
 

 

At eight o'clock in the morning on a bright, sunny Boxing Day in 2004 off the coast of Northern 
Indonesia, a large tectonic plate shifted and sent a surge of energy more than a thousand times greater 
than the Hiroshima atomic bomb through the water as a pressure wave towards the unsuspecting 
citizens in the Northern Sumatran province of Aceh. It crossed the ocean at the speed of a jet plane, and 
it slowed down as it approached the shallow waters off the coast and rose to frightening heights as 
destructive, thunderous twenty-five meter waves, and smashed into unsuspecting communities along 
the shoreline. 
 The town that was closest to the epicenter was a town called Meulaboh. It was the first town hit 
about 15 minutes after the tsunami that followed the earthquake. That tsunami destroyed everything in 
its path and swept tens of thousands of shocked, frightened citizens away to their deaths. Then the 
wave rolled across the rest of Aceh, across the Indian ocean, and killed many thousands more in 
Thailand, Sri Lanka and India. About 200,000 people died and a million were made homeless. 
 When I read about the tsunami in the newspaper and heard about it on the news I was deeply 
saddened, but didn't really do anything about it. And then our family just went on holidays down south. 
But one day something touched my heart. It was an ABC News report about the number of children that 
have been made orphans by the tsunami. It was some huge number, tens of thousands, and basically 
the children could swim, were able to hang on to trees, but when the water finally receded and they 
returned to their fishing villages, etcetera, everybody in their family was dead, not just their parents, but 
all aunts and uncles and grandparents, everybody who lived within those small communities. And to be 
honest, I started to cry. I went down to the beach and I looked across at the ocean and I thought ‘if the 
earth weren't curved, I'd be able to see the coast of Sumatra. They're really our neighbors and if you 
believe in loving your neighbor, then you should go’. So I volunteered. 
 How I got there was rather convoluted. I had to quickly learn to speak Indonesian in order to be 
accepted onto an Indonesian team. Because to quote them, ‘they did not have a spare seat on the 
helicopter for a translator’. So I had a crash course in how to speak Bahasa Indonesian - I'm sort of very 
okay at learning foreign languages fast - and I was helped especially by a retired former missionary in 
Indonesia called Peter Graham, who gave me one or two sessions every week, focusing on medical 
Bahasa. I flew up there and landed in the town of Meulaboh, the one that was first hit and most 
devastated by the tsunami. And it was amazing to see the first three kilometers of a town totally 
smashed to pieces. 
 I worked there for a couple of weeks and then made four more visits back to Aceh, working with 
an Indonesian team at the coalface. We worked in a triage tent outside the hospital seeing hundreds of 
patients a day, but also up and down the coast, flying mostly in helicopters and landing and working in 
outpost clinics. It was on the one hand emotionally draining, actually deeply emotionally draining, but 
on the other hand, it was wonderful to work with these terrific people. In the images, you can see the 
poignancy of houses in the ruins. I took this picture looking at this house, looking at the clothes and kids' 
toys and realized they were just an ordinary family, living an ordinary life before this awful way to smash 
straight through their house. 
 The second picture is of two boys that were orphaned by the tsunami. The one next to me, his 
mom actually had died of illness before the tsunami, and his dad and his sister were just trying to pull 
things together when the tsunami hit. He lost his dad and his sister all the rest of his family. And it was 
hard not to weep talking to him. On that same day, I talked to one of the other guys in the team who'd 
been driving the local mayor, the bupati, around town. And he'd asked him what happened to him 
during the tsunami. The bupati didn’t speak. My friend looked over to see the man crying, and basically 
what had happened was that he'd been driving with his wife and two daughters when the water had 
come i. flowing, around the car. He yelled at his wife and girls to get out and run. They did and all died 
and he had survived. He had the ‘curse of the survivor’, of grief mixed with guilt, and it was eating away 
at him. 



 

 

The third image is of my training of local doctors. I'm teaching them how to do bronchoscopies, which is 
how to look into the lungs. We were donated a number of bronchoscopes and I trained them how to use 
them.  
The final image in that Aceh series is a bicycle in the mud. I looked down and saw this bicycle and 
thought some kid was riding that, some little tyke, smashed by the tsunami - one of 200,000 people who 
died.  
Reading this you can understand why, seeing this sort of thing on a daily basis, makes this sort of work 
emotionally very grueling. And it's no surprise that people suffer from PTSD when they work in these 
places. You really need to have good mental care before you get there, each day while you're there, and 
then when you get back. I did myself struggle actually quite a bit when I first came back, I was very, very 
emotionally on edge. 
 


