


Jim Smailes and the Independents
Good afternoon.
It is with great honour that I present to you the poem “The Second AIC” written by 2/2 Commando Jim Smailes. This poem was first published in 1947 as part of Jim’s book of poetry The Independents.
Jim’s poem is an eyewitness account of the 2/2 campaign against the Japanese in East Timor. As such, it is not only a priceless historical resource, but a tribute to the bravery, ingenuity, endurance and mateship of the men of the 2/2. 
With this year’s theme of keeping the memory alive, it is a true gift that we have the voice of Jim Smailes speaking to us through this poem.
Time does not permit for me to read the poem’s 30 pages, but I will read selected verses and give some background.
The poem has a strong Australian identity. Jim wrote in the style of the Australian bush poet, using rhythmic verse, familiar Australian colloquial language and when appropriate, a good dose of the Australian sense of humour, cynicism and larrikinism.
The poem is divided into two parts. Part 1 begins in June 1941 with the selection and training of members of the Second AIC and ends in Dec 1941 with the AIC landing at Dilly. 
Here are the first three verses. 

We left Northam full of hope, we were the very cream.
Selected from so many and held in high esteem. 
The “Hush-hush” we were known as, men who keep their word.
Men who speak by action, are seldom seen or heard.
Of course we volunteered and scorned those who stayed. 
The world would soon forget them, our name will never fade.

Old Northam camp was out of date, not good enough for us, 
With too much work and marching, with too much talk and fuss. 
Why over there in Foster, there’re no fatigues and things, 
You learn to do a man’s job and they wait on you like kings.
It’s the best camp in Australia, and you can get out every night, 
Just walk straight out and see the town itself, a glorious sight.

Each man must be unmarried and under 30 years,
With no responsibilities, no family ties and cares,
We had to be adventurous and stick on to the last. 
The pay would be much higher and promotion very fast.
They stuffed us with promises, we believed the bally lot.
So thus we were selected by Lieutenant Colonel Scott.

Despite the promises, conditions at Foster Camp in Victoria were worse than in Northam and the soldiers were disillusioned; but it was here that their guerilla training began in earnest. They were taught to throw grenades, use a Tommy Gun, block and blow-up roads and bridges. From the poem…

They taught us to fight and box and how to save our life,
In unarmed combat if attacked with bottle or a knife,
They made us sleep out in the cold to make us hard and tough,
On bully-beef and biscuits and only half enough.
Up Mt Latrobe and Oberon, the trip to Growlers Creek,
To Sealers Cove, the “Ackbar” stunt, were all within a week.

And even in the night time they could not be content.
They’d drag you out at any time to give their feelings vent,
They’d take you through the valleys and up among the rocks.
We drew our pay and gear and all, and even “washed our socks”.
Still you never heard us grumble, we did it in jest,
For we knew we’d be rewarded by a final trip back west. 

The soldiers were formed into a unit called the Second Australian Independent Company and given their red double diamond patch. The Second AIC later became known as the 2/2 Commandos. The unit was given 14 days of leave back in the West but were warned to keep their unit and colour patch a secret. 
After this, the unit began its journey northwards and Jim humorously tells the story of how some soldiers cleaned up a lieutenant and were put in prison, of how others stole a sheep for a BBQ and how a turkey disappeared as well. 
At Katherine the 2/2s built a comfortable camp, that most importantly had an underground cellar to keep their beer cold. They were just settling, in when Japan entered the war with the bombing of Pearl Harbour. The 2/2’s were sent to Darwin where they boarded the ship Zealandia. The journey to Koepang in Dutch West Timor is described ….

We spent three days like cattle upon a crowded deck.
And they taught us belt and boat drill just in case there was a wreck,
So when the trip was over and the land hove into view,
There was not a man among us who was sorry it was through,
For a submarine had followed us and planes were overhead,
So we were rather fortunate that none of us was dead.

After a few days at Koepang, the 2/2s boarded a Dutch destroyer to sail into Dilly Bay in Portuguese East Timor. Their mission was to attack and take control of Dilly and its aerodrome.  From the poem comes this verse which I think is most significant with respects to the main theme of today’s memorial service.

We saddled up with loaded packs and rowed towards the shore,
To make history at that landing and be remembered evermore,
We raced ashore with bayonets fixed and charged the aerodrome,
While our thoughts went back to childhood days and those we left at home,
And of how Australia’s name was won upon land and sea
Sure Dilly ‘drome must take its place beside Gallipoli.

Jim believed that what Second AIC were about to achieve, would take its place beside Gallipoli in the memory of Australians…that by taking control of the aerodrome and the surrounds, they could prevent further Japanese advance to Australia.  We now know how significant the role of the 2/2 was in changing the course of the war, but widespread recognition still awaits.

The 2/2s successfully overpowered the Portuguese at the Dilly aerodrome and took control of the town.

Part 2 of the poem begins in January 1942 with the Japanese landing in Timor and ends with the Second AIC’s evacuation in January 1943. Part two starts with a bit of humour.
Then came around that Xmas day with bully beef for lunch,
No Xmas greetings from the boss, so we all got a hunch,
And sneaked away to Dilly town, to get upon the spree,
Not only just the privates, mind, but staff and sergeants three.
And so next day beneath the trees we wore that guilty look,
As we were told “But just this once – next time it’s in your book.”
The 2/2s travelled around Dilly to strategically survey the land. Unfortunately, many soldiers became infected with the dreaded malaria. Doubts began to build.
And so the weeks went slowly by, the rations had run out,
The old “Canopus” came no more, and we began to doubt,
Had those at home forgotten us, and left us to our fate,
To starve upon this tropic isle, until some later date?
Oh no; this Company’ll not starve, this Independent band,
We’ll show those nobs a thing or two, we’ll live off the land.

Then came the day that the 2/2s saw Japanese ships sailing into Dilly Bay. At this point, the tone of Jim’s writing becomes more serious and reflective about the realities of war.
Jim writes of the remarkable feat of 20 men from Section No. 2 who held off 600 Japanese at the aerodrome for 6 hours while the rest of the unit moved into the mountains. We then read of the tragic Ration Truck Massacre. 

Moreover on that fatal day the ration truck went down,
The Seven Section all aboard to spend the day in town;
They ran into the Japanese, their fate we have not learned,
Perhaps some day we’ll understand, but only one returned,
“Pinnochio” was also shot, from off his motor bike,
No better lad you’d wish to meet, a boy we all did like.

The poem now moves through a significant phase where the Commandos conducted a fighting withdrawal into the mountains to carry on the guerilla warfare for which they had been trained. They blew up buildings, bridges and stores so that nothing was to be left behind for the Japanese. They ignored the Japanese order to surrender despite the threat that all would be shot if captured. As time went on, they experienced disease and exhaustion as well as severe shortages of food, clothes and medication. They were posted as missing, but they carried on and inflicted heavy losses to the enemy with very little cost to themselves. But then came a much-welcomed breakthrough in April 1942 with what we now call Winnie the War Winner …

All through the months we battled on, ‘gainst illness and privation,
We saw no ships nor aeroplanes, we’d had no communication;
Then just as things got rather bad and conditions nearly beat us,
Joe Loveless got the set to work, Australia’s voice to greet us,
We’d thought our ships had all been sunk, the RAAF did not exist,
But now we knew Australia stood, determined to resist.
Soon the planes began parachuting precious supplies to the Commandoes including much needed boots, ammunition, soap, cigarettes. 
With communications restored, the Commandos kept Darwin informed of enemy shipping movements and targets for the RAAF and USAAF but after 12 months the Commandos began to crack up and had to be evacuated. Here is one of the last verses… 

There is much more could be written, there is much that is not told,
Of the many deeds of valour, of encounters fierce and bold;
The lonely graves on Timor, on the hills and in gullies deep,
Speak of courage crowned by sacrifice and they their secrets keep;
There are tales of grit and hardship and of duty nobly done,
That will make their contribution when this struggle has been won.

Jim Smailes book of poetry “The Independents” and especially the poem “The Second AIC”, will forever be a memorial, a lasting legacy, to his power to bring to life the experiences of the 2/2 Commandos. The poems are neither pro-war nor anti-war but tell the truth from the eyes of one soldier, and his belief that the actions of the 2/2 Commandos would take their place beside Gallipoli in the memory of the Australian people.

As Jim wrote in this poem when the Second AIC were about to land at Dilly…
We saddled up with loaded packs and rode towards the shore,
To make history at that landing and be remembered evermore.
We raced ashore with bayonets fixed and charged at the aerodrome,
While our thoughts went back to childhood days and those we left at home
And of how Australia’s name was won upon the land and sea, 
Sure Dilly ‘drome must take its place beside Gallipoli.

Thank you for your attention and I hope my presentation has inspired you to read Jim’s poetry and experience its power. Jim’s book The Independents is available in PDF from our 2/2 association.


 




