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IntroductIon

WHEn PAt HoFFIE was invited to visit timor-Leste with a group of experts advising on setting up a 

national Academy for creative Industry, she had mixed views. As an artist, who has spent much of her 

career and life engaging with the people and culture of the countries to the north of Australia, she was 

excited to be included. But as someone with a critical perspective on the legacy of colonialism and the 

place of creative industries, she had reservations about turning culture into commerce. She had captured 

this sentiment years before in one of her massive Filipino billboard artworks: Internationally speaking, 

cross-cultural exchange is the lubricant for economic intercourse.

now as an expert arriving in dili, she was forced to re-examine many of her beliefs and her reactions to life 

in this hot, war-ravaged country. the clash of civilisations and motivations played out during her visit and, 

with disarming frankness, she has captured the roller coaster of emotions she experienced on the trip – her 

excitement, despair, recogniton and hope. 

From the pomp of official receptions to the gritty reality of life in one of the poorest countries in the world, 

she reassesses her responses and the importance of culture to the people of timor-Leste. As she writes, ‘I 

could scoff as much as I liked about the dated and straitjacketed notion of an academy; I could lampoon the 

artificial pomp and ceremony of the creative Industries for as long as anyone might deign to listen, the fact 

remained that these people had assembled as representatives of a nation and they were speaking right on 

back. they wanted a claim to a future education that could draw from their long commitment to making 

sure the traditions of the past endured.’

traditions inform and enrich lives, no matter how poor, or how much suffering people have endured. they 

are a key building block in making meaning, understanding context and providing inspiration. Finding ways 

to preserve and enrich the creative and human response that creates a unique culture is not something 

that visiting experts can do. It is, as Pat Hoffie found in timor-Leste, however, something they can learn 

from and encourage.

this is a funny, challenging and insightful recollection of the challenges of pursuing cultural solutions.

Julianne Schultz AM FAHA – Editor, Griffith rEVIEW



‘HIStory’, AS BotH neil Finn and Voltaire each said, at different points in history, ‘never repeats’ itself. Go 

figure. unlike neil Finn, however, Voltaire had qualified his reminder, adding: man does.

Perhaps, then, I shouldn’t have been surprised at the embarrassing rise of anticipation and excitement at 

the invitation to play a tiny role in timor-Leste, the twenty-first century’s newest republic’s move to form 

its own national Academy of creative Industry. Anyone could have been forgiven for assuming I’d read 

enough critiques of colonial conquests to make me sceptical of accepting any such offer. the title alone 

should have been a sufficient dampener. yet in spite of all the hard-won lessons of history reminding me 

that one (wo)man’s idea of what might constitute culture is not necessarily that of another (wo)man’s, the 

request to be part of a team that might have something to ‘offer’ to a less developed country took seed in 

a previously dormant urge to be a do-gooder, an aide, a benevolent respondent, and swelled like a tumour 

between the plates of informed scepticism. 

once that feeling began to take root it felt oddly pleasant: the feeling that ‘we’ - a group from a first world 

cultural institution - might have something to offer to this brand new little country. the sense that each 

of us might have something that could ‘make a contribution’, ‘a difference’, an ‘im-prove-ment’ became 

collectively intoxicating. 

no doubt many a priest and proselytiser, governor and explorer were fuelled by a similar tumescent 

warmth over long centuries of colonising zeal. Most of the indigenous inhabitants of countries south of the 

equator have suffered the ramifications of that do-gooder spirit. By 2011 anyone who’d read a skerrick 

of history knew that emissaries from western nations had repeatedly proved keen to get involved, invited 

or not, with countries that seemed less developed, less culturally rich, more cosmologically and rationally 

challenged than their own ‘civilisation’.

Even so, when the occasion arose that year to play a role that seemed suspiciously akin to the traditional 

role of ‘bringing culture to the natives’ there seemed to be enough little lozenges of self-justification to 

alleviate any residual throbbings of self-doubt: on this occasion we had been asked to attend; we would 

only be doing what was required of us by the country itself – timor-Leste; we would only do things in 

collaboration with those who were already there once (if) we were asked to develop the project further.
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In the interim I had a lot of catching up to do – I was aware of the Australian version of timor-Leste’s fight 

for independence; of the long, desperate battle against occupying Indonesia, of the eventual success of a 

people who refused to be divided and dominated, annexed and ruled by yet another coloniser. I was aware 

that, since the sixteenth century, timor had been colonised by the Portuguese and then, in 1975 when the 

Portuguese eventually pulled out, by Indonesia. Independence was finally won in 2000 after a twenty-four 

year long occupation marked by a series of on-going skirmishes that claimed the lives of 200,000 people, 

approximately one third of the total population. And that finally, under the leadership of Prime Minister 

Jose ramos Horta and the charismatic first President Xanana Gusmao, the country had begun to develop 

itself as a proud new nation, the first new sovereign state of the new millennium.

But beyond that things were murky – there were other loose ‘facts’ that were difficult to align to the 

task-at-hand. these included the facts that timor had one of the world’s highest infant mortality rates, 

and that approximately half the population was illiterate. Against these short, sharp statistics about 

urgent necessities the brief to help steer the establishment of the country’s first art academy seemed like 

potentially misguided hubris.

FLIGHtS to dILI were irrationally expensive and connections unreasonably difficult. Just getting there on 

a morning flight from Brisbane meant a stop-over in darwin before a connection to dili at 5 am the next 

morning; a start that, despite the proximity of the hotel to the airport (a short walking distance) and the 

size of the airport (endearingly compact) demanded a 3 am wake-up call. darwin was sleepy but dili was 

sleepier still – even though the flight took off a little late, as the plane approached the coastline of timor 

in the breaking dawn the pilot announced that we would be held in a flight pattern until the ground control 

made their somnolent way to take up their positions at the dili airport. 

But perhaps the early morning arrival was auspicious – mythical accounts of the country’s origins describe 

a huge saltwater crocodile paddling his way through the Pacific to seek his place in the sun as the sun 

rose in the east. At just about at the same time we were due to arrive ourselves, he decided he’d found 

the perfect place, stopped paddling, curled up in the first rays of the morning and quietly and contentedly 

transmogrified into the island of timor.





We’d been well warned of the prevalence of these marine predators, and the virulence of dengue and 

malaria carrying mosquitos. From the vantage point of the tarmac although the crocs were nowhere to 

be seen, clouds of small, drowsy mosquitos drifted disinterestedly around the dark timber booth where 

the official collected visa fees. Like the clouds of insects, most of the airport workers affected a semi-

focussed interest.

outside the laconic lassitude dropped a notch further – a shredded banner advertising a conference from 

the year before moved slowly in the early morning air. Skinny dogs reluctantly shifted places to catch a spill 

of sun. Sleepy individuals slumped amidst sundry cardboard boxes on the cold cement airport seats. the 

mists in the flat land between the airport and the sharp rise of the mountain range stirred and shifted while 

the pale sun gradually climbed upwards. 

In an effort to be prepared from the very start I’d decided to get cash, and began a short battle with a 

compact, grumpy little teller machine that eventually spewed up wads of uS dollars. thanks to the newly 

endorsed exchange rates with the ‘droided-up’ Australian dollar, the uS notes seemed satisfyingly akin 

to the produce of an emerging banana republic: a feeble and ultimately stupid reason for me to gloat. 

nevertheless, the freshness of the feeling worked against the fact that most of the population of timor 

could not so much as identify a uS dollar bill, could not afford their daily rations in rice, and depended 

mostly on barter for trade. I’d read that the per capita GdP of $428 made this country one of Asia’s 

poorest. the bile of self-doubt rose in me like reflux.

our local colleagues were there to meet us and we were soon shepherded into two waiting mini-vans that 

headed downtown to the breakfast room of the salubrious, high ceilinged Hotel timor. the journey in between 

gave few clues about the state of things – a big metal bridge over a stony, dry riverbed, a series of lumpy 

painted concrete monuments that marked crossings. I noticed only two billboards on the way - one that 

featured the Pope in triumphant silhouette and another the wonders of instant noodles. It was too early for 

markets. the roads were traversed slowly by sporadic motor-bikes and mini-vans and, surprisingly for South-

East Asia, no bicycles. As I peered through the heavily tinted, smeared windows of the mini-bus I recalled some 

of the statistics about infrastructure and transport in timor. Maths had never been my forte, but they had been 

easy to remember: pipelines - nA; railways - n.A.; waterways – n.A.; merchant marine – n.A.. I mused that any 

course requiring students to remember the statistics of social geography might be a breeze in such a country.
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over a breakfast of Portuguese pastries and coffee we were given instructions about the format of the 

conference. Perhaps it was the early start, but the directions about the conference seemed as cloudy as 

the mists lifting from the mountains. I couldn’t have cared less at that time of the morning. I was flat out 

feeling civil. I wanted a bed and a shower.

I eventually got both when we were couriered shortly after to the Hotel dili. the drive followed the 

beautiful coastline – a glorious, crumbling, meandering road lined on one side by ancient figs. their aerial 

roots tumbled and entwined and suggested cosmological possibilities beyond the growing light of the 

everyday morning. Monkeys scampered in their tangled branches. Beyond the wide expanse of parkland 

in which they grew black-sand beaches spilled down to where hulls glittered and bobbed on a pristine sea. 

Vendors selling water and coconuts from small karitons stood sleepily beside their wares. Sparse graffiti in 

English, Portuguese and tetun attempted a display of graphic anarchy on the blotched concrete of an old 

wharf wall. I moodily searched for details and noted that there were still no signs of crocs.

the Hotel dili might have been close to the Hotel timor in terms of distance, but it was a long way in 

terms of ambience. While the former greeted its guests with a proud colonial white façade our own place 

of residence could better be described as a series of artfully scattered dongas conjoined by a network of 

plastic tarpaulinned gazebos. colonialism mark II. I fell in love immediately. Barely kempt bougainvillea in 

plant pots stood scattered between occasional groupings of unkempt ozzies and advertisements for a 

bingo evening to come.

once we’d disembarked and squeezed into the reception room, the hotel’s twin persona was immediately 

evident: in a glass counter-cabinet carefully organised rows of brass components had been arranged like 

a taxonomy of industrial perfection. Above it, equally carefully displayed arrangements of gas bottles 

and burners revealed that the Hotel dili was also (proudly) an outlet for timor Gas – a cunning double-

identity. the company had invented a signatory logo – a truculent looking marlin jumping clear of the 

waves – that had been oddly reinterpreted into a cut-wool chinese designed carpet hung on the wall 

behind the cabinet. Even in my distracted, exhausted and grumpy state I pondered over the mis-match 

of the smooth shiny marlin and the woolly warmth of the carpet – the incongruity of it made it seem like 

an ironic contemporary artwork – one that covered over the facts of the bitter legal dispute timor had 

been engaged in with the Australian government over the boundaries that mark off $40 billion worth of 





oil and gas revenue from the timor Sea. the dispute had continued since the first treaty was signed when 

East timor formally became a nation in 2002. And although East timor managed to win a 50/50 share of 

royalties in the second treaty in 2006, the tiny country did so at the cost of agreeing to not further discuss 

issues about the boundaries the boundary for the next fifty years. 

As I stood before the counter staring into the marlin’s glazed eyes the connections between the appallingly 

high rates of infant and maternal mortality and the fact that than 95 per cent of the entire nation’s income 

comes from oil and gas revenue bobbed in front of me like the woolly waves surrounding the fish. the 

pipeline to the Greater Sunrise oil reserve remained undeveloped; youth illiteracy and unemployment in 

timor were on the increase. the international Law of the Sea had been, and was being, flagrantly infringed. 

no wonder the marlin wanted out.

the large Australian owner of the hotel employed an office staff of diminutive, polite and efficient Filipinas. 

When the visiting group were finally crowded together in the glass-walled office he emerged from behind 

the photocopiers, imperious and commanding, with an arrangement of sweat patches decorating both 

his shirt and trousers in incongruous patterns. He surveyed our line-up straggling beyond the small room 

into the garden and demanded we shut the doors to keep the air-conditioning in. We immediately obeyed. 

the Filipinas did too. they referred to him as ‘Boss’ and kept the photocopiers briskly running over our 

passports and lists of addresses, phone numbers, dates of birth and all the usual details demanded of the 

incarcerated as we waited. 

At the end of this ordeal, when I was informed that my room was not yet available, all my prior 

commitments to maintaining at least an outward façade of patience dropped like scales when I fell into 

the roll of behaving like a total demanding white-honky pilloch. Even so, I was treated with undeserved 

grace and respect, and eventually was ushered towards a room that was everything I could have desired. 

Situated right on the edge of the road, the entrance portico was endearingly akin to a horse-washing bay. 

Four plastic chairs surrounded a small circular concrete table on which a carefully constructed if lumpy 

concrete vase held a single bright red hibiscus. In the growing heat of the day the flower had already wilted. 

But against the turquoise of the chairs, it looked brilliant. Beyond the fly-wire door the room opened to a 

kind of sala that housed a fridge, a desk and two bamboo chairs. Past the sala, a high ceiling and one wall of 

clerestory windows, a massive bed and an old-fashioned quilted counter-pane graced the bedroom.  

All in all it looked like a more peaceful yesterday. Except that a massive flat-screen tV clung to one wall. 
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the best of both worlds. I knew I was going to be happy. Beyond the bedroom the bathroom’s crummy tiles 

gave it a take-it-or-leave-it insouciance that complemented the thoroughly modern shower, toilet and 

washbasin. An impossibly high mirror had been mounted above the basin as if to underscore the archness 

of the room. I moved towards it to check my reflection. the mirror had been hung for the use of a superior 

species. I could admire the part in my hair but little else. nevertheless, it all felt perfect. I went back into 

the bedroom, switched on the tV and fell dead to the world.

WHEn I FInALLy emerged very late in the morning my more efficient fellow travellers had returned from 

explorations and adventures and semi-official assignations and indoctrinations. they had each received 

‘information packs’ and official t-shirts. I sat amidst the chattering group and managed to concoct a 

feeling of responsible guilt. Even so, the guilt had a lovely pleasure to it, and after the sleep I had begun to 

feel marginally civil. After a time I managed to commandeer enough momentum to take the short walk to 

the convention centre where the conference was to take place. 

By that stage – the middle of the day – the heat had really built up. So had the traffic, but not with the 

claustrophobia so common in many South-East Asian destinations. the shops displayed a smattering of 

offerings – garish plastic flower arrangements, an impressive selection of bike helmets all lined up like 

military emergencies, Malay food in chinese enamel bowls, dingy supermarkets selling small containers 

of shampoo, moisturisers, chip packets, tins of tuna and strangely flavoured local biscuits, and a puzzling 

abundance of shoe-menders. Strung-up hands of bananas gleamed like golden currency – bright, plump, 

small, sweet, and very cheap. the group had arrived from flood and cyclone ravaged Queensland where all 

banana crops had been decimated that year, so the bananas seemed especially delicious.

All along the road were wonderfully painted walls: it was immediately apparent that the timorese, like 

so many peoples who understand the magic of light, knew how to ‘do’ colour. the juxtaposition of faded 

gelati shades painted right up against screaming primary intensity laid on in thick coagulated planes across 

the edifices of so many buildings suggested a riotous inventiveness mediated by a knowledge of when 

and where to insert a sliver of the unsuspected. Stray kids and goats and dogs wove in and out of traffic 

that flowed with inordinately slowness and patience. It was a good walk, making a way through what 

appeared to be the organised chaos of another country, and the appealing anarchy of the streets made the 

meticulous order of the convention centre all the more unexpected.





Inside the entire space had been decorated with meticulous detail. the interior was organised as a three-

way axis converging on a raised dais featuring the chairs for the speakers. their magisterial authority 

granted by the elongated finials shaped like ears of corn was reinforced by the row of fake spears that 

ran behind each of the chairs. Photographs of the President and Prime Minister flanked the seating 

arrangement for the speakers. Within a context like this the offerings of cultural enlightenment we’d 

prepared were starting to seem significantly under-prepared. this was, after all, a country used to fighting 

it out to the end; a country where both pre-eminent leaders had been scarred in crossfire and by direct 

hits; a country that had plugged on in the face of overwhelming losses. And here were we, this motley 

group of university staff, each presenting a little glimpse of what we’d come to think of as a version of 

‘culture’. I blanched inwardly. Satin swathed the pot-plants. Employees were busy pouring out little spills 

of white stones around them. others had arranged a battalion of microphones for simultaneous translation 

into English, Portuguese and tetun for each delegate. In the midst of all the activity we were left to 

organise our power-points and rehearse the next morning’s presentation. It seemed like a good time to 

concentrate on whether a more theatrical delivery might help the audience gloss over the content. 

Unhappy is the land that breeds no hero…

No, Andrea: Unhappy is the land that needs a hero

Bertolt Brecht, Life of Galileo, 1938

tHAt nIGHt A big outdoor stage had been set for the performance. It was backed by an enormous 

banner featuring the festival’s logo – something that looked like a tree of knowledge sprouting all kinds of 

mysterious objects. they included: a guitar, a sewing machine, a finial, a film reel, some brushes, a pencil 

and a few architectural details. the background of the banner was the same pucey green as the conference 

t-shirts. the lighting, stage-presentation, even the orderly line-up of Bunnings plastic chairs all looked 

impressively professional. this first night was to be a celebration of the country’s cultural diversity and 

included a line up of dances, music and a performance of President Xanana reading one of his poems.

the boredom of the long wait for the leading delegates was alleviated by the off-stage theatre of young 

costumed dancers as they lined up either side of the entrance to the compound. they were as lithe and 
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animated as children – swathed in indigenous fabrics and adorned with traditional jewelry, their slim limbs 

gleamed as if burnished. Eventually the delegates arrived and the night air fluttered with flashes as they 

made their way to the front seats. no body guards, no minders, the leaders were part of a conga-line from 

all levels of society that moved through the crowd in a completely integrated way.

the official program was launched with a call to stand, the volume was ramped up, and everyone, except 

the overseas delegates, burst into song. It was impossible not to be moved. the words of the song had 

been written by members of Fretelin, and as the music rolled upwards into the velvety night it felt as if the 

spirit of nationalism was being sung into being. I looked around – everyone seemed completely engrossed 

in and dedicated to the words. there was no trace of embarrassment, rather a sense of being part of an act 

that was profound and substantial – a process materialised by the collective presence of those involved.

the show started, the crowd hushed, the diminutive compere took his position and after an introductory 

performance by a group of traditional dancers Xanana took the stage. Immediately it was apparent that 

this was a man in charge – he began by issuing stage directions that generated a murmur of laughter 

from the crowd; he threw one-liners and asides, he had the audience totally – their full attention, their 

participation, their camaraderie. But then, like quicksilver, he metamorphosed into the great orator and 

took on another role altogether. Holding a book to which he referred only intermittently, he performed the 

traditional role with gusto, his voice rising and falling, his body and gestures following the emotion of the 

words, the cadence of his delivery captivating even those who did not share the language. And if the crowd 

was with him at that time, so was I. Sitting towards the back, I was as moved by the pitch and trough of 

the monologue as everyone around me. 

But towards the end of the first poem his voice rose to a crescendo as he began to veritably shout into the 

microphone. I was a little taken aback – impressed enough by his command of oratory and stage presence, 

but growing weary of the theatrical magnitude of the whole thing. I reminded myself that this was a man 

who had spent seven years in a Jakarta prison and that therefore he probably had a lot to say still bottled 

up. those around me were still with him; as the poem closed the applause thundered. In response he 

launched into a second poem – an even longer one where the pitches and crescendos formed an endless 

high drama as he yelled, gesticulated and emoted. By this stage my short-fuse patience had completely 

frayed - I was over it, and recalled the words of a conversation earlier in the day with a skeptical colleague 





who’d quoted Brecht’s line ‘unhappy is the land that needs a hero.’ during that conversation I’d railed 

against his position, thinking about political-hero-averse Australia, and how we might well benefit from 

some more Gough-style heroes. But the hubris evident in this late-night ordeal watching a national hero 

enacting his role just made me tired and bored. And if the responses of those to either side of me were any 

indication, my own flagging enthusiasm wasn’t only because I was Australian and tired – all around me the 

lights of cell-phones had started winking. Even the spell of great visions could be broken by the insistent 

demands of everyday minutiae. But even though the intensity of attention was waning, no-one left. 

I was gasping for an exit and food. With regret I admit that the way I’d been stirred when the national 

anthem had surged through the crowd had, by that stage of the evening, disintegrated into a small 

desperate motivation for personal survival. When Xanana eventually left the stage, a program of dancers 

and music continued into the night. the heads of the people in front made it difficult to determine any 

intricacies of the dance steps. It seemed like a good time to break out my supplies. 

EArLIEr tHAt EVEnInG, when the long wait for the important delegates had stretched on and on, I’d 

ducked out in preparation for the hunger pangs I felt sure would follow – reasoning that the program was 

starting late, and that the ostentatious table of food for the officials and delegates didn’t look as though 

it was going to go very far, I’d wandered beyond the lights of the compound and into the streets in search 

of sustenance. I had been immediately taken aback at the fact that there were no street lamps. Later on 

I’d been told that dili had actually once had a very good system of street lighting but that the government 

had decided that it would be better if locals ‘sponsored’ a street light so that it was more of a community 

undertaking. It didn’t seem as though it had attracted much response.

I’d found my way across the road and down the street and finally managed to identify something that came 

close to resembling a grocery shop. In the crepuscular gloom of the empty shop a chinese girl sat counting 

money at a smeared glass counter. I’d wondered whether they were shutting for the night until she 

looked up without stopping her rapid ruffling through the bank notes, flashed a proprietorial smile at me, 

and waved me in. I’d carefully maneuvered my way down the aisles and tried to make sense of what the 

products were. All the time I’d been conscious of being closely shadowed by a man. I couldn’t work out why 

he was following me – whether he’d been given instructions to do so by the young proprietor, whether 

he had personal intentions, whether he thought I was casing the joint, or whether he was there to help if 

previous page:

Market by the Banda Sea – a section of 

the market that runs all the way along the 

esplanade outside Dili.



by chance I had any questions. the experience was un-nerving enough to make me settle for something 

much more quickly than I’d wanted to, so I’d grabbed the familiar, swollen contours of a chip packet, groped 

my way back through the aisles towards the entrance, paid my dues, and followed the distant lights back 

towards the cultural centre. 

By half way through Xanana’s second poem the swollen contour of the chip packet was looking more and 

more appealing. But the product’s wrapping proved to be intractable; there was no little efficient rip-

place where you could actually get into the contents. Instead, it seemed as though the manufacturers 

had set themselves the challenging task of preventing consumer access to the product: the fact that the 

packet was filled with so much air made it difficult to grip, and the seals at the top and bottom were akin 

to laminated steel. I grappled as best I could, holding the packet discretely in my lap, trying not to rustle 

too loudly and wrestling with the bag as though it was an inflated gourd. At first I moderated my actions 

in consideration of the context but I was driven by a mounting hunger that was beginning to have an 

edge of hysteria. Eventually single-minded determination had its way and a crude success was achieved 

where most of the contents hit the ground around me. I hoped people hadn’t witnessed too much of my 

base instincts in this raw drive in the darkness and subsequently attempted to be as delicate as possible 

inserting small handfuls of chips into my mouth. 

Even so, I knew that I was going to have to get out of there and find some real sustenance, and eventually 

filed through the aisle and headed towards the back of the crowd towards where a group of my colleagues 

who shared my own sense of desperation were hungrily milling. one of the ‘cultural minders’ for our team was 

visibly agitated about the prospect that we might be about to exit. She felt that this might be interpreted as a 

culturally insensitive act given the fact that proceedings were still underway. the food for the performers had 

already been prepared, she hissed, and she could lead us to it, she continued, but she cautioned us that we 

were going to have to be very, very discrete, as the performers had not yet eaten. the small group sullenly 

agreed to the conditions. under the circumstances we would have agreed to almost anything. We followed 

our guide to a large room to one side of the compound where mountains of polystyrene containers, each 

wrapped with elastic bands, had been stacked along a trestle table. Her encouragement to be as furtive as 

possible made us agree to sit on the floor so that our act of imbibing couldn’t be witnessed by those outside. 

But the floor seating, we were to discover, had advantages of yet another kind – from that viewpoint the 

extraordinary, elaborate details of an awkwardly hand-painted mural on the ceiling came into focus – a rolling 





underwater scene featuring the underbellies of a giant whale, a squid, an octopus, a shoal of fish and an 

odd, frog-like scuba diver. the view of the naïvely appealing painting above strangely doubled the pleasure 

of the meal: it was like eating in a wobbly underwater room. the warm contents of the container featured a 

scattering of something like snow peas and a knuckle of meat on a bed of delicious short-grain mountain rice. 

I moved the knuckle to one side and tucked in – the rice was like nothing you could buy at home – a nuggety, 

compact grain that might be capable of keeping entire armies on the march. We feasted – the meal was all 

the better for being contraband.

once the official celebrations had been brought to a close all that was left was to enter the night and find 

our way home. the day had begun at 3am. yet anticipations for the following day already hung in the night 

air – we were going to have to perform ourselves, and we were still unclear about the audience and about 

the particular pitch we should take. And we were tired. It was time to retire to the wonderful hand-ironed 

sheets of Hotel dili.

Mama laughed when she heard the story. ‘You’ve forgotten already, Child; everything colonial is from the 

devil. There has never been any colonialist that has cared anything about our people.’

– Ananta toer, Pramoedya, Child of All Nations (Penguin, 1979)

SoMEonE In tHE group decided that it would be a good idea if the whole team from the university 

wore the puce green t-shirts with the wonderful tree of knowledge insignia provided as part of the 

conference package. For some inexplicable reason every shirt provided was XL. As if in anticipation 

everyone who wasn’t timorese would be XL. However this in itself didn’t prove to be a problem. t he 

problem lay in the fact that I was already growing uncomfortably aware of some of my resurfacing 

failures in life that included (among other things) sleeping too much, needing to search as soon as 

possible for a way in and out (of planes, rooms, restaurants, situations, relationships) as quickly as 

possible, and an aversion to anything that resembled a club, group sports or a uniform. I’d already 

thought deeply about these deficiencies before the trip, and had hoped that the trip may offer 

opportunities for me to address tendencies that I had begun to suspect might develop further into 

curmudgeonly old age. that morning the prospect of having to wear a green group t-shirt to a 

conference in a country about which I knew much too little made me almost puke. 
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I was momentarily pleased that I’d slept in when the conference packs had been handed out. the pleasure 

was short-lived - a pack was jauntily tossed to me as I arrived (late again) for breakfast. After swallowing 

my breakfast, my instincts and my vanity I hatched a cunning plan and headed for the reception where 

I asked for a pair of scissors from the girl behind the desk. I knew I needed to be fast – I laid the new 

garment across the desk-top, began hacking at the neck and sleeves in front of her, and only realised that 

I was doing something of overwhelming insensitivity and stupidity when the receptionist’s eyes widened 

in horror – ‘WHy?’ she gasped. I tried to assure her that it was not an act of wrath, trying to explain that 

it was just that I felt hot in sleeves and a high neckline. But it was obvious that she wasn’t going to buy the 

alibi. Instead she rushed into the photocopying room, grabbed her friend and pulled her in to witness my 

small act of carnage. the friend gasped too – they swooned towards each other as if in need of support – 

the prospect of cutting into something so new, so fresh, so proudly part of a conference that everyone in 

the whole of dili had been talking about was just too much. 

I felt deeply ashamed but by that stage I couldn’t stop. Instead, I attempted to restore a sense of dignity to 

the entire process by carefully folding the shredded pieces and restoring them to the cellophane wrapper. 

‘It will be good now,’ I said, smiling unconvincingly, and left as quickly as I could. their response had made 

me remember how much it would have taken for a worker in timor to save up enough to buy any new 

garment and almost prompted me to feel as bad as the real heel I was. All those years in South-East Asia 

and I’d learned zip – an insensitive whitey honkey schmuck all the way to the coffin, I thought. no hope for 

you. nevertheless when I went briefly back to my room I pulled the deconstructed garment over the top of 

what I had on. I exited to join the rest of the group as if nothing had happened, and we all proceeded like a 

symphony in matching puce green up the street towards the convention centre.

When we arrived everyone was gearing up for the day – the concrete pathways running around the 

building had been lined by colourful banners detailing the ambitions of the conference in terms of setting 

up an ‘academy’ devoted to ‘cultural Industries’ in Portuguese, tetun and English. the arguments - mostly 

framed in economic terms – were presented as more-or-less convincing: the fact that creative Industries 

offered the fastest growing source of employment in the past decade; the fact that the creative Economy 

represented an increasingly important sector for developing nations; data listing the figures of global trade 

in creative Industries. All that kind of stuff left me cold. I’d watched the argument develop throughout 

the decade in Australia and heard the rhetoric mouthed by bureaucrats, economists and lobbyists in the 





hope that politicians would swallow it. to some extent it had been successful. Along with it had grown the 

notion that artists had to behave in a more ‘professional’ way. Lots of professional practices courses had 

mushroomed in teaching institutions and arts organisations and many of them had developed an irksome 

mendicant mentality that took the edge off experimentation, risk and adventure. I felt sure that part of 

the reason I felt that way was because I was one of the lucky few who had the security of an income. But 

there were other reasons too: so many of the advocates of this kind of cant were smooth-talking snake-oil 

salesmen who smacked of a kind of evangelism I was allergic to. Addicted to cameras, stage presentations, 

conferences, forums and publications, it was doubtful that any of them had permitted themselves much 

time to wander into the messy, self-doubting, irregular terrains of art. In fact their entire argument 

seemed, in part, to be a way of attempting to tidy up the irregularities of art in all its forms, and to sanitise 

its dirty edges so that the middle classes and managers could move on in to the spaces left by the artists.

I surveyed the banner listing the reasons why the creative Industries were going to deliver things of value 

to timor-Leste in six points. And, like a miracle, by the time I’d got to number six all my previous resolve 

had crumbled. number six read: development of national identity, nation building and pride. that was 

enough to convince me. I was tired, I was an adrift in otherness, but on this point I was ‘in’. other banners 

developed the argument further. they made the point that developing countries were never going to be 

able to compete against the developed world in global markets if they aimed for products and services 

that were similar. ‘What a corker,’ I thought. My own experiences had lead me to similar convictions: for 

the past three decades I’d been working on a series of work titled Fully Exploited Labour that dealt with 

the global imbalance of trade, resources and the apportionment of value to cultural production. It was an 

observation that had been held close to my heart for a long time.

But there was another reason this cant seemed easier to swallow from within the context of dili – each of the 

banners had been designed so that the text ran up against images of timor that rubbed against the smooth 

rhetoric with the delicious friction of contradiction. one image featured a researcher totally focussed on his 

video screen that had been installed on a tiny little table outside in a rural village. A crowd had surrounded him 

to share his concentration on the screen. older women, a group of youths, kids and a nursing child-mother 

were all zoned in on the moment. A video camera lay beside the computer on the table. the landscape in 

the background bore scars of over-development. A hand-build rock wall marked the perimeter of territory. 

this seemed much less a picture of ‘natives’ being observed by an anthropologist than a group of people 
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straddling old and new technologies, looking together for a way through. the ‘industries’ part of the creative 

Industries was nowhere to be seen. Another image next to the title ‘tourism’ featured a timorese woman 

well past her youth aiming her full physical and mental attention on the act of drawing an arrow back into the 

string of a bow. others surrounded her – two men and a small child seemed as intent as she was in focussing 

on the target. It was a great image in that it was unclear whether they were doing this for some arcane 

traditional reason, or for fun. the categories had become much more blurred than any easy representation of 

‘happy natives’ waiting for the enlightenment of creative industries and left the viewer in productive doubt 

about their own capacity to categorise. Again, the assured smoothness of the ‘creative Industries’ banner was 

compromised and critiqued by images that reflected the capacity of creativity in ways that lay beyond the 

quantifiable indicators of first world ‘industry’.

In otHEr SEctIonS of the building the pathway had been turned into a presentation corridor for the work 

of the Gembel, the timorese art cooperative founded in 2000. the linear portraits of each of the members 

that were hung along the temporary gallery of the walkway made it evident that there was a high level of 

cool-dude-ness in the group. the real world group members all gathered in an area hung with a selection 

of their print works, and one member was busy producing big lively gestural brush and ink portraits of 

anyone who hung around. 

the corridors opened out into a large open area dotted with a version of thatch-roofed huts. Each of them 

displayed cultural products –weaving, publications, local soaps, coffee, ceramics, dolls, basketry. It was all 

very humble and laid-back. tiny patronesses manned the stalls. there was not a single pushy sales pitch in 

sight. the quality of some of the weaving was very high, and it was good to see that the level of artistry, 

artisanship and time that had gone into the works was more-or-less reflected in the prices that weren’t dirt 

cheap in terms of local costs. However when considered in terms of the international market the mere $150 

being asked for a beautifully subtle hand woven and hand dyed blanket was incriminating. the highly crafted 

textiles were highly labour-intensive. the Alola Foundation, the nGo supporting the ongoing production of 

these tais, or weavings, used the motto: ‘Strong Women, Strong nation’. Many of the traditional aspects and 

icons of the weaving process bore evidence of another way of fighting for cultural integrity and memory – 

one that took memories and skills into a future. the quietness and diminutive size of the women custodians 

of the weaving display were misleading – these women, like the sign said, had had to be strong.





other rooms featured an excellent short film festival focussing on timor-Leste over the two days of the 

festival. Banners detailing a chronology of timor-Leste had been prepared by the Archive and Museum of 

the resistance. Although some of the headings on the banners were in English, the explanations beneath 

were only offered in Portuguese and tetun. nevertheless, the lack of written clues was compensated for by 

a graphic photographic series . In these the long years of timor’s hunger were focussed into a single image 

of two tiny, starving children; the horrors of long years of fighting were triggered by the grisly image of 

guerrillas brandishing the decapitated head of an insurgent. other images showed street demonstrations, 

others scenes of tentative victory. this graphic political intensity of the installation made the incorporation 

of fat brown dolls that were arranged on a table in front of them seem incongruous at first. But on closer 

inspection the dolls revealed their resemblance to the national heroes of the country –short, precise 

stitches running across their chubby brown faces revealed that they were carefully bearded; they sported 

guerrilla outfits and little uniforms of camouflage. these ‘rag dolls of exile’ had been produced by the 

Boneca cooperative on Atauro, the island just offshore from dili, by women who ‘find their space, their 

dignity and their economic independence’ amidst the community that produces them. 

So many of the displays around the cultural centre vacillated in uneasy zones between tenderness and 

cataclysm; between struggle and celebration. It would have been all too easy to dismiss so much of what 

was displayed as mere ‘tourist artefacts’ or merely as the work of artisans and craftspeople. the lack of 

pomp and ceremony of the displays camouflaged the crucial importance of their production as a way of 

moving traditional practices and processes and imagery into the future. It also belied the critical contexts 

of their materiality. Even the soap being sold as small items of tourist trade belonged to a tradition that had 

existed in Bacau well before the Portuguese arrived. the small blocks of gently scented natural soap were 

made from coconut oil harvested by local farmers and developed by a group of young women under the 

name ‘Sabalin timor’. this ‘timor Soap’ was a humble, simple, practical local endeavour that enabled the 

young women to sustain themselves and their families. the surface level of things did not necessarily reveal 

the deeper truths of the matter – here the simplest of produce could belie complex contexts of production.

Although these outside displays gave us a little more insight into understanding something of the context 

within which we were presenting at the forum that morning, the audience composition still remained a 

mystery. But gradually they gathered, and those that entered the room included members from all of the 

above backgrounds and more. delegates from each of the thirteen provinces had made their long way 
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down the broken, unsealed tracks of timor-Leste’s roads by a range of means. Many of them were in 

traditional costume, some were dressed in a hip version of western clothes, some in a combination of the 

two, and some (a very few) in suits. there were officials and groups of children and ‘uncles’ and ‘aunties’ 

and an assortment of experts ranging from architects to anthropologists to musicians and dancers and 

artists. they spoke in tetun and Portuguese and dialects heard only in tiny enclaves of the region. And once 

the audience had gathered and assembled and the official presentations from those considered the highest 

in the land had been completed our motley group from a university in Australia was ‘on’.

I was sitting in the front of two long rows of speakers. Each of us had been allocated fifteen minutes to describe 

what role we played within our own institution, what we did in our own practice as artists or designers, and how 

these things might apply to the situation in timor-Leste. the talk was simultaneously translated into Portuguese 

and tetun by two people walled up in a room that looked like a large aquarium situated beside the podium. they 

were fully visible to those on the stage; their faces were frequently crossed by emotions that reflected the 

difficulty of their task as they simultaneously talked and gesticulated. Given the need to be mindful of the task-

at-hand, they proved to be a dangerously absorbing diversion. they were so quick to change the sense of what 

the speakers were saying into another language that I longed to see whether they could finish any sentences 

that might be stopped in mid-stream. It was as if they were inside your head, knowing what you were going to 

say even before it was articulated. Any of the time I wasn’t looking sideways slack-jawed at their performance 

I was characteristically fulminating with rage. I fretted that all the images being thrown up on the screens were 

too small, the words too arcane, the concepts too unrelated, the presentations too insensitive for the audience. 

I scanned for clues of audience responses as the presentations dragged on for what seemed to me to be an 

interminable duration but it was impossible to gauge the reaction. I grizzled and mumbled throughout the entire 

event until it was my turn to speak, and then I sat down again and continued my surly sotto voce monologue. 

In retrospect there may have been a good chance that more than a few members of the audience 

wondered why the woman with a repressed version of tourette’s Syndrome had been included in the 

program. nevertheless, the event rolled on towards question time when the room burst into an activity of 

hand-waving and attempts to draw the chairperson’s attention. the responses were diverse, they came 

thick and fast, they came from old and young, they came from male and female, but they all shared two 

characteristics: each of them was very, very long and none of them was framed as a question. 





the audience responses made it clear that they each wanted a piece of the Academy of cultural Industries 

action, and that no-one wanted their region or particular concerns to be left out. In the end it didn’t really 

matter what any of us had actually prepared. the fact that each of the members of the diverse audience 

had managed to gather together to collectively acknowledge their commitment to fostering their culture 

into the future was of far more consequence. Here were individuals representing a good cross-section of a 

small (approximately one million people) new country claiming their own right to development and equity 

and a piece of the future. 

I could scoff as much as I liked about the dated and strait-jacketed notion of an ‘academy’; I could lampoon 

the artificial pomp and ceremony of ‘creative Industries’ for as long as anyone might deign to listen; the 

fact remained that these people had assembled as representatives of a nation and they were speaking right 

on back. they wanted a claim to a future education that could draw from their long commitment to making 

sure the traditions of the past endured.

Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historic facts and personages appear, so to  

speak, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce.

– Karl Marx, 1852,The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. 

AFtEr tHE PrESEntAtIon lunch was served. Some of the members of our group had been so unnerved by 

the steely restraint of our Australian ‘cultural controller ’ the night before that we didn’t want to enter the 

big eating room with the underwater mural ever again. Instead, we headed out across the street to what 

ended up being an excellent eatery manned by a range of young waiters from a range of countries. We sat 

down in a simple room featuring photographs of people in the region taken by a timorese photographer 

who’d studied in Australia. the menu featured a range of breads that had been baked on the premises, fresh 

juices and salads that were crisp and colourful.. As I lined up to pay I was surprised at the modest price of 

the bill. I surveyed the table and was equally surprised at the line-up of little salads that had been carefully 

left on everyone’s plates. I thought nothing of it until approximately two hours later when my stomach left 

me in no doubt that it was unhappy about something I’d eaten. I ripped my head-phones off and exited the 

convention centre in a hurry. When the second wave of nausea took hold I thought I’d better just spend a 

bit of time outside in the open air, so I found my way across some rocky ground and sat down on the raised 

concrete of a septic tank where I watched some people burning plastic rubbish.  
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the unexpected somnambulistic beauty of the scene was both shocking and disturbing: the wheelbarrows 

of plastic bottles and bags burned slowly. As though choreographed, the smoke curled over and in on itself 

and went sidewards and upwards, wrapping fences and trees and the small kites caught in their branches 

to disperse in a veil that softly screened the view of the mountains beyond. the people burning the rubbish 

maintained their own lovely slow rhythm as well. taking their time as they wheeled in each barrow load, 

they would stand for a bit on the edge of the flames as they considered the best place to throw the pieces. 

then they would watch the objects twisting and turning as they burned before they turned away to bring 

back another load. I watched all this while bands of pain kept me doubled over as they ran across my 

abdomen. Perhaps the nausea granted an other-worldly loveliness to being absconded to this strange little 

corner watching a sight that had become so rare, so foreign to those of us who live in the ‘first world’. And 

it had also offered a reprieve from the ongoing talk – a slowing down in the warm sun that was soothing. 

Perhaps it had something to do with being transfixed by evidence of the slow beauty of carbon emissions. 

I didn’t know then. I don’t know now – but it was a moment where my brain had shut down for a bit from 

necessity, and in that moment the sheer numbing beauty of the physical world as all that toxic waste 

curled up in smoke seemed mesmerising.

I decided to forgo re-entering the convention centre. I stood in the doorway for a few minutes and 

gusts of cool air-conditioning made it seem like a welcoming cave in the growing heat of the day. But in 

the end the prospect of wandering through the dusty streets and along the seashore was too much of a 

temptation. Ever since arriving we’d been shepherded and ferried round as a group; those sleepy streets 

might hold secrets to a sole sojourner.

Secrets are hard to come by, though, and the slow stroll around dili revealed things in tiny increments. I 

found a small craft stall where a group of young people sat outside chatting. the girls were lacing beads. 

they encouraged me to enter. the shop’s offerings were minimal, most of them carefully wrapped in 

small zip-seal plastic bags. completely functional. no wrapping paper. I found some necklace strands of 

woven birds and some carefully beaded green crocodile earrings. the weaving pieces were small and often 

garish, and there were also little boxes of woven bamboo. there was one reasonably good wood carving 

of a village-style figure holding a long stick – all the more appealing because of the artisan’s lack of flair. 

I looked at it closely – the industrious care of the carving was as charming as the girls who had moved 

behind the counter asked me how much I would like to pay for it. It had a mere thirty uS dollar price tag 





scrawled underneath the feet, but charming and cheap as it was, I turned away from accumulating any 

more surplus. I thanked them; they had been informative and amiable, and to my surprise they didn’t seem 

the least bit disappointed when I made no purchase.

But WHo WAS to tell? Life might seem slow and accepting here but the history of the recent past 

suggested that wounds and violence and trauma were only just below the surface. taxi drivers and the 

few vendors I met didn’t seem to want to haggle too much about prices. Supermarkets, many owned by 

chinese, had fixed prices and food outlets were also generally cheap and good. I wandered down along the 

front, where vendors of water and coconuts and cigarettes and strange handfuls of what looked like tiny 

lottery tickets and bottles of what might have been oil had taken a break from the heat under the trees. 

Between their roots the sandy loam was scattered with burnt coconut husks and raked-up refuse and held 

together with a version of a creeping aloe that in Australia is referred to as ‘pigface’. Groups of vendors 

gathered together on makeshift tables to play cards. I picked up an old discarded card packet with the 

brand name of ‘Ego’ and as I strolled further I picked up an Ace of Hearts. Some in the groups called out 

to me, probably curious that I might have found something of value, but I waved vaguely like the strange 

wandering woman I was possibly becoming and walked past. Further on I found a page of Portuguese 

translated into another language that looked like it had been written in indelible ink. Any of these things 

may have provided some kind of clues. I didn’t know what I was looking for; I guess it’s just part of being an 

artist that you tend to try to find a thread of sense in things, and in locations in which you discover yourself 

a stranger even throwaway dross can perform the role of a makeshift language. 

In the full light of the sun naked, gleaming children played while gathering slippery piles of iridescent green 

seaweed on black sand beaches. Further out the hulls of both brightly painted and faded boats bobbed on 

the water and further still the off-shore island of Atauro balanced in a mist on the edge of the horizon. up 

near the concrete, outdoor market-stands that had been abandoned in the heat of the day small bamboo 

cages holding single cocks had been arranged in the shade. I bought a hand of bananas and turned back.

the pangs of gripe had left me a little weary, but I had never really needed any excuse for a bit of a lie down. 

I was glad to get back to the dark coolness of the room, settle onto the bed and watch the tV that played 

such a rare role in my everyday life back home. cnn was reporting the uS freeze as stocks plummeted 

while leaders were locked in a decision-making stalemate. Italy was re-entering a recession and taking it on 
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the chin – the reports described that the entire country was preparing itself for the ‘austerity measures’ 

being engineered to get it out of the red inside three years. the program featured interviews with people 

on the streets sucking on gelatis and short blacks with their summer skins looking all honeyed and warm 

and I thought how the idea of austerity and Italy was never going to make a convincing fit. the other news 

that kept coming up again and again was the ‘phone tapping scandal’ that had erupted within the Murdoch 

empire. there were strange performances of disingenuous innocence and surprise at what most of the 

rest of the world already suspected had been happening for many, many years. And there was a great 

sideshow when Wendy deng was reported as king-hitting a comedian who’d tried to spray rupert Murdoch 

with shaving cream in the courtroom. Money and graft and corruption – those were the headlines – all in 

different places and in different forms. It seemed so strange to be hearing it in this room in this place at this 

time – as if I was watching it from the vantage point of another sleepy dimension. But I was wrong.. timor-

Leste was already involved in taking out the ninety percent of its total investments it had sunk into uS 

treasury bonds and had been busily involved in rapidly spreading them into more diverse investments.

the news was followed by two focus programs on contemporary heroes – one on the recently jilted Hugh 

Hefner and the other on celebrity explorer ranulph Fiennes. In my weakened and soporific state I found myself 

slipping into deep admiration for both these men. the eighty-five-year-old Hugh was interviewed about his 

recent rejection by his twenty five year old fiancée. While he responded to the interview the cameras kept 

flashing back to his two brand new blonde girlfriends who waved sweetly and supportively from the back 

room. It was as if they’d been relegated to a zone something akin to the glass aquarium of the conference 

interpreters – a kind of no-person’s zone where they had to remain invisible until they were released after 

Heff’s interview. the interviewee on no occasion denigrated his former fiancée. He replied reasonably and with 

great candid insight about the possible reasons she might have absconded. He displayed aplomb and panache 

and a world-weary acceptance of what had happened. In the true spirit of the entrepreneur he was, he’d kept 

her on the cover of his next Playboy as had been planned, but with the added title of ‘runaway Bride’. He’d 

settled on a great sales pitch and expedience to the bitter end. Admiration was hard to resist. 

ranulph was a hero of a different kind. A polished British aristocrat, he’d taken adventuring as his badge 

of honour and occupation, and according to the program had embarked on a series of almost impossible 

physical challenges throughout his long life and still managed to look youthful and attractive. More 

attractive than Heff. that had to be said. Still, Heff had his points.

 





Sir ranulph had his beautiful young Indian interviewer in thrall. He had ME in thrall. the program 

recounted all his adventures. Foolhardy wasn’t mentioned once. He spoke in a measured, restrained air 

about cataclysmic personal crises, and with especial candour about how he’d decided to hacksaw off 

the frostbitten fingers of his hand in order to save the extra money needed for the double operation the 

surgeon had demanded. this made him seem like he might have once been a particularly penurious man, 

but the rest of the interview did little to support this take; his plummy enunciation made all his exploits 

seem infinitely reasonable even though little was mentioned of the financial costs of such ventures. His 

educated, even-handed delivery was totally convincing, and did the trick of transforming his decision to 

drag some poor Sherpa along on his Everest climb even though he’d undergone a cardiac by-pass operation 

seem justifiable. 

As I lay alone on the bed of my dili hotel room, I reflected that these types were the heroes of the western 

world – diametrically opposed perhaps, but somehow conjoined by the smooth flatscreen presentation. After 

these interviews I was dished up a female hero – Angelina Jolie starred in an extraordinary film where she 

did a whole lot of killing – killing and killing and shooting and rolling over the tops of buses and jumping off 

bridges and just keeping on killing without even a single furrow on that brow. there wasn’t much dialogue, 

and the dialogue that was there had undergone a sort of scrambling process where it seemed like two 

languages had been overlaid. Maybe tetun and Portuguese, I thought. the result was that everyone seemed 

to be speaking as if possessed – a kind of garbled form of Martian that was very scary. I tried hard to follow 

the plot, and worked out that she was a spy who had been sent to assassinate the American President. But 

then when she arrived back (?) in russia she turned crazy and just killed all these russians who were living 

underground. I had thought they were her family, but then she gunned down every last one of them and 

finally tossed a grenade into the bunker without so much as a last glance and at that point I lost heart about 

working out what was going on. Sometimes she was blonde, and other times she was auburn, and at one 

stage she seemed to turn into a creepy little man, but you could always tell who she was because of the 

wonderful immobility of her profile, and the fact that she never once let emotion pass over her features. A 

short spell of rare television viewing had provided me with heroines as well as heroes of the western kind.

But tHE ForuM the following day unfolded as a Hollywood of another kind altogether; the line-up of 

speakers was different from any other forum I’d ever been to – there were architects from Portugal and 

Bali, there were anthropologists from timor-Leste and Spain, there were artists and heads of departments 
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and there was also a good representation of the leonine – the traditional elders many of whom had 

travelled a very long time over very poor quality roads to get there. Most of the elders wore a version of 

traditional dress, and one man, who had been described by the chairperson as being a hundred and seven 

years old, had pulled one of the puce green conference t-shirts over his traditional garb. It never looked 

better. He sat, tiny and regal, sporting a fine white moustache and beard. His burnished skin stretched 

taught over the symmetry of the skull beneath. Either side of him sat two much younger, more robust 

looking leonines. In a quavering, reed like voice he spoke in a dialect that none of the interpreters could 

translate – a very ancient dialect that at times one or the other of the leonines would try to translate in 

different ways. He spoke of lulik, or magic, and of the necessity of preserving the spirit houses. I was very 

taken in by the presence of this man, as were, it seemed, most of the audience. He appeared as a precious, 

fragile, saintly remnant of the past. So it was particularly shocking when the leonines either side of him 

would, from time to time, give him a short sharp shove when they thought he was going on for too long.

Lulik was the big subject of the day – it was there in the discussions of the spirit houses and the dances 

and the cave paintings at Ile Kere Kere in the district of tutuala. the paintings were estimated to be 

approximately five thousand years old, and we were told that there were signs of human habitation that 

were thought to be approximately thirty five thousand years old. the images of the cave paintings were 

wonderful, but few detailed descriptions of them were delivered in the conference papers. rather, there 

was a sense that the conference was offering the opportunity of gathering together each and every 

aspect of tangible and intangible cultural heritage to be aligned, honoured and included in order to prepare 

the foundation from which the idea of this proposed ‘academy’ could begin to take shape. 

As the papers and presentations unfolded, the voices of the interpreters in their glass aquarium granted 

their delivery a muffled inflection. It must have been very tiring work, because they would sometimes pass 

the baton on to each other as a speaker was in mid-delivery. this could be somewhat perturbing, because 

the mood and tone of each of the speakers was so completely different. one of them had an endearing 

way of sighing whenever a passage was particularly thorny. the headphones provided a disconcertingly 

intimate way of bringing home the information – it was almost as if you were listening to the inside of 

someone else’s thinking. that, together with the sighs and pauses and sibilants, made the delivery dreamily 

seductive. And the words added to this mesmerising affect – words like lulik, Ire Kere Kere, Umu Luluk – 

the spirit houses, fatu luku – the people – lilted and floated into the dreamy spaces of your imagination. 





the speakers were keen to keep emphasising the point that their music, architecture, dances, arts and 

crafts had been and should continue to be present in every aspect of their lives, and that any decisions 

about future education, business, tourism and employment had to make sure this centrality was preserved. 

Speakers warned against the possibility that the traditional arts be relegated to less valuable positions as 

the process of modernisation gained velocity. they were keen to underscore the vital social importance 

of the traditional arts, and pointed out a range of examples of how these cultural forms and practices 

had communal and personal benefits that deepened their people’s understanding of the world. these 

small, often seemingly incidental symbols and meanings were the lynch-pins that held together people’s 

relationship to each other and to place. And there could be no denying that those deceptively incidental 

links had proved too strong a mortar for colonialism to crush.

to be sure the visual evidence of these ‘things’ often did seem overwhelmingly unassuming – the carving 

of a door post, the dimensions of a lintel, the broken finials from a roof. the latter items – a pair – had 

survived the destruction of timor-Leste by Indonesia between 1974 and 1999 and were salvaged by 

the Museum and Art Gallery in darwin. As we listened to the speaker describing the significance of each 

aspect of the finials, each of the 220 centimetre carved hardwood roof decorations metamorphosed into 

magical conduits channelling a rich cultural history. Estimated to be approximately two hundred years old, 

the finials bore carved images of geckos, serpents and birds. Each of the animal totems were significant to 

the culture of timor-Leste; the finials provided a means of leading the founders of the spirit house beneath 

to their land and the afterlife. the magic must still have been working, because paper after paper re-traced 

the associations of symbols and icons that recounted a timor-Leste socio-cultural understanding that had 

proved almost incomprehensibly resilient in the face of colonisation and warfare. 

Images of the spirit houses were of stately, high-pitched thatch roofed buildings supported on heavily carved 

pillars and walls. the more recently built ones had been painted in glowing colours, but they had preserved 

the same emblems as those of the past – wonderful, perfectly round pairs of breasts, crescent moons, stars, 

geckos, dogs, birds each with local resonance and each playing its part in the cosmology of timor. 

one of the papers documented the quick growth and impact of catholicism on the island. Estimated to 

be at approximately three percent of the total population during the 1930s, the growth had burgeoned 

to ninety percent of the total population of timor-Leste by the 1990s. Part of the reason for this 
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success was the way the church had been careful not to disturb the old frameworks that already 

existed. the speaker described how the church took care to obey the rules and hierarchies of the local 

community so that the existing ancestor worship was adapted and reinterpreted to fit in with christian 

beliefs. He explained how there were no contradictions between the old social frameworks and the social 

organisation of the church, so that biblical narratives could be adapted into local codes and mores. that 

would account for the big banner featuring the Pope I’d seen on my first drive from the airport to town, 

I thought. Portraying him like a northern hemisphere version of a timor-Leste leonine, the banner had 

developed a protean image that morphed in perfectly with both the local landscape and the adjoining 

banner advertising instant noodles.

the individual presentations and subject matter at the conference – including speakers who came from 

academic, business as well as from a range of roles in very regional areas - were diverse enough to 

challenge a veritable pantheon of animist gods. 

At the end of the conference Xanana returned to bestow his agreement, his blessing and his synopsis. All in 

triplicate. there was no doubt that he was an extremely charismatic speaker, it was just that a tendency to 

deliver the same message approximately three times with slighty different inflections seemed somewhat 

spurious. I had difficulty working out why until a colleague explained that it was part of the whole catholic 

ritual thing – the saying things in threes. It seemed a plausible explanation at the time, and so I kept listening. 

Xanana was gracious enough to keep mentioning the invaluable support and collaboration of the Australian 

university together with the support of Ausaid in keeping the project leading up to this discussion of a timor-

Leste Academy of the Arts afloat. For those of us in the audience who were aware of the history of Australia’s 

ugly role in the wrangle with timor-Leste’s off-shore gas and oil deposits, his graciousness approached the 

heights of aristocratic generosity. Australia’s efforts to push its own maritime boundaries back to within 

ninety miles of the East-timor coastline, according to timor-Leste officials, had contributed to upwards 

of a three hundred and sixty five million dollar loss for timor in the past decade. In response, timor-Leste 

had requested international mediation to establish the boundary at a mid-point between the timorese and 

Australian coastlines according to international maritime law. Australia, so far, had refused. In comparison with 

the hundreds of millions of dollars timor-Leste was losing per year in potential oil and gas revenues this little 

bit of diplomacy we were all currently involved in was trifling. 





As I sat there listening to Xanana’s outstanding diplomacy I recalled a banner I’d made during my first 

residency in the Philippines, where I’d mounted an installation in the Australia centre, Manila. during 

that time I’d re-worked a huge local hand-painted movie billboard featuring an extreme close-up of two 

people kissing and over-painted it with the words, ‘Internationally speaking, cross-cultural exchange is the 

lubricant for economic intercourse’. nothing seemed to have changed. When things get sticky, send in the 

artists.

My dear, life rarely gives us what we want at the moment we consider  

appropriate. Adventures do occur, but not punctually. 

– E. M. Forster, A Passage to India, 1924

tHE End oF the conference seemed like a good opportunity to try to see some of those things about the 

place that we still had no experience of. But no. the official duties had still not finished. I’d learned that 

the rest of the group had absconded from the official fashion show on the night I’d been immersed in the 

exploits of Heff, ranulph and Angelina. now our hosts had gone to the trouble of providing us with a second 

opportunity to see the show. By now it was late afternoon. We were separated into two groups to be ferried 

to the complementary second fashion show and I was put into the group that had to go in a car that had 

a flat tyre. the vehicle was a very up-to-date four-wheel drive but no one could find the jack. I was dead 

keen about pulling everything out the back so I could dig around in the pockets under there to look for it, 

but I managed to rein in both my frustration and my zeal about searching for it. Instead, in the dying light of 

the sun, amidst the slowly cruising taxis in the parking lot near the road, I talked quietly to myself about the 

merits of discretion and patience. Someone produced a jack from another car and what seemed like teams 

of people got involved in the process of taking off the spare and replacing the damaged tyre. 

When the tyre was finally fixed we headed into the velvety night hugging the winding bends of the 

coastline. the lack of streetlights made it difficult to determine what kind of villages we were passing 

through; we seemed to be headed east. the silhouettes of small stalls irregularly framed passing glimpses 

of the ocean. the warm glow of cooking coals illuminated the little booths and lit those clustered around 

them with a theatrical and spooky up-light. on the other side of the road we passed a succession of what 

looked like makeshift night-clubs and restaurants. Most of the architecture appeared to have incorporated 

bamboo; from that distance, and at slow speed, they appeared elegant and inviting. the upstairs verandas 
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of many of them were filled with groups of drinkers and diners. Four-wheel drive vehicles unambiguously 

marked with the large letters u and n filled the carparks. After a long meandering drive we reached what 

appeared to be the end of the road. We parked in sandy loam, and proceeded to a large bamboo and wood 

entertainment pergola on the ocean side of the road. Glamorously dressed girls in high heels and short 

skirts asked for our tickets when we passed their little table at the entrance; we hurriedly and mistakenly 

explained that we’d already been paid for and entered the large wall-less enclosure. 

Inside people were milling round and drinking. there was a bamboo bar serving drinks at reasonable prices. 

to our huge relief there was an ongoing stream of waiters and waitresses offering a range of deep-fried 

tasty treats. there were lots of tofu squares, some calamari tentacles and there were skewers of cheese 

squares and cocktail onions that I hadn’t seen since the seventies. they were delicious. there’s something 

about being locked in a conference room for an extended period of time that sends me into a sensory 

deprivation panic. I find (a) that I inevitably eat at least three times as much as I normally do and (b) that I 

can’t stop myself continually drawing. More often than not the drawings are somewhat strange – usually 

associated with all those senses that have to be suppressed while you’re locked into a room and forced to 

do nothing but listen. this was no exception; during the conference I’d produced a suite of drawings that 

I’d made a mental note would have to be shredded or burned as soon as possible, and now I fell onto those 

tasty treats in a way that could also not be described as civil. I watched my colleagues and could tell that 

they were acting in a similar way. yes, it is true that we were hungry, but we’d all eaten a decent lunch, and 

there was an animal fever to this hunger that seemed to have escalated. the small waiters and waitresses 

carefully carrying their wares were jostled and shoved this way and that by the feeding frenzy of the group 

that immediately gathered around them.

the bamboo clubhouse that framed this scene was a wonderful creation. Perched on stilts above a rocky 

beach, a raised stage ran right across the ocean side of the room. Vivid spotlights with a cool blue cast 

had been arranged on the beach, where the sea had built up a high-tide line of stones. In the strange light 

each stone on that long hillock seemed to throw its own shadow; it was like an army of individual stones, 

all rising up as they approached the dais. this light bounced back into and off the ceiling of the room so 

that the people inside were illuminated by the reflected light of the stones. It all seemed very surrealistic. 

Beyond the short sharp drop of the beach the sea sulked and moved. the light caught the tips of little 

frothy waves and glinted now and then as the contours of the sea’s big black form shifted restlessly.  





I stood on the edge of the dais and looked and looked, munching on my spongy fistfuls of tofu and puzzling 

about where I was and what was happening. 

A band came on. they looked like thin black spidery silhouettes against that ocean and beach backdrop. 

their electric instruments were powered by car batteries. they launched into a great local version of a kind 

of cajun music and suddenly it all seemed perfect – the food, the drink, the place, the people, the waiting, 

watching rocks – I knew I’d never experience anything quite like this in my life ever again. I slid into the 

zone. Some people started to move a little to the music, but it was early, and inhibitions were still starchy. 

Most people watched, dressed in their slippery finery, from the safety of rows of plastic chairs.

After a bit of a break a tall, elegant young woman ascended the stage to speak into the microphone. She 

talked about how proud she was of her husband. the acoustics were compromised for a number of reasons 

– the sea, the crowd and the fact that there were no walls. I wasn’t sure of what she was saying. I thought 

she kept talking about her ‘organ’ and how wonderful he was, and how his future was so great, and how 

good it was to be with him tonight. I had thought she might be talking about the little lead singer of the 

cajun group, who one of my colleagues thought had also been the Mc of the conference, who was now 

revealing his less strait-jacketed alter-ego, cunningly disguised with thick framed glasses, and I in turn 

thought, ‘gosh, he’s a lucky guy – his wife is a honey’. But then the next group came onto the stage, and I 

realised that her husband – whose name, revealed by the cd’s on sale, was ‘ogan’ – was the lead singer. 

the band started up and I found myself longing for the return of the cajun band. now all the well-dressed 

people in the audience could be partly explained – this was a cd launch of what looked like an upper-class 

get-up planned to coincide with the fashion show. the mellow mood subsided into a try-hard party time. 

My resolve to enjoy myself was weakening, and I turned towards the entrance. 

When I approached the group of girls at the entrance to ask about the possibility of getting a taxi, they 

immediately adopted a crestfallen mien and chanted in unison: ‘oh noooo. not possible heeeeeeere.’ 

Perhaps they’d discovered my lie about the entrance ticket and were pleased I was feeling marooned. But 

I was not in a mood to easily accept defeat in my plans for escape; I thanked them and headed across the 

dark road to what looked like another bar, where all the deep-fried nibblies had been coming from. But 

before I could reach the dim light of the building a lithe form launched itself at me, careening around my 

feet and jumping up at me as if I’d finally arrived after all those years. closer to the illuminated bar I was 

previous page:

Dili’s ocean esplanade– for many kilometres 

past the city centre, the road continues its 

twists and turn to follow the contours of the 

beautiful coastline.



delighted to see that she was at least three parts heeler – a lovely red-dog with a stumpy tail, but way too 

elongated to be a full-breed. Who knows why she was behaving with such warm, hospitable effusiveness? 

I could make a good guess, though: even though I took pains to wash my garments as regularly as the rest 

of the population I was aware that my boots and bag reeked of dog and horses. twice a day every day 

my routine took me down to the local paddocks back home in Brisbane, and no doubt that lovely animal 

had read the entire story through the scent trail. She was a beauty, and I responded with the warmth she 

deserved. 

Her owner appeared slowly out of the gloom, leaning heavily on a cane. He was a big man, and as he 

approached, dressed in what I swear was a khaki over-shirt and shorts he looked far too much like 

coppola’s version of conrad’s colonel Kurz for my liking. I could see that his left hand was palsied. He 

stood back with a kind of regal disdain as he watched his dog make a fuss of me. ‘She’s got heeler in 

her,’ I offered. ‘She IS a heeler,’ he corrected, and I knew there wasn’t going to be anything gained from 

contradiction. He was serving with the un, he told me, and was about to return to East Africa the following 

day after a three-year stint in dili. He also told me that the dog had been given her needles, and that she’d 

be following him later. He asked what I was doing there, and I told him. I also told him I was leaning against 

the otherwise empty bar because I was trying to find a way of getting a taxi. He told me I’d have Buckley’s 

chance, but then pulled the number of his personal driver from his cell-phone and explained the situation. 

He barked some instructions and advised me that the driver Juan was a student driving to support his 

studies, and that he’d be there in a yellow cab inside twenty minutes. then he limped into the night. He’d 

made the dog sit and stay while he walked into the darkness – as a kind of penance, I thought – until she 

bounded dutifully away across the road in response to his whistle.

I walked back into the party and let two of my colleagues in on the taxi miracle. they were pleased to 

abscond with me. the others were having fun, enjoying the spirit of the night and lining up for photo 

opportunities with Jose ramos Horta, who had occupied one side of the pavilion surrounded by a group 

of very attractive young people. ‘Family members,’ we’d been informed. I caught sight of Juan’s yellow car 

arriving and called to the others that we had to go.





It was like a weary pilgrimage amongst hints for nightmares.

 Joseph conrad, Heart of Darkness, 1902.

durInG LuncH tHE day before I met a guy who’d given me information about how to get to places 

beyond dili. He’d been very helpful, and I had worked out that there were two near-by destinations that 

would be do-able by public transport in a day. the first was the former Portuguese town of Maubara, 

which we could get to by taxi to the bus stop near the airport (flat rate $2.00) and then a little local bus to 

the town (also flat rate $2.00). He said it might take two hours and that we wouldn’t miss it – there were 

tourist stands on the seaside of the road and the restored Fort on the other. He didn’t tell me any more. I 

settled on that destination for the possibly spurious reason that the distance seemed do-able and that it 

might be nice to get outside dili for a day and that a Portuguese ruin might be an added bonus.

I took the idea to the group but in the end we were organised by our hosts again – this time into a four-

wheel-drive ute with a flat rate that was much more expensive. Lots of reasons were given for what I 

thought was a somewhat avuncular decision: it would be ‘safer’, there may not be enough buses travelling 

through on the way back, stuff like that. We took off around midday, after a long breakfast and de-brief 

in the vast, otherwise empty dining room of the Hotel timor. the morning sun shone in shafts through the 

venetian shutters and glanced off the glasses, heavy cutlery and starched table-cloths. remnants of the 

excellent food lay in scraps on the heavy crockery. More coffee was ordered. In the crumbling remnants of 

the official duties and the opulent meal, the disintegrating appeal of colonialism’s spoils lay scattered across 

the stained thick tablecloth.

Half of us piled into the cabin of the Landcruiser and half piled in the back and we headed out of the city 

for the first time. It felt like an adventure.

the other side of dili bore evidence of modernisation – there was a megamall that didn’t seem to be open, 

lots of markets, a car-sales yard and a series of restaurants. I thought to myself that there must have been 

more restaurants per capita than in any other town I’d ever been to. As the road left the outskirts of the town 

the scenery was alternately spectacular or desolate. Whenever the journey ran right beside the sea, often 

on roads that had been cut into the escarpment that from time to time came right to the water’s edge, the 

views were stunning: sparkling water and tumbling rocks and boats and an occasional bather. But whenever 

it turned away from the coastline there was a sullen poverty to the land. At one point we traversed a long 
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section of salt-pans. Goats roamed as if on tip-toe among the dry, spindly acacia trees that had managed to 

survive the saline conditions. Further on there were breaks of a species of unfamiliar mangroves. 

I was on the sea side of the ute’s tray, and looked in vain for crops. tiny, abject villages had been fenced in 

with woven spiky palm stalks – dry and deteriorating. occasionally an emaciated pawpaw tree sprouting 

almost repulsively fecund bulbs of fruit clinging to its thin bole was the only thing that hinted at the 

possibility of a more productive future. Further on a line of tragic looking garments had been arranged 

to dry on a string. I grew dispirited. the chatter of my colleagues travelling inside the cabin continued 

unabated with an animated intensity that was completely out of place in this exhausted landscape. I turned 

longingly back to the tray of the ute. My companions appeared fine – jaunty and liberated with a delicate 

pall of dust. on the other side of the road the range looked devastated from land clearing – bare patches 

of pink earth glowed between plantings of stunted eucalypts.

the driver was extremely considerate, negotiating the pot-holes and crevasses of the road mindful of 

his passengers and, no doubt, the axle of his vehicle. Part-way through the journey the road arrived at a 

cluster of wonderfully colourful buildings, all freshly painted. they were a complete visual shock after all 

the muted tones of the road leading up to them. they might have looked more at home in trinidad. We 

never had a chance to find out what they were. their shutters were down, they were closed, and as soon 

as we approached them the road took a sharp turn to the left and we entered a small village with crumbling 

remnants of Portuguese architecture. My colleagues immediately recognised a building that had been 

featured in the movie Balibo. Stains blotched the once-white portico, and a group of men sat poking at a 

fire near a shed out the back. It was an official looking building, and the road again turned sharply to the 

left between the front of the building and a sad, abandoned looking monument on the other side of the 

road. talk in the ute turned to the movie and to the history that had inspired it – how a team of reporters 

and cameramen – two Australians, a new Zealander and two Brits who had been covering the worsening 

situation in East timor came to be known as the Balibo Five after they’d been gunned down by Indonesian 

troops in 1975, just prior to the Indonesian invasion. Although it was contentious that Indonesia never 

accepted responsibility for their deaths, it was even more contentious that both the Australian and uS 

governments had encouraged President Suharto to invade East timor, arguing that the country could 

develop into a threat to western democracy. And although the team of young journalists knew that they 

were involved in a risky situation, they felt sure that their status as non-locals would offer them some safety.





But they’d been naïve, unaware of the fact that the Australian government had secretly endorsed Suharto’s 

decision to invade the Portuguese colony. And up to that point, when the conversation in the ute slowly 

escalated in heat, I’d been naïve to the fact that Australia’s position in this matter had been lead by Gough 

Whitlam. the argument went back and forth – there was talk that the government was well aware of the 

danger to the young reporters, but that they’d sat on their hands in order to get the invasion underway. 

In the clammy claustrophobia of the day’s heat the information was almost gaggingly difficult to swallow. 

So much for heroes, I thought. I recalled my argument of two days ago, spurred by Brecht’s quote. I 

reconsidered my evaluation of Xanana Gusmao’s responses during the unfolding events of the short time 

spent in this country in the wake of crisis, and settled moodily down into the private work of attempting to 

untangle all the threads of what I’d seen and heard over the past few days.

By tHE tIME we arrived at Maubara my mood had descended to morose, that didn’t sit well with the 

sparkling day. the truck pulled in to a car park next to a scattering of small huts selling tourist souvenirs. 

I surveyed the destination irritably and decided that the guy I’d met at the café the day before had been 

wrong: it would have been all too easy to drive right past this destination. the group disembarked and 

picked their way through the tourist stalls. the woven baskets were colourful and pretty but I was in no 

mood to even pretend to show interest. Instead I walked round the back of one of the stalls and stuck 

my nose into what a woman was preparing for lunch. She appeared to be picking through a lap-full of 

watercress. I was surprised to find the possibility of anything green and edible having been produced 

within the territory we’d just covered. I decided to head across the road to the fort, a huge concrete wall 

manned by two cannons on each of its sea-facing extremities. I walked through the portico and entered an 

indoor garden area where picnic tables stood on an elevated platform and a makeshift children’s play area 

had been constructed to the left. Straight ahead was a little white building housing a tourist outlet, a café 

and toilets. Another small group had already taken possession of the café and a group of local kids were 

manning the swings. I poked around the tourist outlet. the goods had been arranged sparingly. there were 

the usual soaps and weavings and basketry, and the quality was high.

the courtyard garden was shaded by tall trees, and the stone-laid pathways crunched with their fallen 

leaves. Walking through the arched doorway was like walking into another time, even though there had 

been no attempt to restore the original Fort beyond its walls. But for me there was a mood of enveloping 

ennui in there. I felt like I’d entered a space of numbing lassitude, and I sat for hours on a chin-up bar 
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thinking of nothing and not wanting to move. I kept recalling the mood cast by Jean rhys in The Wide 

Sargasso Sea – a sense that the almost anthropomorphic tropical landscape was slowly smothering its 

inhabitants in the most beautiful way. I struck up a conversation with a colleague about this and the 

discussion moved on to other destinations so beautifully and magically captured by their writers. the talk 

rolled on and on, and my mood shifted as a gratitude for literature and its ability to grant access to places 

and times that would otherwise be lost to us gradually took over. the talk then inexplicably turned to 

catholicism and the value of ritual and then took another turn and wound back, as usual, to aspects of 

Australia. And then just as things were about to get knotty and complex, the rest of the group all jumped 

up at once from the sitting platform and announced that they were going in for lunch. I was grateful the 

spell had been momentarily broken.

Lunch was a meal of beautifully presented fish, salad, what looked like instant mashed potato and small 

dishes of seaweed. Again I chose to forget the international attention that had been recently given to 

the Spanish cucumber scandal and the world’s new fear of salads. Again, despite the warnings of the 

international press, my colleagues and my very own alimentary system, I tucked in. It was delicious.

restored by the food, we decided it might be worth exploring beyond the fort. there didn’t seem to be much 

on offer. Across the road and down a bit a church leaned into the light. A glimpse into the window revealed that 

it was well and truly in use. there was a big brass bell strung up heavily near the entrance. the stony ground 

was scattered with goat droppings. Further down a large house with broken windows looked like it might have 

once been a manse. It was as if there was so little to see. I jumped down the rock wall, peeled off my boots and 

socks, and tried the sand and the sea. I soon felt stupid. It just didn’t feel like the kind of place you should do 

such a flippant, touristy kind of thing. So I dusted off the grainy black sand, pulled the footwear back on and 

headed across the road. A very sad looking cemetery was crowded with tiny graves marked by badly shaped 

concrete forms painted in fading gelati colours. We stood reading the names. Many were unmarked. Lots of 

them featured surnames of large families. It was all ramshackle and untidy and forgotten. I didn’t know what to 

do. this exploration was not delivering any kind of insight – just a persistent feeling of sadness.

It WAS not until later on – much later on, when we’d returned to dili, that we found out that during 1999 

Maubara had been the site of a terrible massacre. We were told that over two hundred local people had 

been killed there by pro-Indonesian militia and that many village children had been left orphans. What 





made it worse was the fact that so much of the killing had been undertaken by the militia group known as 

Besi Merah Putih, a group of timorese that had turned against their own people. 

But we didn’t know this at the time – it just seemed as though everything seemed so unable to be 

‘explored’. there was a strange shroud of impenetrability in that country.

 We headed back to the 17th century fort that at least had the vestiges of a perimeter and a history. I 

was keen to get going. I hopped into the back of the ute in a mute signal to move the show along, but 

my colleagues persisted in mooching around the tourist huts some more. the late afternoon sun had the 

back of the ute cooking up a treat, and pretty soon I was close to boiling as well. Still, once we eventually 

started back I momentarily felt like a pall had lifted as we headed back towards dili dreaming up plans 

for the future. the discussion was great – insane, but great. one of my colleagues blurted out a rush of 

plans that at the time sounded adventurous and wonderful: an on-line game that encouraged gamers to 

work collaboratively towards a sustainable village-based economic recovery; a zombie movie all shot on 

location featuring timor-Leste ghost spirits, that kind of thing. the plans and shared babbling erupted as 

an antedoteantidote for lifting the numbing lid of languor that had descended on all of us.

We must have been keen to get home, because those of us in the back howled in unison when the driver took 

a detour and we ended up on another stretch of coastal road that was particularly bad; there was no road 

seal and the vegetation on either side seemed far more close and jungly. All of a sudden a line-up of concrete 

beach pavilions emerged from the tall stands of dry grass along the sea side of the road. they were cracked 

and unkempt, and looked for all the world like a string of executioners masquerading as party clowns. It was 

uncanny – ‘Who’d want to come here?’ someone asked. they were completely and utterly uninviting. It was 

as if someone had hatched the idea of a resort, made a start, decided that it was a bad decision after all and 

just let it all drop into rack and ruin. the driver spoke no English, so we had no way of knowing why he’d driven 

us on this detour. We travelled on further and came to a kind of cul-de-sac on a heavily shaded, grassed 

area beside the beach where groups of timorese families appeared to be picnicking. For a wildly imaginative 

moment I wondered whether we’d been driven into a heist, but then we just turned round and headed back. 

I was still heavily involved in crop-spotting, and pointing out the kinds of pods and tree types that I’d never 

seen before with a regularity that was obviously irritating to my colleagues perched in the tray of the 
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toyota. there was a copse of palm trees that had no fronds – only a crown of pods on top as if they were 

mutants. there was also a kind of large pod – larger than an apple and bright red, that grew high in the 

bare branches of some tree. So I guess I wasn’t paying quite as much attention to the ground. It wasn’t until 

we got back that we realised that the driver had actually taken us to the former beach resort of Liquisa, 

the town that had been destroyed during the struggle for independence, and that was the continuation of 

the Portuguese buildings featured in Balibo that we’d passed on the way to Maubara. 

In rEtroSPEct tHE cracked, crumbling concrete beach pavilions stood there as stern sentinels – tragic 

impotent witnesses to what had passed. the clues to what had once happened not so long ago in this country 

were almost incidental, but they were there. So many of them were only recognisable as places of significance 

after we’d returned and picked up bits and pieces of history and myth. once we’d reconnected to the main 

road back to dili glimpses of what looked like a shallow saline lake appeared intermittently between the rows 

of waterlogged trees. A line from dorothea Mackellar’s poem My country surfaced– ‘ stark white ring-barked 

forests, all tragic to the moon’. It was a still, impassive landscape, and again, only emerged as significant after 

we were later told that this was a favourite site for Indonesian soldiers to dispatch of timorese prisoners, 

limbs bound tightly, to face a slow death being eaten by crocodiles in the shallow waters. 

By this stage the sky had become low and dour. It seemed as though it was sure to rain, and we each made 

bets about whether it would or wouldn’t. I was on the ‘wouldn’t’ side – it was a long time before rainy 

season, and I’d watched a similar skyline develop over the ranges every afternoon I’d been there. In the end 

it let down a few drops as the road turned in closer to the mountains, so none of us won.

It felt good to arrive back in what seemed by comparison to be familiar territory. I was spent – I’d run the 

gauntlet of a number of conflicting emotions and I didn’t quite understand why. Plus it had been hot in the 

back of the ute. And plus a bit of time to think seemed as wonderful a prospect as a shower. But again – 

solitude was thwarted: as soon as we arrived at Hotel dili we were greeted by some other members of the 

group who declared that a farewell dinner had been organised for that night at 8. 30. Almost everyone 

who’d climbed out of the ute expressed disappointment – they were tired and the prospect of eating so 

late seemed too much like a test of endurance. Still, it was the last night. A show of diplomacy was called 

for. I cast my eyes longingly at the Meals of the day whiteboard on the little bar of the Hotel dili – one of 

the items seemed to read ‘Fried Mice’. I gazed at it longingly. I just wanted to ‘stay home’. I wished I could 

have stayed there and tried them.





the next morning the group scattered in different directions for the first time. We were scheduled to fly 

out to darwin at 5.00 that evening and there were little bits of tidying up some had to do. I’d wanted a 

leisurely lie-in watching cnn, so I was narky when I realised that the hotel shut down all satellite tV as 

soon as your time was up. I met some of the stragglers from the group for a slow last breakfast. I was keen 

to check out how things had developed the night before.

 

I HAd StArtEd out as a good obedient punter – I’d showered and spruced up a little for the dinner after 

the ute ride, and then we jumped in taxis and headed down the coastline in the other direction from that 

we’d taken to get to Maubara. the road was long and winding and dark, and the driver averaged about 

twenty-five kilometres per hour. I could well understand why. Inky shapes – people, groups of children, 

dogs, other vehicles, kept emerging from all directions at the most surprising times. you had to be eternally 

vigilant and careful. Eventually we arrived at what seemed like the end of the road and disembarked. there 

was a very large monument featuring concrete crocs posed in samba positions, but it was too dark to see 

the details. We asked each restaurant in turn about our destination and everyone shook their heads – they 

had never heard of the address we’d been given. Again I suspected a possible heist. the taxi driver had 

disappeared into the night and there wasn’t another vehicle to be seen. We limped back the way we came 

and eventually found our way to the restaurant we were to meet at. I groaned inwardly – there was a 

big brick fence and the garden had been landscaped – it was going to be a posh and showy affair. When 

we climbed up to the veranda we could see a few of our group already seated at our table that stretched 

from end to end. It had been carefully set with an assortment of wine glasses and heavy cutlery. My 

mind went into fast forward, the clues tumbling towards data-predicting outcomes: (a) there would be 

a lot of civilised drinking before eating, (b) that would necessitate a lot of chat, (c) there were still a lot 

of empty seats; we’d be waiting until the entire table arrived, (d) there were a lot of other people in the 

restaurant; food might be slow, (e) I was hungry as hell and would probably turn grumpy, (f) it was already 

nine o’clock. I weighed up the costs in terms of diplomacy, politeness, the possibilities of enjoyment and 

pleasure. then I thought of the menu on the bar of the wonderfully crummy Hotel dili. I stood up, carefully 

made my apologies to the head of the table, and headed out for the darkness of the road. I asked the guy 

minding the gate if he could call me a taxi. He was a neat, fierce, compact man with a shaved head and 

army fatigues. After a few attempts at shouting down the phone he gestured to his motorbike and said 

he’d drive me home. I had no hesitation in agreeing, pulled on a helmet, and climbed on. From time to time 

on that journey I was wracked with a mix of feelings of guilt and doubt about a range of small things.  
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For the third time that day I imagined yet another heist on the camber of the impossibly dark roads. It was 

getting to be a repetitive theme. then I imagined that my inappropriate clothing would get tangled up and 

I would do an Isadora duncan. I imagined that there might be unreasonable demands for fees. I blame the 

fatigue and hunger for these tragically close-to-the-ground flights of imagination. But when we got there 

I felt immensely relieved. As luck would have it, there were no mice on the menu. I’m a vegetarian anyway. 

But the food and the solitude were a restorative combination. 

over breakfast the story my companions narrated about dinner not arriving til 11.30 washed away any 

doubts I might have had about doing a bolt; all it did was increase my admiration for their fortitude and 

endurance. I knew I could never have lasted the distance, and yet here they were still acting civil the 

morning after. 

At LEASt I’d borrowed a little time to do some thinking; I had hatched a plan to take the time we had left 

to travel up to dare, a village in the mountains behind dili that held a school, a café and a memorial. they 

were pleased to come along, so four of us hopped into a cab. 

the café and memorial museum had been completed in 2009 by Australia’s department of Veterans Affairs 

to commemorate the fortieth anniversary of the original dare memorial that had been built in 1969 by 

funds from the 2/2nd commando Association that had served in timor along with the 2/4th Independent 

company as part of the Australian Army during World War II. during the time of the war Portugal had 

remained neutral, but Australia was keen to use that particular part of Portuguese territory as a bulwark 

against the possibility of invasion by the Japanese. Similar to the long, drawn out series of skirmishes and 

guerrilla tactics used in new Guinea, the Australian war effort in East timor depended to a great extent on 

the support and assistance of local people. that original memorial had been built by the diggers as a way of 

honouring their deep and ongoing respect for the timorese people who had fought alongside them.

the road up to dare wound past the busy market place and climbed sharply up and up in a series of 

switchbacks through thin forests and traces of houses and villages that had been cut into the step slopes. It 

was sparsely wooded, but every so often the huge dimensions of an old rainforest giant rose up to remind 

us of the vast forests of sandalwood that had once grown there. At every turn the view of dili below, 





Atauro beyond, and the fantastic slice of coastline was increasingly beautiful. Although it was a short five 

kilometre journey, it was slow going. We’d been told to look out for the café, and so hadn’t been clued up 

about what else to look for. As it happened on a Monday the café was shut, and with shutters down, it 

just looked like every other village shed. on the first drive past the memorial looked like nothing either – a 

slab of concrete, another slab of tin – that was it, so we just kept driving until the driver pulled up arrived 

at a school. the road was above the school. He pulled over to the side of the jungly track – we could look 

down over the roofs and the yard. there was a fat concrete Mary who looked like she’d been buried up to 

her waist and all around her were fat concrete animals. And a flat fat baby. All of them had been painted in 

bright colours but the donkey’s back had caved in.

 

the schoolyard was surrounded by three groups of old-fashioned buildings. the children – in uniforms and 

bare feet – seemed to range from very young right through to older ones. they appeared quite nonchalant 

at our presence – they kept on mooching around or playing or talking together as if we were like everyone 

else and that it was as normal as pie to have a mob of white visitors staring down from the road. It was 

such a lovely place – high up on flat land with the big forest trees all round. I wasn’t sure why the driver 

had stopped there – I asked him where we could get coffee through hand gestures and he nodded 

enthusiastically, climbed up the embankment opposite the school and struck out through the forest until 

I realised he was heading for a coffee tree. I stopped him and told him we wanted a café, and maybe 

something to eat, and he let us know that that was not possible.

It wasn’t until I’d had a chance to do some research once we’d returned back to Australia that I realised that 

the school had also been made possible through donations from the war veterans as a way of expressing 

their gratitude to the people who had worked with and fought alongside them. Looking back, maybe the 

kids were well used to small groups of Australians making pilgrimages up the mountain road to check out 

how things were working.

As the four of us stood reading the banners in the cool of that memorial bunker, the statistics of those lost 

was overwhelming – estimations were that of the twenty thousand Japanese troops that had arrived to 

fight in timor before the Australians left in 1943, there had been approximately fifteen hundred casualties; 

of the seven hundred Australian commandos, forty were killed. But it was the loss of lives of the local 

people that was the most difficult statistic to take in: approximately forty thousand timorese died during 

previous page:

Bonecas de Atuoro (women weavers from 

the Boneca cooperative, Atuoro) – Fabrics 

form an important aspect of Timor-Leste’s 

cultural heritage. These women operate a 

stall selling beautiful woven pieces of cloth 

at the festival site; the workshop offers 

a centre that fosters and celebrates the 

pride of retrieving ‘dignity and economic 

independence’ through work produced by 

their own hands.



the war as a direct result of assisting Australian troops. Given that the total population of timor-Leste at 

that time was just a quarter of a million, the proportion of the losses was even more staggering; nearly a 

fifth of the population died.

It was mid-day by now; there was no prospect of any food up there on the mountain, but it was hard 

to pull ourselves away from the stories in that bunker – accounts described how the criados had 

supported the Australians in all sorts of ways, and how that support continued even though dili had had 

major damage inflicted by the Allied bombing of the country. the best story of the local population’s 

inventiveness, resourcefulness and preparedness to ‘make do’ involved the gathering together of 

miscellaneous parts in order to fabricate a radio (the famous ‘Winnie the War Winner’) through which the 

Australian troops were able to reconnect with darwin.

the re-building of the memorial museum and café project had been initiated by Kirsty Sword Gusmao, wife 

of the president, who had spoken so eloquently two days before at the conference of the need to preserve 

the diverse languages scattered across the small country. the simplicity of the refurbishment preserved 

a certain humility that was in keeping with not only the ‘make do’ spirit of the soldiers and their criados, 

but also of the original memorial that had been undertaken by the veterans who had had enough practical 

sense to provide the school and the café right alongside the memorial.

It seemed a good place to have ended up, right on the last day. there was still packing to do, and so we 

climbed back in the taxi and headed down the winding roads back to dili.

We flew out of dili in the early evening. I had a window seat and watched that long meandering coastline as 

it disappeared. In between surveying the view below I turned the pages of a beautiful publication that had 

been given to me at the conference. Published by the Museum and Art Gallery of the northern territory, 

it provided a good overview of a range of cultural forms unique to timor – weavings, carvings, jewellery, 

ceramics, small remnants of architecture. But one image stopped me turning those pages – a photograph of 

a lovely little wooden pony. He reminded me of the carving I’d admired in the shop two days ago. He looked 

blockish and stalwart, and I was completely taken aback to read that one of his kinsmen – another timor 

pony – had found his way into a starring role in Banjo Patterson’s poem ‘the Man from Snowy river’.





It wasn’t until I had arrived home that I was able to confirm it. And sure enough – it was true. the scrawny 

little outsider – the guy who had been mounted on a skinny runt of a horse so small that the other riders 

had decided he would be a liability to take along – made up the same duo that clancy alone had had faith 

in. I include two stanzas of the poem:

And one was there, a stripling on a small and weedy beast, 

He was something like a racehorse undersized, 

With a touch of timor pony -- three parts thoroughbred at least -- 

And such as are by mountain horsemen prized. 

He was hard and tough and wiry -- just the sort that won‘t say die – 

there was courage in his quick impatient tread; 

And he bore the badge of gameness in his bright and fiery eye, 

And the proud and lofty carriage of his head. 

But still so slight and weedy, one would doubt his power to stay, 

And the old man said, `that horse will never do 

For a long and tiring gallop -- lad, you‘d better stop away, 

those hills are far too rough for such as you.‘ 

So he waited sad and wistful -- only clancy stood his friend --

I think we ought to let him come,‘ he said; `

I warrant he‘ll be with us when he‘s wanted at the end, 

For both his horse and he are mountain bred. 

It might just as easily be an epitaph to the people and spirit of timor-Leste. It worked for me. It still does. 

recognition of the value of that spirit – of the small, often disenfranchised outsider who’ll go the extra 

mile and then some – runs deep in Australian sentiment. For those of us old enough to remember the 

cadence of Patterson’s words ever since primary schools wisely encouraged us to recite whole verses off 

by heart, the poem runs blood-deep. And as for those who may not recognise Patterson’s words, it’s easy 

enough to check out the details of the Australian ten-dollar note for some clues – there he is – that little 

bit-part timor pony, a central part of our Australian legendry, and we almost forgot he was there.
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