
 

 

Palu is a town in central Sulawesi. In late September, 2018, a shallow large earthquake struck in the neck 
of the peninsula, with its epicenter located in the Donggala Regency. It set up an earthquake and a 
localized tsunami, which rolled down the bay and struck the town of Palu, sweeping shore-lying houses 
and buildings in its way, and caused the deaths of an estimated 4,340 people. 

 This disaster was also fairly famous because of the process of ‘soil liquefaction’. The earthquake 
caused the soil to liquefy in areas in and around Palu. This soil was quite muddy and the mudflows and 
the liquefaction caused lots of buildings and even whole villages to become submerged, so people 
basically drowned in the mud and obviously many were missing. This was the largest liquefaction ever in 
the world. 

 In the images, you can see me working, sitting on the ground, seeing about a hundred patients a 
day. It is amazing how quickly you can see these needy patients, sort out their problems, and quickly 
give them what they need. What I always find hard is having to sit on the ground all day because of my 
back problems.  You might be able to see in this picture, I've got a box behind my back. The young 
people don't need it, but working all day long with your back leaning on a box is pretty hard. 

 The second picture, again, is of ruins. It was about a three hour trip up to the epicenter, so we 
drove past a lot of these ruins all day long. The third picture is suturing a head wound, and the final 
picture is me talking to an old guy whose house had collapsed. 

 When we first started working with the victims of disasters in Indonesia, we felt a bit like 
intruders into their grief and didn’t want to be voyeuristic about their horror stories. We were foreigners 
and didn't really want to invade their space by talking about the disaster. But it turned out that because 
all of them had lost someone in each of the disasters, some their house and belongings as well, we 
realized that they weren't actually talking to each other about their grief and loss because it created a 
‘grief competition’, for all sorts of reasons. 

 That's why we began working really hard to talk to the patients, and empathize with them. They 
found it really helpful and appreciated it, but it did add of course to our emotional burden and added to 
the exhaustion of it all. Certainly on the Palu disaster trip I got exhausted, although to be honest, it 
wasn't so much emotional exhaustion, although you do get a fair bit of that, but physical exhaustion. 
That trip was probably the greatest physical challenge I've felt doing this sort of work. Gruelling days and 
around 4-5 hours of sleep each night. I came home completely and utterly exhausted, without even a 
molecule of energy left in my tank. 

 


