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Timor Memories. No11

“Shades of Caruso”

   from V.P.Wilby.

It would have been early May 1942 when we first moved into Lucki Arma. We were at starvation level; little did we know it then that it would develop into a reasonable district to supply us with food.

The stage for this had been set by Babe Teague, who had done a few trips with me on the pack trains a few months before. Babe had a very powerful voice and had been trained in Sydney to sing as a baritone. The “boller boller” bush telegraph had also been some help too. Previous to Babe’s stint on the pack trains my creado Berimo taught me how to make use of the Bolla Bolla, bush telegraph, when I was trying to make arrangements to obtain some pack ponies for my next trip. The Bolla Bolla was a centuries old arrangement of communication, used long before Australia was discovered.

This is how it was done. Berimo would stand on a hill at evening or night when sound appeared to travel a lot easier and further. He would face the direction in which he intended to send his voice. Then he would open his mouth and shout or Bolla out my request to the next village building up to a crescendo then lapsing off to a sort of sing song question. Some male in the next village would pick up the shouted message and send it on to the next village and on, and on it would go. Sometimes it would take from a quarter of an hour to an hour to complete the first round. Then Berimo and I would send another Bolla inquiring whether the recipients could meet my requirements. Then we would wait and listen while that message did the rounds until we got a satisfactory answer. Sometimes the whole process could take up to two hours or more. Various sections used it quite often. But sad to say I suspect undesirables from West Timor used it against us towards the end of the campaign. (But that’s for someone else to write about!)

While most of us remain mere mortals there are others who go on to generate enough power to move mountains, so to speak.

Babe and I had left the hideout above Atsabe and were on our way down to Hatolia to load up another pony pack train of ammo and explosives when Babe turned to me and said “Paddy, are you sure there are no Japs around here?” I assured him by saying – I wouldn’t be here if there were. We are in the safest part of Timor. The fighting sections are out patrolling all the time making things very safe for us while we are moving all the ammo etc to the hideout. He appeared to be very satisfied with my answer and decided to get in some practice by singing “Rose Marie” followed by the “Indian Love Call” Its then I knew he really could sing. So did the natives. And I told Berimo that there was an Italian singer by the name of Enrico Caruso who had such a powerful voice that he could crack a wine glass if he held it a foot away from his mouth while singing. Berimo passed this information along the line to the rest of the horse handlers (osilyers) who seemed to dwell on this latest topic of conversation and seemed to be turning it over in their minds wondering what they could do with it. Back came this suggestion. How about a Dansa sing song at Numery Num on our way back from Hatolia. With Babe doing the singing and the Timorese doing the dancing Babe agreed. So out went the message on the Bolla Bolla bush telegraph informing all of the coming event the night after next. Many Timorese turned up for it bearing gifts of food and a few extra pack ponies. A good night was had by all, marvelling at the power of Babe’s voice. Oh yes, the war was still going on, 

But Babe and I didn’t appear to be in it, well not just then but tomorrow would be a different day.

The next morning at daybreak we loaded up the ponies and were on our way back to the hideout. We had only been going a quarter of an hour when our leading ponies ran into trouble. They started sinking up to their bellies in mud. Babe and I and Berimo rushed up to relieve them of their loads and extricate them, meanwhile instructing the rest of the natives to remain on solid ground and move back 100 yards if necessary. We had four ponies in strife. 2 with ammo and two with cases of gelignite. We joined the lifeline ropes together. With the ponies struggling to get out they turned the soft ground into a brown soupy ooze making things worse for all of us. However, by hanging on to the lifelines that the natives on solid ground had tied to safe trees, we were able to unload all of the ponies who eventually struggled free though badly bruised and abraised. We then concentrated on salvaging the cases. By this time we had about a dozen natives in there helping us manhandle the cases back to solid ground. Two cases of gelignite were getting away from us and drifting away with the mud. By now we realised we were on a landslide. Thank God for the lifeline. We knew we stood a good chance of returning to dry land as long as we had it. Babe had turned himself towards safe land when 2 natives threw a 50 lb case of gelignite towards him. It hit him in the back. He let out a great bellow. Natives rushed in to rescue him and lay him on dry land. He was in great pain. We just had to let those two cases of gelignite drift away and attend to Babe. The natives made up a bamboo stretcher and carried him up to Atsabe for treatment. Come to think of it. I was never to hear Babe sing again after that incident.

Meantime we reorganised on dry safe land. We cleaned up the four abraised ponies as best we could. The natives from the local village promised to look after them and a couple of our natives who had been knocked about by rocks and tree roots on the landslide. Berimo and I copped a bit of bruising and abrasions ourselves but not enough to deter us from carrying on with our job.

We loaded up again using some of the spare ponies, then detoured well up the mountainside away from the unsafe landslide area and arrived in Atsabe that night with a few sad tales to tell. We visited Babe at the Poste. He wasn’t in a singing mood but he was coming along okay. Later that night I heard a few loud noises. Some of the HQ staff said it was naval gunfire way out to sea. I knew what it was all about. It was the landslide dropping bit by bit into the river. I wasn’t letting on as such information might cause a panic as our Company HQ staff were in a few rooms at the Atsabe Poste which was on the edge of a sheer cliff. And as landslides were on the menu that day the less HQ knew about them the better.

Our 2IC Captain Bernie Callinan insisted that there should always be at least 2 Aussies on these big long haul pack trains in case we were strafed or bombed. One man up front, one at the rear and if possible it would be better if we could have an extra 2 Aussies in the middle of the pack train which would make for good control if trouble should arise. As it would be better to get in with half a pack train than no pack train at all.

I approached Sgt Major Craigie (Wimpy) for a couple of extra Aussies to go with me on the next trip to Hatolia. He said no can do, but how about taking a few Dutchies with you to replace Babe. Then I said – no can do! Those bludgers are too heavy handed when dealing with natives. They’d desert in the first half-hour and take their pack ponies with them. Sgt. Major “Wimpy” agreed. He went inside and saw Don Turton who said Bluey is around here somewhere on an errand. You two always get along okay. Take Bluey Pendergast with you and the job will be sure to get done.

I caught up with Bluey and through various means we formed up another pack train and headed down the mountain towards Hatolia to pick up another load. We camped the night at Numery Num not far from the landslide.

We were a very long time trying to get off to sleep as the bush telegraph had started up, inquiring about Babe, Caruso’s name was also mentioned. The bollering seemed to go on for hours with the chiefs in the various villages debating who was the best singer. Caruso or Babe. They didn’t think much of Caruso and his voice as he could only crack wineglasses. Whereas the power of Babe’s voice could move mountains. As happened yesterday.

Cop that Pavarotti! Paddy Wilby. 1992

N.B. Babe Teague passed away in October 1988.
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