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Peter HENDRY –a P.O.W. Doctor in WW 11

Peter Hendry was born in 1914 in the NSW country town of Coonabarabran and educated at Scots College and then studied medicine at Sydney University.

He was working at Prince Henry Hospital at La Perouse when war was declared in 1939.

At the time he was married to Patricia McDonald, but he resigned his hospital job of two years and joined the 2/10 Australian Field Ambulance.

In 1941 he and his unit were dispatched, by sea, to Singapore. Pat was pregnant with their child and he never thought in his wildest dreams that he would not lay eyes on her, or soon to be born, daughter, for four long, arduous years.

Peter found himself in Gemas, Malaya, with the ill-fated Australian 8th Division.

The Division was engaged in fierce fighting with the advancing Japanese Army, and which soon retreated south and crossed the causeway into Singapore.

Peter was, at that time, assigned to a “makeshift” hospital at St Andrew’s Cathedral.

He recalled that the bombing had stopped and there was an eerie silence. 

Singapore had fallen to the Japanese.

Thousands of British and Australian troops were soon to encounter the brutality and deprivation of captivity under Japanese occupation.

Peter was one of a few captured doctors that tended the needs of the sick and dying men in captivity. Men who were ravaged by tropical illnesses, brutalised by their captors, existing on starvation rations—these men who would eventually work on the infamous Burma Railway.

The Japanese had sent them to Thailand in April of 1942 and then marched them a further 280 klms to the Burma Rail!

The numbers of sick and dying grew daily at the infamous Sonkuri Camp (known as “The Death Camp”) where Peter was one of a few qualified doctors to care for about 3,000 prisoners. 

He said that with the right medicines they could have helped save many hundreds of their  patients who were suffering from berri berri, malaria, dysentery and vitamin deficiencies—but the means simply did not exist then.

Peter never gave up hope during captivity, even though he suffered from the same illnesses that struck his patients, “dysentery was the worst because there was no way to treat it” he said. 

He always tried to present a positive outlook and would try and make the most of a very difficult time. 

He assisted in arranging amusing concerts eg; cutting coconuts in half to make fake breasts and cutting grass skirts, make-up etc, Peter said a British pastor had a beautiful tenor voice and he would lead the singing.

He was able to write two Red Cross cards but he never received any, although many were written. When peace was declared, Peter, along with others, was flown back to Australia in a Catalina. 

His first sight of his homeland was when the Catalina landed on the Brisbane River and shortly afterwards at Rose Bay in Sydney and then on to Concord Repatriation Hospital.

He had lost four precious years of his life and four stone in weight.

Peter was overcome with tremendous joy at his first meeting with his wife, Pat. He had a month of Red Cross food and had started to lose a lot of his skeleton appearance. 

Peter was determined to get straight back into his medical profession and put the last four “horror” years behind him. He had to re-learn much of his professional training plus coming to grips with new innovations like Penicillin (oh, for this medicine in captivity?).

He became firm friends with another Burma Rail P.O.W., Doctor Tom Brereton, who persuaded Peter to apply for a position at the Royal Newcastle Hospital. 

He was duly appointed as the RNH’s first clinical pathologist and helped establish the city’s first blood bank. He was also re-united with another of his wartime colleagues, the thoracic physician, Doctor Roy Mills, a distinguished practitioner revered for his work in curing tuberculosis. Roy and Peter were great mates and shared rooms at RNH.

Peter was never bitter about his experiences during the war and said it was the military types who were the bad eggs…”and they’re all gone now”! A test of how well he had adjusted was when he was presented with a gold cane by the son of the Japanese Emperor—this was when he was President of the World Association of Pathologists.

To-day, Peter is not active in the medical profession but he still enjoys his golf twice a week and swims in the warmer months at the Merewether (Newcastle) baths. 
And his daughter, Rosemary—she was their only child who grew up and got married and had two children, a boy and a girl. The boy (grandson) Mitchell is now also married and living in the USA and has presented Peter with a great grandson. Peter’s granddaughter is in commerce and living in Sydney.

He misses his wartime comrades, especially on ANZAC Day and VP Day.

(My kind thanks to Dr.Peter Hendry and edits from “The Week-Ender” of August 11, 2007)
