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Blood-pressure specialist 
battled his way out of the slums 

John Raftos 1922-2010 

When leading cardiologist and
hypertension researcher John
Raftos was asked by his children,
during his 85th birthday celebra-
tions, to jot down his lifetime
recollections so they could bet-
ter understand their back-
ground, he started with a quote
from Dante's Inferno: ''Fatti non
fasti per vivere come le bestie,
Ma per seguire virtute e cono-
scienza'' (You were not made to
live like the beasts, But to seek
virtue and knowledge).

I
t was more than apt. Raftos, who
has died aged 87, was born in
1922 into the squalor of the Syd-

ney slum neighbourhood that was then
Surry Hills, in a house where the only
language spoken was Greek and
where, as a barefoot urchin, he had to
fight the local thugs and bullies to sur-
vive being called a then detested ''dirty
dago''. His father, Gerasimos
Raftopoulos, asked the neighbours
which school would best control and e-
ducate his wild five-year-old offspring.

The next day a very reluctant boy was
dragged into St Francis Catholic
School in Albion Street. Having
learned all his English in the gutter,
Raftos let fly when a nun ordered him
into class, calling her ''a f---ing old
bitch''. He was expelled on the spot.

Raftos's father migrated from the is-
land of Ithaca, at the age of 16, in 1898,
driven by the extreme poverty on the
island. When his first wife died during
the influenza epidemic of 1919, he re-
turned to Ithaca and then came back to
Sydney in 1920 with his new bride.
They moved into Campbell Street, Sur-
ry Hills, and John Raftos, the first of
their four children, was born there.
Gerasimos Raftopoulos (known as Jer-

ry Raftos) ran Mason's Cafe near Cen-
tral Station.

His three-bedroom terrace house,
which still stands, was home to up to 15
people. It had no electricity until 1919
and no radio until 1936.

After his falling out with Rome,
Raftos was sent to Crown Street Public
School and his abilities were quickly
recognised. He was shifted to the
Woollahra Demonstration School, the
first ''opportunity'' school in Sydney,
and was dux in 1933 and 1934. At Syd-
ney High, as well as excelling academi-
cally, he captained the cricket team
and was a sprinter in the athletics
team. In later years he said he had
learned to run fast just to avoid the
older bullies in the alleys of Surry Hills.

Raftos enrolled at the University of
Sydney to study medicine but his life
was still far from comfortable. He
slept, year round, on the balcony of his
parents' terrace with a sheet of canvas
between him and the street.

Graduating at the end of World War
II, Raftos became a clinical assistant at
Sydney Hospital but in 1948 went to

work for the United Nations Relief
and Rehabilitation Administration as
the medical superintendent of refugee
camps near Naples - this experience
provided the foundation for his re-
markable understanding of patients
and students in later life.

Before leaving for Italy, Raftos mar-
ried Patricia Adamson, whom he met
while at university. They had three chil-
dren: John Robert, Julia and David.

Raftos rejoined Sydney Hospital,
then a 350-bed teaching hospital and
acknowledged as Sydney's finest med-
ical facility, and started Australia's first
high blood pressure clinic there in 1954
and the first coronary care unit. He al-
so maintained a private practice in
Macquarie Street specialising in hyper-
tension and coronary heart disease.

He was instrumental in the develop-
ment of revolutionary treatments using
anti-hypertension drugs, including be-
ta-blockers. A world expert in the field,
he was widely published in internation-
al medical journals. He was made a life
member of the High Blood Pressure
Council of Australia and he was ap-

pointed a Member of the Order of
Australia in 1991 for his ''services to
medicine, particularly in the field of
hypertension and cardiology''.

He was appointed president of Syd-
ney Hospital in 1978 and immediately
found himself in a titanic struggle with
Neville Wran's government. Wran
wanted to shut the hospital and move
its operation to Sydney's booming
western suburbs. Raftos argued that
the almost half million people who
worked in the CBD each day needed
expert medical care as much as anyone
in the suburbs. At that stage St Vin-
cent's and the Prince of Wales hospi-
tals were nothing like the centres of ex-
cellence they are today.

Raftos lost his fight with Wran but
not before he organised a protest
demonstration calling for the hospital's
retention that saw 40,000 people pack
Macquarie Street outside both Parlia-
ment House and Sydney Hospital. Af-
ter the downgrading of Sydney Hospi-
tal, Raftos moved to St Vincent's
where he was the director of coronary
care until he retired.

During his time at Sydney Hospital
Raftos also lectured medical students
at the University of Sydney in cardiolo-
gy and hypertension. His clarity and
precision in teaching made him the
favourite tutor for medical students
but his dry humour, uncompromising
manner and his ability to swear like a
Surry Hills garbo kept them in awe.

Raftos and Patricia divorced in 1972
and he later married Calliope (Poppy),
with whom he spent the remainder of
his life. When forced in his 50s to give
up competition cricket, he took to golf
and played regularly at The Australian
and later Royal Sydney. He played in
the Wednesday competition until a
month before his death - although he
said making ''a bloke of 87'' play off
the back tees was ''sadistic''.

He is survived by Poppy and his three
children.

D.D. McNicoll 

Árticle from Sydney Morning Herald

Good fortune... Dr John Raftos with Porcellino, Sydney Hospital's bronze
boar. Photo: Paul Wright

Almost 70 years on, World War II veteran Peter
Wildey, 96, can vividly recall the Battle of Crete in
1941. 

The Alexandra man was one of more than 200 re-
turned servicemen who attended the town’s Anzac
Day parade. 

Families and onlookers lined Tarbert St to watch
the parade and wreath-laying ceremony at the
Alexandra War Memorial. 

2nd Lieutenant Wildey served with the New
Zealand Engineers, 7 Field Company, during the
intense fighting – and the eventual retreat and with-
drawal of Allied forces – on the Greek island in
May and June 1941. 

Nazi Germany dropped wave after wave of para-
troopers on the island, which was defended by the

Allies, Greek military and civilians. 
There were appalling casualties but Mr Wildey

“escaped all that” and was one of the lucky ones, he
said. 

“On Crete we had terrible casualties, more than
600 in a week and 2000 wounded. 

“The trouble in Greece was they (Nazi Germany)
had thousands of aircraft at their disposal and they
brought bombs down on us all the time. 

“I was very lucky. The parachutists were coming
down thick and fast.” 

The former sapper, who helped repel initial Ger-
man paratrooper attacks before the Allied retreat
to Sfakia, later became a major, and served in the
Middle East. 

At 96, he told The Southland Times yesterday’s

Anzac Day parade was probably his last. 
This year was a sunny autumn morning but in

previous years the cold got to him, he said. 

By JOHN EDENS - The Southland Times

Veteran shares vivid memories 


