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TIMOR REVISITED.
News is all news, and mostly bad news is what I have received. Our men are keeping the ferryman on the River Styx more than busy, unfortunately. Let us hope that trend ceases for a while.

Here in N.S.W. some bright news - Col Holley is out of hospital and at time of writing is in Lady Davidson Nursing Hospital convalescing, following eight or nine weeks in Westmead Hospital. 

Alan Luby is progressing well. Daughter Maria was down from North Queensland on a visit to see how Alan was faring. Alan turned up at the Commando Memorial in Martin Place for the Special Forces Service. I didn’t see him as he was driven straight home at the conclusion of the service that was on Anzac Day.

I was the only 2/2nd man in the Sydney Anzac Day March. I was hoping "Snow" Went and Harry Handicott would come down from Newcastle for the march. It didn't happen.

I left Sydney on the night of the 26th for Timor so I had three minders on Anzac Day. Michael, Sean and Gerald. I spent Anzac afternoon with them at the Palasaide Hotel at Miller's Point down on the waterfront. Didn't see a person I knew from school days, or wharf labouring days. We had a good time though, and for me an early end to Anzac Day. Gerald and I headed for home about 8 p.m.

I landed in Dili about 8.30 a.m. local time on the 27th April and left straight away for the mountains. Jack Sheehan's nephew, Wayne Lamotte, and another man named Steve Rice, were with me. They had come from Perth to see me in Sydney earlier in April. They then wanted me to go to Timor some time in July. I said no - I had booked my flight to Timor on the 12th March. I didn't even know they existed then. I had no intention of going again in July. I'll be elsewhere by then anyway. So they decided they would go to Timor when I was going if, Wayne Lamotte could arrange leave. They only spent three days in Timor. Not enough time for what they wished to do. They did manage Railaco, Glano, Ermera, Bazartete, Liquica and Balibo, the old Dili Aerodrome (now a heliport) Comera, Remexio. They met Rufino and talked with him. I told them of "C" Platoon, the Sappers, "D" Platoons operations in Glano, Railaco, Ermera, Lete Foho, Tibar and "A" Platoon the drome, Memo, Maliano., Bobonaro with special emphasis on Nunamogue which in my opinion was the outstanding operation of the 2/2nd in East Timor. Aitutu, Hatubuilco, Mindelo, Betano Same, they could not get to, not enough time, and poor road conditions. "B" Platoon was mentioned, the ambush of the trucks near Liquica, Bazartete, Remexio, Liltai. That was it. I did not go to Timor with them. They went because I would be there at that time. They left Timor on the 9 a.m. flight to Darwin on 30th April. I was then free to do what and where I went.

Caught a bus for Los Palos at 5.20 a.m. Did many tours of Dili's back streets looking for travellers. At 10.20 a.m. I was three or four ks further east than where I boarded it, that is at the Tybessie Market Place. We finally took off for Los Palos. If you are travelling around Timor by bus or truck that’s the method you have to go through, or else sit on your derriere and get nowhere.

These days I get a shiver and a shake as the bus or trucks works its way around the mountain spurs that come down to the coast, between Hera and Manatutu. When I look at the sheer drops below the vehicle and optimistically hope its deep water below, and not jagged rocks, way back in 1990 it didn't worry me. The scenery more than compensates for the fear.

I arrived in Don Bosco, Fuiloro at 5.30 p.m. I was on that bus for 10 hours to do a five-hour trip. Father Joe wasn't surprised to see me, someone had told him I was in Timor. The dairy is going well. It is, I believe, the only dairy in East Timor. I met some of the people responsible for the improvement in the breeding of the dairy herd, an organisation from Geelong, although the man I met from the Ballarat area, was a farmer. There is also a mechanic from Australia servicing the tractors and another Australian attending to the pastures. He hopes to improve them, eradicate the rubbish without the use of pesticides.

The volunteer workers that go into East Timor on the whole do a wonderful job. Timor is going to need them for many years yet.

I returned to Dili Sunday evening 2nd May. Left next morning for Suai, packed in the dark, then stood for two hours waiting for a bus that didn't arrive. Caught a truck to Ainaro, a goat under the seat, bags of rice, chooks, and Timorese of all ages crowded in. The going was not too bad as far as Maubisse and then on up to the Same Saddle. The mist down on the mountains and a cold wind blowing, the truck rocking like a ship in a storm as it ground its way over the rough road. I thought of the men in "C" and "D" Platoons operating in that area after the Japanese Push in August 1942. Little in the way of food, hostile natives, led by Japanese, a cold bleak area, no wonder Gerry McKenzie's report on the condition of "C" Platoon when he took over was so starkly factual on the men's physical condition. I was in "B" Platoon. I have spent years going through our Unit records, by now I know Timor as well as my own backyard and I have no doubt whatsoever that the "C" and "D" Platoon men had the roughest time in our Unit at that time. There were other factors beyond the area, they, were in contributing to that.

The grotto I saw above Aitotu is still there, the crucified Christ and our Lady of Sorrows now partly hidden by shrubbery.

We had to leave the truck at one section. The Timorese walked on a dry pad about 15 inches wide and a drop of about 150 feet I ploughed through the mud, so I'm still here.

Ainaro, not as it was, much of the destruction very apparent. The corrugated iron roofs over the market stalls held down by rocks, old tyres, and logs. They double for clotheslines as well. I was lucky to find a place to sleep that night, up beyond the church, 13 American dollar bed and breakfast. Left next morning for Suai, waited until 2 p.m. for a bus. The road not too bad. There are two huge riverbeds West of Hatudo. One is only partly bridged. In 1992 there was a rock crushing plant operating in one of them. It of course departed with the Indonesians. In Suai I met a Filipino nun, she and another nun had opened part of the hospital built by her religious order, the Sisters of Saint Paul Chartres in the 1990s.

The New Zealand, and Thai Army used it as their HQ. It is no longer of any use as a hospital. The nuns use it as a health clinic. They also operate a mobile health clinic, which travels into the mountain villages. 

The hospital I refer to was inspected by Patsy Thatcher for our Association I think in 1994. It had two operating theatres then and 50 beds. Patsy reported favourably about it at that time.

Eaten alive by mosquitos in Suai. No transport from Zumulai to Bobonaro, so it was the long way round, back through the Same Saddle to Dili then along the North Coast and back into the mountains near Batugade. The North Coast Road is the best road in Timor. It runs all the way from Batugade in the West to Los Palos in the East. It is still in pretty fair condition.

Balibo, the house where the Indonesians murdered the journalists, in October 1975, has been refurbished and is a memorial museum. Pictures of the men, a loom, sewing machine (old pedal type), and other articles are on display.

On dawn to Maliana, which like Maubisse, is always busy, I was lucky and picked up a truck going to Bobonaro. I went up that road about 18 months ago, it was well sealed, not a bad spot on it, now it is in very bad condition in quite a few places. Barbanaro seems to have deteriorated each time I go there. The mist down on the mountains, cold and worst of all no place to eat or sleep. The priest took pity on me, there was no room in his residence as two priests blew in from Koepang, another from Fatu Lulic and a fourth from somewhere else. He had some spare accommodation for Timorese, four bunks in a room. Suited me, the rain was belting down. By 8 p.m. no food, I gave up waiting so went to bed, 8.30 a knock at the door, it was tea time, dinner time call it what you like, it was food, and I hadn't eaten for 24 hours (and that was my own fault). The food was good, with a can of V.B. as a bonus. Three of the priests were Indonesians; all spoke some English and Bahasa so we got by.

I was up early, had a good breakfast and one of the students made sure I got a seat next to the driver on a truck. I wanted to go to Atsabi but no vehicles going that way. So back to Maliana. From there I couldn't go into West Timor, I didn't have a Visa. Hatu Lia was a very doubtful prospect because of the road. Back to Dili, round Maubara, and Liquica a police road block. Three buses were stopped, all talking and laughing, a bit different from Indonesian days when all identity cards were handed to the police, and each individual called by name to reclaim their card. The fear of the people was plain to see and feel. If nothing else has been gained, the freedom from fear in the minds of the people is their greatest gain.

I got back to Becora, a couple of beers, a clean up, and a good meal.

On Sunday 9th I went looking for an old bloke from Daralau who knew the Australians. I walked about 5 ks but no find. I found the address, but no one knew him there, that was a week prior. This time I found him as his granddaughter was with me. He remembered the Australians. We spent four months operating the O.P. at Daralau and Comeira, yet it was Gordon Hart he remembered from the 4th Company.

Monday 10th I went looking for a woman I knew here in Sydney, knew all her family actually. Ines Alameada, now a secretary to Xanana Gusmao, President of East Timor. She made an appointment to see me Tuesday. I remember Ines from years back when her family came to Sydney. Over the years I saw her change from a firebrand to a cool well-balanced woman. She and all her family spent years working for Timor. I got a few interesting insights and went my way.

Up to Remexio and Daralau. I knew the man that took me, an Aussie - he has spent the last four years in Timor teaching welding and boat building at his own expense.

On the Monday 10th I met up with a man who had spent 6 hours questioning me at Indonesian Police HQ in Comoro, that was 1992. I thought I was headed for the lock-up that night and maybe not just for a night. They finally sent me on my way. That man is now commander of three sectors in the new Timorese Police Force. He is currently in Perth. He took me to his home for lunch, I met his wife and two of his children. Strange land Timor!

Tuesday, after leaving Ines Alameida, was spent at Remexio and Daralau and a long day it was, meeting mostly Timorese.

Wednesday 11th, 9 a.m. Flight to Darwin, arrived there 11 a.m. Aussie time, waited 14 hours for flight to Sydney 2 a.m., arrived Sydney 6.30 a.m. Thursday. Home by 7.30 and that’s where I'll stay until ????

Timor, questions galore, queries, criticisms, misunderstandings, conjectures. Well I've seen it under Portuguese, Japanese, Australians, Indonesians, U.N. and under their own elected representatives. Timor is an impoverished country, little in the way of resources apart from the oil and gas beneath the Timor Sea.

They, the Timorese were blackmailed into signing the treaty on the oil and gas resources. Some months before that treaty was signed, Prime Minister Howard said quote: "The Australian Government will not abide by any decision brought down by the International Court of Justice on the gas and oil resources underneath the Timor Sea. Furthermore any decision by internationally appointed marine demographers on the seabed boundary between Australia and East Timor will not be recognised by this Government". To me that's proof positive that Howard has grave doubts as to Australia's claim. He has made doubly sure by withdrawing from the International Court of Justice, thus putting Australia outside beyond its jurisdiction.

One cheerful view of East Timor is the thousands of students receiving an education, dressed in neat spotlessly clean uniforms or clothing. How the Timorese manage this seeing the houses and native dwellings they live in without facilities is a mystery. To really see the Timorese attired in their best go to Mass on a Sunday, every church and every mass, packed to the limit and beyond. I have never seen attendances to resemble East Timor, anywhere, I've ever been.

Our expectations of what the people of East Timor can achieve and do, are completely excessive. We are judging a people from our standards and resources. The Timorese have never in their history controlled their own destiny as a united country, almost 500 years of Portuguese Rule, and that was limited in area, until the defeat of Dom Boaventura's Rebellion in 1912.

The Indonesians established an administration with 20% Indonesian Military members, a showpiece to carry out Indonesian policy. The present administration have no money, little or no experience, attempting to reshape a country that was completely destroyed, whilst the so-called free nations looked on doing nothing apart from "Will we, or won't we?"

Another fixture we seem to have - "The Timorese won't work" - if the Timorese can get work they will work, not as we do, but as they are accustomed to work. It will be a long time before they acquire our attitude to work and life in general. Frankly it may be far better if they don't. 21st Century Western civilisation has little to recommend it at present.

 You see the Timorese walking to market in the dark long before dawn, their produce hanging from a pole across their shoulders and not a light burden either. They cultivate the ground that grows the produce, nurture it in the day, harvest it and transport it to market, and it would have taken all his family to produce it for a minute return. Those people will work and do work.

It will take thirty or forty years of education for them to produce the people and abilities to handle their problems. After all we started over 2000 years ago to get where we are, the Timorese will get there in their own way and fashion and I sincerely hope than can avoid all the pitfalls we tumble into, but that's a pious hope.

Nora and all the family are well. All of them were sorry to hear of Joe Poynton's death as each of them at some time of their lives apart from Safaris, had met up with Joe, Helen, Julie and Rhian.

Paddy Kenneally.

NB Thank you Paddy for yet another interesting article, this time on your recent Timor trip. Ed.                         000000
