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Leo Duffy is one of our parishioners. He used to run the hardware store in our small town, before the growth of the mega DIY stores made his business an uphill struggle.  His wife Angela was a teacher. Both are now 70-ish. They have four grown up children and several grandchildren.


In January 2003 teachers Angela Duffy and a friend went out on a volunteer teaching mission to help the Salesian Sisters near Adwa in Ethiopia, teaching the students English. Our parish and neighbouring parishes and groups helped financially in raising funds for any useful projects or needs out there.  I know some of our money went to buy a desperately needed water tank for a school in Kenya. 


The following year the intrepid pair went again, this time to Cambodia, to Salesian girls’ high school with 700 pupils near Phnom Penh. It turned out that some Japanese donors had generously given the school 25 new computers. They needed help with the installation.

So Angela e-mailed Leo to come out and join her. Leo did the job, and then installed the 25 old computers in a different school. He ended up teaching the children computing for five months.


The fact that the girls became computer literate meant that even the poorest were able to obtain good secretarial posts when they left school, and not end up on the streets, as sadly many do in the capital.


Last year Leo and Angela arranged another assignment together - ever more remote: five months in a girls’ mission school at Fuiloro in East Timor, five hours by rough roads from the capital Dili. East Timor, the world’s newest independent nation, recently struggled from its Indonesian invaders with UN help. Its population is about one million, 95% Catholic.

Leo and Angela were expecting to be at the John Bosco boys and girls Veterinary and Agricultural college, but they ended up at the Secretarial and Sewing college for girls. However all the girls have to learn computer studies in English, so their talents were not wasted.


The school was brand new because it had been rebuilt after the Indonesian army burnt it down. The nuns fled with over 200 children to the mountains, until the invaders had left. So accommodation was quite good for the poorest country in Asia. Everywhere there are villages burnt down and now deserted, because the inhabitants were all massacred. The rebuilding will take a long time. Tropical, but hardly a paradise. 


“No running water, no electricity, no telephone, but life goes on much the same for the people here, even Angela and I have got used to it. We call it Timor time, light and dark is all that matters, and plenty of patience. I am convinced they can all see in the dark,” reported Leo.


“When they are having study time in the evening they have a candle on each desk, then go to bed with fifty in a dorm using a candle….it’s so dangerous climbing into a bed with a mosquito net around you.”


“Our bedroom has a tiled floor, we spray our room at least three times a day with a fly killer. Twice a day we sweep the floor, each time we sweep at least 500-1000 flies off the floor, mainly  about 2 millimetres across, but they can be up to 75 millimetres, not pleasant when you are just about to go to sleep.”

Most of the girls’ homes were in small villages in huts with earth floors, walls built out of palm leaf stems, roofs thatched with palm leaves, and if they are lucky, a well within half a mile. “Nearly all the family get TB or Malaria, at some time in their lives, it’s so damp here with the monsoon rains every day, our mattresses have never been dry since we arrived.”

“I now realise there are jobs in the cottage hospitals, clinics, police station, army, banks, in fact we could have found jobs for many more, some of them asked for five or six students, we appear to be the only school in East Timor teaching Access.  All this is done using a generator three hours every afternoon, morning is spent teaching them English with Angela translating computer language into Tetum so they can understand what it all means.”


They managed to install a small generator so as to be able to run the computers in the afternoon without having to switch the large generator on:


“It’s amazing what a gang of young girls can do, Monday morning they started digging a 300 meter trench to place the cable in and by Wednesday night the cable had been placed in a protective cover By Friday we had it up and running, it will now save a few gallons of diesel per week by not having to run the main generator. 


We have no running water: it is pumped from a twenty metre deep well and stored in a large tank, that we think it has a leak somewhere. Unless the generator is running, we have no water till the national grid kicks in at 6.30pm until 11.pm, rather difficult when you have 100 girls using large amounts of water for cooking washing and cleaning.”   


Later on Leo reported: “My transformer for my laptop has burnt out, the voltage here is up and down all the time. Not good for computers, but life goes on. Tomorrow is another day.”

Everyone living outside the capital has to grow their own food, enough to last them through the dry season; starvation is never far away in the isolated parts of the country.  All meals consists of boiled rice, fish and various types of boiled leaves, most of them very bitter:  papaya leaves, papaya flowers, green papaya fruit and ripe papaya, pumpkin leaves and pumpkin fruit. 

The Sisters say that these contain quinine, which helps resist malaria although everybody still gets it. Leo resorted to pasta and bananas most days. All the food has to be picked fresh from the garden for every meal, because there is no way of keeping it fresh without electricity and refrigeration.  Chickens or pigs have to be slaughtered just prior to eating: at least everything is fresh.


East Timor was a Portuguese colony, and the new government have decided that the national language should again be Portuguese. The problem is that very few people speak it – the native language is Tetum - so valuable time and money is being wasted teaching it.


Most of the present government are freedom fighters who fled to Mozambique during the war and were out of the country for 25 years. The UN organised democratic elections. However the returnees from Mozambique, communist in their ideology, were better organised than the Fretelim freedom fighters who had remained in the country. The returnees won many of the seats. The people didn’t realise how strong their communist element was

The Ministers speak Portuguese and the people speak Tetum. Nearly all the government ministers live in Dili. It’s no wonder that here at the very tip of the island we have no TV, radio, telephone, running water, good roads or transport.  There are valuable oil and gas reserves waiting to be developed within Timorese territorial waters. 


Even Dili, the capital, has only 50,000 population, with two large shops similar to Netto, a few poorly stocked small shops, and the rest are market stalls. The second biggest town is Baucau with just market stalls.


During April 2005 the Catholic bishops organised massive demonstrations in Dili, to oppose the dropping of RE from the school curriculum, and expressing anger at the dropping of investigations against militia involved in the massacres under the Indonesians.

Leo reported: “There is a feeling of unease and confusion throughout the villages. The Army and police are on opposite sides. The police are now heavily armed and being paid more than the army. The prime Minister is a Muslim and he is stopping the Catholic Church from teaching religion in the schools: he has threatened to close all the church schools if they don’t stop demonstrating, even though 97% are Catholic. If anyone is killed by the police the army have threatened to step in. None of the policemen are in favour of what is going on. They have had enough of war.”


The bishops brought thousands of Catholics onto the streets, and surrounded the Parliament building with statues of Our Lady, until the Prime Minister backed down.


Leo and Angela did get home safely after all, though at one point it looked as if they wouldn’t be able to leave when they were supposed to.


At the moment we are receiving weekly reports from Leo and Angela from a Salesian school for street boys in Cebu, the Phillippines. Basically it is a home for street children, homeless boys, abandoned boys, rejected boys and economically poor boys, but they all have a wonderful smile and are very eager to learn.


We pray for their continuing good health.  A few years ago Leo was rushed into Chorley Hospital for a gall bladder operation. Something went wrong, an artery was nicked, and the doctors couldn’t stop the bleeding. He was 14 weeks in intensive care, goodness knows how many litres of blood transfusions they gave him, and nearly died twice. It was the Sacrament of the Sick and everybody’s prayers, I think, which brought him back.


So how’s that for a new angle on world tourism and silver surfing? –spend part of your retirement helping underprivileged youngsters overseas – and enjoying it far more than you might in tourist hotels.

