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2
Spirit of the crocodile

I heard it said that there was once a crocodile who had lived for many 
hundred[s] of years in a swamp and whose great dream was to grow and 
reach a phenomenal size.

So begins poet Fernando Sylvan’s (1988: 29) narrative of the island 
of Timor. It continues:

However, not only was he a small crocodile, he also lived in a very confined 
place. Only his dream was large. 

A swamp, of course, is the worst possible place to live. Shallow, stagnant 
water hemmed in by strange ill-defined banks, and above all lacking in 
food to tempt a crocodile … ‘I must get out of here and look for food 
further afield’ …

At that moment, a lively young lad happened to pass by, humming 
to himself.

‘What is the matter, Crocodile? You are in a bad way! Have you broken 
your legs? Did something fall on you?’ 

‘No, I have not broken anything. I am all in one piece. It is just that 
although I am small, I cannot carry my body any more. I’m too weak even 
to find a way out of this sweltering heat.’

The lad replied, ‘If that is all it is, I can help you.’
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And with that he went up to the crocodile, picked him up and carried 
him  to the edge of the swamp. What the lad failed to notice as he 
carried him, however, was that the crocodile had perked up considerably: 
his eyes brightened and he opened his mouth and ran his tongue round 
his saw-like teeth.

‘This lad must be tastier than anything I have ever eaten’, thought the 
crocodile, and imagined stunning the lad with a lash from his tail and 
then gobbling him up.

‘Do not be so ungrateful’, replied the other voice inside him.

‘But the need justifies the end.’

‘That may be, but remember it is also shameful to betray a friend. 
And this is the first friend you have ever had.’

‘So you expect me to do nothing, and starve to death?’

‘The lad rescued you when you needed him. Now, if you want to survive, 
it is up to you to look for food.’

‘That is true …’

Therefore, when the lad placed him on the wet ground, the crocodile 
smiled, rolled his eyes, shook his tail and said: ‘Thank you. You are the 
first friend I have ever had. I cannot give you anything in return, but if 
you [have] never been further than this swamp we see all around us, and 
would like one day to travel abroad, to cross the sea, come and see me.’ 
(Sylvan 1988: 29–32)

In many origin narratives, Timor Island is mythically perceived as the 
embodiment of a crocodile—wary and wanting. These narratives also 
represent the Timorese people as friendly to outsiders but at the same time 
resisting unfriendly treatment—exemplified by the various rebellions by 
different ethnic groups in East Timor against Portuguese colonial rule. 
These rebellions led to various waves of population movement across the 
border to West Timor. In its discussion of East Timorese displacement, 
the Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation in East Timor 
(Comissão de Acolhimento, Verdade e Reconciliação de Timor Leste, or 
CAVR) points out that ‘most individual East Timorese alive today have 
experienced at least one period of displacement. Many have experienced 
several’ (CAVR 2005: 72). 
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This chapter takes this idea further by examining East Timorese 
displacement across the border to West Timor from Portuguese colonial 
times until 1999.1 In this attempt, I do not intend to limit myself to 
ethnohistorical accounts. Rather, I move on to explore what happened 
in the early years after the East Timorese decided to stay in West Timor. 
In short, this chapter is about dispersion and encounters. The dispersion 
part attempts to trace and reconstruct the political history of East Timorese 
displacements. It covers the rebellion-induced displacement in the early 
Portuguese colonial period until the early twentieth century (1912–14). 
I then outline another population movement across the border during 
the Japanese invasion of Timor in the early 1940s, before describing the 
displacement that occurred in the mid-1970s when a decolonisation 
process was under way and the Indonesian military invaded East Timor. 
The second part of the chapter deals with the displacement that occurred 
in 1999 and early interactions between displaced East Timorese and West 
Timorese. An underlying objective is to demonstrate that displacement 
in Timor is not a new phenomenon and therefore an understanding of 
its complex patterns and variations is crucial to our understanding 
of contemporary resettlement and emplacement in West Timor.

Early colonial encounters
The Portuguese presence in Timor began with successful expeditions to 
support the Queen of Lifau/Ambeno in 1641 and to establish a settlement 
in the 1650s (Hägerdal 2012: 150–1). After nearly a century of relative 
peace and mutual trade, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, 
Portugal dispatched its first governor to Timor and imposed a head tax on 
the Timorese. The Timorese did not wait long to respond to this policy. 
In what was known as the ‘battle of Cailaco’, 15 kingdoms from Oecussi to 
Ermera united against the Portuguese in violent resistance in late October 
1726 (Durand 2011: 3–4). In their attempt to lay siege to the Timorese 
stronghold, Joaquim de Matos, the Portuguese commander, reported:

[O]ur people could not do more, for it was necessary to climb up one by 
one and without a shotgun, giving the hand to the other person so they 
could also step up from the low to the high place. And the enemy threw 
rocks, which was like an inferno, smashing everyone who was in front of 

1  The first Timorese refugees were the Oirata people who fled to Kisar Island in 1714. ‘They came 
from Loikera, that is, Loiquero close to the eastern cape of Timor’ (Hägerdal 2012: 336–7). 
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them. The sight of that stopped our people who were in the trenches and 
posts from gaining on the enemy below, because of the risks involved. 
(Sá 1949: 49–50, cited in Hägerdal 2012: 340)

The Cailaco stronghold finally fell after six weeks of fighting. Describing 
the aftermath of the bloody battle, de Matos wrote to the governor 
of Timor:

[T]here was neither a settlement nor a sign of one that was not burnt 
down. Seventy-two of their trenches were destroyed, among which were 
some of considerable strength. They had stone parapets apart from the 
large poles and thick beams on which they were built, with ditches of 
a good size all around, very sharp bamboo sticks full of poison, which 
were dug into the roads … And all people were brought away from 
them. Many provisions were burnt, without them being able to impede 
it, or preserving them to feed these people, although I gave orders to 
spare much of it. Of buffaloes, our men took more than 2,000 as booty. 
Of severed heads, 152 were shown to me, apart from the other dead that 
they buried. Concerning the 168 prisoners and the principal leaders, they 
confessed that in the besieged fortress, more than 300 people died from 
wounds and suffocation [heat exposure], including men, women and 
children, and some leaders; so that one can assume that the enemy had 
more than 700 dead. On this occasion I lost 39 soldiers. I do not speak of 
the wounded, of which there was a large number. (Sá 1949: 51–2, cited 
in Hägerdal 2012: 341)

Despite this devastating defeat and the destruction of their villages, 
events at Cailaco inspired further resistance, which continued until 
1728. The continuing Timorese resistance and attacks on the Portuguese 
culminated in the killing of the Portuguese governor Dionísio Gonçalves 
Rebelo Galvão in 1766, and relocation of the colony to Dili in 1769. 
With the establishment of their new settlement in Dili, the Portuguese 
increased the head tax and introduced forced labour. Again, the Timorese 
responded, with the reinos (domains) of Laclo and Ulmera on the coast 
east of Dili rising against the oppressive policies of the Portuguese. 
In 1861, warriors from these reinos marched on Dili, set up an advance 
post and managed to cut off food supplies to the Portuguese centre of 
administration. The Portuguese Government then secretly approached 
and made a deal with the Timorese rulers of Liquiçá, Ermera, Cailaco, 
Deribate, Leimean, Atsabe, Caimauc and Maubara to fight on their side 
against the rebels who were allied with the rulers of Hera and Manatuto. 
At the end of the fight, the Portuguese and their Timorese allies were 
victorious and had ‘captured over one thousand buffalos, four hundred 
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horses … as well as large quantities of maize, rice and domestic livestock’, 
although it was reported that the Laclo chiefs had managed to escape 
(Davidson 1994: 143).2 

The Kemak rebels
After a series of battles more than two decades after the first Laclo 
uprising, in 1888, the Portuguese finally received an official declaration of 
loyalty and vassalage from 13 reinos in the eastern part of East Timor—
namely, Ulmera, Vemasse, Baucau, Bercoly, Venilale, Barique, Manatuto, 
Laleia, Laicore, Cairuhy, Laclo, Lacluta and Caimau. The central, western 
and south-western parts of East Timor, on the other hand, remained 
self-governing and proved constant irritants to the Portuguese. ‘All reinos 
of the west were in revolt … and so were the twelve reinos of the central 
west and seven of the southern reinos’, wrote the newly appointed governor, 
José Celestino da Silva, on his arrival in Dili in May 1894 (Davidson 
1994: 181). With their colonial territories in Africa restricted and having 
been diplomatically humiliated by the British ultimatum in 1890, the 
Portuguese empire in Lisbon saw an ongoing rebellious Timor as another 
devastating blow. As a military officer, da Silva therefore came to Timor 
with a clear mission: restore pride and honour to Lisbon through glorious 
battle against the Timorese rebels (Davidson 1994: 174). 

Without wasting any time, da Silva began a campaign into the western 
part of East Timor in the early months of 1895. Under the leadership of 
the regional military commander Alferes Francisco Duarte, da Silva made 
the border people of Obulo and Marobo his first target. They had ‘decided 
to revolt against Portuguese authority to the point of threatening to fly the 
Dutch flag’ (Davidson 1994: 184) and needed to be punished for their 
disloyalty. Duarte’s initial attack was unsuccessful and he was forced to 
call on Dili for reinforcements. In April 1895, da Silva sent an additional 
6,000 morradores3 and artillery pieces under the command of Captain 
Eduardo da Câmara, an experienced soldier who had served in India and 
Mozambique, to defeat the Obulo and Marobo, who had assistance from 

2  For detailed discussion of the anti-Portuguese movement, see Hägerdal (2012: 335–409) and 
Kammen (2016: 61).
3  Moradores are citizen militias who fought alongside the Portuguese forces. They were initially 
recruited in Dili (Durand 2011: 5). Another group of citizen militia during the Portuguese colonial 
period was called arraias. These ‘two groups were clad and armed in the same manner but they 
differed in their relations to the colonial government’ (Davidson 1994: 165).
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their allies in Cailaco, Atabai, Baboi, Balibo and Fatumean. Even with 
these additional troops and weapons, it took another month to defeat 
the Obulo, at the end of May. In his depiction of the battle, da Câmara 
admitted: 

the inhabitants [of Obulo] have a notable aptitude for war and can 
hurl a zagaia4 fifty meters to bring down a man; with swords they are 
no less fearful and we can only be sure of dispersing them with gunfire. 
(Davidson 1994: 185) 

After this successful campaign, Captain da Câmara—without orders from 
Dili and without waiting for additional troops from Oecussi—brazenly 
marched into the reinos of Cova, Fatumean and Forem (Fohorem). The 
Timorese warriors, however, wiped out da Câmara’s forces and all of 
his officers. The captain himself was decapitated and Lisbon was under 
pressure to act forcefully in response. In the bigger picture, this incident 
provoked the largest military occupation of Timor. As the Revisa Militar 
journal in Lisbon noted in October 1895, ‘without stringent punishment, 
without an effective and responsible occupation which subdues and 
disempowers the treacherous regulos … our dominion will remain as it is 
now, fictitious’ (cited in Davidson 1994: 193). 

In the ensuing months, an additional 300 troops from Africa arrived in 
Dili to support Governor da Silva’s large-scale military operation. The 
intention was not just to capture those responsible for da Câmara’s 
death, but also to make the Portuguese colonisation of Timor a reality. 
Therefore, rather than aim initially for Cova, Fatumean and Fohorem, the 
governor began his campaign from Cotubaba. In a bloody, aggressive and 
rampaging attack, the Portuguese forces—with the support of Timorese 
allies from Maubara, Atsabe, Cailaco, Ermera, Deribate and Leimean—
‘pillaged, burned and killed all they encountered’ and, eventually, after 
10 days, ‘Cotubaba was completely destroyed [and] not even the smallest 
tree remained standing’, according to Captain Francisco Elvaim, the 
leader of one of the Portuguese forces (Davidson 1994: 195). 

Such was the terror they created that the government forces arrived at the 
village of Sui-Laran [a hamlet in the present day village of Aidabaleten in 
Atabae] to find the Liurai [ruler] and all his people had fled, ‘abandoning 
everything, even food and household utensils’. (Davidson 1994: 195) 

4  Zagaia is similar to assegai, which means ‘spear’. On other Timorese weaponry, see Forbes 
(1884: 409) and Jolliffe (1978: 35).
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From Cotubaba, they marched on to Balibo and Sanir. The liurai from 
Balibo approached Captain Elvaim and surrendered. This was not the 
case in Sanir (Sanirin). At the village of Dato-Lato, the captain asked the 
villagers to hand over Cotubaba fugitive leaders he believed had found 
refuge there. A village representative admitted: 

they had some refugees but the principais and their livestock had fled to 
Cova. Refusing to believe this, the Portuguese commander ordered his 
men to attack the village and after a tenacious resistance lasting four days, 
Dato-Lalo finally fell when the shells from the field gun dislodged them 
from their fortified mountain peak. (Davidson 1994: 196) 

Recalling the horror of the battle, the captain recorded: ‘[I]n the morning, 
the central square was strewn with more than one hundred bodies, 
stripped, decapitated and horribly mutilated’ (cited in Davidson 1994: 
196). The victory over Sanir was not all good news for the local allies of the 
Portuguese. Dom Thomas, the liurai of Atsabe, considered that ‘to attack 
Sanir was to attack Atsabe’ and therefore he did not wish to continue his 
support for the next campaign, into Cova (Davidson 1994: 197). Another 
ally who deserted and pulled out their troops was the Kemak-speaking 
group from the reino of Deribate (Davidson 1994: 198). 

In spite of the broken alliances, the Portuguese forces continued their 
campaign and marched into Cova. To their surprise, there was no 
resistance  whatsoever from the Cova warriors. When they entered the 
ritual centre of the village, all they found were the severed heads of Captain 
da Câmara and some others hanging from a lulic tree. The people of Cova 
had already fled into Dutch territory to the west (Davidson 1994: 197). 
With Cova now under Portuguese control, in October 1896, Governor 
da Silva ordered his forces, under the leadership of Alferes Duarte, to 
march to Deribate and punish the people there for their desertion 
(Davidson 1994: 198). The initial resistance around the sacred woods of 
Talo was vanquished and the rebel warriors joined their liurai, chiefs and 
remaining villagers in a subterranean cave surrounded by rock walls some 
2 m thick in an area called Dede-Pum. Duarte decided not to launch an 
attack on such a well-defended position, and simply surrounded the cave. 
In time and facing dehydration inside the cave, small groups crept out 
every night to fetch water, but never returned as they were shot dead by 
Duarte’s forces. The remaining rebels cried out for negotiations on the 
eighth day, but the liurai refused to surrender and Duarte’s army ‘brought 
out twenty-one prisoners, only two of whom were men’. As there was no 
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sound from the cave on the twelfth day, Duarte went in and found the 
remains of men and women, ‘most in a state of complete putrification’. 
In his report, Duarte estimated there to have been about 400 bodies. 
The liurai, however, were not there; they had managed to escape (Davidson 
1994: 199). 

At the end of these military campaigns in the west, the reino of these 
Kemak-speaking people from Deribate, ‘along with those of Cotubaba, 
Sanir and Cova, were declared extinct in 1897’ (Davidson 1994: 199). 
Teófilo Duarte, a Portuguese traveller who visited Cova in the 1940s, 
observed: 

there were large parts of Cova once noted for their comparative prosperity 
that remained empty and uncultivated thirty years later despite the 
Governor’s plan for a military colony to be established there. (Cited in 
Davidson 1994: 202)

A record of the early settlement of Kemak people in West Timor can be 
found in the daily journal of a Jesuit priest, Father J. Erftemeijer. He found 
Kemak people from Cotubaba settled in the hamlet of Fatukmetan, 
approximately 4 km east of the port of Atapupu (Seran et al. 2010: 183). 
According to the local people, the name of the king who brought them 
to Fatukmetan was Alexander Mau Mali. The king came from the house 
of Parlara and arrived along with people from nine named houses: Dudu 
Basa, Railelo, Hatu Male, Mane Morin, Lapasin, Umbirun, Koturan, 
Dair and Taimali. 

In his visit to Wehor, 5 km east of Atambua, in November 1913, Father 
Erftemeijer noted about 2,000 Kemak people from Sanirin were settled 
there. Kemak of Sanirin origin can also be found in and around the 
border villages of Tohe, Maunmutin and Lamaksanulu. From Wehor, 
Father Erftemeijer continued his journey to Sadi and found another 900 
Kemak-speaking people there. He also observed people’s livelihoods and 
wrote about different kinds of domesticated livestock, including horses 
and water buffalo. He was informed that the name of their leader was 
Kes and they had settled there in 1901 (Seran et al. 2010: 183). 

The largest movement of Kemak people was of those from Deribate. 
It was recorded that in May 1912 about 2,000 people from Deribate 
crossed the border and entered West Timor. Meanwhile, an additional 
7,000 people were hiding in caves along the border, waiting to leave the 
Portuguese colony (Davidson 1994: 258–9). Carlos Naibuti who was 
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the oldest descendant of the Kemak of Deribate origin, told me in his 
house in Tenu Bot that, after the crossing, his ancestors temporarily stayed 
along the border. After two years, and through peaceful negotiations and 
agreement with the ruler of the Lidak domain, who controlled most of 
what is now Atambua, they moved further west and settled in Tenu Bot, 
on the outskirts of the Atambua civic centre.

Table 2.1 Displacement of Kemak people between 1900 and 1912

Ethnolinguistic group Current location Approximate 
number 
of peopleKabupaten/

kota (district)
Kecamatan 
(subdistrict)

Desa (village)

kemak from cotubaba Belu kakuluk 
Mesak

kenebibi n .a .

kemak from Sanir Belu kakuluk 
Mesak

kabuna 2,000

Raihat Maunmutin

Tohe

Lamaknen Lamaksanulu

kemak from Leolima, 
Leohitu and Atabae

Belu Tasifeto Timur Sadi 900

kemak from Deribate 
(Hatolia), Leimea and 
Atabae

Belu Atambua Manumutin 9,000

Sources: Davidson (1994); Seran et al . (2010); and author’s interview with carlos Naibuti .

The Tetun ‘returnees’
After more than 30 years of extensive military campaigns, only in the 
late nineteenth century were the Portuguese ‘able to exert their influence 
on the interior of Timor’ (Fox 2003: 11). As they had all of the reinos 
under control, the next step in the colonisation effort was to exploit them. 
Under the leadership of Filomena de Camara, who arrived in Dili in 1910, 
a head tax—increased from 1 to 2.5 patacas (equivalent to 2  shillings, 
4 pence)—was immediately implemented. This policy produced different 
reactions from the reinos in the southern part of the country. A Dutch 
colonial report noted: 
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[T]he regulos of Manufahi and Raimean conferred with the regulo of 
Camenasse … and decided they could not pay the tax … A decision was 
made to go to the Military Commander at Suai and ask for a reduction 
in the tax … The gathering mass of people, preparing to come to 
Command site was reported to the Commander by Chinese traders … 
He misunderstood [and presumed] it was an attacking force and with his 
garrison, and several Englishmen from the Petroleum Company based 
in Suai, made their way to a ship based offshore before the people of 
Raimean were sighted. (La Lau 1912: 657–8)

The liurai of Camenaça approached the Dutch border authority seeking 
permission to cross over and stay. He came with his three chiefs and 
750 people and their livestock. The request was granted and they were 
permitted to settle in South Belu. Many other chiefs and their people 
from the western and south-western regions of East Timor soon followed 
(La Lau 1912: 657–8). According to Francillon (1967: 53), these Tetun 
people from Suai were commonly called ‘ema malaik’ or ‘people who fled’; 
however, these newly arrived Tetun people did not perceive themselves 
as refugees or people who had fled from war. The term ema malaik, 
as Francillon further explained: 

[was] resented since they insisted on the fact that they did not really run 
away but merely returned to the lap of Wehali, the mother, as would a 
child do with his mother when in difficulty. (Francillon 1967: 53–4) 

In their own terms, displaced Tetun from Suai and the Camenaça area 
of East Timor perceived their journey to refuge not as a flight from their 
homeland, but as a return to their ancestral land of origin.5 More than 
2,200 Tetun ‘returnees’ arrived in southern Belu in the early twentieth 
century, settling in Betun, Kletek and Besikama. Some maintained the 
names of their origin places such as Suai and Kamanasa (Francillon 
1967: 54). 

The maintenance of the origin placename is exemplified by the Tetun 
people in Lakulo village in Besikama. These people are most likely the 
descendants of the three chiefs who came with the ruler of Camenaça to 
the Dutch border. According to these people’s oral history, the present-day 
Lakulo village is derived from their home village of Lakulo/Laclo in the 
Suai area of East Timor. Their ancestors migrated to West Timor during 
the war of Boa Ventura (Dom Bona Ventura), comprising three named 

5  A return to ‘Wehali the mother and the father’ (ina no ama Wehali) (Therik 2004: 49).
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houses: Tolu Bei, which is recognised as ina no ama (‘the mother and the 
father’); Kara Saen, which is recognised as mane ulun (‘the eldest child’); 
and Suri, recognised as the mane ikun (‘the youngest child’). 

They established their initial settlement in Besikama and named it Lakulo 
Tasi, because it was near the sea. According to Domi Yos Seran, the elder 
of Kara Saen house and the first head of Lakulo Webriamata village, 
several years after the arrival of their ancestors on the Besikama coast, one 
of the rulers in Lakulo, Na’i Lulik Lia Kobe, made a visit to Besikama. 
He  travelled south through Suai and arrived on the coast of Besikama 
to see the situation of his people and to ask whether they were willing to 
return. As most of the people opted to stay, the king went to the house of 
the ruler of Besikama to ‘give away’ (fo baa) his people to the local ruler. 

The Lakulo people stayed on the coast of Besikama until the late 1930s. 
In 1939, Besikama was swept away in a great flood of the Bena Nain River 
and Lakulo Tasi settlement was entirely buried under sediment. As a result, 
the people moved a little further into the interior, to the place where they 
grew food. The Tolu Bei clan occupied the area of Kubaklaran and named 
it Lakulo Kubaklaran. Kara Saen occupied the area of Webriamata and 
named it Lakulo Webriamata, while the Suri clan moved into the Weain 
area and named it Lakulo Weain. The Tolu Bei clan later expanded and 
cultivated the land around Wekmidar village, naming it Lakulo Sunan, 
and around Badarai village, a location they identify as Lakulo Laensukabi. 

By the mid-1960s, it was estimated 500 people of Lakulo origin were 
living in the area. In 2016, they numbered about 4,000 people. Despite 
their conviction that their ancestors came from East Timor, nowadays 
they always refer to themselves as ‘oan fehan’ (‘people from the plain/
coast’). Oan fehan is the same term by which southern Tetun-speaking 
people identify themselves.
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Table 2.2 Displacement of Tetun people between 1911 and 1912

Ethnolinguistic group Current location Approximate 
number 
of peopleKabupaten/

kota (district)
Kecamatan 
(subdistrict)

Desa (village)

Tetun from Suai 
and camenaça

Malaka wewiku Lorotolus 750

webriamata n .a .

Badarai n .a .

Malaka 
Tengah

kletek (Suai)
kamanasa
Fahiluka
Umakatahan 
(Matai) 

1,020
635
450
160

weliman Lakulo n .a .

Rinhat weain n .a .

wekmidar n .a .

n .a . = not available
Sources: La Lau (1912: 658–9); Francillon (1967: 52); and author’s interview with Domi 
Yos Seran, former head of Lakulo webriamata village .

The Bunaq refugees from the east
The early twentieth century also marked the arrival of Bunaq-speaking 
people from the East Timorese Maucatar enclave in West Timor. Maucatar 
was in the north of Suai, but was controlled by the Dutch in accordance 
with the 1859 treaty. This treaty, however, also acknowledged the Noimuti 
enclave to the south of Oecussi as part of Portuguese territory. Another 
convention was negotiated in 1904 and an agreement was reached to cede 
Maucatar to the Portuguese and Noimuti to the Dutch (see Fox 2003: 
14–16). This agreement nevertheless left residual issues over territorial 
boundaries and culminated in the Lakmaras incident in 1911. Violent 
conflict in Lakmaras and the subsequent retreat of the Dutch from 
Maucatar caused about 5,000 predominantly Bunaq people to move 
to West Timor (Francillon 1967: 52; Schapper 2011: 175–6). Initially, 
they moved eastward to Lamaknen, but with little land available there, 
they went further south until they reached Wehali land. According to 
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Francillon (1967: 54), more than 400 Bunaq arrived in Wehali land 
during this period and they eventually settled in Labarai (75 people), 
Nataraen-Uma Fatik (200 people) and Manumuti Benai (150 people).6

Table 2.3 Displacement of Bunaq people between 1911 and 1912

Ethnolinguistic group Current location Approximate 
number of 
peopleKabupaten/

kota (district)
Kecamatan 
(subdistrict)

Desa (village)

Bunaq from Maucatar Malaka kobalima Lakekun
Lakekun 
Utara
Litamali
kamanasa 
(Labarai)

5,000

kobalima 
Timur

Alas

Malaka 
Tengah

Umanen 
Lawalu 
(Manumuti 
Umafatik) 

Sources: Francillon (1967); Schapper (2011) .

World War II refugees
After 1912, the Portuguese colonisation of East Timor continued 
unchallenged until an intervention by Allied forces in late 1941 led to 
occupation by Japan. The Japanese invaded Timor on 20 February 1942 
and stayed until they surrendered in August 1945. Their three-year 
occupation caused large displacement of Bunaq people. The Japanese 
attack in August 1942 caused the Bunaq from Fohorem who supported 
the Allied forces to flee across the border into West Timor and settle in 
the village of Namfalus, in southern Belu. For those who supported the 
Japanese, such as the Bunaq from Lebos village in Bobonaro, movement 
to West Timor helped them avoid reprisals after the defeat of the Japanese. 
They were accepted by the Bunaq in Lamaknen and established their 
village of Lakus in northern Belu (Schapper 2011: 173–5).

6  I note there was also a migration of Meto-speaking people from Oecussi enclave during this 
period, most of whom merely crossed the border to North Central Timor (TTU), but others moved 
further west to South Central Timor (TTS) and Kupang. See Ormelling (1957) and Ataupah (1992). 
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Map 2.1 East Timorese migration to West Timor during 
Portuguese colonisation
Source: CartoGIS, College of Asia and the Pacific, The Australian National University, 
with author’s analysis .
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Table 2.4 Displacement during World War II, 1942–45

Ethnolinguistic group Current location

Kabupaten/kota 
(district)

Kecamatan 
(subdistrict)

Desa (village)

Bunaq from Ololo Belu Lamaknen kewar

Bunaq from Lakus Belu Lamaknen kewar

Bunaq from Fohorem Malaka kobalima Rainawe

Source: Schapper (2011) .

Political upheaval and Indonesian invasion
After the end of World War II, the Portuguese resumed their colonial rule 
over East Timor, until the political situation changed in Portugal in the 
1970s. In April 1974, the regime of Marcelo Caetano was overthrown by 
the Portuguese Movement of Armed Forces in the so-called Carnation 
Revolution (Kammen 2016: 121). In addition to the restoration of 
democracy in Portugal, the new administration extended to the colonial 
territories, including East Timor, the right to determine their own future 
and become independent if they so wished. News of the revolution and 
decolonisation agenda quickly reached Timor. Timorese did not want to 
miss the opportunity to become independent, so they started to mobilise 
their political activities towards liberation. 

On 11 May 1974, some former representatives of the National Action 
Party (Acção Nacional Popular, or ANP), the only political party that 
functioned in East Timor during the Caetano regime, joined with plantation 
owners to form the Democratic Union of Timorese (União Democrática 
Timorense, or UDT). Over a week later, the Timorese trade union teamed 
up with members of an anticolonial clandestine group and formed the 
Social Democratic Association of Timor (Associação Social Democrática 
Timorense, or ASDT). The ASDT was later renamed the Revolutionary 
Front for an Independent East Timor (Frente Revolucionária de Timor-
Leste Independente, or Fretilin). In late May, another association formed, 
initially called the Association for the Integration of Timor into Indonesia 
(AITI), later changed to the Timorese Popular Democratic Association 
(Associação Popular Democrática Timorense, or Apodeti). Other smaller 
groups established during this period included the Popular Associations 
of Monarchs of Timor (Associação Popular Monarquia Timorense), 
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which was later renamed the Association of Timorese Heroes (Klibur 
Owan Timor Ass’wain, or KOTA), the Democratic Association for the 
Integration of East Timor into Australia (Associação Democrática para 
a Integração de Timor Leste na Austrália, or ADITLA) and the Timor 
Labour Party (Partido Trabalhista). 

In August 1974, the UDT launched a coup, but was effectively countered 
by Fretilin, which sparked further political upheaval in East Timor. 
This resulted in approximately 40,000 refugees fleeing to the Indonesian 
territory of West Timor (Babo-Soares 2003: 55). The remaining Portuguese 
in the territory withdrew and Fretilin declared the independence of 
East Timor on 28 November 1975. A few days after the declaration of 
independence in Dili, the UDT and Apodeti, directed by the Indonesian 
Intelligence Coordinating Agency (Badan Koordinasi Intelegen Negara, 
or Bakin), signed a declaration of integration (Aditjondro 1994: 8). 
On  7  December 1975, a few hours after the conclusion of an official 
visit to Jakarta by then US president Gerald Ford and secretary of state 
Henry Kissinger, the Indonesian army launched a military invasion of 
East Timor. 

The East Timorese who took refuge in Indonesia were encamped in Belu 
district on the border. In late January 1976, the Belu district government 
conducted a registration census and estimated that more than 37,000 
East Timorese had moved into the region. These refugees were dispersed 
across eight subdistricts: Lamaknen, East Tasifeto, Representation of East 
Tasifeto, West Tasifeto, Representation of West Tasifeto, Central Malaka, 
East Malaka and Atambua. Following their ancestors, the refugees utilised 
their social kinship relations to validate their connection to their chosen 
camp. The Tetun-speaking people, for instance, choose to stay in central 
and eastern Malaka. The Kemak from Marobo were encamped around the 
Kemak area in Haekesak, along the border. The Kemak from Atsabe chose 
to stay in Tenu Bot, a large area occupied by Kemak of Dirubati origin 
since their arrival in 1912. The Bunaq, on the other hand, chose to stay 
in the Lamaknen area. Many Bunaq refugees also went further into the 
Sukabiren area of Atambua.
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Table 2.5 Displacement during the civil war and Indonesian 
invasion, 1975–79

No. Ethnolinguistic 
group

Location Approximate 
number 
of peopleKabupaten 

(district)
Kecamatan 
(subdistrict)

Desa 
(village)

1 Bunaq from 
Bobonaro

Belu Lamaknen Lamaksenulu
Makir
kewar
Duarato

7,307
372

1,750
10

Lamaknen 
Selatan

Lakmaras
Henes
Lutha Rato

287
271
160

Tasifeto Timur Manleten
Tialai

3,542
63

Atambua 
Selatan

Rinbesi 4,435

Total for Bunaq 18,197

2 kemak from 
Marobo (Bobonaro)

Belu Tasifeto Timur Sadi 556

Raihat Haekesak 6,355

3 kemak from Atsabe Belu Atambua Manumutin 1,649

Tasifeto Barat Naekasa 3,432

Total for Kemak 11,992

4 Tetun from Balibo Belu Tasifeto Timur Silawan 5,726

Total from Tetun Balibo 5,726

5 Tetun from Suai Belu Malaka 
Tengah

wehali 109

Malaka Timur Dirma 1,048

Total for Tetun Suai 1,157

Total for all ethnic groups 37,072

Source: Archive of Belu District Government, with author’s interpretation . 
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Plate 2.1 East Timorese from Bobonaro in Atambua, 1974
Source: Ignasius kali .

In July 1976, Indonesian president Suharto declared East Timor the 27th 
province of the Republic of Indonesia. Following improved security and 
stability in East Timor, East Timorese refugees began the return journey 
to their homeland. The Indonesian Government facilitated this return, 
which concluded in 1979, when the last group of East Timorese refugees 
was transported back to Atsabe and Bobonaro.

Indonesian military occupation and 
the 1999 displacement
The military occupation of East Timor led to more than two decades 
of violent conflict and resistance by East Timorese pro-independence 
supporters. After the fall of president Suharto and his ‘New Order’ 
regime in May 1998, the incoming Indonesian president, B. J. Habibie, 
made the issue of East Timor central to his agenda. In January 1999, he 
announced there would be a popular referendum offering wideranging 
autonomy or independence for East Timor. During the political reform in 
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the lead-up to the referendum, the Indonesian military developed a plan 
to ‘protect the integration’ by forming militia groups in all districts of East 
Timor—with violence used on occasions against those who supported 
independence (Robinson 2008: 102). As the intensity of violent conflict 
between pro-autonomy and pro-independence supporters increased in 
the lead-up to the referendum, people began to flee. 

Those who fled East Timor in this early stage were mostly of NTT origin 
or those who had come from other parts of Indonesia. Most had migrated 
to East Timor after the Indonesian occupation seeking employment or 
for business purposes. One month before the referendum took place, the 
NTT government reported that nearly 3,000 households (approximately 
12,000 people) from East Timor had been dispersed across six districts 
in NTT. Of this number, however, only about 900 households claimed 
East Timor as their origin. Others claimed NTT, East Java, South 
Sulawesi, Bali and West Nusa Tenggara province (NTB) as their origin 
(Pos Kupang 1999). 

The departure and evacuation of predominantly East Timorese took place 
almost immediately after the result of the referendum was announced. 
Januar Achmad, a medical doctor who set up a team of volunteers for 
relief services in West Timor between late 1999 and early 2000, observed: 

[O]n 4 September 1999 the first shipment of 1000 refugees arrived 
in Kupang harbour and was received by the governor of the NTT … 
Initially, only a few tents were available, so most of the [East Timorese] 
refugees were settled in the football stadium, government buildings and 
schools. [Others] just slept in the open air with no shelter at all for a few 
weeks. Wealthier East Timorese first stayed in hotels. Later they rented 
houses in the city and villages around the camp. Some of the refugees also 
moved out from the camps and rented rooms or houses in the villages 
where they could. [The refugees who had no money] stayed in churches, 
empty offices, or public camps. (Achmad 2003: 196) 

In early 2000, it was estimated that about 250,000 displaced East Timorese 
were dispersed across more than 200 camps in West Timor (Campbell-
Nelson et al. 2000: vi). These camps varied significantly in terms of their 
construction, the number of residents and location. Some were built in 
designated sites with organised barracks and public sanitation; but others 
comprised temporary tarpaulin tents with no public facilities. For those 
who had prior relationships based on shared ethnicity, the local people 
accommodated them in their houses or built extra rooms for them in their 
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gardens. Regardless of variations, the camps were located within existing 
villages and most sat alongside existing local residential arrangements. This 
situation was often referred to as ‘the poor assisting the needy’, because 
poor West Timorese farmers had to share their limited land and water 
resources with the incoming refugees. 

Plate 2.2 East Timorese children in Tuapukan camp, one of the few 
camps established in 1999 remaining in Kupang district
Source: Andrey Damaledo .

Most residents of the camps in West Timor have returned to East Timor, 
mainly with the support of the UNHCR’s repatriation program, which 
commenced in 2000. The official determination or classification by the 
UNHCR of East Timorese—displaced in 1999—as ‘refugees’ concluded 
in 2002; however, the Indonesian Government continued its repatriation 
program until 2005. For those East Timorese who decided to stay in 
West Timor, the Indonesian Government and international development 
agencies have provided support for housing, resettlement and livelihoods. 
These programs have facilitated the dispersion of different East Timorese 
groups into various locations across West Timor.
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In Kupang district, the Makasae-speaking people are clearly dominant 
numerically and territorially, with approximately 4,500 living in hill 
towns, such as Raknamo and (Upper) Oebelo, and on the plains, such 
as in Naibonat, Manusak, Tuapukan and Noelbaki. An estimated 3,800 
Fataluku-speaking people dominate the central plain area of Kupang, 
particularly in Oebelo and Manusak. In the central and eastern regions 
of Kupang district, there is also a large group of Tetun Terik people from 
Viqueque in Tanah Merah, Oefafi, Tuapukan and Merdeka, while others 
have moved further north to the Sulamu area. There are about 2,500 
Tetun Terik from Viqueque in total. 

Plate 2.3 East Timorese resettlement site in Oebelo, Kupang district, 
housing Fataluku-speaking people from Lautem district
Source: Andrey Damaledo .

In addition to these dominant groups, about 1,500 Naueti-speaking 
people (from Baucau district, East Timor) reside in Manusak and 
Naibonat. A similar number of Idate-speaking people (Manatuto district) 
are found in the hilly areas of Raknamo and Naunu. In areas such as 
Naibonat, Manusak and Raknamo, there are smaller groups of Galoli-
speaking people (Manatuto), with about 500 residing in Empat Air 
and Dua Air resettlement site, which is part of Naibonat, and about 
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750 Waima’a-speaking people (Baucau) near the Naibonat graveyard. 
About 200 Midiki and Kairui people (Manatuto/Baucau) have settled in 
Raknamo; about 300 Mambai-speaking people (Ailieu/Manufahi) have 
also settled in Raknamo and Manusak; and about 100 Makalero people 
(Lautem) and 50 Sa’ani people7 (Lautem) live in Manusak.

In contrast to those in Kupang, different East Timorese groups in the 
border region of Belu and Malaka districts are found in higher numbers 
and are more dispersed. The Bunaq-speaking people, with a total 
population of more than 11,000, are the largest group, with the majority 
currently residing in the predominantly Bunaq villages of Raihat, 
Lamaknen and South Lamaknen in Belu, and along the southern border 
of Kobalima and Eastern Kobalima in Malaka district. About 7,000 
Kemak-speaking people are also following their predecessors by residing 
on the outskirts of Atambua, in places such as Tenu Bot, Sadi, Haliwen, 
Hali Ulun, We Liurai and Kabuna. Along the northern border, about 
1,200 Bekais-speaking people (Bobonaro district) are accommodated in 
the land of their forebears, in Silawan and Tulakadi. Along the southern 
border, an estimated 6,000 Tetun Terik people from Suai chose to stay in 
Malaka district, particularly in Betun, Kletek and Kamanasa areas. Belu 
and Malaka host other East Timorese groups who did not have a previous 
ethnic relationship. For example, about 4,500 Tokodede-speaking people 
from Liquiçá are currently staying on the north coast of Belu, around the 
port of Atapupu. In the highlands of Belu, roughly 500 Idate-speaking 
and 50 Habu-speaking people have resettled in the Kinbana region. The 
Mambai people from the central highlands of East Timor are found in the 
western side of Belu district and the highlands of Malaka district; there 
are approximately 2,500 currently resettled in areas such as Labur, Rafae, 
Leun Tolu and Kereana.

7  The Sa’ani language is spoken by people from the villages of Barikafa and Kotamutu in Lautem 
subdistrict of Luro. 
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Plate 2.4 A Fataluku woman in her house in Oebelo Atas resettlement 
area in Kupang district
Source: Andrey Damaledo .

Plate 2.5 Resettlement site for East Timorese in Kabuna village, 
Belu district, housing Kemak people from Atsabe
Source: Andrey Damaledo .
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Map 2.2 Number and location of East Timorese in West Timor, 2016
Source: CartoGIS, College of Asia and the Pacific, The Australian National University, 
with author’s estimation .
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Map 2.3 East Timorese ethnolinguistic groups in West Timor, 2016
Source: CartoGIS, College of Asia and the Pacific, The Australian National University, 
with author’s analysis .
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Table 2.6 The number and location of East Timorese ethnolinguistic 
groups in West Timor, 2016

District Subdistrict Village Dominant 
ethnolinguistic group

Estimated number 
of people

kupang kupang Timur Naibonat Makasae, Galolen, 
Mambai, waima’a 

5,100

Manusak Makasae, Fataluku 2,510
Tuapukan Tetun Terik, Makasae 930
Merdeka Tetun Terik 470
Babau Naueti 80
Oefafi Tetun Terik, Naueti 650
Nunkurus Makasae, waima’a 15
Oesao Makasae 64

kupang Tengah Noelbaki Naueti, Makalero, 
Makasae

1,800

Tanah Merah Naueti 200
Oebelo Fataluku 3,100
Oelnasi Naueti 36
Penfui Timur Tetun Dili 3
Tarus Tetun Dili 20

kupang Barat Oematnunu Makasae 422
Fatuleu Naunu Idate 770

camplong I Makasae 50
Amabi Oefeto Raknamo Makasae and Idate 940

Oefeto Mambai 79
Takari Takari Tetun Dili 150

Noelmina Tetun Dili 49
Oesusu Tetun Dili 31
Fatukona Tetun Dili 7

Sulamu Sulamu Midiki, kairui 196
Pantulan Midiki, kairui 156
Oeteta Midiki, kairui 13
Pitay Midiki, kairui 3

Amfoang Timur Netemnanu 
Utara

Baikenu 274

Netemnanu 
Selatan

Baikenu 507

kifu Baikenu 33
Netemnanu Baikenu 38

Amfoang Utara Naikliu Baikenu 35
Afoan Baikenu 12

Amarasi Nonbes Tetun Dili 39
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District Subdistrict Village Dominant 
ethnolinguistic group

Estimated number 
of people

Timor 
Tengah 
Selatan

Mollo Barat koa Mambai 2,400
Mollo Selatan kesetnana Mambai 100

Timor 
Tengah 
Utara

Bikomi Utara Napan Baikenu 2,600
kota 
kefamenanu

Tubuhue Baikenu 250

Biboki Anleu Ponu Baikenu 1,200
Insana Utara Hamusu c Tokodede 250

Belu Lamaknen Leowalu Bunaq 790
Dirun Bunaq 380
Duarat Bunaq 60
Ekin Bunaq 43
kewar Bunaq 134

Lamaknen 
Selatan

Henes Bunaq 20
Lakmaras Bunaq 70
Sisi 
Fatuberal

Bunaq 80

Raihat Maumutin kemak 1,650
Tohe kemak 4,840
Asumanu kemak 400

Lasiolat Baudaok Bekais 250

Fatulotu Bekais 100

Tasifeto Timur Silawan Bekais 100
Tulakadi Bekais 860
Umaklaran kemak 600
Fatuba’a Galolen 500
Bauho Bekais 150
Dafala Bunaq 150
Halimodok Bunaq 50
Manleten Bunaq 4,000
Sarabau kemak 120
Takirin Bunaq 34
Tialai Bunaq 150
Sadi kemak 250

kota Atambua Atambua kemak 800

Manumutin kemak 9,000

Atambua 
Selatan

Lidak Bunaq 1,900
Fatukbot 
(Asu Ulun)

kemak 700
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District Subdistrict Village Dominant 
ethnolinguistic group

Estimated number 
of people

kakuluk Mesak Fatuketi kemak and Tokodede 430
Jenilu Tokodede 660
kenebibi kemak 855
Dualaus kemak 2,550
kabuna kemak 5,000
Leosama kemak 715

Tasifeto Barat Naekasa Idate 900

Naitimu Mambai 750

Nanaet Dubesi Dubesi Mambai 80

Raimanuk Mandeu Mambai 1,450
Leun Tolu Mambai 1,100
Rafae Mambai 280

Sasita Mean kereana Mambai 400

Malaka kobalima Rainawe Bunaq 2,000
Sisi Bunaq 500
Litamali Bunaq 3,600
Lakekun 
Utara

Bunaq 700

Lakekun Bunaq 850
Lakekun 
Barat

Bunaq 1,800

kobalima Timur kotabiru Bunaq 2,210

Alas Selatan Bunaq 60

Malaka Tengah kletek Tetun Terik 400
kamanasa Tetun Terik 2,500
Fahiluka Tetun Terik 125
Lawalu Tetun Terik 350
wehali Tetun Terik 3,000

Malaka Timur Dirma Tetun Terik 160
Sanleo Tetun Terik 25
Numponi Tetun Terik 1,150

Total 88,363

Note: Because of the unavailability of secondary information, these estimations do not 
take into account East Timorese residing in kupang municipality .
Source: Author’s estimation from various sources . 
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Conclusion
This chapter has traced another path in Timorese history by reconstructing 
patterns of population displacement and mobility from East to West 
Timor. There are two main points to draw from the exercise. First and 
foremost, there have been large number of migrations among different 
East Timorese groups since at least the seventeenth century.8 During the 
colonial period, violent conflict and political disputes played the major 
roles in these migrations. This pattern changed during the period of 
Indonesian occupation. In his examination of the displacement of East 
Timorese in 1975 and 1999, Robinson (2008: 115) argues: 

forced displacement was not the incidental or inevitable consequence of 
armed conflict in East Timor, but an intrinsic element of the political 
strategies adopted by the Indonesian military and by East Timor’s pro-
independence movement. 

Reflecting on these arguments and learning from the 1999 displacement, 
I would like to add that displacement also demonstrates East Timorese 
resilience and ability to adapt and maintain their cultural identity in a 
situation of disadvantage. While many who were displaced within East 
Timorese territory have returned to their land of origin (Thu 2012), what 
is evident is that East Timorese displacement has also been the beginning 
of people’s subsequent resettlement and emplacement. In fact, it was only 
after the 1975 displacement that most East Timorese returned to East 
Timor. Most of those involved in other displacements have remained 
living in West Timor and made the best of it. 

The tendency for permanent resettlement leads to the second point about 
cultural patterns of migration. The politics of colonisation and military 
occupation might have caused people to flee, but the ways they have 
resettled indicate it was not a random migration. Instead, it was a process 
of following paths of alliances and/or creating new ones. Migration and 
resettlement before 1999 tended to follow the path whereby specific 
ethnolinguistic groups, particularly in the border areas, retraced their 
previously established ethnic relationships, which eventually led them 
to resettle among their kin groups in West Timor. Since 1999, however, 
different East Timorese groups have been displaced and have resettled 

8  For the migration of Loiquero people to Oirata village in Kisar Island, eastern Indonesia, see 
Hägerdal (2012: 336–7).
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widely across West Timor, as far as the western point of the island. For these 
groups, displacement provides an opportunity to develop a new alliance 
with West Timorese with whom they previously had no relationship. The 
encounter between different East Timorese groups and West Timorese 
has not always been easy. Schapper (2011: 175–6) encountered a similar 
phenomenon when she traced the historical resettlement of displaced 
Bunaq who fled to West Timor as a result of violent conflict between the 
Dutch and the Portuguese in 1911. Although these people now proudly 
proclaim themselves as ‘the first refugees from East to West Timor’, 
Schapper notes that it took them nearly two decades of moving from 
place to place as a result of land disputes with the local Tetun people 
before they were able to settle in several villages in Lamaknen and the 
Raihat subdistrict of Belu, in the 1930s. The complex dispersion of the 
1999 displacement made the encounter between East and West Timorese 
even more difficult, with various conflicts and disputes between the 
two communities. In spite of these conflicts, many East Timorese have 
remained and have been able to reconstitute viable settlements and 
livelihoods from a position of political and economic marginality. In 
Sylvan’s (1988) narrative of the formation of Timor Island, the crocodile 
finally went to the open sea. Along with his stranger friend, the crocodile 
stayed on the move, until finally settling down and turning itself into 
what is now the island of Timor. 

Time passed, and one day the lad returned …

The lad settled himself on the crocodile’s back, as if in a canoe, and they 
set out to sea. It was all so big and so beautiful! What astonished them 
most was the open space, the size of the vista that stretched away before 
and above them, endlessly. Day and night, night and day, they never 
rested. They saw islands big and small, with trees, mountains, and clouds. 
They could not say which was more beautiful, the days or the nights, the 
islands or the stars. They went on and on; always following the sun, until 
the crocodile finally grew tired.

‘Listen, Lad. I cannot go on. My dream is over.’ 

‘Mine will never be over …’

The lad was still speaking when the crocodile suddenly grew and grew in 
size until, still keeping his original shape, he turned into an island covered 
with hills, woods, and rivers.

And that is why Timor is the shape of a crocodile. (Sylvan 1988: 33–4)



This text is taken from Divided Loyalties: Displacement, belonging and 
citizenship among East Timorese in West Timor, by Andrey Damaledo, 
published 2018 by ANU Press, The Australian National University, 

Canberra, Australia.


