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Eric and the Nun.

A short story by Twy Smyth.
Towards the end of '42, one of the ships that would bring supplies and 'safe hand mail' to the troops arrived to evacuate the women and children from Same, but this could only take place with a very strict time schedule. The captain would anchor the ship well away from the shore after dark, and would leave again in the dark, to be a long way away before dawn and nothing would be allowed to hold up the departure.

Among the women and children was a small group of nuns with nothing but the habits they were wearing. The sea was rough and there was great difficulty getting the evacuees to the small boats taking them to the ship. There was no time to waste or the ship would sail without them so the men, Eric among them, just picked them up and carried them 'like sacks of potatoes' their heavy cumbersome habits hindering them. Little did Eric know then that' sack of potatoes' 20 years later, back in the country where it had happened

In the late sixties, Eric and I with our two friends from Geraldton left for a holiday on the 'S S Kojarra' for ports to Darwin. There we left the car with my cousin and flew to Timor. We spent a fascinating and emotional two weeks with Eric as a guide, and had some tremendous experiences as do others who have done the same.

While in Bacau, I decided to go walking on my own ahead of the others. In the distance I saw a nun who looked about my own age (late 40 s). She had that serene look and dignified gliding walk even though it was hot and stuffy. As she approached me we passed greetings and she asked me where I came from and who I was with. When she heard we were Australians and that my husband had been with the commandos in Timor during the war, she said, "Where is he?" I pointed to the others, and suddenly there was a transformation. Her face became animated and she almost skipped her way to him, calling out "You were one of the men who dumped us into the boat like a sack of potatoes." Then there was a lot of chatter between Eric and her. It was quite moving for me and I guess for Eric as well.

My friend Mairea and I were invited back to the convent to see some of the work done by the young girls and what an eye opener. The building was concrete; the floors and walls were cracked - no floor coverings - no window treatments, pictures or ornaments. There were the bare necessities of furniture and the nun's habits, though spotless were threadbare (patches upon patches). I think there were about six nuns and their lives evolved around the young girls, teaching them some basic life skills for their futures - budgeting, cooking, embroidery etc.

The sister I had met was Italian and after their hurried departure from Timor, she was sent to Sydney where she worked for some years and eventually returned to Timor to continue her work there. Shortly afterwards Indonesia invaded Timor and I have often wondered what happened to her and treasure the beautifully embroidered cloth I bought that was made by the girls. That is now my memory of 'Eric's nun'.
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