A man of
deep respect

FRANK FLYNN msc

THE PEOPLE OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY are different from
the rest of us, every one of them is a storyteller. It goes back
to the days when the Territory was an empty, lonely place
where story-telling was a universal entertainment. So they
loved Fr Frank Flynn msc, because he was a born story-tell-
er. Of course, he had been there since before they were kids
and had travelled all over the place, so he could put them in
touch with their own history.

There was more to him than that, they knew. Before be-
coming a priest, he had been an ophthalmic surgeon, one of
the best. He went on practising medicine after ordination,
both as a World War II services chaplain and then through
all his years on the mission. He invented special spectacles
for people with ‘dry eyes’ and, to stay in touch, attended
international ophthalmic conferences all his life. For his
ophthalmic work, Australia showered its highest honours on
him; but the people knew him best as a priest.

He came to Darwin soon after ordination, in 1942, and
quickly became a milestone there. ‘Does everyone in Dar-
win know Fr Flynn?’ a nurses aide asked her grandmother
in 1991. ‘Yes' seems to have been the right answer, and not
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only in Darwin. Each year he would set out for a 3000-miles
pastoral patrol’ along the Stuart Highway and its tribu-
taries, seeking his own people and everyone else. ‘At stops
along the track,” he wrote. ‘I perform weddings, baptise ba-
hies, celebrate Mass in strange and lonely places and give
counsel on the hundred and one things which are brought
to a priest.

Everything he needed was in his Mass kit, a suitcase
made from bits of a World War I plane for a French military
chaplain in 1918. The case was a gift of Francis Xavier Gsell
wmsc, the legendary first Bishop of Darwin. Bishop Gsell was
a key mentor of the young Fr Flynn. Coming to the Terri-
tory in 1906, he had determined not to rush Aborigines into
Christianity: tell them the story and leave them to make
what they would of it, such was Gsell’s missionary method,
slow but honest and courteous. ‘He taught me the absolute
necessity of a gradual approach, of letting the initiatives
come from the people themselves so that if they decide to be-
come Christians their conversion will be deep and genuine’,
Flynn wrote. ‘His example instilled in me a deep respect for
other cultures and other pathways to spiritual fulfillment.’

It is easy to see why Territorians found the servant of
such a spirituality so attractive. He used to say that he found
the people of the Territory even more interesting than the
country. They responded in kind. In 1968 he transferred
from Darwin to Port Moresby for ten years and the Northern
Territory News carried an editorial bewailing their loss. He
would return to Darwin, and in the meantime kept in touch
by means of Darwin reunions wherever he found himself
round the globe.

Father Flynn was happiest in such intimate groups. As a
graduate student in London he had participated in the Cath-
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olic revival which flowed through small meetings in pubs. As
a priest he encouraged small-group Catholicism with such
movements as Antioch and the Teams of Mary. The Darwin
reunions were part of the same picture: former Territorians
could meet their priest again and share their stories with
him, He kept in touch too through his travel books, three of
them written with the journalist Keith Willey.

Flynn did not fail to record the (now sometimes forgotten)
Catholic Aboriginal success stories — how lonely missions
saved desert tribes from starvation; how nuns gave their
lives on leper islands; how a priest stopped the murderous
‘payback’ tradition in his territory. And always there was his
concern for Aboriginal health. When he was promoted to the
highest rank of the Order of Australia, in 1993, the citation
recognised his medical vocation, ‘particularly research into
Aboriginal eye health’.

Here the Fr Flynn story joins that of Professor Fred Hol-
lows. Soon after coming to Darwin, the priest had noticed
the high incidence of trachoma among Aborigines. Medical
colleagues were not interested and for decades he battled
alone. Then Fred Hollows came along, saw what the priest
was doing, and became enthusiastic. The national trachoma
and eye health programme, Fred’s life work and monument,
came a few years later.

As a youth, Frank Flynn had noticed how the Missionar-
ies of the Sacred Heart (MSCs) were able to stay fully hu-
man, even as priests — there was nothing false or antihuman
about them. That is why had had joined them. On his death,
in 2000, he was recognised as a great Territorian and, more
enduringly, as a great exemplar of this MSC tradition.
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In memory of
everyday heroes

JIMLYNCH

WITH ONE EXCEPTION, LIFE IN A PRISONER OF WAR CAMP was
like life in an old-time seminary or a boarding school. There
was the same dull daily routine, the same peremptory control
by the authorities, the same focus on the group rather than
on the individual, and even the same constant daydreaming
about food. There was, however, this difference: in a POW
camp you had no idea when (or how) your time there would
end. So while you waited out the war, you got on with life as
best you could.

Changi POW camp, a prison town on the edge of
Singapore Island, is the best known World War II prison.
Most of the 22,400 Australians captured by the Imperial
Japanese Army were quartered there at some time during
their years of captivity. Among them was an official war art-
ist, Murray Griffin, who recorded the normality of life inside
Changi. In Griffin’s pictures you see concert parties, pan-
tomimes, gardens, a duckyard, threadmaking machines, a
sandal factory, malaria control, artificial limb workshops,
beds being debugged, rice cakes cooking and vitamin supple-
ments being processed from grass. There are chapels where
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