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Gerdy Ungerer
	Endurance and courage are what makes or breaks a person.  In time of war, our U.S. veterans endured hardships to protect our country and defend us against all enemies. However, we often forget those civilians who came face-to-face with fear itself. Gerdy Ungerer, a Dutch citizen, was a prisoner of war during World War II, and showed great endurance and courage in times of fear and adversity.
	Gerdy Ungerer grew up in Indonesia on the island of Sumatra. She lived a spoiled childhood with her father working in the coal mining industry. She had three older brothers who were very protective of her. Being the only girl, it was not hard to receive attention. Ungerer owned 52 dresses, all of which she would prefer to wear only once. Used dresses would be donated to less fortunate girls. As a child she would say “no new dress, no church.” At the tender age of 13, Ungerer was moved to the island of Jakarta in order to attend a Catholic high school. In Jakarta, she lived a very orderly life, living with only females and wearing uniforms to school twice a week. It was December 7, 1947 when Pearl Harbor was bombed and the dawn of World War II was at hand. Because of these dangerous times, Gerdy returned to Sumatra by boat to once again be with her family. In time, the Japanese eventually occupied Indonesia due to the abundance of coal and oil. According to Ungerer, “Indonesia had everything.”
	Gerdy and her family were placed in a hospital as a “holding ground” because they were involved in the coal mining industry. Once released, they returned home, yet were still held captive in their houses. According to Ungerer, they were held captive because they were Dutch and not Indonesians. Those held captive were Americans, Dutch, English, and anyone else who was not Indonesian. Life was most difficult during these times because Ungerer was so acclimated to her spoiled childhood. Eventually, in March of 1942, she and her family were placed into an interment camp.
	Life at the first internment camp she was placed in was not easy. Each person was allowed only one suitcase. Ungerer asked herself, “What do you wear?” Her mother packed up her beautiful flowers from her garden because she did not want to leave such beautiful flowers for the Japanese. Gerdy and her family had lost everything except one suitcase and some flowers. At the camp, men were separated from women, leaving Gerdy and her mother to rely only on one another. There, Gerdy was jailed for innocently delivering a package to a pregnant friend. Gerdy experienced ridicule and embarrassment at the camp. “They placed men in our rooms to embarrass us and the Indonesian’s laughed.” They slept on concrete and were poorly fed. They were crammed in overcrowded rooms and required to work for hours on end doing exhausting labor. Eventually, a great earthquake reached them, leaving Gerdy speechless and in fear. “That was my worst fear; you could see the earth cracking beneath you.” Life was hard, unbearable, and would not change for quite some time. 
	Gerdy was moved to another internment camp which was located in Bangkinang. This camp was, in her words, “the best camp due to water and sanitary bathrooms.” On her way there, Gerdy encountered a Catholic Japanese guard, which was odd due to the fact that there were few. This guard was kind and watched out for Gerdy, and even once supplied her with food. She worked hard everyday but still received but a mere one cup of rice. Hunger became a nightmare. Any food Gerdy received she would pass onto her mother and grandmother. Because food was scarce, Gerdy had no choice but to start smuggling food items for both her companions and herself.  
	Hunger was difficult, but being beaten was even worse. Ungerer was beaten and scorned by a Japanese soldier while still a teenage. However, she did not cry, for she was too angry to shed tears. Because of this beating, Ungerer currently has a crack in her skull and must have a pacemaker. Her doctor asked her, “Were you abused as a child?” Ungerer recalled that she was no abused by her parents, but by the Japanese. She also has a weak heart and suffers from the effects of malnutrition due to poor nutrition as a child. Her experiences many years ago still continue to affect her today.
	After many years of hardship, World War II finally came to an end in August of 1945. After the camps, Gerdy moved to Holland with her family in November of 1947. Unfortunately, her father passed away a year later. Because of great emotional and physical abuse, Gerdy cannot forgive or forget. During her last visit to Tokyo, she was treated poorly and the memories came flowing back into her mind. Because of her experience, she has nightmares of hunger and of Japanese soldiers chasing her. Fortunately however, Gerdy met her husband who happened to be a boy she met during the war. They currently reside in Southern California where Ungerer continues to share her story as part of the healing process.
	Being a civilian prisoner of war, Mrs. Ungerer faced hardships that many of us cannot begin to imagine. Ungerer states, “I’m not thankful for the war, but the war did something for me.” Ironically, the war changed Ungerer into a better person. Because of her experience, she is all the more grateful for what she has. Gerdy’s husband even states, “She finishes all the food on her plate and is thankful for every piece of food she receives.” When talk of another war comes about, Ungerer says to herself, “Oh no, not another war.” Ungerer states, “The memories come back to you and you do not want it to happen to anyone else.” She claims that it was her strong faith in God that allowed her to endure such adversity. Gerdy is happy to be living in such a great country where she can be with her family without having to worry of severe hardship and pain that she has experienced in the past.


