
Chapter 17 Finding Alexander 

“Do you really have to go dad?  We miss you when you’re gone.”  

This was my son Jack’s tearful plea after I had told our three children that I was heading 

back to Thailand for another rotation. 

It doesn’t matter why you are away from your family; your kids just miss you.  The fact that 

I was returning to Thailand to lead the Australian team in the Disaster Victim Identification 

work following the tsunami was small comfort to Jack, Kelsey and Lachie.  The fact stood 

that Dad was leaving them the following morning for another four weeks duty in a far away 

place.  

To help the kids understand why I was leaving, I needed to share with them the reasons I 

was going and why I felt what I was doing there was important enough to leave them 

behind yet again.  Of course, my children had watched the story of the world’s deadliest 

natural disaster unfold on television, but like many people watching from afar had very little 

knowledge of the work that was required in the aftermath of such devastation. 

I sat down to explain why I wouldn’t be seeing them and their mum for at least the next 

month.   

In fairly simple terms, I explained that on Boxing Day there were families just like us - 

mum, dad and the kids on the beach in Thailand, all having a fantastic time.  It was the day 

after Christmas, perhaps the most relaxing day of the year.  Many of the families there 

would have saved, planned and dreamt of this holiday and the joy and laughter it would 

bring.  Prior to leaving home the kids would have written lists of the DVD’s they wanted to 

buy and probably excitedly packed their bags days before they needed to. 

At 10am on the twenty sixth of December 2004, there was an earthquake off the coast of 

Indonesia.  As the earth shifted, a massive amount of water was displaced and an 

underwater wave formed.  This quake was the longest ever to be recorded by technology.  

Those who would later feel the effects were oblivious to what was coming their way.  As 

the kids thumbed through the DVD selections that they were about to buy for two dollars 



each, dad secured a chair in a beautiful sunny spot on the beach.  Mum was secretly 

hoping that those who sell their interesting wares on the beach would find their way to her.  

Silently, the massive wave that had been created so far away was now building in size and 

travelling at huge speed towards them. 

   

Prior to the wave arriving though, nature issued a warning that was not heeded.  The 

warning was the water rapidly receding from the beach.  Like a fast-motion tide, the water-

line rushed out to sea.  The further the water receded, the number of people who were 

lured down to the shore increased.  Almost all had never seen this before so of course it 

would arouse people’s curiosity rather than issue a warning.   

More and more people made their way onto the white sand of what was, only minutes 

before, an idyllic swimming beach.      

However, soon after the water leaving the shore-line it came back.   

The water that had departed in such a hurry was returning.  Now though it was a deadly 

wall of water that was an incredible ten metres high. 

For the parents who were on the beach with their children, the spectre of this massive 

wave approaching would have frighteningly struck home the realization of impending 

doom, and would have shocked many into disbelieving what they were now witnessing. 

But then, they would have done what all parents would do – they grabbed their children by 

the wrists and began running. 

They would run faster than they had ever run before, the roar of the wave now deafeningly 

close. 

Sadly, the speed at which the tsunami was travelling meant that the moment they had 

wandered down to inspect the phenomenon of the retreating ocean, the fate of many had 

been sealed. 

As the mountain of water crashed over them, the parents would hold onto their children 

with all the strength they could muster, but too often to no avail.    

Of those families that were on the beach there were some kids that survived, there were 

some parents that survived, but there weren’t many families that survived intact that day.   

The kids who did survive were now alone.  The bodies of their mum or dad, if found, would 

be collected and taken to the temple at Wat Yan Yao. They would be placed in body bags 



and then stored in one of the many shipping containers and there they would stay - frozen 

until we identified them.   

The children are now alone and in a foreign country, scared out of their wits.  They will 

remain in Thailand until someone helps them return home, to where-ever that may be.  But 

they return home alone.  No mum.  No dad.  And no valid explanation. 

So throughout the world are kids who are now without their parents.  They don’t have a 

grave-site to visit to have a chat to mum or dad.  Where do they go on mum’s birthday to 

lay some flowers, let a balloon go and share some special thoughts with her?  Or where do 

the kids go on father’s day to update dad on how they are going and what their latest 

sporting achievement is?  

Because until we identify them, their mum and dad will stay frozen in a body bag inside a 

refrigerated shipping container.  That could be weeks or it could be months.  

For the parents that survived and were now without their children, panic would ensue.  For 

some reason, a reason that is so unfair - you survive but your children don’t.  So what do 

you do?  You spend every minute that you remain in Thailand searching for your children.  

You go to the hospitals, you go to the mortuaries, you go to the victim centres and you 

even search the surrounding villages for your children. 

But there comes a time when the parents have to leave Thailand.  Most have jobs or 

businesses to return to and the cost of staying to continue the search becomes prohibitive.  

They go home without that most precious thing in their life - the children.  When they get 

home they will pray that the phone will ring and at the other end it will be someone saying 

“It’s ok, we found them and they are alive, they were in a hospital and we didn’t know who 

they were.”   

But common sense tells you your children have died, and this call never arrives.   

How do you possibly start to move forward in life until you know the fate of your missing 

child?  How do you start to live again? 



So I explained to my kids that what I do is go to where this tragedy occurred and help put 

in place a process that will identify the mums and dads, that will identify the kids, so that 

we can send them home to their loved ones.   

And when you work in this environment you will have hard days - it is inevitable.  The only 

way you can deal with your hard days is to understand why you do what you do.  Why I 

can go and leave Lachie, Kelsey and Jack.   

This for me is represented by Alexander.  Alexander was a fifteen month old little boy who 

was lost and became one of the 5395 people who died in Thailand.   

But for me Alexander represented why I was so committed to completing this work. 

His photo with blonde hair, striking blue eyes and gorgeous smile had been placed on the 

outside of one of our refrigerated shipping containers, alongside hundreds of others, by his 

desperate parents.  They were pleading that if anybody had seen him to please contact 

them.  

So I said to my kids, I’m leaving you for a short time to go and find Alexander.  Finding 

Alexander represents why I do what I do and have always done.  It’s about providing 

answers to those who matter most after losing a loved one - the family.   

As a dad, the thought of Alexander spending night after night in a shipping container, away 

from his family, frozen and alone, was what drove me through the hard times.  It’s what 

drives all of us who work in the area of forensics.  The thought of Alexander spending just 

one minute longer than necessary in this temporary resting place was unbearable, 

knowing that somebody somewhere was suffering through torturous anguish not knowing 

what fate had befallen him. 

The end result after identifying someone like Alexander would then allow repatriation of the 

body to the care of loved ones.  This in turn would allow the dignity of a funeral and 

hopefully some form of closure after such a tragedy. 

My kids then nodded their approval, and after giving me a few wonderful hugs, took 

themselves off to bed.  They now understood why it was so important to me to find this 

little boy and send him home to mum and dad.  

A policeman’s care is about preservation of life, but once a person’s body has been placed 

in the care of a forensics team that person is beyond that level of care. 



I have a saying which I often mention to colleagues “we’re not saving lives,” to give some 

perspective around what we do on a daily basis.  But the search for Alexander is as close 

as it gets for me; it is about giving the survivors their life back. 

In the field of forensics this is the obsession that drives us.  We are on a mission and that 

mission, to me, will always revolve around the importance of finding Alexander. 


