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DEBT OF HONOUR: AUSTRALIA’S FIRST COMMANDOS AND EAST TIMOR EXHIBITION 

Statement by Minister for Culture and the Arts 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Culture and the Arts) [2.05 pm]: I am pleased to inform the 

house about a remarkable new temporary exhibition I had the honour of launching at the Western Australian 

Museum in Perth on Friday, 17 February. Debt of Honour: Australia’s First Commandos and East Timor details 

the extraordinary efforts of the 2/2
nd

 Independent Company in East Timor during World War II and the enduring 

friendships between the soldiers, their families and the people of East Timor.  

Seventy years ago, in February 1942, the Japanese had captured Malaya, Singapore, most of the Dutch East 

Indies and numerous Pacific Islands. Northern Australia was within range of Japanese bombers. The island of 

Timor, its east and west divided between Portugal and the Netherlands, contained a vital airfield. At midnight on 

19 February the Japanese invaded Dili, defended by the Australian Imperial Force’s outnumbered and isolated 

2/2
nd

 Independent Company. Against all odds, this courageous group of 270 Australian soldiers, approximately 

80 per cent of whom were recruited from Western Australia, undertook a hit-and-run campaign that successfully 

diverted a crack Japanese force of over 10 000 soldiers who were required for the Kokoda campaign. But this is 

not an exhibition that recounts just military history; Debt of Honour tells the story of enduring friendships that 

were forged all those years ago and continue today. 

The success of the Australians was due to their training and superb bushcraft but most of all to the support of the 

East Timorese, in particular the “criados”, the young men and boys who willingly volunteered to support the 

commandos by carrying their packs, sourcing and sharing food and shelter, teaching them about the unforgiving 

landscape and being their eyes and ears to report on Japanese troop movements and attacks—all at great peril to 

themselves and their villages. The people of East Timor were to pay greatly for this support of the Australians. In 

the three years following the Australian withdrawal from Timor in early 1943, the people of East Timor suffered 

from fighting, famine and disease. More than 40 000 East Timorese perished, including many of the “criados” 

who had served alongside the Australian soldiers, yet, surprisingly, as well as being a story of great loss and 

tragedy, this is a wartime story of hope, respect and affection. 

The relationship between the soldiers and the local youths was one of enduring mateship. The soldiers of the 

2/2
nd

 felt they owed their lives to the people of East Timor, and many veterans and family members dedicated 

their post-war years to repaying this debt of honour, reciprocating the friendship that was shown to them all 

those years ago. This friendship and support have been shown in the form of financial aid; employment; 

education; providing seeds, plants, equipment and machinery to develop agriculture and textile industries; 

political lobbying during the period of Indonesian occupation; and the opening of memorials and places of 

reflection in East Timor. 

This truly is a unique story and I am pleased that following its display here in Perth, the exhibition will travel 

throughout Australia to allow as many people as possible to share and appreciate the tremendous efforts and 

sacrifices of Australia’s 2/2
nd

 Independent Company and of the brave people of East Timor. More than 3 000 

people visited Debt of Honour in its first week, and I encourage all the members of the house and the wider 

community to see this free exhibition at the WA Museum prior to its closing on 20 May. 

 


