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A new venture
born from the
experiences
of three Timor
veterans aims to
show veterans
of all eras
the positive
outcomes of
service and assist
in their healing
and rehabilitation.
Kylie Hatfield
Department of Defence
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 TIMOR AWAKENING

“EAST

Timor is a
country that
is absolutely peaceful right now and
has been for years, and that’s partly
to do with the positive intervention
of Australian troops,” Michael
Stone said, as he prepared to recall
his extraordinary professional and
personal relationship with one
of Australia’s closest geographic
neighbours.
On the eve of the launch of a new
program that will see veterans of
any era visit East Timor on an
adventure to experience how
the people and the country have
rehabilitated, and reflect on their own
journeys, Michael explained that his
mission now is to build on the strong
relationships between Timorese and
Australians, established throughout
years of military history between
the two nations.
“We are hoping to fulfil the promises
of the Commandos of WWII; going
back and looking after the people that
looked after us.”
Australia’s military relationship with
East Timor began in WWII when our
troops established positions in the
territory in an attempt to stem Japan’s
advance. Fighting side-by-side with
the Australians, tens of thousands of
Timorese lost their lives.
“There is a legendary story of

OPPOSITE:
East Timorese
children laugh
and play in a
cloud of water
spray during a
Christmas Eve
lunch hosted for
children from
the Dominican
Orphanage in Dili.
(Photo: LAC Leigh
Cameron)

survival, where the 2/2 Commandos
were the only unit to be encircled by
the Japanese, but to never surrender or
get captured. They survived for months
without contact – Pacific Command
actually thought they had been taken
prisoner,” Michael explained.
“Eventually radio contact connected
them with Darwin and they were
reinforced, but stayed in Timor doing
special forces-type raids to delay many
Japanese from deploying to Papua New
Guinea and the South Pacific.
“They wouldn’t have survived
without the East Timorese who helped
them, some barely teenagers, who
carried weapons, ammunition, found

them food, and helped find routes
when on ambushes or when they
were compromised.”
As any soldier would, the Australian
troops told those who helped them
that they would look after them, with
honest intention. However, when the
time came to be taken out of Timor
toward the end of 1942, the soldiers
were told they couldn’t take any
Timorese with them, and they would
be left behind.
“The Australian Commandos that
left always had the utmost respect,
and I understand felt great anxiety and
sorrow about having to leave these
guys behind. And they were among
the strongest advocates for East Timor
throughout the second half of last
century,” Michael said.
Fifty-seven years later, Australian

LEFT (TOP TO
BOTTOM):
An Australian
soldier from
the Townsvillebased 3rd
Combat Engineer
Regiment (3CER)
looks on as a
group of young
Timorese boys
give the soldiers
working in the
market place their
sign of approval,
October, 1999
(Photo: SGT Gary
Ramage); A Suai
family receiving
essential food and
supplies, October,
1999 (Photo: SGT
Gary Ramage);
President of
East Timor, His
Excellency, Dr
Jose Ramos
Horta, presents
Major Michael
Stone with the
Timor-Leste
Medalha de
Merito, during the
ceremony at the
President’s Office
in Dili, East Timor.
(Photo: LSPH Paul
Berry)
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Corporal Andrew Barham stops for a chat with one of the
children who has returned to the devastated town of Suai,
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October 1999.(Photo: Gary Ramage)

soldiers were back on Timor soil.
The first deployment of peacekeepers
landed in Dili in September 1999 as
part of International Force East Timor
(INTERFET), a multinational force
sponsored by the United Nations to
assist the transition to independence
from Indonesia. Michael arrived
in December that year after going
through an advanced course to become
a Platoon Commander following his
graduation from the Royal Military
College, Duntroon.
“On my first deployment I was an
Infantry Platoon Commander on the
border. In my daily interactions with
local villagers and leaders I realised
how important language was, so
I made that a focus of my second
deployment (in 2001) and got some
of my guys through the Tetun course
to teach us; we became the most
conversant Tetun speakers in the
Battalion,” Michael explained.
When the Timorese Army was
formed in 2001, it was made up of 650
veterans, mostly from the resistance.
Michael deployed again in 2004 as a
Training Team Commander, allocated
to the First Infantry Battalion, which
was mostly Timorese veterans.
“A lot of these veterans had fought
– survived – for 24 years; most of the
guys I was working with had been in
the jungle in groups of six or eight,
scattered throughout the country, and
I was with them for two years. Not
one of them spoke English, so I had
to learn to understand and speak the
language fluently, which I did.”
Michael was in Dili during the
2006 crisis, when civil war broke out.
While Australia responded quickly by
deploying troops to assist in restoring
peace on the ground, Michael became
the main negotiator for the Australianled task force and a spokesman to
communicate to the Timorese, being
interviewed and appearing on local
television programs to provide updates
and prevent escalation of violence.
“I got to know a lot of people, from
the street gangs and criminals to
the Prime Minister and President,”
Michael said.
His evident experience and passion
for the country and people made
Michael first choice for the newlyelected President, José Ramos-Horta,
who requested Michael be appointed
as his Presidential Advisor.
“I was seconded by the Australian
Defence Force and served with RamosHorta for about four-and-a-half years.
“I was still doing a lot of liaison
and developmental work with the
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Timorese military, and regular
interactions between the ADF and
the Timorese forces.”
Michael describes his experiences
as “challenging”, as he was working
in the President’s office while trying
to deal with so many issues at once,
particularly with a newly born country.
Michael got involved with major
national activities at the President’s
request, and was instrumental in the
President’s evacuation following an
assassination attempt just four months
into his role.
Michael discharged from the Regular
Army in 2012, but stayed connected
through the Army Reserves and a few
visits to East Timor since then on his
own terms.
A chance encounter with Timor
veteran Glenn Azar in 2014 set Michael
on the path of his next mission.

Glenn Azar was among the first
deployed to Timor in September 1999,
spending his six-month deployment in
aviation medicine, running an aeromedical evacuation cell consisting
of helicopters and ambulance crews,
based in Suai and Maliana, but
working across the country. While
Glenn’s role was as crucial as any, he
admits that his experience of Timor
was very different to Michael’s and
more like the “average” soldier.
“When we were over there, for most
of us, you just saw your piece and you
did your job and you were so focused
on doing that right; I had no idea about
a lot of the history or the political stuff
(that I know now).”
Realising that he wasn’t properly
equipped with the skills to deal with
the situations they were faced with,
Glenn enrolled in a nursing degree

THE FIRST AWAKENING
Timor Awakening will host its first trek to East
Timor in July 2016. To register your interest in
the program, visit www.veteranscare.com.au.
RSL members are encouraged to engage with
their Sub Branch for support with their
participation in the program.
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LEFT:
Major Michael
Stone. (Photo:
LSPH Paul Berry)

“I run
adventures
all around
the world,
but there
are very
few that
connect
with your
soul the
way Kokoda
does,
because it is
our military
history. I
think East
Timor will
be the same,
because it
too is our
military
history.”

straight after his deployment.
“It was an extension of what I
realised I didn’t know in East Timor;
that is, we are mostly trained for
18-35-year-old relatively fit people –
soldiers – and when we were in East
Timor we were delivering babies and
dealing with the elderly, and I had no
idea,” Glenn explained.
Posted to a different unit after
completing his nursing degree, Glenn
didn’t return to Timor.
“I guess the down side to that is I
never went back. When I left Timor
(in early 2000), there was no real
population; there were a lot of people
around, but there weren’t the cafes
and shops set up in Dili that guys were
talking about years later.
“The world sort of moved on for
everyone and I didn’t get to experience
that,” Glenn said.
Coming out of the Army, Glenn
knew he needed a role that would
fit his skill set, so established
Adventure Professionals in 2010,
hosting challenges all over the world,
particularly with the corporate
sector, who want the experience and
additional security of his military and
medical background.
It was on the Kokoda Trek in 2014
that Glenn and Michael crossed
paths; Glenn was leading the Trek
for Mates4Mates and Michael was a
participant in the adventure.
“Michael was talking about East
Timor and I recalled an episode of
ABC’s Australian Story about him years
prior. We got halfway through the

Trek and Michael said, ‘We should do
East Timor,’ and that’s where the idea
started,” Glenn said.
“I run adventures all around the
world, but there are very few that
connect with your soul the way Kokoda
does, because it is our military history.
I think East Timor will be the same,
because it too is our military history.
In my case, it was one I was directly
involved in, no matter how small our
part was.”
After further conversations and
many hours poured into research
and detailing a program, Glenn and
Michael, together with Michael’s
father, Padre Gary Stone, developed
Timor Awakening, a renewal and
rehabilitation program for veterans
founded on solidarity, camaraderie and
holistic care.
The 11-day adventures will include
four-wheel-driving through eight
districts, and the opportunity to see the
communities that have been impacted
by war and subsequently had peace
restored. Timorese veterans from the
resistance and Timorese Army will join
the adventure and share their stories
to gain a deeper understanding of the
people. But the program doesn’t end
when the adventure does.
“We felt like there could be more to
it than what we were doing with other
adventures. Kokoda cuts out a lot of
people because it is so physical, and
it’s like ramping them up again to go
on deployment; at the other end of the
experience there’s got to be a net to
catch them, because that’s sadly what
happens when they come back from
deployment, there’s no real net and
many slip through,” Glenn said.
It was this concept that lead to a
wider 12-month engagement program,
of which an adventure trip to East
Timor is just a piece. Timor Awakening
will also incorporate the support of
Veterans Care, an organisation founded
by Gary, a Timor veteran himself.
“We both have had a shared
professional and personal story in
Timor; it’s great that we can both
support each other,” Michael said of
his father.

LEFT:
Local East
Timorese
children play in
the streets near
Camp Phoenix,
an International
Stabilisation
Force base in
Dili, East Timor.
(Photo: Corporal
Janine Fabre)

“Timor is a
country that
is peaceful,
unexplored,
rich in
culture and
shares in
part of our
history. It’s
a setting
where
you’ve got a
country with
veterans
and civilians
that have
suffered
unimaginable
atrocities,
hardship,
trauma and
oppression,
but they
have healed
and moving
forward.”

Veterans who participate in the
program will be supported before,
during and after the adventure, with
Gary and Veterans Care Psychologist
Caitlin Proctor preparing veterans
for the trip, attending the adventure
trip with them, and providing
support when they return. An online
community will also provide access
to informative materials and
group forums for the veterans to
stay connected.
And while those who served in
East Timor are likely to be the most
interested in participating, the
program is open to veterans of any era.
“Other veterans, I think, will see a
positive military experience. We went
over there and we did good; we did
the best we could. Sometimes you
do the best you can in a country and
you still don’t leave with a positive
outcome, and as a soldier you can be
left wondering why. We can go back to
Timor and show that this is why, this is
a positive outcome,” Glenn said.
“I think we can be proud of our
intervention there,” Michael added.
“Proud of the relationships that we’ve
formed in the past, especially WWII, but
obviously since ’99 as well; we can be
happy about the outcome for our friends
and close neighbours, the Timorese.”
Between 1999 and 2010, there were
over 30,000 Australian troops involved
in East Timor in some way.
“Pretty much anyone in the Army
from 1999 to 2010 has probably done a
tour of East Timor. That is almost the
same number as Vietnam in terms of
the troops that went over there. The
experiences were obviously different,
but certainly all the soldiers who I’ve
met always loved the Timorese people;
they wanted to see more and do more
for them,” Michael said.
As Timor holds a special place in
Michael’s story and his heart, he is also
hoping that the program will help the
Timorese veterans and communities it
connects with.
“We would like to really stimulate
relationships that will be enduring,
from Australian veterans with the
Timorese communities. They don’t
have an RSL as such set up at the
moment, and they don’t really have an
avenue of telling their story and feeling
connected back to us,” Michael said.
“Timor is a country that is peaceful,
unexplored, rich in culture and
shares in part of our history. It’s a
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VETERANS CARE
ASSOCIATION
Veterans Care
Association was
founded by RSL life
member, Chaplain
Gary Stone, to
empower veterans to
support other veterans
and their families.
Giving practical,
direct support to
wounded, injured and ill
veterans, Veterans Care
Association acts as a
hub for veteran services,
bringing together
traditional medical,
complementary and
holistic practitioners,
therapists, counsellors,
chaplains and more to
support the journey
to good health and
vitality. All of the
Veterans Care pastoral
team are veterans and
RSL members.
With a vision to raise
the level of holistic
health and wellbeing
in the wider veteran
community, Veterans
Care Association aims
to achieve this through
providing pastoral care
and holistic health
education.
Find out more
about Veterans Care
Association at www.
veteranscare.com.au

setting where you’ve got a country
with veterans and civilians that have
suffered unimaginable atrocities,
hardship, trauma and oppression, but
they have healed and moving forward.
“We want our veterans to
experience the same healing and
rehabilitation; to move forward and
be part of the next chapters, which is
pretty moving.” 
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