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Text and images by  
Andrea Murdock Alpini

If you have ever wondered 
how dark the earth was before 
humans discovered fire, then 
spend some time in the forest. The 
night arrives shortly after 6 p.m. 
and the sun rises around 5 a.m. 
In this period of time, you may 
feel enveloped by the darkness 
in this part of South Africa. Andrea 
Murdock Alpini shares his adven-
ture diving the Komati Springs.

Komati SpringsWild Dives at

in South Africa

techtalk

There was not even a star in the heavens 
tonight. The vault of the sky was obscured 
by clouds that, pushed by the northern 
winds, reached this flap of South Africa 
on the border with Swaziland. 
 Nature here was wild. Metre after 
metre, civilisation marked by the sur-
rounding villages seemed to slowly disap-

pear, swallowed by the primordial forest. 
It was a green wave merging everything 
together and defining the landscape as 
an infinite expanse of trees from which 
primeval peaks emerged.
 I was standing on a plateau at an alti-
tude of 900m, where rocky outcroppings 
appeared low and desolate. They dot-

ted the thick bush here and there. The 
highest mountain reached up to 1,400m, 
but it was not the altitude that charac-
terised it, but rather its age. 
 I was told that the peak was 4.5 bil-
lion years old. “The Americans have 
the Grand Canyon, but it is nothing 
compared to our Old Mountain,” say 

captions

captions



EDITORIAL        FEATURES        TRAVEL        NEWS        WRECKS        EQUIPMENT        BOOKS        SCIENCE & ECOLOGY        TECH        EDUCATION        PROFILES        PHOTO & VIDEO        PORTFOLIO62 X-RAY MAG : 118 : 2023

the locals. In fact, any epoch com-
pared to this primordial rock feels 
like yesterday.

Getting there
Getting to the mine required 
patience and determination and 
also a bit of luck. Thankfully, every-
thing went the right way. My dive 
partner and I prepared the equip-
ment, and then we got on the trail, 
heading towards a stretch that 
sloped and descended. It was time 
to carry out an inspection, both 
along the path that led to the mine 
and to the body of water that led 
to the entrance of the cave.
 We found a flooded basin domi-
nated by beautiful vertical rocks. 
All around us was the jungle, which 
had taken back the space that 
humans had tried to claim from it 
in the past. The lake was 54 metres 
deep, while the entrance to the 
flooded mine was about 18 metres. 
The cave that led into the moun-
tain was enchanting.

Diving
From the shape of the rock, you 
immediately understood that this 
place had charm. It had character. 
Many images struck me underwa-
ter—abandoned machinery, rails, 
fire doors—in the end, it was nature 

that made the greatest impression 
upon me.
 On entering the mine, everything 
was pitch black. Reality, as we 
knew it, disappeared. With the lack 
of light… nothing had shape or col-
our. Everything vanished; it was up 

to an individual to decide where 
to put light to this world of darkness 
and make it more inviting.
 The first tunnel was about 110m 
long and led to the vertical distri-
bution well, which was called the 
“Shaft.” But before you got there, 
you had to go through a small, 
narrow fire door. The door opened 
to the right. The structure was 
made of iron, while all around us, 
a wall of cement bricks closed in 
the space and separated the two 
environments.
 Beyond the wall were wooden 
structures and iron staircases, with 
roped pathways that descended 
vertically towards the last transverse 
tunnel of the mine, at 110 metres. 
Lighting up this well gave us a 
dimensional sense of the place.

Komati Springstechtalk
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Introspection
Looking into the abyss, you saw your-
self. You understood how small you 
were compared to the Mountain 
and how fragile you were here, in this 
environment, which, to be made hos-
pitable, needed light. 
 Light was the only element that 
made the mine appear anthropic. 
Structures left by humans were not 
enough. This place was really more 
like a large and complex cave than 
an old mine, where fireproof fibre was 
obtained from the excavated rock. 
The mine was decommissioned in the 
1970s. Since then, the only people who 
had set foot inside it were speleodivers.
 We found significantly sized logs, 
which lay flat atop one another, 
before and after the second fire door. 
Here, in the area before the entrance 
of the second level, the space was 
slightly wider than on the upper level, 
but once you entered, the spatial 
pressure of the tunnel changed.

 The tunnel was excavated to 
human size, about 2m high and 1.5m 
wide. The vaulted ceiling collected 
the discharged bubbles of us divers, 
thus creating a strange optical effect, 
which made it seem as if there was a 
mirror above our heads.
 As I proceeded, I checked the rigs 
I had assembled yesterday. I made 
sure that everything was in place and 
that the line was well stretched at 
every point. At 38m, the tunnel had 
even better visibility, with more trans-
parent water quality than the upper 
level. In a few areas, there was dens-
er visibility. But for the most part, only 
the range of one’s headlights limited 
the visibility of the area. 

Artefacts and features
Several artefacts were found aban-

doned: a huge spool that carried 
tons of steel cable, tubes for ventila-
tion, and some tools used by miners. 
In a small den on the left were several 
abandoned beams accompanied 
by a lot of iron netting (mesh). Some 
cable was still wrapped around its 
wooden spool; another cable was 
folded in upon itself, left as the last 
minors had used it.
 The colour of the rock at this level 
was very different from the previous 
one. The walls were cerulean, speck-
led with grey, blue and black. It even 
seemed to be brighter here. What 
the mind does not do just to tame an 
inhospitable place… The bottom, and 
the objects found there, were cov-
ered with heavy sediment. 
 Sometimes, the movement of the 
water was enough to move the sedi-

ment and cause zero visibility. Other 
times, it was our fault; with just a kick 
out of place for a moment, images 
were quickly ruined.
 The fire door here was much farther 
ahead than on the previous levels. 
It was much smaller than the others, 
too. Behind it, the space suddenly 
became small and narrow. A sort of 
corridor then opened onto a great 
chamber, which had four large pillars.
 Our plan was to continue on the 
left side and search for the staircase 
that led to the 48m point of the fourth 
level. This was in fact the only blind 
level that exchanged with the level 
below 70m, but not with the “Shaft.”

Return
Turning back, at the end of the dive, 
we were now accustomed to the 
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absence of light; we felt part of 
that environment until a green-
ish light appeared, of a unique 
intensity. It was emerald in colour. 
This brilliant colour resulted from 
the combination of light filtering 
through the water and aquatic 
plants dyeing the lake green, the 
same hue as the thorny acacias 
that surrounded it.
 Getting back to the light is 
the innate aim of every person 
who descends or dives under-
ground. Being here in this super-

natural light was an ecstasy 
of the senses. I stopped and 
enjoyed the scenery.  

Based in Italy, author Andrea 
Murdock Alpini is a technical 
diving instructor for TDI, CMAS 
and PSAI. Diving since 1997, he 
is a professional diver focused 
on advanced trimix deep div-
ing, log dives with open circuit, 
decompression studies, and 
research on wrecks, mines and 
caves. Diving uncommon spots 
and arranging dive expeditions, 
he shoots footage of wrecks 
and writes presentations for con-
ferences and articles for dive 
publications and websites such 
as ScubaPortal, Relitti in Liguria, 
Nautica Report, ScubaZone, 
Ocean4Future, InDepth and 
X-Ray Mag. He is also a mem-
ber of the Historical Diving 
Society Italy (HDSI), and holds 

a master’s degree in architec-
ture and an MBA in econom-
ics of arts. He is the founder of 
PHY Diving Equipment (phidiv-
ing.com), which specialises 
in undergarments for diving, 
as well as drysuits, hoods and 
tools for cave and wreck div-
ing. Among other wrecks, he 
has dived the Scapa Flow 
wrecks heritage, Malin Head’s 
wrecks and the HMHS Britannic 
(-118m), Fw58C (-110m), SS Nina 
(-115m), Motonave Viminale 
(-108m), SS Marsala (-105m), 
UJ-2208 (-108m) and the sub-
marine U-455 (-119m)—always 
on an open circuit system. His 
first book (in Italian), Deep Blue, 
about scuba diving explora-
tion was released in January 
2020 (see Amazon.it). For more 
information on courses, expedi-
tions and dived wrecks, please 
visit: wreckdiving.it.
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