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Call of the koalas

I
t’s a sign of Kailas Wild’s well of 
inner strength that even though  
he makes his living climbing trees 
and hanging from ropes in forest 
canopies, he’s actually petrified of 

heights. A deep love of koalas inspired 
him to conquer that fear, which is 
another indication of what makes  
this compassionate 34-year-old tick. 

Back in 2011, Kai joined a 
University of Queensland project 
investigating the effects of climate 
change on koalas. He had been 
helping to rehabilitate sick and injured 
koalas at the Australia Zoo Wildlife 
Hospital when the opportunity to  
join the research team came up. 

“We’d go out and search for healthy 
wild koalas that had a bit of vitality to 
them. And we had to get them out of 
the trees and handle them,” he says.

Over several weeks, Kai tracked  
the koalas, which are generally found 
in the upper reaches of gum trees,  
and this meant he had to swallow  
hard, control his anxiety and launch 
himself into the koala habitat. 

“It was this real affection and 
appreciation of koalas, and the  
threat to them, that gave me that 
consciousness and desire to help,” says 
Kai, an instinctive conservationist. 

When I ask where that passion 

In the wake of the horror bushfires, arborist Kai Wild rushed to Kangaroo 
Island. With tears in his eyes he saved injured koalas, writes Juliet Rieden.

comes from, he shrugs and smiles.  
“I do wonder if it’s that thing that 
everybody has … they’re really cute!”

He’s right, of course – who doesn’t 
love a koala! – but with Kai, it’s  
more than that; something internal, 
deep in his heart that connects with 
these iconic marsupials. Koalas 
introduced Kai to climbing and even 
though he was a bag of nerves, he 
trained to become an arborist. 

“It has taken me seven years to 
learn to deal with it,” he explains. 
“Arborists often say: ‘being scared is 
what keeps you safe’. It’s when you’re 
not scared, that’s when it’s most 
dangerous and you’re most reckless.”

But when the Black Summer 
bushfires hit Kangaroo Island in  
South Australia and Kai received  
a call asking if he knew of someone 
nearby who could climb trees and 
help save koalas burnt in the inferno, 
a reckless streak kicked in. “My first 
thought was, ‘that’s me’,” he laughs.

Kai was far from local – he was in 
Sydney at the time working for the 
State Emergency Service – but the 
koalas were calling him. “I didn’t 
know anyone there, so I decided to 
drive,” he says. The next day, he  
set off for Adelaide – 1540km, more 
than 20 hours on the road. 

Kangaroo Island, the third-largest 
island off the coast of Australia, is 
described by some as our “Noah’s 
Ark” for its unique wildlife. Before  
the fires there were approximately 
50,000 koalas, but now the island 
looked like a battlefield. 

“There were hectares and hectares 
of burnt trees, and knowing how 
many koalas had been in there and 
then seeing the dead wildlife, and 
particularly dead koalas … my 
immediate response was numbness. 
All of a sudden, I was quite 
overwhelmed,” Kai says. 

It’s a feeling that continued to engulf 
him over the next seven weeks and he 
regularly sobbed into the night.

On arrival, Kai joined the wildlife 
team and soon discovered the extent 
of the devastation. 

“For the first time in my life, I saw 
what a burnt koala looks like … furry 
animals that live high in trees [were] 
instead lying on the ground. They’re 
not where they should be and they 
look like these mummified things 
without any fur,” he says, choked with 
the emotion of the memory of that 
day. “If you saw it, you wouldn’t be 
able to identify that thing as a koala.”

Kai and fellow volunteers scoured 
the landscape for survivors. As the 
dead bodies piled up, the sight of  
a koala in a tree became precious. 

“When you’re walking through 
these burnt plantations among all this 
death, every time you see a koala it’s 
the nicest thing. You can never get 
tired of seeing a koala,” he explains. 

But retrieving the animals was 
perilous – since the trees they were 
clinging to had also mostly been burnt 
– and tricky because the koalas → 
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Wildlife warrior

were scared and in pain. “How you 
handle a koala depends on where  
you are and who you’re helping,”  
Kai says. “With the University of 
Queensland study, we were using 
gloves and we’d have a towel. We’d 
grab them by the forearms. At Port 
Macquarie Koala Hospital, they don’t 
touch the koala at all – they 
throw a bag over them and 
do their best not to handle 
them. But, on Kangaroo 
Island, you grabbed them  
by the scruff and supported 
them by their bum. 

“At first that seemed a bit 
rough to me, but some of 
these koalas are 14kg and 
that’s a lot of strength. Their 
hind legs can reach up to 
their heads, so grabbing them by  
the scruff of the neck keeps you safe 
and makes it quicker, with less stress 
on the animals.”

The state of the koalas was 
shocking. “There was a real spectrum 
of condition,” Kai says. “We’d see 
emaciated koalas that hadn’t had 
enough to eat, koalas with burns to 
their bodies, faces, ears and claws,  
and a lot of orphaned joeys. I rescued 
10 orphaned joeys out of trees. That 
was one of the saddest things, coming 
across those little guys.”

One of those joeys became 
extremely special to Kai. “At that 
point, I was really affected. I was raw 
emotionally, and probably at peak 
despair,” he says. “Then I came across 
Joey Kai [as she was later named]  
– she was the first burnt orphan joey 
I’d come across in the plantations.  
She looked in a really bad way. 

“By that point, I’d rescue koalas 
from trees, take them to the hospital 
and they would’ve had organ failure 
because of malnutrition. And she 
looked in such a way that I thought 
I’d get her back just for her to be 
euthanised. She’d been singed almost 
all over. Her nose was badly burnt and 
she was so small, curled up in a ball. 

“I was trying to encourage her 
down from the tree towards me and 
suddenly she had more energy than  
I thought at first, which was good.” 

At the hospital, the doctor told Kai 
his joey was badly injured but had  

a chance of pulling through. “The 
doctor said she was lucky to be found. 
Joey Kai gave me hope,” he adds. “I 
felt more for her than any other koala 
that I saved. I had these protective 
feelings that I’ve never had before.”

Kai went out daily, and over seven 
weeks he saved more than 100 koalas. 
At the end of the day, he’d share his 
experiences on social media. His posts 
were viewed by tens of thousands and 
soon attracted global media attention. 

Kai’s book The 99th Koala, a 
memoir filled with evocative images,  
has just been published. The 99th 
koala was a rescue with a very sad 
ending. “It was hugely significant,” he 
says. She was clinging to a tree, crying 
– “It’s a hideous sound I never got 
used to.” Kai noticed blood on the tree 

trunk and saw that the koala 
had lost a claw and others 
were also damaged. 

The rescue process was 
agonisingly long and then, at 
the hospital, they could do 
nothing for her. “It smashed 
me,” he says. “Putting her 
through all that to then be 

euthanised was really challenging.” 
Kai also feared he may have 

contributed to the koala’s suffering. 
He later dug a pit at the back of the 
hospital. “She softly rolled into place,” 
he recalls of the koala’s burial. 

Kai admits that when he left the 
island he was a mess – physically  
with an injured shoulder and mentally 
– but he knew his work had been 
vital. After recuperation he had hoped 
to return to release Joey Kai into  
the wild, but Coronavirus border 
restrictions prevented that. 

On the day we talk, Kai watched on 
a video link as his koala was released 
and happily shinned up a tree. 

“I just hope she’s safe and there are 
no more fires this year,” he says. “She’s 
been fitted with a microchip, and as 
soon as I can get back to Kangaroo 
Island, I want to go and find her.  
I know I’ll recognise her.” AWW

The 99th Koala by Kailas Wild, 
published by Simon & Schuster, is  
on sale now. 

“Joey Kai was 
curled up in  

a ball.”

Kai’s tireless 
rescue efforts 
attracted global 
attention. The 
arborist can’t 
wait to be 
reunited with his 
furry friend in 
the near future.


