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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

DECOMPRESSION ILLNESS SEQUELAE

7 Beach Rd, Milford
Auckland

New Zealand
September 2000

Dear Editor

I was most interested to read Dr Acott’s paper in the
June issue of the Journal, “Decompression Illness Sequelae
in Tuna Farm Divers”.1  This study identified persisting
problems in over one third of cases (9/21).  Dr Acott kindly
referred to papers from New Zealand describing similar post-
treatment sequelae.2,3

I followed up the divers treated at HMNZS Philomel
for decompression illness (DCI) during 1987 and identified
that approximately one third had persisting physical
problems and another third had less serious problems
adversely affecting their domestic and work lives.2,3  I was
alerted to this latter group by the several requests for help
from the spouses and work mates of patients whom we had
classified as being cured.  I attempted to describe the
variable symptoms as “personality changes” and “mild
depression” together with “soft neurology” and as Dr Acott
describes, “fatigue” and “myalgia”.  The head injury team
kindly assessed two of our cases and confirmed their neuro-
psychological difficulties.3  Overall it is my impression that,
of the diving accident patients treated in New Zealand, one
third are left with physical problems (some rather minor).
Futhermore, the majority of this physically injured group,
together with another third of patients, suffered a change in
personality as identified by their family members.  We all
recognise other grumpy divers and difficult fellow SPUMS
members!

Maybe there is a physical basis for their personality
traits?  At the Safe Diving Symposium in Cairns in 1994,
Dr David Youngblood commenting on one of the patients
we presented,4 mentioned that the aerospace industry was
also aware that, occasionally, aviators and astronauts “went
off in subtle ways” and that “when recognised they were
usually promoted to a non-active role”.

If this small amount of data is representative of
decompression illness causing a change in personality and
other subtle changes,  then it poses a major problem to the
sports diving and related industries.  I congratulate Dr Acott
for proceeding with further investigations in this area.

Unfortunately very, very few divers with DCI have
had a neuropschyatric examination before they have their
diving accident so there is no base line for comparison with
their post-treatment personality.

Adequate follow up of divers after treatment is
difficult because of the drop out rate.  I suggest that
hyperbaric units should routinely include interviews with
partners, spouses and work mates to find out whether the
cases reported in the above papers are unusual or relatively
common.

Allan Sutherland.
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A CHRISTMAS PRESENT ?

8 Sloane Street
Hobart, Tasmania 7000

September 2000
Dear Editor

I wrote the piece below before I saw the review of
Stars Beneath the Sea by Trevor Norton on pages 90-91 of
the June Journal.  I enjoyed reading the book, which I think
will make an excellent Christmas present for divers and non-
divers alike, so much that I compiled a rough index for my
own use.  My only complaint about the book is that it does
not have an index.  I want to make mine available to all
members of SPUMS to help them find what is where in the
book.  I hope that you will publish my review and somehow
make the index available.

Trevor Norton is Professor of Marine Biology at
Liverpool University.  This book is not about echinoderms
however, though some of its protagonists appear to share
the survival qualities of that hardy phylum.  Stars Beneath
the Sea is in fact a potted history of diving and hyperbaric
research, seen through a series of personal profiles rather
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than an organised sequential history.  Reading it, we may
wonder at the hardihood of some of these pioneers from the
“good old days”  before colour coordinated accessories,
when a diver had to invent and make most of his own gear,
and “divers had the bends for breakfast”.

It is a pleasure to find an academic who agrees with
Dr Carl Edmonds that, with a little humour, a book full of
facts may become a pleasure to read.  The book introduces
the early naturalists with milk churns on their heads,
plodding along the sea floor in leaden sandals, while
assistants worked above, sweating over foot-pumps.  The
story goes on to the skin divers who seized the idea of air
supply to become thoughtless predators and looters of
wrecks.  It then traces their personal evolution towards
photography, study and conservation.

The same evolution is seen in the policies of the great
museums, who first utilised divers to destroy reefs, and to
ship tonnes of coral back to the city to be dried, painted,
and fitted with wax fish for exhibition.

Chapters are devoted to the heroic researches and
self-experimenting of the Haldanes and of Horace Wright,
subjecting themselves to ordeals bordering on the
masochistic.  There is a good coverage of the pioneers of
underwater still and cine photography, including the
filming of Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under
the Sea, complete with large rubber octopus.  There is also
an interesting account of the development of marine
archaeology in the Mediterranean.

Norton is himself a keen diver, and his enthusiasm
comes through in the text.  In contrast to the weighty
volumes usually reviewed in these columns, Stars Beneath
the Sea is a mere $Aust 20 paperback, but it is a
recommended read, if only for its deluge of facts and
anecdotes with which to bemuse one’s companions on the
dive boat or at dinner.  Who could forget the late, balding,
Charles Bebe, resembling “an alert egg” as he emerged from
the water? Or the late Jack Kitching, so unconcerned by
personal appearance or nutrition that “if he had been a
chicken, you wouldn’t have eaten him”? Of course much
history had to be omitted, but at least we learn that probably
the first Scuba Club was called “The Bottom Scratchers”.

To compensate for omissions, Norton has provided
twelve pages of references for further reading and research.

Jim Marwood
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Editor’s announcement
Dr Marwood’s rough index for Stars Beneath the Sea

is available by e-mailing the Editor at
<spumsj@labyrinth.net.au>.

ROYAL ADELAIDE HOSPITAL HYPERBARIC
MEDICINE COURSE

Medical Officers Course

Cost
Basic Diving Medicine Course $825.00
Advanced $440.00
Hyperbaric $385.00
Total for all three $Aust 1650/00

February/March 2001

Basic 19/2/01 to 23/2/01
Advanced 26/2/01 to 28/2/01
Hyperbaric 1/3/01 to 2/3/01

October/November 2001

Basic 22/10/01 to 26/10/01
Advanced 29/10/01 to 31/10/01
Hyperbaric 1/11/01 to 2/11/01

Diving Medical Technicians Course

Cost of three unit course $Aust 1,375.00

February 2001
Unit I 5/2/01 to 9/2/01
Unit II 12/2/01 to 16/2/01
Unit III 19/2/01 to 23/2/01

July 2001
Unit I 2/7/01 to 6/7/01
Unit II 9/7/01 to 13/7/01
Unit III 16/7/01 to 20/7/01

October 2001
Unit I 8/10/01 to 12/10/01
Unit II 15/10/01 to 19/10/01
Unit III 22/10/01 to 26/10/01

Diver Medical Technician Refresher Courses

Februrary 2001 12/2/01 to 16/2/01
July 2001 9/7/01 to 13/7/01
October 2001 15/10/01 to 19/10/01
Cost $Aust 550

For further information or to enrol contact
The Director, Hyperbaric Medicine Unit
Royal Adelaide Hospital, North Terrace
South Australia 5000.
Telephone Australia (08)-8222-5116

Overseas +61-8-8222-5116
Fax Australia (08)-8232-4207

Overseas +61-8-8232-4207


