, a major 
contrast to the reef outside—without 
requiring any specialist equipment. All 
you need is a torch, a backup torch, and 
a sense of adventure. You must have at 
least your PADI Advanced Open Water 
Diver certification to dive the systems 
around the island but you can surface in 
most of them, and there are no silting or 
visibility issues to worry about. Between 
November and April you’re likely to spot 
whale sharks too.

Can you explain what’s special about 
Thundercliff Cave?
The beauty is the contrast. As the cavern 
darkens and narrows you’re joined 
by schools of bullseye fish, then after 
the channel you surface to discover 
an air chamber filled with stalagmites 
and stalactites. More experienced 
divers and those with good fitness can 
surface, remove dive gear and walk a 
further 50 metres into the cave system 
surrounded by limestone formations. 
A brackish pool awaits you at the end 
where, with torches turned off, you are 
rewarded with ‘night sky’ waters as 
lanternfish flash their lights beneath you. 
At the same time, endemic shrimp help 
exfoliate your fingers and toes.

Which sites do you recommend 
to≈experienced divers?
It depends on the weather on the day. 
Here we have diverse underwater 
landscapes ranging from walls, coral 
gardens and bommies to caves and 
slopes, as well as big and small pelagic 
species. I’ve dived sea caves in Tonga, 
Palau and Okinawa, but I’m happiest 
at Christmas Island. I’d like to make 
it to the caves of the Nullabor next. 
divingchristmas.com



 60 WILD.COM.AU 

through to the exit point. The cave is full 
of gorgonian fans, sponge corals and, oddly, 
lion fish swimming upside down on the 
ceiling. Chandelier Cave, which sits inside 
the lagoon near the main town of Koror, is 
another shallow cave with a narrow swim 
through to a magnificent air-filled chamber.

TRAINING FOR FRESHWATER 
The distinction between cavern and cave 
diving is that the latter takes you beyond 
where natural light penetrates. While this 
does apply to some sea caverns, landlocked 
freshwater caves present a bigger challenge 
and require at least basic training with the 
Cave Diving Association of Australia 
(CDAA), which currently has around 
800 qualified members. 
In addition to the risks associated with 
deep water diving, visibility can vary from 
almost unlimited to non-existent in a single 
dive. Underwater navigation through a cave 
system can be difficult and exit routes at 
considerable distance, so re-breathers (to 
recirculate your exhaled gas after removing 
the carbon dioxide) are generally used 
instead of open-circuit breathing apparatus. 
Caves are rated according to three levels of 
technical difficulty: Deep Cavern (including 
cavern and sinkhole sites), Cave, and 
Advanced Cave. In deep caverns, which are 
often bell-shaped with a wide entry, you 
can typically see daylight of some 
description. Caves have no natural light 
but are still wide enough for two people 
to pass through side by side, while 
advanced caves contain passages that are 
too narrow for two and have points where 
it is impossible to see your dive buddy. 
Some sites also require prior experience 
at the location before access is granted.
While training centres exist across the 
country, most instructors are based around 
the key diving areas of Mount Gambier 
in South Australia and the Nullarbor in 
Western Australia. 
The entry-level course, for which you need 
to have logged at least a year of open water 
experience, usually runs over two weekends 
and costs around $800. The course features 
12 hours of theory as well as underwater 
simulations to develop your problem-
solving skills in a variety of cavern and 
sinkhole situations, including diving with  
a blindfold. Specific training on buoyancy 
control and propulsion is needed when you 
make the transition from sea to freshwater 
because kicking up silt can deteriorate your 
visibility to zero within seconds, and silt 
takes longer than sand to settle. You learn  
to frog kick rather than flutter kick, for 
example, and to adjust your gear and 
weights so that you swim perfectly 

horizontal. Light and touch signals come 
into play in addition to the hand signals 
used by open water divers, and you learn 
more about using a guideline. Being able 
to easily discern your return route in poor 
visibility and cope with issues in restricted 
areas where your dive buddy may not be 
able to reach you is essential for diving 
in technical caves. 
At minimum, cave diving kit includes 
a wetsuit rated to 10°C, a mask and fins 
with straps taped flat, two gas cylinders 
containing a minimum of 2,200 litres 
(plus pressure gauges), one main and two 
backup lights, a guideline reel of at least 
100 metres, and two DIN regulators with 
first and second stage valves attached and 

one with a two-metre hose. You’re also 
looking at carrying decompression tables 
and a slate as well as standard recreational 
diving gear like a wrist computer, knife 
and buoyancy control device.

THE AUSTRALIAN ATTRACTION
The most famous of our landlocked 
water-filled caves are the Piccaninnie 
Ponds, The Shaft and Tank Cave in South 
Australia, and Cocklebiddy and Weebubbie 
caves in Western Australia. Piccaninnie 
Ponds is classified deep cavern and it is 
possible to either snorkel across the top 
of The Chasm and peer down into the 
darkness below or descend into the large 
underwater cavern known as The 
Cathedral. The spectacular chasm drops 
more than 100 metres and is home to 
freshwater fish, eels and shrimp. 
Cocklebiddy Cave is a more serious 
undertaking, running 90 metres below 
the Nullabor Plain for six and a half 
kilometres. CDAA director John 
Vanderleest explains: “You’re floating in 
a giant cave that’s so crystal clear you 
don’t even realise you’re underwater, it’s 
like you’re floating in space. When you 
shine your light it is so magnificently clear 
it makes a swimming pool seem murky.” 

Thundercliff Cave, Christmas Island
Photo: Justin Gilligan

Fish Rock Cave, NSW
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He says cave divers are far from the macho 
daredevils that some people imagine. He 
adds: “Freshwater sites in Australia are 
statistically safer than elsewhere in the 
world because access has been regulated 
for the past 40 years, and it’s a 
misconception that it’s a sport for men—
perhaps only a third of Australia’s 
registered cave divers are female but some 
of our top explorers are women,” he adds.
Australian cave divers are considered 
among the world’s best and busiest. 

The latest globally significant discovery 
was in 2011, when Western Australia’s 
Cave Exploration Group found a 
12-kilometre system downstream of 
Olwolgin Cave beneath the Nullarbor. 

With the right training, there is clearly 
much more to discover. 

cavedivers.com.au

EXPERT VIEWPOINT
Melbourne-based cave diver and photographer Liz Rogers explains 
the pull of the dark world below

“I followed my parents into cave diving 
when I turned 18 and had completed my 
advanced training by the time I turned 
21, logging time at Mount Gambier 
every other weekend. Most Australian 
cave divers come from an ocean diving 
background rather than a caving one. 
For me, cave diving is less scary than the 
ocean because you’re in control of your 
movement in the environment and you 
don’t have to worry about other creatures; 
you know if you put your  
hand out you’re going to touch a rock and 
not a stonefish in disguise. The fastest 
I’ve heard of someone complete the 
CDAA training is six months, and it’s not 
unusual to do so in 18. I fell in love with 
the big, clear sinkholes of Mount Gambier 
and the feeling of floating in air, but as 
my skills progressed I found I was just 
as happy wriggling through tight spaces. 
The Nullabor caves are spectacular but a 
long way from anywhere so I’ve probably 

only made six trips there in five years. 
I’ve been diving in the river caves of 
Tasmania and Jenolan, which is a totally 
different experience than in groundwater 
caves because a flush of rainfall can 
cause a silt-out. Divers like [Nullabor 
cave explorer] Paul Hosie inspire me 
and at the moment I’m making regular 
trips to map the Elk River Cave system 
in Gippsland, which involves a long walk  
in before you reach the diving area.
I’d been cave diving for about two years 
when I took up photography, which is 
when it’s even more important to be able 
to hover underwater and avoid kicking up 
silt. Photographing in a cave is much like 
a studio environment in that you can set 
up your light in a way that you’re unable 
to in the open ocean. For a big dive 
I’m walking in with about 60 kilograms 
worth of gear including my camera, but 
obviously that’s neutral underwater. The 
biggest advancement in gear in my time 
has been in torches, which now cost 
and weigh half as much while being 
four times as bright and long-lasting as 
they were when I trained. The fact it’s a 
gear-driven sport is possibly why there 
are more male cave divers than female, 
but women have the natural advantage 
because we breathe less [as smaller 
lung volume tends to mean lower air 
consumption at rest].”

lizrogersphotography.com
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