Timor Memories.         Series 10.

“Dutch Courage”.
The unsung heroes of the Timor Capaign were the pony train leaders. In this article, Paddy Wilby who did his share in this field, writes of the hazards associated with handling pony teams and of his concern when his creado Berimo, his right hand boy had a big problem.                               (J. Carey)

These days I seldom go into a pub but when I do I search the shelves to see if there are any bottles of Bols Gin. I don’t like the taste of that liquor but it reminds me of something that happened in Timor in April 1942. From what I heard of it the Dutch troops had many cases of Bols Gin stored away in a secret place near Maubara on the North Coast and as the Japs were getting closer to Maubara someone in authority either Dutch or Aussie reckoned it would be a good idea to either rescue or capture all that gin and ration it out to the troops. So in due course the gin cache was “captured and distributed to the various platoons, headquarters and then the sections where every man was to get a measure of this gin until the supply was exhausted. Everything went according to plan with everyone receiving his daily measure for a few days.

My creado’s name was Berimo, who nearly always was smiling as he had a good set of teeth to display.

He and sapper George Strickland had a shyacking match going, always poking fun at each other or at me. One night we had the guards out doing their usual things guarding the camp and the rest of were sitting around the campfire sipping gin slowly trying to make it last forever when suddenly the old chief sitting opposite us picked up a hot coal out of the fire and flicked it onto Berimo’s chest. He didn’t yell out. The chief then said a few words. Then Berimo started to sob uncontrollably. I drew him aside and asked him “What’s all this crying about?” He told me he had been cursed by the old chief and that he had been sentenced to die. More sobs. The chiefs action had something to do with a dispute that had occurred between the chiefs and Berimo’s family years before and as Berimo’s father had already died naturally Berimo was next in line to inherit the curse and he had just turned up at the wrong place and the wrong time to receive the curse.

Stricky said to me, “Paddy, this is something like the aboriginals in the north-west of Australia do. If someone offends them they point the bone at the intended victim and the victim goes away lays down and is prepared to die even though the procedure may take a week or so. Nothing but their death will bring the out of that self induced trance.”  Oh hell!” says I, ”We’ve got plenty of trouble on our hands with Berimo”.

I wasn’t going to leave Berimo to his fate. He was a valuable creado to me and others wanted him too should anything happen to me. During the Jap naval shelling of Dili he had been in jail there and escaped and came to me at Railaco where we were very busy salvaging ammo and explosives and other gear from the dump there. I noticed he was used to authority and knew how to handle the other natives in doing his bidding. He told me he was a future chief of his tribe in the mountains above Atsabe. All this I was yet to see. Later on he and I swam plenty of ponies laden down with ammo etc across flooded rivers. We would get 10 to 20 across to a safe place on the other side. Sometimes we would lose some ponies in the process. We would find most of them and their handlers washed up about 100 yards downstream but finishing up with all or some of their ammo on the intended riverbank. Sad to say some didn’t make it at all. They finished up being washed out to sea, ponies, handlers, ammo, the lot. Blokes like Paddy Kenneally and others who worked on the early pony pack trains can tell you it wasn’t all beer and skittles. There was a fair bit of danger attached to it. Well, I suppose that’s war.

Sometimes these pony pack trains would consist of 40 to 50 laden ponies and the shot was to lead by example. And that’s why Berimo and I and some willing natives would swim across first hanging onto a ponies tail whenever we could. After arriving on the opposite bank we would join about ten or twenty feet pieces of rope together to use as a lifeline, tying one end to a reliable tree if one was available if not we would just have to rely on the strength of the natives to hold it. (It never entered my head they might let it go if things got too tough.) Berimo and I would then swim back across with the lifeline and tie it to something on the other bank. If not we would just have to let it go loose and trust in luck or God. Once that was done we would make each fearful handler grab his pony’s lead rope then get a good grip with the other hand on the lifeline. Berimo would then get on the down side of the lifeline whilst hanging on to that with one hand he would urge the first handler and pony into the water. The others would follow, I was at the back threatening to shoot them (later on) if they didn’t but once they were all in the water hanging on to and moving forward they all became lightheaded and treated the job as though they were setting out for a picnic. Berimo and I would have to yell at them to take the job more seriously or they would get washed away. The beauty of all this was once a boy had done one safe crossing he was looking forward to the next. All this is an introduction to what a valuable person Berimo was to lose to a silly chief’s curse. Later on Berimo went on many patrols, o.pips etc. But back to the gin and the curse in April 1942.

Berimo settled down to his dying by wrapping a white band around his head. By this time as well as crying he was sweating profusely. Stricky said “We will have to do something about making him forget about dying – hows about filling him up with gin?” We put this suggestion to a few of the blokes present, some were in agreeance to giving him a tot or two from their own ration, others were dead against it especially Sgt. Slim James who said “What are you trying to do? Turn him into an alcoholic. In future whenever anything goes wrong in his life he will want to turn to the grog”. We conceded that Slim did have a slight point, but this was a drastic situation and something had to be done quickly. So I said “Give Berimo my ration and see what happens”. Stricky said, “He can have mine too”. After a bit of a struggle George and I poured my gin ration down Berimo’s throat. After about a quarter of an hour it began to take effect. Berimo stopped crying and appeared to forget all about the curse and even smiled. Then Piffty, Piffty (he couldn’t say 50-50) Jimmy Veales creado, was silly enough to remind Berimo of the curse. Other creados then began doing likewise. By now there were three schools of thought regarding the curse. Us Aussies, who were once sceptical, now for our own peace of mind, regarded it as all bullshit. Then the local natives who strongly believed in the curse and the non locals whom we had picked up in our travels who also reckoned it was all a load of bull.

So after Piffty, Piffty undid all our good work on Berimo he started crying again. So George and I poured George’s ration down Berimo’s throat. Slim piped up, “There I told you you’d turn him into an alky”. Then our section leader Sgt. Gerry Green arrived on the scene and wanted to know what was going on. I did my best to explain. He asked me “How many pack train trips have you yet to do from Hatolia?” I said “At least two”. He said “Well get out and do them immediately and above all make sure you take Berimo while he is entering into a forgetful and happy mood”.  That night we both slept well in the open. When Berimo awoke he asked me what happened yesterday. I said “Nothing, as far as I know”.  He replied, “I think something funny happened yesterday”. And started smiling his continuous smile again. I wondered what sort of spirits he was seeing now. Whatever they were I hoped they were good spirits and they would hang around for a while longer. Three cheers for Bols Gin!

Paddy Wilby, October 1992.

