IT WAS ONE OF THOSE TIMES WHEN you agree to help a
friend and don’t realise what you are letting yourself in for.
I have known Keith for about six years through our shared
love of rock climbing. We saw each other frequently at the
sport climbing walls in Hong Kong and, as frequently
happens in Hong Kong with the expatriate community,
friends come and go, leaving the people left behind to close
ranks. After a few years, Keith and I became climbing
partners and a regular team in the climbing community.
Keith had left the high-flying world of corporate finance to
establish an adventure racing company in South-East Asia.
In a way, adventure racing is an offshoot of triathlons. The
competitors race in groups of two to four over a number of
days in a number of different disciplines including mountain
biking, running, swimming, rope skills, orienteering, caving
and problem-solving exercises. At the level Keith was cater-
ing for, the racers were usually amateurs who limped back to
their high-pressured jobs the day after the race had finished.
As a doctor for 20 years and an anaesthetist for 14 years,
Keith asked if I would volunteer to be the medical coordina-
tor for a two-day race he was organising in an area called
Yangshou in southern China. This area is famous for its
magnificent limestone monoliths towering above the rice
paddy fields. With such a glorious backdrop for two days (as
well as an all-expenses-paid trip), how could I refuse?
Frankly, my expectation of the trip was that I would be
washing and dressing innumerable “gravel rashes”, with the
most difficult problem being how to splint a fractured
forearm or ankle in a remote location with none of the
normal hospital facilities. This proved to be a very poor
under-estimation of the two days.
The first day started quietly enough (at least from the
medical standpoint). The race started with a run, leading up
to a 9.6 metre (yes, 9.6 metre) bridge jump into a river, a
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swim over to the riverbank and a bicycle leg. After checking
that the same number of people who jumped into the river
climbed out, I was given a mountain bike and told to ride 10
kilometres via a short cut to the next checkpoint before the
competitors arrived.

Within minutes of arriving at the checkpoint I received a
call that a competitor had fallen off his bike and landed in a
paddy field: back on my bike and off to find the victim. After
some time, I arrived at one of the outlying villages and found
a crowd of locals swarming around a foreigner leaning up
against a chicken coop.

He was conscious but unable to remember his accident,
and was amnesic for at least five minutes around the time of
his fall. He was able to remember that his first name was
John, but was unable to recall his surname, or exactly where
in Hong Kong he lived. His racing partner volunteered that
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