
On 30 August 1999, the United Nations facilitated a
referendum in present-day Timor-Leste. The vote resulted in
an overwhelming majority (78,5%) of the East Timorese
people supporting independence from Indonesia. It also
triggered widespread violence carried out by the Indonesian
occupying forces and their militias. The violence was brutal
and displaced over 240,000 people to West Timor,
Indonesia. Among the legacies left behind by the 24-years of
the Indonesian occupation of Timor-Leste were the severely
disrupted social, cultural, and familial bonds that held East
Timorese communities together. Today, most of those who
were displaced have returned to their places of origin. Tens
of thousands remain living in former refugee camps and
resettlement sites in West Timor. Many of them are growing
older away from their homeland.

Together with her family, she would light candles
to remember their ancestors and loved ones who
have gone before them in Timor-Leste.

Return visits from West Timor to Timor-Leste are not always
possible. People would need to have enough money to arrange for
a passport, travel, buy US dollars, and until August 2019, a visa.

Antonia, one of Avó Marta’s
grandchildren, looked at me
and grinned apologetically.

Ageing,
(Im)mobilities,

and Imagination:
The Story of Avó Marta
Caring for Family
Across Borders

It was pouring with rain that afternoon in March 2019 when I
visited Avó (grandmother) Marta Lopes at her home in
Kupang, West Timor. Originally from Lospalos, Avó Marta had
never returned to Timor-Leste. Her son had worked for the
Indonesian forces, and they decided to stay in the new
settlement. I interviewed Avó Marta, who was over 80 years
old at that time, about her life before and after she left her
homeland.

Antonia’s face brightened. She
said that they recently got in
touch with their family in Timor-
Leste. Younger members of their
families found each other on
Facebook. “We even made a
video call, and they all wanted to
see and talk with Avó Marta,” she
said excitedly.

Avó Marta sat in the middle of the room, circled by her
grandchildren and great-grandchildren on the floor, listening
carefully to her story. She spoke about how she longed to see
family members on the other side of the border. Halfway
through her story, Avó Marta took the audio recorder from my
hands and started singing a sad melody. With a trembling
voice, she sang a story of displacement and family separation.

Avó Marta often thought about her family back home.
But she has also made deep connections with her new
place through meaningful relationships with family
members, neighbours, and the land.
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Avó Marta’s story of family separation and restrictive border
regimes is part of her ageing experience in displacement. It
demonstrates the importance of intergenerational care in
providing emotional support in dealing with these
circumstances. Her story also shows the power of
imagination in contexts of dispersed families. Through
rituals and memory, she cares for loved ones far away. As my
research with East Timorese families has shown me, to say “I
remember you” is to say “I care for you”.

Avó Marta aspires to visit Lospalos, her ancestral land,
but her body is now too frail to take the long journey
home. She also takes care of her great-grandchildren
when other family members are at work or school.


