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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I wrote this book more than 45 years after I returned from service with an artillery unit in the Vietnam War. I wrote it from memory, supplemented by letters to my wife that I discovered tucked away at the back of a wardrobe after her death in 2012.

I went to Vietnam to fight believing it was a worthwhile endeavour, and I do not resile now from that view. But it became a lost cause, one that created divisions within the Australian community and the denigration and alienation of those who served the nation as best they could.

I subsequently had over 16 years as Director of the Australian War Memorial, and came to realise that with the passage of the years Australians have now become curious and more interested in what took place in the former Republic of South Vietnam and what were the experiences of their fellow Australians. An excellent official history has recently been completed, but it seemed to me that few personal accounts are available after all these years, aside from books such as Gary McKay’s In Good Company, Barry Heard’s Well Done, those Men, Bob Buick’s and Harry Smith’s books about Long Tan, and Captain Bullen’s war: the Vietnam War Diary of Captain John Bullen. I much earlier enjoyed William Nagle’s The Odd Angry Shot, but that is more a collection of anecdotes by a cook than by an SAS trooper.

Certainly nothing has previously been written about what it was like to serve in a field artillery battery and be a forward observer with the infantry. I came to be with both the 5th and 6th Battalions of the Royal Australian Regiment. As a result, I have the greatest admiration for the courage, stoicism and resilience of those who served in these battalions. And I must acknowledge the bravery of those who went out in the forward observer parties, and those on the guns who were dedicated in their ongoing commitment to produce accurate and timely fire whenever it was requested.

I accept full responsibility for the content of this book and apologise in advance for any mistakes or omissions. I have done my very best to confirm my recollections of events and have consulted with some of my Vietnam colleagues. In that regard. I am grateful for the assistance of fellow Gunners, Jim Ryan, Knox Napier, Barrie Winsor, Kerry Mellor, George Bindley, Trevor Madeley and Bob Crelly. Likewise, Vietnam official historian Ashley Ekins, distinguished historian Peter Pedersen, former SAS member, Chris Roberts, Neville Pinkham and Roger Wainwright have all been very helpful. John Achilles was kind enough to lend me his photographic collection.

I appreciate greatly the efforts of Tanya Nolan who interpreted my scribbled draft and transformed it into something that was much more presentable. Finally, the support of the Australian Army History Unit and Big Sky Publishing must be acknowledged warmly.


PHUOC TUY PROVINCE
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NUI DAT DISPOSITION
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CHAPTER 1

OFF TO THE WAR

It was mid-September 1966 and 11 pm. The line of slouch-hatted soldiers in jungle greens filed out silently in the darkness across the tarmac at Brisbane’s Eagle Farm airport to the waiting Qantas Boeing 707.

Beneath the anonymity of the uniforms was a mixed bag. There were the long, the thin, the short and the stout; and the committed, the scallywags, the bludgers and the dedicated. I was among them.

It was off to the Vietnam war in style for the men of the Royal Regiment of Australian Artillery’s 101st Field Battery. Going by Qantas spared us from travelling on HMAS Sydney, the ex-aircraft carrier, officially designated as a fast troop transport, but in reality a slow, non-air-conditioned and thoroughly unattractive way to head north through the tropics. I was told later that the crew was very supportive though.

At the gate in the low fence around the terminal, they had been farewelled individually and wished good luck by their Commanding Officer (CO), the kindly, decent and principled Lieutenant Colonel Reg Gardner. He was to shake every man’s hand as they left. The colonel would not come to Vietnam until almost a year later. We were to join a unit already in Vietnam, the 1st Field Regiment.

Earlier the men had assembled at their barracks at Wacol, a rundown Second World War establishment in the unappealing outskirts west of Brisbane on the way to Ipswich. In early afternoon the camp had been closed, with everyone in the Battery awaiting a trip to the airport by trucks during the early evening. The soldiers’ boozer did a roaring trade; late afternoon the Battery’s officers were invited to drinks at the Sergeants’ Mess. It concluded with the Regimental Sergeant Major (RSM) calling his mess to attention and saying, ‘Gentlemen, the officers of the 101st Field Battery are leaving for Vietnam; we wish them all good luck’.

With a police escort front and rear, the Battery went off to the airport with the flaps down on the trucks lest anyone, I suppose, caught sight of soldiers on their way to a war. A sole TV camera greeted our arrival and captured many of the soldiers in lusty voice singing the then popular Beatles’ song with the refrain, ’We all live in a yellow submarine, a yellow submarine ...’. It also captured several soldiers tumbling off the trucks, inebriated. I couldn’t blame them. It would have been a strange person to be avidly looking forward to the probable trials of the coming months.

There were no bands, politicians or any other senior officers present, and frankly we didn’t expect anything like that. We’d had a farewell parade on a Sunday afternoon a few weeks before. It was a low-key, family-only affair. The Battery was turned-out well in the style of the ‘60s in crisp starched greens with our distinguishing white Gunner lanyards on the right shoulder. Everyone wore a slouch hat rakishly tilted to the right with the brim turned up on the left to display a highly-polished artillery badge. I must say that the long-standing traditional way of wearing the slouch hat typified to me the Australian fighting Digger—cocky and confident with a touch of individuality. Unfortunately, that way of wearing the hat is not encouraged these days. A black belt with sparkling brass fittings and spit-polished ankle boots and gaiters completed the image of a disciplined and capable body of men ready to be deployed overseas on active service. There was one item missing. The specially-developed and much awaited calf-length jungle boots were yet to be issued to us.

The reviewing officer, a brigadier most had never heard of before, let alone seen, expressed the expected platitudes, but said nothing memorable or inspiring. Irrespective, it would have been lost on us. Most had been out partying heavily the night before, and to get through the parade upright was an achievement in itself. I was no exception.

I do remember what a senior Gunner officer, Major General Tim Cape, said after a visit a few weeks before. He keenly watched a demonstration of all the guns being brought into action in the Wacol training area and then went around talking with the soldiers and feeling the weight of their packs. Most were stuffed with paper and cardboard! Speaking to everyone subsequently, he made his point by saying, ‘In a few weeks, gentlemen, you’ll be on active service and perhaps be invited (I warmed to that turn of phrase) to carry spare clothing, ammunition, spare radio batteries, and all your rations and water. I suggest you get used to that quickly’. Enough said.

The Quonset-style huts with their curved roof and sides that then adequately served Brisbane’s airport needs—how those have changed—were deserted except for immediate family members. Cups of indifferent coffee from a ubiquitous army multi-pot urn and slices of stale jubilee cake provided the only diversion as we waited to be called aboard the aircraft by a clipboard-carrying, self-important warrior of the Army’s movement’s organisation. He was being supervised by a florid, overweight major with a bristling military moustache.

As we waited in the departure lounge, everything that needed to have been said had already been expressed, and the last moments were excruciating. Let’s get on with it! At least all the interminable and seemingly never-ending preparatory training was over. The early morning five kilometre runs followed by small arms training, exercises at Shoalwater Bay Training Area on the coast north of Rockhampton and a final gut-busting month at the Jungle Training Centre (JTC), Canungra, were all behind us. Also behind us were the plethora of medical and dental checks (I had lost three teeth because the dentist was convinced there would be no dental treatment in Vietnam), all the injections, the preparation of wills—most of the young blokes would never have given a will a second thought, that was for old codgers—and the endless kit and equipment checks. All these were necessary to bring everyone up to DP1 (Draft Priority 1) standard, fit for overseas service in all respects.

It was a comforting thought that all this hardship and time-consuming peacetime preparation was over, and we were off. For the married soldiers, perhaps a more predictable and normal life might be possible when (if) we returned. But what lay ahead? A strange country, a determined enemy and what else? Certainly, danger awaited us: hardship and suffering were givens. You were going to be in close contact with the enemy. What would it be like and how would you perform? Would you measure up? I’m sure most going off to war give more than a passing thought to these matters.

Time to leave! Tender and brave farewells took place, a last embrace, and off we went.

All aboard and with our weapons stowed securely in the aircraft’s forward lockers, the mood was quiet and pensive. I can’t recall anyone cracking a joke or otherwise trying to lighten the subdued atmosphere. Staying to the end to watch the aircraft take-off were our families. I caught a glimpse of Heather as we taxied out. She had been remarkably bright and supportive in the terminal. We’d been married a year, and for most of that time I was away on exercises and courses. Before that she’d only known me as a university student. I’d been sent to the University of Adelaide after graduating from Duntroon to complete an engineering degree, and it was there that I’d met her. Starched greens, black belts, polished brass and spit-polished boots were something foreign to her. I reflected that perhaps she thought it was going to be a separation rather like a long exercise. That was the impression she gave. There was no crying, nor any forlorn, miserable demeanour. It was over 45 years later, and after her death, that I discovered the truth. One of her friends told me she was terrified. Courageously she concealed that from me not only then, but for the entire time I was away, and afterwards. I wish I had known that, but I always knew implicitly how loyal and supportive she was.

And so we left, and the lights of Brisbane slipped away quickly behind us.

During the long flight there, via Townsville and Manila, there was plenty of time to think about the Vietnam War, and why Australia had made a commitment to participate. Over the preceding years, I’d read widely about revolutionary warfare, including Denis Warner’s Out of the Gun and Robert Thompson’s book about the Malayan Emergency, Defeating Communist Insurgency. Like most military professionals, I’d read Bernard Fall’s Street Without Joy, dealing with the French defeat in Indo-China by the Viet Minh, and Jean Larteguy’s The Centurions and The Praetorians about the French in the Algerian insurgency. My list even extended to TV journalist Gerald Stone’s War without Honour, but I can’t say I got much of an insight from that.

I think it fair to say most on board the flight that night had few, if any, problems about the war’s justification. I had been surprised a few weeks before when I raised the topic with the men of my Gun Troop. A dentist had been delayed, and we had a half hour or so to fill in as we awaited his arrival. These were the gunners in the detachments (or crews, to use non-artillery terminology) who manned our six howitzers. They were decent blokes, but time spent on manhandling a gun, digging a gun pit and preparing ammunition was hard work and not conducive to contemplation and reflection. Overwhelmingly the war was supported by them, and I found it hard to get any discussion going. I have to say that some of the strongly-expressed justifications, such as ‘stopping the southward expansion of the Chinese’, were somewhat simplistic, but reflected extant media views. Some of these men had fought the Communist Terrorists in Malaya and the Indonesians in Borneo: going to Vietnam was simply just another commitment overseas combatting instability to our north.

As for myself, I’d heard all the arguments against our involvement at university rallies I’d attended out of interest: I was surprised but unmoved by the passionate and highly critical rhetoric of later Labor Party luminaries such as David Combe, who went on to be its national secretary, and John Bannon (later a premier of South Australia). I well recall the latter urging that ‘this holocaust’ be stopped, an exaggerated comparison I didn’t think was at all valid. Whatever, I heard nothing new of substance that persuaded me to change my views. I was comfortable with Australia’s commitment to the South Vietnamese: it wasn’t black and white, but few situations are. Yes, South Vietnam might be regarded as an artificial creation and its government was unstable: but it deserved a chance, if only to help those who had fled south after the partition in 1954.

As a junior officer, I believed that if the government of the day—irrespective of its stripe—had determined a commitment was necessary, that was good enough for me. After all, in the military you served at the bidding of the democratically elected government. That, of course, did not prevent contrary personal views, but they had to be suppressed. To lead men effectively in war requires a full commitment to the cause, whatever it is and how convoluted it might be. Men will pick up quickly if their boss is not signed up and seems doubtful; their performance will suffer. I thought that aspect was rather simple. Why should men commit themselves to what is a very unpleasant business if their leader does not?

All these years later it is often overlooked that at the outset the majority of the community supported Australia’s involvement, initially in 1963, and then in the next two elections in 1966 and 1969.

I contemplated as the flight progressed how prepared I was. I’d been out of the system at university for quite a while. Less than a year ago I was on a Commonwealth scholarship about to submit my post-graduate thesis. Since then I’d undergone some intensive Army training. At the School of Artillery at North Head, Sydney, I’d undertaken a gun position officer’s (GPO) course. Halfway through I heard I’d be going to Vietnam as a forward observer (FO), that is, not serving on the gun line, but forward with those being supported by artillery fire, invariably the infantry. It would be my responsibility to call down any fire that was needed. The role of the infantry has always been to search out, close with, and defeat the enemy, and if necessary capture and hold ground. In simple terms, the infantry is at the sharp end as the ‘edge of the sword’, as I heard it once described. It’s a hard, uncompromising environment.

I had decided on the course that I needed some extra training focused on observation of fire, so I approached the Senior Instructor in Gunnery, Major Jack Kelly. Later, as CO 12th Field Regiment in Vietnam, he was to be awarded the Distinguished Service Order (DSO) and ultimately be promoted to be a major general. He took me under his wing and personally gave me some additional training in artillery observation procedures and techniques which I very much appreciated. As a result, I was satisfied that I knew all the theory well, and with my strong mathematics background, the technical aspects of artillery held no fears. My immediate problem was a lack of experience, which only time on the job would overcome. I would need some luck at the start.

All the Battery had gone through the bastardry of the mandatory month-long training course at JTC up in the ranges behind Surfers Paradise. There was a plethora of early morning confidence and muscle-strengthening courses, and training in patrolling and the contact drills you were to perform on encountering the enemy, all to the mantra of the instructors’ ‘the unexpected happens most often to the unwary’. Many thought our time at Canungra was worse than Vietnam. As for me, I thought the place was over-rated and attendance was more for political reasons than anything else. The time would have been better spent honing our artillery technical skills.

On the leg from Manila to Tan Son Nhut airport (Saigon) reality sunk in. Our weapons were distributed and just before the aircraft commenced a steep approach dive prior to landing, presumably as a precaution to avoid ground fire, the captain spoke to us over the PA system. He said what a privilege it was for he and his crew to fly us to Vietnam, on their behalf he wished us every good luck in the days ahead, and then expressed the sincere hope that they could have the pleasure of flying us home at the completion of our tour of duty. He then, out of necessity, switched off to concentrate on the landing. The remarks encapsulated Qantas at its very best as a national carrier.

It was said Tan Son Nhut was the busiest airport in the world in 1966, and I have no reason to doubt that from what I soon was to observe. Several fighters sped past our wings on approach, you could glimpse at least a dozen other aircraft elsewhere in the sky—and that was just on one side—and on touch-down you could see sand-bagged revetments containing aircraft scattered everywhere.

The place would have been paradise for any plane-spotter. As we taxied in, I saw several old Constellations, as used by Qantas a decade before, Curtiss C46 transports, Douglas C47s and C54s, F100 and F105 jets, and rugged piston-engined, ground attack Douglas A-1 Skyraiders. One didn’t have to look far to see the workhorse aircraft of the war: four-engined Hercules and high-tailed Caribous. Looking around it seemed as if everything available had been pressed into service.

We stopped finally in front of the two-storied building that served as the passenger terminal. I then had an immediate vision of what joy and happiness looked like. Behind a low fence were a hundred or so Diggers in fresh greens wearing newly-mounted campaign ribbons, all eagerly watching the aircraft’s arrival with happy and expectant smiles on their face. They’d soon be off home, and unlike our flight, there would be alcohol on board. We could only dream of that day. It seemed so far off to be incomprehensible and unattainable. It wasn’t worth thinking about. To do so would have been depressing. There were all sorts of unimaginable things to go through before then.

A very proper, slight officer materialised at the PA microphone. He announced himself as the ‘ATLO’ which I found later to be the air transport liaison officer (how did one get a cushy job like that, I thought?), and in clipped Pommy tones—he was obviously a ‘retread’, a transfer, from the British Army—welcomed us to Vietnam. He said we’d be moved to another part of the airfield on disembarkation, there to await transport to Vung Tau, the site of the Australian Logistics Support Group. He also mentioned that the water was non-potable, whatever that meant to the masses. All he had to say was, ‘Don’t drink the water’!

The sound of aircraft hit you immediately on disembarking. The scream of fighter jets taking off, the whine of prop-jets, and the rumble of piston-driven aircraft required you to shout whenever you spoke. Superimposed on all of this was the distinctive rotor-slap of helicopters. There was movement everywhere. Jets moving out to take-off, aircraft being run-up, and Caribou transports manoeuvring between other aircraft to find their parking bay, the pilot guided by a loadmaster whose head and shoulders protruded out through a hatch in the cabin roof. Just who was controlling all of this? What a task; it seemed bedlam. Bedlam or not, if Tan Son Nhut were any indication, the Vietnam commitment was huge, and this was only an indication of the air component of the war. Like it or not, you were just an individual swept up in it all.

After being reunited with our baggage from the 707’s hold, and waiting out in the hot sun for an hour or so, the order was given to board either of the two C123 Providers parked in front of us. They looked as if they’d had a hard life in their service. I’d never heard of such an aircraft before, let alone seen one: they were known as ‘Baby Hercules’ because of the similar style of rear tail-ramp both aircraft had, but with the C123 only having two engines. The Qantas service had well and truly disappeared by now. We were stuffed in on the floor of the cargo bay with our duffel bags, under the direction of a cheery but seemingly casual loadmaster. No-one seemed to bother with preparing a load manifest. Perhaps there was one, but I never saw any being prepared, let alone being used to check us on.

With the ramp up, we taxied out and eventually were given a take-off slot. Airborne at about an altitude of 200 feet, a nearby door flew open. Wow! We were indeed in the rough-and-tumble of a war zone. The loadmaster didn’t seem particularly alarmed as he pushed it shut. Obviously it was the sort of thing that happened. Just fix it and move on.

After a short trip, most of it following the line of the Saigon River as it flowed seawards through a riverine area, which I found to be called the Rung Sat Special Zone, well-known as a Viet Cong (VC) stronghold, we bounced down on the runway at Vung Tau airport. It, too, was a busy place, but more from helicopter and light aircraft movements. Waiting was a line of Australian trucks to take us to our nearby logistics base. It didn’t take long to get there. The base was nestled in sand hills alongside the South China Sea. The nearby beach, a very long stretch of not-unattractive sand, was unimaginatively called Back Beach. Prominent to the south-west was the large lighthouse and the aerials of a communications farm on the summit of Cap St Jacques.

Off the trucks and eventually settling down in a tent in the transit area, I noticed a distinct change. Until then the overwhelming smell of Vietnam had been burnt aviation turbine (avtur) fuel, now others predominated, particularly the dank, pungent smell of decaying vegetation and rubbish, and the all-pervading smell of faeces. And, as expected, it was very hot and humid.

I lay sweating on a stretcher and ate a piece of my favourite slice that Heather had pressed into my hands on departure. So this was Day One in a strange and different country, one in which it was quite apparent a major war was going on. However, life in Vung Tau was as close to safe as you could get in-country, although we inexperienced arrivals didn’t know that. We were on edge. However, over time I came to share the prevailing view that the main danger of service there was the sheer boredom of the work, no matter how vital, excessive consumption of alcohol, and the attractions of the night life—some perverse—on offer nearby at ‘Vungers’.

At night you could hear the rumble of artillery fire from Nui Dat to the north. To the uninitiated, it seemed as if furious contact with the enemy was taking place, but I was soon to learn it was a thing called ‘harassing and interdiction’ (H and I) fire, which went by the nickname of Pluto. Whether it served to harass the enemy or our gunners by making them get out of bed continually at night to fire the missions was a moot point for some. The fire was directed at tracks upon which movement had been observed, known enemy camps and locations derived from intelligence reports. Despite the inconvenience to the gunners, an analysis over time indicated that it was indeed of value. Deserters said it was the principal reason for their defection. A side effect was an increase in malaria amongst the VC. They couldn’t afford to sleep under mosquito nets as they would impede getting away quickly into the safety of a nearby pit.

There was leave to Vung Tau on the first night for any adventurous types wishing to experience the range of options available in the bars. I didn’t go in. It was pouring with monsoonal rain and, lulled by the sound of rain beating down continuously on the tent fly, I decided to stay in the tent’s relative comfort and write my first letter to Heather. In it, I expressed my concern that some soldiers, ‘could easily bite off more than they can handle in the back streets, although apparently it is reasonably peaceful’. The next morning some lurid stories were being circulated, one creating particular ribald amusement among the gunners. A quiet and introspective country boy had been blatantly aroused by a bar girl, much to his embarrassment. It was all new territory for him. He had innocently purchased her a Saigon Tea on her urging, and she had then discharged her part of the bargain.

After two days at Vung Tau, we were deemed to be acclimatised, and left the next day at 9.30 am for Nui Dat. I don’t think anyone was too fussed about moving on from Vung Tau. It was rather depressing in the sand hills, and we wanted to get on with it. I can’t remember any briefings about command structures throughout the convoy, or what to do in the event of an ambush en route. Presumably the task was regarded by the truckies as a stock-standard convoy of little significance, and of the type they took every day when bringing up rations and military materiel. However, the presence of an Army fixed wing aircraft flying up and down the column did give some sense of security, along with a machine gun mounted in the front Land Rover.

One soldier on board my truck was taking no chances. As we left Vung Tau, Bombardier Peter Prewett, recently returned from serving the guns in the Borneo campaign, shouted, ‘Right boys, this is it’, and cocked his rifle. Peter was a high-quality, dedicated soldier. It was no surprise to me that much later he rose to become RSM of the Army, the Chief of Army’s principal adviser on all matters relating to soldiers. We ended up good friends: he served with me when I was a CO; and was to come to my farewell dinner at North Head when I left the Army 30 years later.

The trip across the open marshes to Ba Ria, the capital of Phuoc Tuy province, was uneventful and soon we were in the centre of the town, where there was the market place and a number of two-storied buildings that befitted the provincial role of the place. Here I saw my first White Mice, Vietnamese police members resplendent in white shirts, caps and grey trousers. I think there was a white stripe down the trousers too. With a pistol holstered on their hips, they were a group not to have a misunderstanding with, notwithstanding the derogatory name they were widely known by. Understandably, we were to see little evidence of this constabulary force away from the main population centres.

At Ba Ria we turned onto Route 2 which led to Nui Dat and places further north, such as the Courtenay rubber plantation and Xuan Loc, not that the road was open up to there. The countryside changed soon after leaving town. The daunting and densely-covered Nui Dinh mountain complex to the north-west came down towards the outskirts of the town, and paddy fields interspersed with primary jungle took over to its east. Then we passed an anachronism that everyone was to know as the ‘French Fort’. A deserted concrete fortification, with firing slits and the like, the Fort sat out by itself in a paddy field. You could almost imagine the French in their kepis and the flag pole with a tricolour flying defiantly. The fort was a left-over from the French-Viet Minh War and was the remains of someone’s concept of providing a tangible presence in a contested area, thereby hoping to pacify it. But it never worked. I’d already read about strings of such forts being knocked off, one-by-one. That reading had also included accounts of convoys being destroyed in set-piece ambushes and defensive positions being taken out by overwhelming force applied at a decisive point.

The South Vietnamese Regional and Popular Forces had been encouraged subsequently to establish a similar network of fortifications, but this time closer to population centres and with earth bunds, rather than concrete, and barbed-wire entanglements and minefields of dubious provenance. The flag poles remained a feature, this time flying the yellow and red striped flag of the Republic of Vietnam. Inside, a collection of lean-to structures would shelter the soldiers and assorted camp followers who called such a place home. Typically, most had at least a single American howitzer that presumably could give support to distant forts and to the patrols that might venture out from behind the security of the bund to see what was happening in the surrounding countryside.

I found none of the FOs were to place any reliance on artillery support from such places: you’d have to have been in a truly desperate situation to call for it. The Regional and Popular Forces came below the ARVN (the Army of the Republic of Vietnam), having lesser responsibilities and therefore inherently less capability. I was only to have a fleeting encounter with elements of the Popular Force.

At the village of Hoa Long, a depressing collection of small hamlets, there was a gruesome and sickening sight, the body of the village elder executed by the VC the previous evening. It had been left on display to encourage other inhabitants to support the communist cause and dissuade cooperation with the government. Understandably none of the villagers wished to upset the VC by doing the decent thing and removing the body. It certainly made an impression on those in the convoy, and was an early introduction to the ruthlessness and barbarity of the enemy towards its own. That sort of action would certainly cause a person to think again about overtly supporting the South’s cause. Much of Hoa Long, especially the northern part, was to remain for the duration under some form of VC control, despite constant civil action efforts, a succession of cordon-and-search operations that sought to apprehend any insurgents careless enough to be in the village at night, and by the regular ambushing of its approaches.

At the centre of the town, a nondescript place typified by poverty, sullenness and the most basic of housing, Route 2 turned north to run directly into the 1st Australian Task Force (1ATF) base at Nui Dat. A central, prominent hill gave the base its name, and it was surrounded on three sides by tall, mature rubber plantations.

This was to be our future home, although those whose task it was to venture out on patrols and operations further afield would see little of it. In a way, Nui Dat came to remind me of a piece of Australia, an island stuck out by itself in a strange, potentially hazardous, sea. Like it or not, it was going to be home, and your unit based there was to become your family. Like all families, there were to be the ups-and-downs and disagreements, but you were loyal to it and did your best to stick together.


CHAPTER 2

WELCOME TO NUI DAT

Soon after we had jumped off the trucks in what was to be our gun area in Nui Dat, our new CO, Lieutenant Colonel Richmond (Dick) Cubis swept in, conveyed splendidly in a clean Land Rover with red and blue artillery pennants fluttering at the top of its rear radio aerials. I don’t think he had white covers on the seats, but he may well have. I must say I wasn’t expecting to view ceremonial embellishments like that on operations, but there they were. I couldn’t quite see their purpose except to encourage an insurgent to crank off a shot at the occupant. I’d always been told you were supposed to present yourself as a person of no consequence in this type of war and not appear as a high value target. For example, badges of rank were not to be worn on operations, and ‘whip’ radio aerials were to be pulled down to avoid easily identifying a command element. If any officer were carelessly to wave a map around, that was regarded as another dead give-away.

Cubis was a fastidious bachelor, and an acknowledged custodian of regimental lore, but we soon came to learn that he had some unique if not unusual views as to how artillery should be employed in action. He was also a strong believer in the importance of mess life. Back in Australia, he required that all living-in officers dress for dinner every night, often in black tie or formal ‘Blues’ uniform. It was bad luck if you had planned to go out with your girlfriend, so some ruefully told me. Consistent with this penchant for formality and decorum, he had insisted that the mess silver be brought to Vietnam. His Holsworthy-based officers had been instructed accordingly to bring their summer mess kit. That instruction never made its way to the wastelands of Wacol, thank goodness. 4th Field was not really regarded as a ‘social’ regiment given to such extravagance.

I suppose Cubis intended all this would bring some couth and dignity to what was otherwise a vulgar brawl, as the old saying went. Perhaps he did hold some jolly good shows in the sand-bagged tent that served as a mess, but I wouldn’t know. I was never to be in Nui Dat long enough to experience any grand, morale-raising, regimental occasions. When I was, I tended to stay with the battalion I was attached to. But I do remember going to the mess at the very end of my tour. With a fellow FO, who was to be recognised for his valour, we were having a quiet drink during the early evening when a newly-arrived major walked in, only to kick us out. We were upbraided by the admonition, ‘Don’t you know there’s a war on’, with its overtones of implied idleness and lack of zeal. We found somewhere else to drink.

What I did expect from the colonel on arrival, though, were some brief words of welcome, his pleasure at the 101st Field Battery joining his regiment, and then sharing with us a few of his key thoughts on the conflict. But no, after a few words to a select few, he got back into his vehicle and disappeared amidst the dust and fluttering pennants. Well, at least he turned up to see us, I thought.

Dick’s tour was to come to a surprising conclusion before too long. I never was to have even a brief conversation with the man.

Those who were to be on the gun line became very busy taking over their guns and associated stores, and familiarising themselves with the layout of the area and its defences. There was plenty of work for the six gun detachments, each commanded by a sergeant, with a bombardier and five gunners, two of whom were designated as gun layers. In reality, all were cross-trained, although some were far better than others at the key task of laying the guns precisely and quickly.

The Battery had inherited a good gun area—as they go—situated on a gentle slope dropping away to the west and defined by several rows of barbed wire at the bottom edge. Heavily sand-bagged machine gun strong points were located at each end. There was the occasional banana tree on the position and little else, unlike the rubber plantations behind, and within which much of 1ATF lived. About five kilometres to the west continued the silent sentinels of the Nui Dinh complex. An enemy up there with a good set of binoculars would be able to follow activities in the base from innumerable observation places. But as they had no artillery, and mortars would need to be carried well forward to reach into the base (although not a hard task in itself), it was more of value in gaining general intelligence. At the very time we arrived, the 6th Battalion of the Royal Australian Regiment (6 RAR) were up on the ridgelines. It was on a similar operation a few months later that a cave leading down into a tunnel system was found to contain a powerful radio. A female operator was captured, said to be clinging like a spider to the ceiling. She was to be the subject of sensational, but false, accusations of water torture during her interrogation, which were eagerly retailed and prematurely condemned by sections of the media back home.
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A typical gun pit in the Battery’s new position with the Nui Dinh hills in the background. The pack howitzer has been elevated to a high angle firing position. The bearing markers on the wall assist when moving the gun’s trail to accommodate a switch in bearing beyond the gun’s top traverse. Photographer: John Achilles.

A lot of work had been done by the previous occupants, the 105th Field Battery, which had spent most of its time in Vietnam up northwest of Nui Dat at Bien Hoa with the US Army’s elite 173rd Airborne Brigade. They had dug gun pits that were circular in design to allow all-round, 360 degree shooting (or, as Gunners would say, through 6400 mils) unlike those for conventional warfare where pits catered for a more restrictive arc of fire of the guns. The reason for this was that threats could manifest themselves from any direction in counter revolutionary warfare (CRW). The pits were revetted with galvanized iron sheets held in place by steel star pickets. Some pits had key bearings marked on the sheets for ease of laying the guns on new bearings, especially where a big switch was involved. This also helped the gross checking of a gun’s firing bearing by the section commanders (usually second lieutenants). Their principal task was to check the precise passage of orders from the battery command post (CP) to each of their three guns. Set into the pits to the side were the all-important ammunition bays.

The guns the detachments were taking over were the same that the Battery had trained on in Australia, the British-manufactured but Italian-designed OTO Melara L5 105mm pack howitzer. The ‘105’ referred to the gun’s bore, or calibre, and the ‘pack’ designation indicated it could quickly be pulled apart into smaller loads for ease of helicopter deployment (most of it was capable of being carried internally within an Iroquois helicopter). The heaviest component could be carried by a four-man team. In a way it was rather like a big Meccano set but you had to watch your fingers when the heavy sections were re-assembled.

Because of the gun’s mobility, the Battery was told that if a serious situation were to develop anywhere in the country, and artillery reinforcements were required, there was the potential that we might be required at short notice. That was something to ponder on, particularly if a deployment were to one of the ‘hot’ border areas up north.

Back to the L5, the ‘howitzer’ descriptor indicated the gun was capable of high angle fire (ie it could fire at elevations above 45 degrees, or 800 mils), a useful characteristic in mountainous country. I liked the guns: they were versatile; they could reach a range of about 10,000 metres on maximum propellant charge; and could be man-handled easily. We knew this from having to drag them around Canungra ourselves. Unfortunately, they already were suffering from problems caused by design inadequacies arising from the quest for lightness. There had been instances of spades (an attachment at the end of each trail—or ‘leg’—to give stability) cracking, as well as the fracturing of elevating gear arcs. They also suffered from the misting up of their sights in rainy weather, a potentially serious matter. Firing on maximum charge (charge 7) had apparently caused most of the fracture problems. These were sufficiently serious to have our L5 guns replaced by the robust and proven American M2A2 howitzers, a pre-Second World War design. But this didn’t happen in our time.

In the gun area, towards the rear, was the previously-mentioned CP, the domain of the GPO. 101’s GPO was one Lieutenant J. A. K. M. Napier, and more of him and his job later. He went by his third name, Knox. The CP was the workplace of a team of signallers, one manning a radio on the internal Battery ‘net’ linking the Battery Commander (BC) with his FOs and the CP; and another on the Regimental net linking the CO with his three BCs, the Regimental CP, battery CPs and all FOs. A few others would also be on this net, but they don’t really matter in terms of this story. Also in the CP were those entrusted with deriving all the necessary firing data, the ‘battery surveyors’ (this name changed in due course to ‘operators CP field’). Among other things, they had the responsibility for using an instrument called a ‘plotter, field branch artillery’ to derive basic bearing and range data for each target. The GPO was responsible for cross-checking the two surveyors’ data and then checking it for gross-error against his own separate plot. With angle of sight (based on the difference in altitude between the guns and target) calculated, along with meteorological corrections, the GPO would then be ready to order firing data out to the guns by a loudspeaker system (or ‘Tannoy’) with an individual speaker located in each gun pit. Here the ordered range would be set on an instrument called the ‘gun rule’, which took account of the gun’s individual muzzle velocity in giving a reading of the required elevation in ‘mils’. This, along with the bearing and angle of sight, were set on the gun’s sight by the layer. There is more detail to it than this, of course, such as the specification of ammunition type, fuses, target descriptor and method of fire, but this should give you an idea of the procedure.

The overall gun area was the responsibility of our Battery Captain (BK), Brian Johnston, the Battery’s second-in-command (2IC), whose major responsibility was for local defence and logistics. Brian was invariably a cheerful and easy-going man with a good regimental background. His assistant in most matters, especially ammunition, was the Battery Sergeant Major (BSM), Frank Buxton, a Borneo veteran, where he’d done well as a gun sergeant. He possessed very set views about the discharge of his responsibilities, which he assiduously and humourlessly undertook. Frank was a handful for even a captain to deal with, and liked to ignore them if he had the slightest impression he could get away with it. As for lieutenants, they didn’t exist. Another warrant officer, the battery guide, had technical responsibilities on the gun line. The genial and efficient Max Sare held down this position. He was a good foil for ‘Cranky Frankie’. But to be fair, I’m sure Frank made Brian’s job a lot easier. He lived and breathed the Army.
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Tented accommodation behind the gun line at Nui Dat. In contrast to most of 1ATF, the tents were out in the open and not within the rubber plantation. Sand-bag protection for the occupants has yet been added. Photographer: John Achilles.

All this activity on the gun line was not of immediate interest to me as an FO. My prime task at this time was to become familiar with the processes and peculiarities of applying fire support in Vietnam. For example, Colonel Cubis had introduced the practice of opening rounds being no less than 1,000 metres from a friendly location. It was perceived that FOs and other nearby friendly groups could have map-reading difficulties, and the edict gave an additional factor of safety. Additionally, fire could not take place until formal ground and air clearances were given. Overall I couldn’t see the problem with knowing where you were as an FO. I found the maps to be excellent, as you would expect from the vast resources of the US Army, and the ‘picto’ maps based on air photography with printed overlays, were also good.
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The Nui Dinh Hills from the observation post on Nui Dat. Photographer: Author.

On the second day, our BC, Nick Marshall, took me with him up to an observation post (OP) on the top of Nui Dat, which provided a splendid view across the paddy fields and heavy undergrowth out to the Nui Dinhs and to the north and south. In artillery parlance, the OP had good ‘command’. Nick first had a look at the fire of the battery to see how consistently the guns were firing. Satisfied, he ran me through a number of different fire missions. The practice in Vietnam was for all calls for fire to originate on the Regimental radio net. If you were seeking the fire of two or more batteries on a ‘Fire Mission Regiment’, you would stay on that net, assuming your request was approved. If an FO was seeking to fire only his direct support battery, a ‘Fire Mission Battery’, you would ‘flick’ to the internal Battery net once ground and air clearances were obtained: by saying ‘flicking now’ all those involved would know what was happening. It could be a little more involved than that, but I don’t need to go into all the different procedures.
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Gunners get into the swing of things in their new position. The firing is taking place to the north-west. The circular instrument held by the right hand gunner is a gun-rule that takes account of the range to the target, the guns muzzle velocity and firing charge to produce the required elevation to be placed on the gun. Note the lack of ear protectors. Photographer: John Achilles.

Fire missions in general in Vietnam were straight-forward; most involved the fire of single gun batteries. Long Tan, only a few months before, had involved the FO coordinating the fire of up to four batteries. In these circumstances the active overwatch of the BC and regimental CP was vital. The former, being at the battalion HQ whose area of operations (AO) was being fired into, coordinated ground clearances (that is, positive clearance that no other friendly troops were in the vicinity), and a group called ‘arty tac’ in the fire support coordination centre at HQ 1ATF coordinated the necessary air clearances. With the trajectories of artillery fire (especially at high angle) having the potential to reach many thousands of feet into the sky above the AO, air clearances were not always a simple matter. There could be all sorts of traffic in transit, involved in air OP missions, routine resupply, or whatever.

Being a lowly FO, I never did bother to find out how the staff of ‘arty tac’ went about their work. I did picture them being surrounded by maps and radio sets in a tent somewhere with a gofer fetching them regular cups of coffee. But in practice you were only interested in them expeditiously giving you a clearance, especially if you had an agitated company commander in your ear, and cursing their imagined incompetence if there were delays. And sometimes self-appointed experts would emerge from that location who presumed to know more about your circumstances than in fact you did on the ground. I admit to not being good at accepting such remote ‘advice’. Up with Nick that morning there were none of those thoughts, of course. He was well-experienced in observation of fire matters, and proved to be a very good battery commander.

Nick also arranged for me to do some observation of fire training from an OH-13 Sioux helicopter. I hadn’t flown in a Sioux before. A minimalist and seemingly a primitive early design, a large forward bubble contained the pilot and up to two passengers, with a basic girder-type steel beam carrying a tail-shaft from a simple piston engine to the rear rotor. The main rotor was above the engine, which was flanked on both sides by a fuel tank. Reportedly they were very reliable, an assessment I had no reason to challenge at the end of my tour. Not only that, I found Army aviators to be highly-skilled pilots.

After engaging several targets with high explosive rounds—it was so easy compared with aerial observation from a fixed wing aircraft, which I’d done previously in Australia—I took the opportunity to have a look around the entire AO. Apart from the occasional oxen-hauled cart on dirt tracks out to the east of Hoa Long, all seemed very quiet and peaceful, and you wouldn’t have known there was an enemy out there lurking in the jungle. But they were, and they had been recently out there in dominating strength. Five kilometres to the east of the Nui Dat base lay the site of the Battle of Long Tan where Delta Company of 6 RAR had fought off at least two main force VC units. Much of the rubber plantation there remained flattened and cratered by the effect of over 3,000 rounds of artillery fired by the 1st Field Regiment. It was very sobering to see its effect and to imagine the intensity of the battle.

With that practice and exposure to the peculiarities of the application of artillery fire in Vietnam behind me, I settled down to getting a set of maps, covering them in adhesive plastic to protect them against the rain and general dampness, and in obtaining from Vietnamese sources a small pocket booklet containing plastic sleeves. Within these sleeves could be placed ‘call for fire’ formats, current codes, radio frequencies for all the nets that might be used, nicknames for map features and so on. This very useful item went by the Vietnamese name of Vui Tui, which lived on in the lexicon of the Australian Army for many years afterwards. An Australian version was even produced, but only after the war.

With this preparation, it was time for me to focus all my thoughts on being an FO on active service. The battery’s other two FOs, Jim Ryan and Barry Winsor, had arrived earlier and were already in the field on operations with 6 RAR. I didn’t have to wait long, for Nick had decided to send me down immediately to join 5 RAR, 6 RAR’s sister battalion.

The next day saw me speeding north in a Land Rover without its canopy headed to Binh Ba, a village on to the western side of Route 2. I was with the 2IC of D Company, Ron Boxall, and he seemed to know comprehensively what he was doing. Reassuringly, as I didn’t know how secure the road north of Nui Dat was for single vehicles, he carried a loaded shotgun across his knee and gave every impression he’d have no problem using it. I was making good with a much heavier regulation-issue 7.62mm self-loading rifle (SLR). I got rid of that as soon as I could lay my hands on an Armalite, a lightweight 5.56mm US-designed rifle reputed to have sensational hitting power. I found that to be exaggerated in due course, but I continued on with it for its lightness and the significant extra ammunition you could carry. I was keen to carry as much as I could. With Long Tan having been only a month ago, the possibility of another such performance was thought to be very likely by everyone who went outside the wire. You had to keep the Armalite very clean though, and irrespective, it could suffer from stoppages. That never happened to me, and the possibility of a stoppage was not a thing to dwell on too much.

Ron had spent some time earlier in Binh Ba as an advisor to a Vietnamese commando force that had been deployed to the area subsequent to a very successful cordon-and-search operation conducted by 5 RAR. About 80 VC were apprehended, which was an excellent haul. To ensure some measure of stability afterwards, a company had been located there semi-permanently to enhance the security of the area. There was, so I was told, a very real threat. Apparently the VC had vowed to recapture the village and teach the inhabitants a lesson. You could imagine what that might mean. Accordingly, D Company had to be prepared to hold out for as long as reinforcements would take to come from Nui Dat. If Binh Ba were attacked, that was said to be two hours, as Route 2 could be expected to have an ambush set on it as well.

Before I left, someone said to me, ‘I hear you are going up to join the “Slopes” at Binh Ba’. I had no idea what that meant until soon after when I read a 1ATF Routine Order stating something along the lines of, ‘It has become the practice of some troops to refer to our South Vietnamese allies as ”Slopes”. This will cease forthwith’. That order, of course, had to be given, but the downside was that it only served to reinforce the use of the term, or at least that seemed to be the result. It was to live on well after the war. I recall one big-name Australian comedian scoring some cheap laughs by using it years later on TV.

It’s hard to stamp out what authority in its wisdom deems inappropriate. I remembered reading the history of a famous battalion in the Second World War (the 2/48th) and how the troops used to make a dog-like ‘Hoh! Hoh!’ bark at night, which would eventually echo throughout the surrounding camps in Australia. Naturally it had to be stamped out! But officialdom failed, and the unit history recorded that on operations later in New Guinea in a confused situation at night, the bark enabled isolated groups to be identified and order to be restored.

On arrival at Binh Ba, Ron introduced me to the D Company commander, an excellent officer by reputation and I found, in practice, Major Paul Greenhalgh. His FO was Barry Campbell, a practical and capable Gunner officer.

The Company’s position—a rough circle of perhaps 100 metres in diameter—was located within a dank and flat rubber plantation, with the village of Binh Ba not far away to the south. A large, disused airstrip, a left-over from French days, lay to the northwest. Away from the orderly lines of the rubber trees in the plantation, the vegetation looked very thick and difficult to move through.

After an evening meal, and with darkness approaching, the company ‘stood-to’ for the transition in routine from day to night. I’ll mention more about this procedure later. It suddenly became very dark in the depths of the rubber plantation, so much so you couldn’t see anything, not even a hand close to your face! After stand-down was ordered, I felt around with an outstretched hand for my pack, located my bed roll, and turned in. You certainly had to be organised before stand to. Otherwise you could be feeling around for ages in the dark trying to locate items. These considerations did not seem to worry the South Vietnamese Regional Force company located nearby in a villa, presumably requisitioned from the plantation owners. The sound of music wafted out throughout the night along with the indiscriminate flashing of lights. It occurred to me that they felt quite secure in the villa with the presence of an Australian infantry company nearby.

It turned out not to be bad duty up at Binh Ba. Fresh meals came up daily by hot boxes, and it was reassuring to see friendly—rather than sullen—faces amongst the villagers when we patrolled through the area. They appeared comfortable with our presence and probably appreciated the opportunity to move more freely down Route 2 to Ba Ria. If only this outcome could be achieved elsewhere, perhaps there was some prospect of pacifying the place, so it seemed to me at the time. It was encouraging.

Binh Ba was actually an attractive, well-maintained and interesting place. It nestled in a flat, cleared area between two large rubber plantations. The village was laid out in a rectangular fashion and housed plantation workers in dwellings much better than I had seen on the way up to Nui Dat. The shrubs and hedges, the tiled roofs and shutters, were suggestive of a comfortable living environment in the French colonial manner. It must have been a pleasant place in which to live whenever there had been a peace of some sorts. Put in a lily pond and a bridge, and it would not have been surprising to see a Monet-clone appear. Perhaps that thought was going too far!

Sadly, on 5 RAR’s second tour, one of its companies was involved in a savage block-to-block attack on the village, supported by tanks, that caused significant damage. A North Vietnamese Army force (33rd Regiment) occupied the village, and they fought back hard, losing about 80 in the process.

One day I accompanied Paul Greenhalgh further up the road to another village, Binh Giao. There, 5 RAR were conducting a civil action program with a medical and dental team, along with the Battalion’s band playing in the village centre. The various activities seem to be well-received by the villagers. There were lots of smiling faces and kids running around happily. There was also a display of captured weapons. I mentioned it all in a letter home, but commented, ‘I suppose the VC have similar programs in their villages’.

There was plenty of time to talk about Gunner matters with Barry, and hear Paul’s thoughts on what approaches might be taken to prosecute the war. He was a serious student of CRW. I was sorry to leave and go back to 5 RAR at Nui Dat.

Not long after it was decided to send me out on operation as a learner FO with C Company 5 RAR. It was to be operating north of Binh Ba as part of Operation CROWS NEST. I attended the CO’s orders group with all the company commanders and their FOs, and I have to confess I didn’t come away aggressively inspired and imbued with the operational concept. It all seemed rather routine and matter-of-fact. I think I was expecting some sort of Australian football-style dressing room harangue, for this was the real thing and therefore serious stuff. But that was not the way of the CO, John Warr. I found him to be a more non-demonstrative, quiet and thoughtful man. Someone told me later that he had been badly wounded in the Korean War. After lunch next day, I was dropped off by the Battery’s OP resupply vehicle at the Tiger helipad (5 RAR was known as the Tiger battalion) to fly by Sioux helicopter to join the company. We flew tactically for much of the way, barely metres above the canopy of the expanse of rubber plantations north of the Nui Dat base. It was as if we were flying low over the ocean, with the regular variations in canopy heights giving the effect of a light swell. I was to do a lot of this sort of flying: it always had an exciting edge to it, being far from routine (although no doubt it was to the pilots).

In ten minutes we were circling over a South Vietnamese fort which was located just on the northern side of a road heading from Route 2 through Binh Giao to the east. Apparently this was the Duc Thanh military outpost. Behind the bunding in the centre of the square compound was the expected single howitzer of US origins. Nearby was a large pivoted arrow carrying what looked to be pots for flares, presumably to be lit at night and used to indicate the direction of any attack on the fort. It didn’t look a particularly difficult place to knock off. Everything appeared slack and makeshift, and the thought of night in a place like that held no appeal. Later I was told the Battalion HQ was in there, so I suppose it offered some level of security. Soon after I spied 103rd Field Battery in the open fields back towards Route 2. They were in direct support of 5 RAR for this operation. That is, they had to give priority of effort to that Battalion, including the provision of observer parties, liaison, and communications. 5 RAR were in this area because intelligence reports had elements of a VC main force unit, 274 Regiment, in the vicinity of a small village called Ngai Giao, a few kilometres to the north. Around the battery, in a protective role, was an infantry company undertaking what was termed ‘palace guard’ duties. This was the company I was to join. They were going out the next day. Gun batteries were vulnerable to ground attack, especially when engaged on a fire mission, hence the need for a palace guard. The area to the rear of the CP always seemed vulnerable to me. At least the guns had splintex rounds, whose small darts (or ‘flechettes’) gave a shotgun effect on the ground, and each gun detachment had a light machine gun. The CP staff were expected to contribute to the overall defence by manning two others to the rear.

Meeting me at the landing zone (LZ) was 103’s battery captain, George Bindley. He was the older brother of a good classmate of mine at Duntroon, Mick. Such are the shared bonds of operational service that I have become much more close to George over time, although, of course, Mick retains his standing as an old friend. He was to have some lively experiences with 1 RAR at the Battle of Coral a few years later. In operations extending over several weeks, there was to be a greater loss of life than Long Tan at Coral and the closely-related Balmoral action. These took place well to the north and out of Phuoc Tuy province against North Vietnamese units.

After showing me around his gun position and sharing some pointed comments with me—all valid, I came to realise with more experience—as to how the artillery side of the war was being conducted, he took me across to meet C Company’s FO, Kerry Mellor. He’d been a year behind me at Duntroon, but had left for some reason. Returning to Western Australia, he had joined the Citizen Military Force (CMF), gained a commission, and here he was in Vietnam on full-time duty. I was now his learner! Kerry loved serving as a gentleman of the artillery, was steeped in its traditions and history, and with the confidence and self-belief that gave, conducted himself accordingly with assured aplomb. In that regard he reminded me of the late Captain Ken Bade. Poor old Ken had been killed-in-action (KIA) as an FO earlier in the year with 1 RAR. I understand a command-detonated mine got him. His panache and intelligence were a great loss to the Royal Regiment of Australian Artillery. As for Kerry, he flourished back full-time in the Army, became an Indonesian linguist, and excelled in military attaché postings. He ended up as our senior military man in Jakarta as a brigadier, after having been advised that he wouldn’t make it past lieutenant colonel!

I didn’t meet the company commander. He’d just taken over, and for all I knew this may have been his first operation. It seemed so the next day when we headed off in the direction of our first objective, the previously-mentioned village of Ngai Giao, possibly teeming with enemy.

We went northwards, straddling the direction taken by Route 2 and making no attempt to disguise what we were doing. This seemed strange to me. You were supposed to avoid operating on roads and tracks in CRW, for that was the doctrinal guidance in our training pamphlets. This approach was as if the company were conducting an advance to contact straight out of the conventional warfare doctrine pamphlet. The lead platoon was going forward astride the road, with the company strung out behind. It was just asking for an ambush. Perhaps the VC perceived this as audacious brashness—probably a trap—and so declined a contest.

But anticipating such an event, Kerry had the guns lay on what passed for identifiable features en route. By that way, the guns had the possible target grid references (map-spot data) in advance and a quick response could be obtained in case trouble arose. Kerry also told me that the traditional approach of correcting the initial artillery round of a fire mission for line (that is, the line between observer and target) and then adjusting the range by ‘bracketing’ the target by a series of ‘adds’ and ‘drops’ (or vice-versa), such as ‘Drop 400’, ‘Add 200’, ‘Drop 100’, was not generally applicable, unless you could clearly see the target.

In most cases, in his experience, that was unlikely in the prevailing close country. With the opening round being supposedly 1,000 metres away, it was preferable to bring the adjusting rounds back towards the target by a series of ‘drops’, perhaps several ‘200s’ and then more carefully by ‘100s’. If the rounds were falling about 200 metres out, you needed to be very careful from then on. The difficulty was that the enemy was invariably closer to you than that.

Kerry said that some FOs believed they could judge the distance of a round by the sound of the impact. Others claimed that the time in seconds from the ‘flutter’ of a round overhead to its impact would give the range out to the round. Thus, for example, two seconds represented 200 metres. I never was convinced by this latter approach. Over time, I tended to use an abbreviated ‘Danger Close’ procedure, which all FOs were well-schooled in. It really was up to the FO. He had to produce the results and minimise the risks.

The distance to Ngai Giao wasn’t far, but after an hour or so we stopped for a break. Kerry and I chose to sit to the immediate side of a culvert where we shared a quick brew and a smoke. Imagine our shock when we heard later in the day that an M113 armoured personnel carrier (APC) had been blown up by a command-detonated mine in that very place. I can only suppose some anonymous VC did not assess Kerry and I to be of such significance as to waste a specially-laid large mine on: best to wait for a better target, I imagine he thought. If he did, I must congratulate the man on his perspicacity. It’s funny, I had completely forgotten the incident until Kerry mentioned it some 45 years later. The vision and memory then returned with absolute clarity. We had some luck that day.

After the break, we passed straight through the village, where its inhabitants watched balefully from the doorways of their thatched roofed huts, with most walls comprised of flat steel sheets with Coca Cola images imprinted—bizarrely—on them. I wondered where on earth they obtained such expedient building materials. There were no doors to the huts, nor windows, and the floors were earthen. The inhabitants obviously hadn’t gained much from the French colonial days, nor from whatever government was running the show subsequently. It was dubious the VC had improved things either. There appeared to be few men around, which was not a good sign. Perhaps they were out in the fields somewhere, but I doubted it. The place was obviously under VC control and the local men were elsewhere. It was another place in which I’d not care to spend a night, unless you were not perturbed about the possibility of having your throat cut.

Just north of the village, in which there was no sign of VC forces, the company stopped, and an orders group was held. There was a change of plans: we now were going to head west and curl back southwards over a distance of some five kilometres. That did not seem a credible proposition. It was too far, I thought, but I had no option but to keep quiet as a new arrival. By 4 pm we’d only managed about half a kilometre in the thick undergrowth, and it was decided to return to the village on the very route we had just used. We simply had no chance of reaching our new objective unless we were prepared to stumble along in the dark.

The proposed course of action would have warranted a student being counselled severely on a tactics course back in Australia. At Duntroon, you may well have been failed. The VC were known to trail behind patrols seeking an opportunity to capitalise on any unguarded action by an unwary soldier at the rear, or simply to watch where they were heading. The lead platoon commander, Roger Wainwright, whom I knew as a good hand, protested vigorously, but to no avail. He feared an ambush, and I shared his concern. But off we went and somehow arrived back at safely, although safety seemed a relative word in that place. I was bemused; this day had not at all been what I expected.

With nightfall approaching, we crossed over Route 2 and eventually a clear area within a young rubber plantation was found for a night harbour (I’ll explain more about that term later). I found that selection interesting. I had always been told it was best to harbour in close country and make the enemy find you, rather than present yourself to him in relatively open country. In the event, some APCs joined us, and we circled the wagons with them, so to speak, for the night. Their extra .50-inch machine guns made it all very secure within the perimeter. Meanwhile, Kerry prepared a list of defensive fire (DF) targets around the position, and the grid references of these were radioed back to the guns in code. Code was used in such situations, as an analysis of the target list, if intercepted by the enemy, could indicate the location of the overnight position. For some reason, the process was known in Vietnam as sending a Tin Trunk. I have no idea why. It may well have been a Dick Cubism. You usually, if you remembered, cancelled them the next day when you were clear of the area so as to avoid too many active targets cluttering up the Target Records book in the CP.

Back at the guns, the data for the Tin Trunk targets would be calculated, recorded in the Target Records book and, if approved by the BC, one might be designated as a DF SOS. This meant that the guns would be laid and loaded on that target, which would be kept up-to-date for any changes in meteorology.

Overnight a couple of shots rang out on the perimeter which woke me. I know not whether these went in or out, and I must say there seemed no reason to care either way. The second one seemed quite close. No-one appeared fussed, and there was no sound of anyone stirring. Perhaps everyone was asleep? Surely not. In the morning after a ration pack breakfast more APCs arrived. The operation had been called off. So back down Route 2 we went by APC to Nui Dat. We were spared any further command-detonated mines. I must say, the danger did cross my mind as we rumbled, jerked and bumped back along the road in the confined space of an APC.

What did I learn from this unusual outing? I was not at all impressed by the tactics of the infantry, but from an artillery point of view, it was a good shake-down for me and that was the main reason for going out. Kerry was professional, did what he should have done under the circumstances, and I learnt a lot about the routine from him. And I should say the infantry tactics I experienced subsequently were infinitely better conceived and executed.

After these two learning experiences, I was ready to join A (Alpha) Company, 5 RAR as its new FO. In effect I was being transferred to 103rd Field Battery to provide a fourth FO party. I was told I’d be there until Xmas, at which time 101st Field Battery would commence as the direct support battery for 6 RAR, and I would revert back to it.

I realised that going to A Company represented the culmination of all the military training I had undertaken to that time, starting back in 1958 when I had left home in Adelaide as a 17-year-old to attend the Royal Military College, Duntroon. Subsequently I had requested to graduate into a combat arm, artillery, a decision I have never regretted. Now it was up to me to apply the years of field training, the hours on the parade ground and gun park, and all the lectures, exercises and courses.


CHAPTER 3

OUT WITH ALPHA COMPANY

Major Peter Cole was the Officer Commanding Alpha Company. He looked, and was, the part. He had an easy-going, but firm—when necessary—manner and he’d served in Korea and had been in New Guinea with the Pacific Islands Regiment. He had a good reputation, and I was happy to join his Company. I had known him previously when he was an instructor at Duntroon. His company was deployed across Route 2 and thus might be expected to bear the brunt of any action should the threat of the so-called, and much spoken about, ‘Binh Ba 10,000’ ever materialise. There was the diminishing fear of a massed attack from the north, although intelligence speculation would cause it to rise up from time-to-time. The platoon located on the left flank across the road seemed somewhat exposed and vulnerable, under that possibility, but there was no doubt that side had to be occupied.

As it happened, the threat never did materialise. There was a check-point up the road that operated by day, and further up was the 1ATF water point. With Route 2 opened up, it was normal to see oxen carts come trundling through the perimeter laden with all sorts of things from timber to rice. Their drivers invariably wore either the conical straw peasant hat or something similar to our floppy utility hat. Most women, apart from the young, appeared to chew on betel nut, their lips and teeth stained unattractively red as a result. Lambretta scooters and all sorts of ancient cars also passed through. Doubtless our nearby position and all the others were well-checked out continuously.
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A ubiquitous cart hauled by oxen. Photographer: John Achilles.

There was a gap of about one kilometre from the back of A Company until Route 2 passed to the rear of 1st APC Squadron’s area, then 101st Field Battery’s position. The gap was said to be defended by a minefield overlooked from Nui Dat itself. D Company of 5 RAR had its lines up there, with the SAS Squadron tucked away below at the back. I didn’t think too many thought there was a full minefield in place other than possibly a small one to keep the enemy honest. Perhaps there was one, perhaps there wasn’t and the enemy was fooled, or perhaps they knew the true situation and were prepared to bide their time. Whatever, no attack ever was to come from that direction. But you did feel a little exposed down in A Company. However, the position was well-protected by barbed wire defences, strong points and sand-bagged tents. After a while you tended to become blasé. I remember coming back several times with Peter from the Battalion HQ area well after hours—I don’t need to say what we were doing up there—and with pistols drawn we carefully picked our way together in the darkness along the rearwards open area that eventually became Luscombe Airfield.

There was another way back into the lines, quicker but much less recommended. This was to pass the elaborate and well-provisioned tent of the assistant-quartermaster, John Cook (an old friend and reliable provider of gash items of equipment), go through the nearby wire by a designated path, transit outside a few hundred metres or so—which had the potential to be a little sporting—and then find the gap in the wire giving access back into A Company. Whatever way you went, it was important not to excite unnecessarily any nearby, and hopefully alert, sentry.

5 RAR’s area covered the northern approach to 1ATF, 6 RAR was located in an area to the east, the engineer field squadron and two field batteries were on the southern flank, which then connected with 101st Field Battery to the west. HQ 1ATF was located securely behind the gun batteries.

As mentioned, the battery I was now part of was 103rd Field Battery, which was located on the southern flank of the overall 1ATF position. The BC was Neville Gair, a charming graduate of the British Army’s Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst. Subsequently he had served in South Africa. I do not believe this was in any artillery capacity. Someone said before his transfer to the Australian Army he had been an aviator. His BK was the previously mentioned George Bindley and the GPO, John Griggs, was a very keen and capable operator. Those two certainly gave Neville the technical back-up he needed.

Neville soon came to visit me in A Company. We checked out the DFs together, he had a look at our set-up, and we went up to the Nui Dat OP to run through a few fire missions. He then checked that I had picked up on the special-to-Vietnam artillery procedures. After that I ran through observation of fire procedures with Alpha’s platoon commanders.

Apart from the 18 guns of the 1st Field Regiment, a powerful element of fire power in itself, an FO had more artillery at his disposal. The US Army’s Battery A 2/35th Field Artillery, was located south of the base on the western side of Route 2. It had six very impressive 155mm M109 self-propelled medium guns, and had been detached from its parent unit to support the Australian force. The versatility and firepower of these guns were something we could only dream about possessing, then or now. Back in Australia there was a medium battery, equipped with antiquated Second World War 5.5inch guns. Heavy and cumbersome to handle, as well as firing non-standard ammunition, these guns had no place in Vietnam. Modern medium artillery certainly did.
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A 155mm self-propelled gun of the US Army’s Battery A 2/35th Artillery. The battery position was alongside 101’s towards Hoa Long. Photographer: Author.

Early on, I went down to have a look at the 155mm guns. Having established my credentials as a fellow Gunner (or ‘Redleg’, in their parlance), I was very pleased to acquire some US-pattern greens and a pair of their special jungle boots. I was to wear them constantly afterwards. The jacket and trousers had more pockets, which were useful to store maps and codes in, they would dry out more quickly than the Australian equivalents, and the boots were self-draining, a very valuable attribute if you were wandering around in swamps, which pastime we practised occasionally. It might have cost me a slouch hat, but it enabled me to lay my hands on some good kit. The issued uniforms we had then were of green dyed, original khaki drill material of Second World War vintage. More suitable uniforms were to come later. Our newly-issued boots were good, though: but the US ones were just that much better.

Towards the end of the year, further US Army artillery reinforcements were to arrive and be deployed south of the 2/35th’s position. Battery A 1/83rd Field Artillery had four self-propelled heavy guns: there were two very accurate 8 inch (210mm) guns and two long range 175mm guns. They represented a huge increase in our available firepower, although heavy artillery was not something to fire casually near friendly positions if you could help it. I was to fire them only once. They were more suited to Pluto tasks.
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A 175mm SP gun of Battery A 1/83rd Artillery, US Army. Photographer: Author.

Occasionally in those early days there would be discussions as to why 1ATF was located at Nui Dat. One argument was that it should have been on the beach at Vung Tau and forces would sally out from there, as required. Overall, I thought it was more-or-less in the right place. It was away from built-up areas and villages (Hoa Long aside), on a major provincial trunk route, and central within the province, Phuoc Tuy, in which we were expected to counter the VC and provide some measure of protection and stability for the population.

In A Company, as in most similar-sized company locations, things were rather basic. Everyone slept in Second World War era four-man tents on stretchers under mosquito nets supported by rods from discarded artillery ammunition cases. By the time I arrived, most had floor-boards consisting of wooden duckboards raised up on used 105mm cartridge cases and contained ‘furniture’ put together by enterprising bush carpenters from packing cases and whatever other timber that could be acquired. Sandbags up to the level of the tent fly provided some measure of protection against small arms and any mortar fragments. In the platoon areas, the tent lines were well-back from the forward fighting pits, which were behind substantial rolls of barbed wire defences. The company CP, Q store, a large marquee tent for the soldiers’ messing, and a smaller one for officers, the company sergeant major (CSM) and the sergeants, were positioned in the centre. In an infantry company environment, officers had a closer relationship with the warrant officers and NCOs than I’d experienced in a Gunner battery. Unfortunately, this arrangement excluded my assistant (or ‘ack’ in artillery terminology). He was a bombardier, equivalent to an infantry corporal. Yet the Company’s mortar fire controller, who came within my responsibly for the coordination of all supporting fire, was a sergeant.

There are always these anomalies but the test is how they work in practice—which they have to.

My ack was Mick Allwright, a hard-working and conscientious man, and in addition to having a good, working knowledge of observation of fire matters, he looked after the other three members of the FO party. There were two signallers, Jock Arbuthnot and John ‘Arch’ Achilles, who manned (and carried on operations) the Battery and Regimental net radios, and a batman, Peter McNamee. A batman is a fine but antiquated British term, but for me his role was more one of a stand-in signaller, a spare protective rifleman if you needed to go outside a perimeter to adjust a target, or a gofer, someone you could trust to run forward or back to carry a message or order.
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A Company’s kitchen. Although not 5 star, the workers within produced nourishing food. Photographer: John Achilles.

The gunners were interesting blokes, all National Servicemen. Jock had been a law student in Melbourne before being called up. He had a quick, shrewd and sometimes opportunistic mind, which occasionally needed controlling, but it was never a problem when I was around. I think he had some standing with me as a Collingwood football club supporter, but he may well have feigned that. I enjoyed talking with him on a range of topics. Arch was a typical decent Queensland bushie with a deep knowledge of horses and cattle. He’d been a stockman before call-up. He was laconic, practical and entirely dependable. Peter had been a jockey in the Newcastle area before his marble dropped out in the call-up ballot. A small, muscular man, he must have had some talent, for he had ridden in Sydney. We had a common interest in horses, but my preference was for the standard-bred, harness variety. I got that from my parents. They were trotting (as it used to be called) fanciers and had many friends who were owners and trainers. For some years, I spent Sunday mornings at the stables of a close friend of my parents, mucking out stalls, grooming and being allowed – very occasionally – to drive my favourite horse. Peter was, as expected, a font of racing-related stories, which I was always interested to hear about. Both industries seem to attract similar ‘colourful’ personalities and related activities.

None of them wanted to be in this real, shooting war, but Arch and Peter accepted stoically their misfortune to have been called up for two years of military service. Jock resented it, and at times was not a happy soldier. None-the-less, to their great credit, they were to serve well, but sadly it was never to their advantage subsequently.
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Callsign 21. Left to Right, Peter McNamee, Mick Allwright, Jock Arbuthnot and John Achilles. Photographer: Unknown.

One thing FOs did when at Nui Dat was to be rostered to fly Air OP flights for two hours at dawn and dusk. My turn soon came around. The Army Aviation Corps aircraft for this role was the Cessna 180. Air OP flights had been an integral part of warfare since the Second World War (although its origins lay in the Great War), with the venerable Auster aircraft initially being used for this purpose. I had my first flight ever in one while at Duntroon. There was an Air OP flight, with Austers then, at the nearby RAAF Fairbairn base.

The Cessna 180 was not what you’d call a high performance aircraft, let alone purpose-built for air observation. US forces had such an aircraft, also made by Cessna, called the 0-1 Bird Dog. It was developed particularly for forward air controllers to coordinate airto-ground support operations and it had excellent all-round visibility along with tandem seating. However, the Cessna 180 could take a few more passengers, unlike the 0-1. That aside, our Cessna was said to be a dependable, straightforward aircraft (a very important consideration), and it carried a white phosphorous rocket under each wing. These were more for marking targets than anything else, but having said that, being on the receiving end of one wouldn’t have been pleasant.
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Cessna 180s of 161 Recce Flight at Luscombe Field. Photographer: Author.

The purpose of these OP flights was to maintain active surveillance over the Australian tactical area of operations (TAOR) by looking for signs of recent track usage, movement, lights, diggings and so on. Additionally, the flights particularly helped FOs to become and remain familiar with the AO through which they would subsequently move.

The FO for the coming week’s roster was picked up at the rudimentary Ba Ria airstrip an hour before dusk. You’d then fly for two hours before landing back at Vung Tau where the Cessnas were then based. Overnight was spent with the aviators in their accommodation in the logistics base—I recall the nights being rather convivial, but not excessive. They were pilots after all, and had their flying responsibilities to consider. I found flying missions with them as an observer to be an extraordinary experience, which took a particular mindset to handle. To start with, you had to accept without demur that the Possum pilots were highly-skilled and competent—which indeed they were. Possum was their call sign on the radio, and Army aviation elements came to be referred to collectively by that name. Next, it was of no use whatsoever to concern yourself about the safety of the aircraft, such as whether it would clear any fast-approaching high trees on the edge of a paddy field which you were traversing across at 15 feet or so above the ground. There was absolutely nothing you could do about it, so it was best to dismiss any worries. Your job was to observe and not concern yourself with such things. That was the pilot’s job!

The first morning’s flight sticks in my memory. Taking off in the darkness from Vung Tau, we climbed to 1,500 feet and headed northeast towards the AO. To the right, the dark purple peaks of the Long Hai mountains, a long-standing VC stronghold, could be seen, illuminated very slightly by the reddish gold of the approaching dawn. A few random lights indicated the small village of Phuoc Hai at the tip of the peninsular. Assorted junks and other craft dotted the South China Sea, their navigation lights contrasting with the inky darkness of the water as they went about their fishing—or whatever they were up to. It was not unknown apparently for VC supplies to come in that way. Numerous freighters lay at anchor off Vung Tau as they waited being called forward up the Saigon River to the capital.

Over Dat Do, we turned to port and headed north. Far to the northeast, I could just discern in the dawn light the parabolic arcs of jet aircraft as they dived in to release napalm on the forward slopes of the Nui May Tao mountains that rose sharply from the surrounding jungle plains and which marked the extremity of Phuoc Tuy province in that direction. By the seeming urgency of their attacks, and the orange bursting globs of napalm spreading voraciously over a wide area, it appeared something dramatic was going on. The colour contrasted sharply with the purple-black darkness of the sky extending away to the west and out to the Cambodian border. Dawn had yet to penetrate here, and the darkness gave the illusion of peace in comparison with what was going on ahead.

With the cooler air at 1,500 feet flooding through the doorless cockpit, the reassuring drone of the engine, and a sense of detachment from any of the goings-on on the ground, one couldn’t help but think that the circumstances seemed not unlike the dawn patrols portrayed in the Biggles books so popular many years ago. Even the pilot was relaxed, whistling the popular tune, The Girl from Ipanema. You don’t hear it these days, but for years afterwards it brought back memories of Air OP flying whenever I heard it.

But such relaxing thoughts were soon put aside. The pilot, whose name I just cannot remember, decided to descend to a much lower altitude. Apparently at 1,500 feet you were safe, to some extent, from small arms fire from the ground, but certainly not from the fire of 12.7mm machine guns that the VC were prone to use against aircraft such as ours. At 15 feet, the crossing rate over the ground made it difficult to get a decent shot in, unless the aircraft was coming more or less directly at the firer. The preferred altitudes to fly were said to be 15 feet or 1,500, and nowhere in between. None-the-less, flying in a light aircraft was not without its risks from ground fire. The Americans had lost a Bird Dog soon after 5 RAR commenced its occupation of Nui Dat, the aircraft being shot down not far out to the northwest. It was not found until early 1967. It was said the VC laid a big ambush on the crash site for days in the hope that a search column would fall into the trap. Our aviators lost at least two fixed wing aircraft later on with loss of life, one being the officer commanding the squadron.

Out beyond Long Tan the pilot saw some figures on a track: I certainly didn’t immediately. Pulling up almost vertically, he executed a stall turn. As the climb ceased and the starboard wing rotated, he put the aircraft into a dive back towards the ground. With the speed increasing, the ground was rushing up rapidly; but he pulled-up sharply to perform another stall turn. His aim, it became clear, was to approach the figures—which could only have been enemy—from the rear. Shouting, ‘Do you see them?’ he urged me to open up with my Armalite. Fine, but you had to be very careful not to blast away the wing strut in one’s enthusiasm for the task. Artillery wasn’t an option, for we were well out of gun range. I didn’t know I was going as a rifleman! No more stall turns were attempted—thank goodness, for they were hair-raising—and the patrol continued.

At another time north of that wretched Ngai Giao place, the pilot reported ground fire. I thought I could hear an occasional unusual noise over the static on the headset, but it was difficult to say. If the pilot thought it, I was hardly going to challenge him; safety and airworthiness were his department.

On another occasion right on last light, we received ground fire from the vicinity of the northern tip of the Nui Dinhs. This time I saw some tracer reaching up, as if to grasp you, seemingly curling as it did. We were at the ‘safe’ altitude of 1,500 feet, but the pilot dropped the Cessna like a stone. I was glad I hadn’t eaten anything for a while. We then scuttled off at very low level. You don’t mess with 12.7s in a Cessna.

On my last day, I was very impressed by the execution of a low level, concealed approach and landing at the Ba Ria airstrip. One moment we were scooting across paddy fields so low you could smell the buffalo dung. And then the pilot side-slipped as we passed a protruding tongue of jungle to plant the aircraft down so that it rolled out neatly adjacent to my awaiting Land Rover. After a quick farewell, he gunned the Cessna and took off for Vung Tau and other duties. For me, it was a return to the more prosaic life of an FO on the ground.

In early October we became aware that a series of big operations involving 5 RAR were being planned. The first, Operation CANBERRA, related to clearing the area to the north of Route 15, thereby helping to secure the road and enable the passage of a brigade of the US Army’s 4th Infantry Division to pass through from its landing place at Vung Tau.

Having attended the orders for the operation at Battalion and Company level, I briefed my FO party on the designated AO, the intelligence on the enemy and details of friendly forces to be operating with us, the overall concept and then details on timings, radio frequencies, the amount of rations and water we needed to take, and so on. That done and preparations completed, we were ready to head off on our first operation together. It was going to be a big one.

Soon we were off down Route 2 by APCs and out along Route 15 leading to the north-west away from Ba Ria. We eventually stopped between Phuoc Hoa and Phu My. Disoriented by the many kilometres in the back of a grinding, lurching APC, it was a relief to identify our first objective, the Nui Ong Trinh feature, which stood to the northeast two klicks or so away (a ‘klick’ being Vietnam vernacular for a kilometre).

A Company’s overall task was to patrol north up into the gap between Nui Toc Tien and the Nui Thi Vai Hills and then swing back towards the latter and climb up to the summit. The plan was to then descend down the other side in the direction of what was regarded as the vulnerable hamlet of Phu My. It sounded straight forward enough, but who could predict what was in store. It had been suggested earlier that the place was thick with the enemy. Over time I learnt not to worry too much about such predictions.

It was a hard climb up 225 metres to the first objective, which we secured an hour before last light. The peak provided a good OP out over the Rung Sat and back towards Ba Ria and the nearby Long Son Island. Many klicks of Route 15 could be seen below, and civilian traffic appeared to be flowing without disruption in both directions. I could even see our supporting gun battery (the 103rd) in its new position just off the road further along from where we’d been dropped off. In the middle distance, ships could also be seen making their way up the Saigon River. All looked peaceful, as one would expect of the Sabbath. Reassuringly, there was no sign that the peak had recently been used by the enemy as an OP. After checking the perimeter and finding out where our machine guns were located, I talked with Peter, compiled my first Tin Trunk, encoded it, and sent it back by radio. That had to be by an ‘officer-to-officer’ transmission, ending with ‘any questions’. In due course your bid for targets would be confirmed. It was then time to settle down and relax. There was a nice cool breeze blowing in off the sea, and I decided there could be worse places to spend the night. Indeed, I was to have a comfortable sleep.

The next day we saddled up and were off early down the hill in a northeasterly direction. It was a standard infantry patrolling formation, single file with one platoon up, followed by a company HQ and its support section. The other two platoons trailed along behind. Visibility was no more than five metres on either side. I’d heard that in another company in 5 RAR the company commander preferred to cover a larger area by having his platoons move together in parallel, 100 metres or so apart. The downside was that if any of the platoons, especially the middle one, got off their bearing, or moved at a different speed, there was an increased chance of the much-dreaded ‘friendly’ clash.

After a few hours, we all heard a burst of machine gun fire from the front platoon. ‘Christ, a contact already’, I thought. After quickly putting together a report to the guns and BC, ‘Two Zero, Two Nine. This is Two One, Sitrep, contact at grid reference Yankee Sierra 295 693, wait out’, I started to prepare details of a fire mission if one were required. It wasn’t. A sheepish and apologetic report came in from the lead platoon commander that there had been an accidental discharge by one of the machine gunners. Thankfully no-one had been hit, but that sort of thing is close to a hanging offence. After a few terse words to the platoon commander, and dire warnings directed at the culprit, Peter gave the order for the patrol to continue. Everyone realised that any VC in the area would now be on their toes.

In the afternoon it started to rain, a regular occurrence in Vietnam in the monsoon season, and down it came. Company HQ was in a firm base by itself with the platoons doing fan patrols. That entailed going out a few hundred metres on a set bearing, turning at right angles for a short distance and coming back in on another set bearing. All patrols returned without incident in due course, and with them back in safely, a water resupply by helicopter was scheduled.

An LZ nearby was identified as being suitable, and a RAAF helicopter soon arrived over our position. It then circled for about ten minutes, thereby ensuring any VC in the area were well aware of our presence—which meant we could be in for it, or they’d just melt away leaving an element to monitor us—before its pilot refused to land. It was generally agreed that had it been a US Army helicopter, there would have been no problems. But the RAAF still were circumscribed by their restrictive operating directive from Canberra, notwithstanding the previous brave support of two helicopter crews in resupplying ammunition under fire to the besieged D Company, 6 RAR at Long Tan. Even now the RAAF’s remit was still to provide administrative support only, and as our proposed LZ would not have passed muster back in Australia, that was it. No water for A Company.

Everyone cursed the RAAF, and agreed it was a gutless effort. What were they doing in-country if they were not prepared to support people in the field on operations. There was no easy answer to that. The RAAF had to live with it. Some 20 years later such memories undoubtedly were influential in the RAAF losing their helicopter force to the Army.

We pressed on and harboured at the foot of Nui Thi Vai at the top of a narrowing re-entrant. Harbouring is a drill to get the company down on the ground in a defensive position as quickly and as effectively as possible. The infantry had all sorts of standard drills that were carried out instinctively: contact front; contact rear; ambush left and ambush right; and so on. Their purpose was to respond to a situation by moving in standard ways; having done that you would then await the commander’s subsequent orders. After the harbouring drill, machine guns would be coordinated and interlocked so that their arcs of fire could provide mutual support as they covered any likely enemy approaches. Artillery DF targets were superimposed on top.

The night passed without incident. We lay in our mosquito nets on the ground, and our sodden clothes dried out overnight from body heat. The next day saw us swing west and scale Nui Thi Vai itself. It was a hard slog, and halfway up one of my group wanted to throw his hand in and be left, presumably to die, or to be picked up by a hopefully sympathetic passing enemy. I must emphasise the man wasn’t any of those I have already mentioned. This initial member of the group had trained well in Australia, but his first operation was all too much.

Being in an FO party was no different in reality to being in the infantry, except you were spared from being one of the forward scouts or carrying a machine gun. It’s not a task just anyone can do. To start with, you have two radio sets to carry, along with spare batteries. It’s no use having radios if you can’t get effective comms, and to assist there were three different types of aerial. There was the whip aerial, constructed similarly to a metal tape measure but with reinforcement strips rivetted on; a long rod aerial whose parts slipped into mating joints when a central wire was pulled; and finally a thing called a dipole, whose wires and central feed had to be strung between trees. Usually the whip aerial sufficed. The others were sometimes needed and consequently had to be carried on operations. Then there was the need to carry lots of other things: water (most of us carried four water bottles); ammunition, 100 rounds or so for the SLR and more for the Armalite; smoke grenades; perhaps three and sometimes more days of rations; a ground sheet that could double as a makeshift shelter (in Army parlance−a hootchie); a lightweight ‘silk’ sleeping bag; some basic toilet necessities; and a small box of hexamine tablets (similar to a household ‘fire-lighter’) to heat water for brews and shaving. And having the all-important mosquito net was essential, of course. Without that, a good sleep would be impossible. The loosely-woven, sweat rag around your neck could also serve as a towel.

In Australia you had been issued with all sorts of other items which proved useless, such as a blow-up mattress. There were three blow-up inserts in a plastic mattress cover which could be used as a makeshift stretcher; but they squeaked at night, which was unacceptable, and they represented extra and unnecessary weight. However, the item had some use though—with the ends slashed, the internal rubber tubes were found to be excellent in keeping dirt and other rubbish off M60 machine gun ammunition belts. I doubt the designer envisaged that use.

As for food, you could never carry all the tins and other miscellaneous items provided in the Australian ration pack. Those responsible for developing them had tried hard, and the cereal block, chocolate bar and fruit slice were worth taking, along with the tube of condensed milk, dry biscuits, and the sugar and coffee sachets. But the tins of meat and egg compositions were most unappealing and many—like me—were to throw them away when packing for an operation.

Whatever you cut back on, the load in the backpack and around your waist was at least 40 kilograms. I never did weigh my pack, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it were much more. It was a hard life, day-after-day, carrying that sort of weight, and no small wonder we all lost significant weight over time and ended up with back problems in later life. Added to this endurance test was the ever present chance of encountering a booby trap or having a contact with the enemy.

But back to the immediate problem with my gunner. I took his pack and weapon, ensured he was hydrated, impressed strongly upon him that lying down to die was out of the question, and then whipped him along, metaphorically speaking. He couldn’t be evacuated, and there was no option but for him to dig deep and stay with us, which he was able to do.

Eventually we reached the top of the 467 metre Nui Thi Vai feature, and just down from the summit was a wonderful 180 degree view to the north over what was called the Hat Dich, and to the sides. At night you could see the lights of Saigon.

It was not surprising to find a Buddhist temple situated there. I had already noticed they often had the prime sites. Perhaps it was a meditation thing. There was an ingenious and elaborate water supply serving the site, and then going downhill, which must have taken ages to construct. I recollect much of it was based on lengths of bamboo carefully shaped to fit together without leaks. The summit would have been the ultimate place for contemplation and introspection for the monks. But I don’t know how they would have got on for the daily alms, there being no population in the vicinity. Perhaps they relied upon frequent visiting company.

Elsewhere in 5 RAR, while we were slogging our way upwards, I could hear on the regimental net that things were somewhat lively. C Company had run into a series of booby traps which caused a number of wounded-in-action (WIA), and B Company had come across what was thought to be the HQ element of 274 Regiment, a VC main force unit. As a consequence, the company commander was summarily ordered to withdraw from the area (the order from the CO, Lieutenant Colonel John Warr, was, ‘Go west young man’), and an airstrike preceded by mortar and artillery fire was ordered. The airstrike came along an hour or so later. I understand all this yielded little, if anything. The VC weren’t fools, and as soon as a Bird Dog appeared overhead, they would have known what was in prospect and dispersed accordingly. I wondered why a quick encounter attack had not been ordered to take advantage of the element of surprise. Probably the Battalion was not concentrated enough to respond if something big was bitten off, and so the CO prudently decided against it. John Warr was not one for taking such risks. Looking back on it, I’m sure he was right. Interestingly, we found out later than an intelligence report given to Battalion HQ at the time had indicted strong VC forces were actually on the summit of Nui Thi Vai.

I don’t recall anyone passing that on as we struggled up the eastern side: perhaps Peter kept that to himself. It was hard going with many prickly bushes and vines. Had there been a big contact, we would have been essentially on our own, which wasn’t really clever in retrospect. Artillery fire on the crest could have been tricky also, although the medium guns back in Nui Dat were placed better to provide any required support. Additionally, most of us were stuffed at the end of the climb. I certainly was, carrying an extra pack. As things happened subsequently, if we indeed had become engaged, a reinforcing group coming up from the western side could have copped it. But that’s all retrospective: on the day we eventually made our way to the top and most flopped down when we got there. Some were on the ball, though. A search of a nearby cave revealed a VC suspect skulking within.

Night brought a panorama punctuated randomly by flares hanging in the sky, sometimes far in the distance and then occasionally closer. Sometimes you could see tracers in the ground fire. The sight of flares is eerie and suggestive that something suspicious, if not nasty, could be about to happen. Sure enough, in due course along to one area came Puff the Magic Dragon, a reliable old C47 aircraft operated by an air commando squadron of the United States Air Force (USAF). It could lumber around over the target area dispensing fire support, being fitted with a number of multi-barrelled Gatling machine guns capable of very high rates of fire. When they fired, the tracer mixed in with ball ammunition gave the awesome appearance of a continuous and cascading waterfall of fire connecting the aircraft to the ground. Firing would then stop, and the waterfall would drop to the ground, only to materialise again shortly afterwards on another flank. I heard this type of aircraft also referred to as Spooky, which I thought was a more appropriate name. They could also drop high intensity flares which would float slowly to the ground. It was not all one-way traffic, though. A few came to be shot down by retaliatory anti-aircraft fire over the years.

Obviously activity could step up at night if you were unlucky, be it in a harbour or out on an ambush, but I suspected the activity I observed was in the vicinity of one of the immobile Vietnamese forts whose routines, patterns and weaknesses could be all too easily discerned by a clever, patient and determined enemy. A decisive attack with subsidiary and diversionary actions could then take place at a time when the defenders thought all was secure. It was not hard to imagine those circumstances, the outer wire defences being penetrated and the defenders behind the bunds being neutralised by overwhelming machine gun and rocket-propelled grenade fire. In then would come the screaming hordes to overrun the position.

The next morning, we were directed by the Battalion operations officer (or ‘S3’ in US Army parlance), Major Max Carroll, to follow a well-defined track with carefully constructed steps and hand-rails down to the plains below. He was airborne in a Sioux and was getting quite excited about what he thought he could see. At times he was so low you could see him animatedly speaking into his headset. He would have been a sitting duck if indeed there were any VC around who might have felt inclined to take the easy shot on offer. I felt sure at the time there were some around−we’d already grabbed one−and there certainly were, as we found out later.

The descent had only a few hundred feet to go when we stopped for a breather. Suffice to say, nothing of interest had been found on the way down, although there were a lot of suspicious rocky outcrops and shelters. Everyone was strung out in a single file along the path and essentially dropped where they were for the break. My FO party happened to be opposite what seemed to be the entrance to a cave, with a track passing out and across the one we were on. I didn’t like the look of it, particularly the path that crossed, and had one of my party check where it went. He reported that it looked as if it had been used recently, but as it dropped away steeply after about 10 metres. I decided not to send him out further.

As for the cave, just in case someone was lurking inside, which was undoubtedly the case, it would seem, I sat to one side and watched the entrance closely while I had a smoke. All remained quiet, but everyone was alert. I suppose we had any enemy at a disadvantage, for we were coming down the hill and were of an unknown strength. Thinking about it afterwards, I was surprised that no booby traps were on the path. The VC knew we were on the summit and it would have been so easy to put a few out. I did think I saw something suspicious at the cave’s entrance, but a few prods with a bayonet yielded nothing and allayed my fears. After that little activity I found I was the only one in my party with a bayonet, which omission I quickly redressed for future operations. It was my fault: I hadn’t checked them out thoroughly enough before the operation started. Months later we were in circumstances wherein they were needed to be fixed for an assault. But I am getting too far ahead.

The cave and its surroundings were to give elements associated with Battalion HQ a nasty surprise a week later. The subsequent action was to yield some valuable information along with a quantity of captured enemy equipment.

We were soon up and away, and came down onto the flat, where we stopped in the vicinity of an APC troop that had deployed around a recently-destroyed Buddhist temple. I don’t know who was responsible—not 5 RAR—but it had been sorted out comprehensively. The APC boys were not happy, having lost an APC on the way in from a mine. I noted that the water supply down from the top finished in the vicinity of this temple. D Company were assembled nearby too, and I popped across to have a quick yarn on Gunner matters with Barry Campbell. He was very positive about things, as always.

There was time for a quick brew before we saddled up and prepared to be picked up by a US Army aviation company for an administrative move to our new area. There we would set up a firm base from which to secure our allocated stretch of Route 15. It was near a place called Phuoc Hoa, a dismal village of basic huts amongst which a South Vietnamese government flag flew forlornly. I had yet to work out what that meant. Was it a ruse, a sign of defiance, or an indication of a place where the government actually did have influence, and the villagers were open in their support?

Operation CANBERRA transitioned into Operation ROBIN, and the US Army convoys started to run from the next day. Every day at 6.30 am a platoon would go out in APCs to check the road for mines and ambushes. They would complete that task by 9.30 am, at which time the other two platoons would move out to help secure our section of the road before the convoys started. The incoming troops were on outwards-facing central seats in a seemingly never-ending line of trucks. They looked apprehensive and puzzled by us. I don’t think they had any idea as to whom these dumb-mothers were (to use a common, abbreviated American expression) in strange uniforms and with unusual weapons.

I can’t even recall a wave from them. They were well and truly zoned out. Protecting the road for them was not a demanding duty, and kids from a nearby village started to make regular calls to our perimeter after the convoys had stopped running for the day. I must say I admired the way Australian soldiers cheerfully related to them and shared their goodies, such as chocolate bars. A couple of days later I noticed a particularly vivacious girl of about nine amongst the twenty or so kids; she was proudly wearing an Australian ‘hats, utility’ (floppy hat). She had obviously built up a rapport with the soldiers, who had responded by giving her the hat. They would cheer her as she doffed the hat and waved. It struck me that these young men probably were very much missing their younger siblings. Their interactions perhaps were doing much more to develop positive relations with the Vietnamese than many of the official programs, so earnestly conceived, blessed back in Canberra and duly executed. I later heard of a windmill scheme, designed to give villagers a readily available supply of dependable water comprehensively failing on account of a lack of interest by the expected to be grateful Vietnamese recipients—well-intentioned, but a failure nonetheless.

After a few days in the location, one of our Sioux helicopters landed with mail, always a happy occurrence, assuming you got a letter. I quickly dashed off a letter to Heather, which I gave to the pilot. The helicopter crashed en route to the next company location, and the pilot was only just saved. I can’t recall if the crash was as a result of enemy action or pilot error. He was the one I’d flown with up to Duc Thanh. Heather said she got a mud-stained letter much later. But the mail got through, unlike during the later ‘Punch a Postie’ period when industrial action back in Australia allegedly stopped it.

All sorts of vendors started to turn up once it became known that Australian forces were spread out along the road. A Lambretta with an extended canopy and bed-like structure materialised one morning. The company commander’s batman was cooking his boss’s breakfast while the latter was poring over maps nearby. Lest anyone think it was two fresh eggs on buttered toast with a touch of vegemite, slices of bacon with perhaps some tomatoes and mushrooms tossed in, it was no more than a crushed cereal block from a ration pack, heated in water, and laced with condensed milk. Perhaps some sultanas may have been added.

Spying the Lambretta and comprehending what was on offer, breakfast preparations were quickly put aside, and the young man nipped out purposefully though a gap in the wire surrounding our position. The transaction soon completed, he returned several minutes later looking dubiously satisfied and doing up his fly. Perhaps it was the first time and had all been somewhat of a disappointment, but after a reflective pause, he continued on with the temporarily deferred breakfast preparations. The busy company commander didn’t seem too fussed by the late arrival of breakfast caused by this diversion, which was as old as military operations themselves. You can’t demand that soldiers, who are daily risking their lives, maintain a life similar to that of a postulant to the priesthood. Even in that environment there are lapses, so it now seems.

Later that day Nick asked me to go into a village down the road from our location to investigate an allegation that some artillery rounds had fallen in the village by mistake. I was taken down with a section of APCs and met the headman. He was very courteous and expressed himself in broken English. He had no French, I had some, and my Vietnamese was still a work-in-progress. The village was quite depressing in its standard of accommodation, and many of the villagers looked quite unwell (which fact I reported back in case someone was contemplating a civil action program). For the life of me I couldn’t find any evidence that might remotely be construed as coming from an artillery round; and I did conscientiously search around the village. Our battery hadn’t fired that night, and I hadn’t heard other noises either. About all I could do was give the head man some cigarettes, chocolates and food: he was grateful, and it occurred to me going back that may have been the sole purpose of him making a claim.

One night I was requested to fire an artillery mission on lights that were worrying one of the platoons. They were concerned that the lights, said to be perhaps 500 metres away in the marshes and mangroves, suggested something suspicious. I went down to the platoon and checked things out. Indeed, there were lights, and there seemed to be a pattern to them. There was a curfew, and no fishermen nor villagers should have been moving around, but doubtlessly they did at times. Returning to Company HQ, I recommended to Peter that we should engage the area. I stopped the fire after the area was given a good working over from 60 rounds. It might have been movement in a forming up place (FUP) prior to an attack, a group bringing stores ashore in an inlet off the Saigon River, or a small enemy party testing our awareness by moving lights around; that ploy was not unknown. Perhaps it was no more than flares way out in the distance flickering through the undergrowth, but I doubt it. It was not worth taking a chance. I asked the GPO to keep an adjusting round cartridge case as a souvenir—later I saw it was marked on the base as being made in 1945. Even after the Korean War, there must have been huge stocks somewhere of 105mm ammunition.

The convoys finished, we were moved into a concentration area with Battalion HQ and one other company south of Phu My and well off the road to the west. It was out in the open in very long grass and was a comfortable area to settle down in; but it was not intended we were to stay long. There we received orders for Operation QUEANBEYAN, another search-and-destroy mission focusing on the area around the northern end of the Nui Thi Vai Hills, especially the approaches from the north and west.

We left at about 2 am on a compass bearing that headed towards the previously destroyed temple. The outline of the Nui Thi Vais could be seen faintly in the slight glow of a clear, starry night. After an hour or so, we entered thicker country and, at 4 am, it was decided to call a pause. It probably was a good idea by someone, but Company HQ and the following platoon were in a swamp with half-calf deep water. There was no option but to squat atop your pack and try to keep your backside out of the water. It was neither comfortable nor restful, but I had to assume people above knew what they were doing and that this halt was beneficial.

Soon after first light we started off again, and an hour later were approaching the temple and the vicinity of where the track up to the Nui Thi Vai summit commenced. It was time for a quick pause for a smoke or a swig of water, so the column started to break track successively right, then left, down the line. I saw a bloke ten or so ahead of me in the single line column break to the right. Then came an almighty bang. He had tripped a booby trap. There were urgent shouts for our medical orderly, who came doubling forward with his first aid bag. He paused alongside the wounded man to assess the situation. The poor bloke had taken the blast in his face and was in real trouble. Some others were also wounded.

A stinking, damn booby trap! You feel so impotent. There’s nothing you can do to retaliate. A Dustoff casualty evacuation was summoned through Battalion HQ. Dustoff seemed an unusual name. It was suggested to me later its origins may have been in an American acronym of ‘Dedicated and Untiring Service to our Forces in the Field’. Another explanation I heard was it was the call sign of the first casevac helicopter that had been shot down.

It was only a short time before the aircraft appeared overhead. I can still remember the radio transmissions that followed; ‘One Zero, This is Dustoff Eight Niner, Throw smoke, over ... One Zero, Smoke thrown, over ... Dustoff Eight Niner, I see green, over ... One Zero, Affirmative, out.’

In swooped the Dustoff with prominent Red Cross markings on its front and sides. The sheer efficiency of the process was impressive. The helicopter flared and touched down as near as it could to the wounded man, now moved to the top end of the LZ. A medic jumped out with a stretcher and ran to the wounded man. His hands had now been tied to his sides to prevent him from scratching his obviously badly-damaged eyes. He must have been in appalling pain. Quickly assessed and prepared for flight, he was soon being secured in the helicopter. Then, turning around, it took a long tail-up run before climbing steeply up into the clear early morning sky. It was off to the US Army’s 36 Evacuation Hospital at Vung Tau for our man. I heard he survived and eventually underwent specialist rehabilitation in a famous English institution for the blind.

As it was to happen, you never saw anything referring to the dead and wounded again (unless the latter recovered and came back, or a group went down to Vung Tau on a hospital visit), and in a way that helped protect you from contemplating unduly your possible fate. There were none of the ‘ramp ceremonies’, commemorative walls and what I will call conspicuous commemoration and displays of group compassion that occur these days. A battalion was a fighting organisation and by its very role was bound to have casualties. That’s just what happens on operations. Of course, the dead and wounded were remembered and not forgotten, not only in the minds of their close mates but also by other members who had dealings with them. The battalion had been their home, it was where they had their mates, and looking after, caring for and remembering each other was a fundamental tenet.

A Dustoff before breakfast was not a good start to the day. It didn’t bear to think about what might have been the outcome if our scouts had stretched out more, or if the order to break-track had been given a few seconds later. But that’s the luck of the game. You can’t allow yourself to dwell on that sort of thing. Our engineer team did a thorough search of the area before we moved and found another booby trap. These had obviously gone in after we had previously been there. Perhaps there had been a lapse of security within our local Vietnamese allies; possibly enemy recce elements had monitored our early morning movement.

More was to come on this particular day.

Passing by the temple, we were in the process of securing a prominent knoll perhaps 200 metres away from the line of the path up to the summit of Nui Thi Vai as Battalion HQ passed through behind us. I exchanged a few words with Bob O’Neill, who was now the intelligence officer on the HQ. Bob had been a Rhodes Scholar after graduating from Duntroon and the University of Melbourne subsequently. He was to write the history of the Battalion’s tour, become a celebrated military historian, and an Oxford University professor, amongst many prestigious appointments. I recall he was carrying a large mapboard which I thought at the time made him somewhat conspicuous.

We had only settled down on the knoll to have what passed for breakfast when several shots rang out, followed by machine gun fire from up the hill in the vicinity of that suspicious cave that troubled me a week ago. By the sound of it, Battalion HQ was in trouble. Funny about that, all the prior planning had sounded so straight forward: up the path to the top of the hill; set up the HQ near or in the temple; and then monitor the companies operating in their respective AOs. However, nothing is predictable in CRW: and you certainly needed to keep off tracks.

Wounded and dead had to be evacuated from the on-going contact, and a Possum helicopter twice made a very brave, one skid-landing on a large rock to the rear of the HQ. Shots rang out as it manoeuvred into position the first time to evacuate some wounded. On its return, a soldier’s body was lashed to one of the external side platforms, and his boots jangled as the helicopter took off vertically, then fell away to the right and down the line of the hill to gain airspeed. Everyone reflected sombrely as to his identity, the poor bastard: that phrase was the ultimate expression of respect and sympathy. The pilot was to be Mentioned in Despatches (MID).

The assistance of our support section’s machine guns were then requested to provide covering fire. Peter Cole had offered their services, as it was difficult for those in contact to manoeuvre freely without there being additional neutralising fire. The machine gunners could see up into the contact area, and purposely expended several belts into it. It was reported as being useful. But that was not enough. The BC, Neville Gair, came up on the radio and asked me to prepare orders for a fire mission to neutralise the area further. This was an ‘iffy’ proposition I thought, as I did a quick appreciation of how to go about it. As the target was in a re-entrant, I decided to use high angle fire, for it could both reach in as well as limit the forward fragmentation effect. But there was a circular splinter pattern to think about, rather like you get when firing mortars. Another difficulty concerned me. The HQ was very close to being at the end of the line connecting the guns to the target, and that would pose real problems if the opening rounds were to be too long. Given that, I thought these would best be ordered short and then moved carefully across the sloping face of the jungle-clad hill. Another option was to open up near the summit and slowly bring the fire down, but to complicate things further, a support company platoon had apparently moved up there. I couldn’t see them. While I was deliberating all of this, gun-ships arrived, thankfully, and their close and intimate support was much better than anything artillery fire could have provided. I was relieved when Neville asked me to stand down, I’d have to say. A fire mission had the potential to be all too difficult and risky. Artillery fire is not something to be applied in a cavalier fashion.

Although the Battalion HQ got up to the summit and established itself by nightfall, clearing the VC positions in the rocks and related tunnel entrances took all the next day and ultimately involved the use of flame throwers.

The action cost the Battalion two KIA and a number of WIA. It was an unexpectedly nasty one.

Tunnels were found to be associated with a number of caves, and engineer tunnel rats were called in. Alpha Company was summoned up to secure the area and take part also in the tunnel clearance operation—so much for the activities designated for our previous AO. It was a strange feeling again to go past the cave that had previously worried me. It and others were now blackened by the effects of the flame throwers. Brian Le Dan, the Battalion’s signals officer, told me later he’d had a lucky escape early on. A bullet hit the safety slide of his Owen Machine Carbine (OMC) and this had saved his life, although fragments did wound him in the chest. The OMC, a much-celebrated Second World War Australian development, was now well past its effective date. Some soldiers claimed that its rounds would bounce off targets.

For seven days we sat astride the tunnel complex as the Sappers, as those of the Royal Australian Corps of Engineers are called, armed with torches and pistols went down to explore the subterranean depths. Even a survey officer came out to plot and map the tunnels accurately. We moved twice up the hill as the tunnels were methodically searched. Each time a helipad was established nearby to bring equipment in and remove items found in the tunnels. All sorts of things came to be discovered: among them was a log book, which I was told included an entry recording our previous movement down the hill, and a powerful radio made in China. It was claimed afterwards that the cave complex contained the HQ for the VC in that region. I have the highest admiration for those sappers and men of the Battalion who went down into the tunnels day-after-day. I don’t know how they handled the claustrophobic and unknown confines of the tunnels, with their changes in level, the prospects of booby traps and the sheer unknown of just where the tunnels might lead and what they might contain.

I had what might be described as an interesting experience one night as we remained positioned over the tunnels. I was sleeping under a mosquito net about five metres from one of the small trapdoor entrances. I awoke for some reason to realise someone was coming out of it. That was indeed interesting, especially as my rifle was pointing the other way, and any attempt to use it might only result in becoming entangled in the net and making an unwanted noise. I didn’t think a challenge of ‘Halt, who goes there?’ was appropriate under these circumstances either! It might only have encouraged a grenade to be thrown in my direction. It was pitch black, and I quickly concluded there was no option but to be silent and sit it out. And so I did, not making a sound. Whoever it was stumbled off unopposed in the opposite direction. Good luck to him or her.

On another occasion some sappers on the perimeter saw movement and opened up. It caused everyone to jump to their nearby weapons and be at the ready.

Eventually the tunnels were mapped, cleared and sealed with some sort of persistent, deterrent chemical to prevent their use for a while, and it was time for us to concentrate around the temple up top in preparation for a subsequent move back to Nui Dat. When we arrived up there I heard about a very successful quick attack on a VC camp by a platoon of D Company that resulted in the VC suffering 10 KIA for no losses. The platoon commander, Dennis Rainer, was later awarded a Military Cross (MC), and deservedly so. He had earlier been awarded an MID. Barry Campbell had been with him, and filled me in on the details. It sounded like a text-book platoon action. The platoon commander of the earlier flame-thrower attack on the caves, John McAloney, was also similarly recognised for his bravery.

The last night up on Nui Thi Vai presented another memorable experience, a chance to witness the effects of an Arc Light mission which involved high altitude saturation area bombing by USAF B52 bombers. They came in from their base in Guam, and until the explosion of the bombs was heard, you had no idea of the presence of aircraft overhead. The raid took place perhaps 10 to 15 klicks to the north. The ground seemed to vibrate from the explosive effect of the bombs, and the air blast caused my hootchie shelter to flutter. Impressive, indeed awesome, was the overwhelming mass of explosive force nakedly on display. But I don’t know how useful they actually were in the effective prosecution of CRW. I understand they took far too long to organise, which essentially gave the initiative back to the VC. Later we had to move across an area pulverised by such a raid. It was hard-going up and down the deep craters.

The flight back to Nui Dat on an Iroquois was, as always, an enjoyable experience. It was good to be going ‘home’. The fresh air at 2,000 feet was to contrast sharply with the dankness and mildewed interior of our tented accommodation back at Nui Dat: and rats had been hard at work also during our absence of over three weeks.

That night a big barbeque and general piss-up was held in the Company HQ lines. The atmosphere was positive. It had been a hard but successful succession of operations. The outcome was worth celebrating and morale was high. The Battalion had performed well: it had turned in a very good effort. The Company had also. Looking back, I strongly believe such occasions represent an important and essential catharsis for those who have been in combat. They give the opportunity to talk about the operation, work out what really happened, speak about the casualties, and relieve the pent-up tensions. We were so unstressed that by 11 pm, when someone thought he heard mortar primaries (that is, the sound of mortars firing, rather than their later explosion on impact), we did not possess the capacity to open up the underground CP and get it operating. Nor could we have cared less. It was an enjoyable, relaxing night, we found the incident to be humorous not fearful, and laughter is a valuable commodity in a war zone. And we’d just had three hard weeks of living on the edge. We’d lost men, but so had the VC in greater numbers.

As for the ‘primaries’, they turned out to be friendlies, misidentified by an alarmist who should have had more beer. Now, before any reader concludes A Company that night was a bunch of defenceless drunkards, I should mention that all the strong points were manned and the above-ground CP was operative, of course.

Returning to artillery matters, my team had settled down well to the demands of being in an FO party, except for the person who found it all too hard. He didn’t want to be replaced, but it was for his own good. He went back to the guns and found a niche where he could contribute. Being in an FO party could have its moments, but we all had reached that view well before. That aside, I must have been satisfied overall with the party’s performance, for I wrote back to Heather that ‘Mick Allwright is starting to do things well’ and ‘Jock Arbuthnot is catching on’. To my mother, I wrote that, ‘the news summaries and cuttings you send are the best way to keep me informed of goings-on in Australia’, and, ‘the Caulfield Cup is on today, and the Battalion bookmaker has circulated his odds–they aren’t particularly attractive’. I think he lost money over the Melbourne racing carnival and had to close down.


CHAPTER 4

MORE OPERATIONS WITH 5 RAR

Back in base, the routine of patrols recommenced within the battalion’s TAOR. For 5 RAR, the TAOR extended essentially to the north and west, and the purpose of these patrols was to dominate the area and gain warning of any enemy activity within it. It extended out to the limit of gun range, which was called Line Alpha.

I’d been out on a few of these TAOR patrols before to familiarise myself with the area. You were in the hands of young infantry lieutenants, no real problem if you were with a dedicated and thoughtful person, such as John Hartley, who rose later to become a major general and deputy chief of the Army. He’d already received an MID for bravery in an earlier contact with a resolute enemy force. However, it possibly could be more interesting if the platoon commander were a new Scheyville-trained National Service officer. That’s in no way a criticism, for they were invariably keen and conscientious, and had successfully completed a rugged and testing officer qualifying training course. But they were on a steep learning curve in a profession not of their choice, and one that could be brutal in its consequences for them and their men. To their overall credit, most were to perform splendidly, but you never knew that initially as you followed behind the platoon commander with your signaller about 10 or so back from the scouts. Of course, the reverse applied: you had to perform for them if the circumstances arose where the decisive effect of artillery fire power was required.

As things settled down, Mick Allwright was to do the routine TAOR patrols if artillery observation was required, assisted by a signaller. Additionally, all platoon commanders were trained in the observation of fire for basic missions.

When back in Nui Dat, I shared a tent with the Company 2IC, Ron Bade (no relation to the previously mentioned, Ken Bade). He was not an infantry officer, but on secondment from the Royal Corps of Australian Electrical and Mechanical Engineers. He was good company and had the practical common sense characteristic of officers of that corps. The practice had developed that 2ICs did not go out on operations, but rather remained behind to attend to administrative support. Accordingly, Ron wasn’t getting much bush time, which I suspect was not a great cause of frustration for him, let alone disappointment. I do remember him coming out unexpectedly one day, though. He stepped off a helicopter, rifle in hand, to become an acting platoon commander. From the look on his face, I don’t think he was necessarily relishing the prospect, and I don’t blame him. It’s a hard job at the coal face.

Before the next operation I took the opportunity to go back to the guns and see how things were. The peacetime organisational structure with me being in command of all the gun detachments had, of course, lapsed on operations. It was not practical as I was never to be there. But I knew the blokes, and it was good to get back into a Gunner environment rather than being an attached outsider proving himself in an infantry company. Everyone on the guns seemed to be in good spirits and taking events in their stride. Max Sare, the battery guide, was on top of things, and obviously was having a very positive influence. The Battery had some excellent, well-experienced detachment commanders who were proving their worth; I heard also that Peter Prewett was being promoted and transferred to another battery.

I was told about a few unfortunate accidents, one in which a gunner had been badly wounded during a night mission when a round was said to have hit a bamboo pole carrying Tannoy wires within the gun area. The gun’s layer apparently had said he was ‘crested’—obstructed—and had been ordered to fire nonetheless. If that were the case, that sort of accident just should not have happened and the gun sergeant was at fault. However, some others claimed that the pole was well inside the fuse arming-distance from the muzzle, and therefore the fuse should not have been armed. That raised the possibility of there being a premature explosion of the round, which is always a possibility, albeit remote, given the rigorous quality assurance procedures surrounding the production of ammunition. In those circumstances, it would not be the fault of the detachment commander. The upshot, though, was that the sergeant was relieved of his duties. Just possibly that may have been a bit rough. Tragically, the layer was destined to spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair.
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101st Field Battery in action. The gun sergeant is Alan Grice. Photographer: Tim Page (AWM:P04959.046).

The other incident that caused injury would have been funny if there had not been pain and suffering. Apparently it had been the practice to put range fuel down the thunder boxes in the latrines as a hygiene measure. A multi-skilled member of the battery was going about his business and enjoying a cigarette at the same time. The butt tossed in, a searing flame came up instantly, leaving him with a blackened and burnt backside, save for the imprint of his hand. I’m sure he does not wish to be identified (but he was a former cane-cutter from Cairns!).
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Back at the Battery. Bombardier “Bluey” Brooks loads while an unidentified gunner tests his luck by running in front of the barrel. Photographer: Tim Page (AWM:P04959.059).

Over time, however, as an FO you came to see so much more of the infantry company to which you were attached. It was inevitable you became more familiar with its and the battalion’s activities and attitudes than those of the Gunner regiment. You became fully involved, and I was happy to help out with chores such as being the pay officer, a fortnightly occurrence even in Vietnam. A soldier’s pay was accompanied with an issue of soap and razor blades. I understand some zealous bean-counter ceased the latter practice many years ago, and pay has long been done electronically. However, every fortnight then you would see the whole company one-by-one, as they moved forward smartly to the paying officer. They then saluted, checked their pay, signed the acquittal pay sheet, uttered ‘Pay correct, Sir’, again saluted and then fell out. A quaint custom, perhaps, but seated behind a table with the pay clerk and a pile of soap and razors, you had an opportunity to exchange a few words with all the soldiers. You could gauge their mood quickly.

The next operation, BUNDABERG, was a cordon-and-search of the nearby village of Hoa Long. As part of the planning, we were given excellent map enlargements that displayed detail down to the huts that would be near the proposed platoon locations. It was then up to the company commanders to determine how they would get to their designated area in a coordinated way from a centralised battalion release-point.

At about midnight we moved out and passed southwards through the gate barricading after-hours vehicular movement on Route 2. Imagine everyone’s surprise when far in the distance the on-off brake lights of a Land Rover came into view. What on earth was this? Was the CO going down in comfort? Surely not.

In due course we reached the Land Rover to find it occupied by two drunken Kiwi gunners. It seemed they were taking a quick trip town to Vung Tau for the night and had unexpectedly run into our operation. Their irresponsibility could have comprehensively compromised it. Possibly they did, but I’m sure they had never contemplated that possibility. Just then, the Kiwi’s BSM, a burly and imposing man arrived, and, summing up the situation quickly, summarily dispensed some rough but appropriate justice, hauling them out one-by-one for the treatment. He then dumped the now incoherent bodies in the back of the vehicle, turned it around, and drove back to Nui Dat. I was very impressed by his performance: apparently the man had played for the All Blacks rugby team and had additional status as the senior Maori in the battery. Whether there was any subsequent disciplinary action, I don’t know. Somehow I doubt it. The matter had been sorted out by some decisive man-management in the field, which I am sure the soldiers accepted. They had stuffed-up badly, but the matter was now settled.

Some readers may be disturbed by such summary justice, just as they would be at similar treatment handed out at other times to thieves who were caught in the act. Present processes require investigations, inquiries and probable court-martials, and possible acquittals after all that from the flimsiest defences constructed by clever counsel. But in the context of a unit at war in the 1960s, I think there were few, if any, protesters. There’s a strong bond that demands responsible and trustworthy behaviour from all in effective units at war, and few soldiers want to become ostracised for stepping outside collective, group expectations. The prevailing attitude was that misdemeanours were best settled quickly within the group, the soldiers accepted it, and offenders were soon welcomed back, given contrition and the promise of changed behaviour.

Overall, if you were reliable and could do your job, you were accepted, irrespective of background, beliefs or race. You were part of a team and in that team people might be referred to as Slug, Darky, Blue and Snow as well as all sorts of other names, some unprintable. It must be said that conversational language within groups was often not quite up to English literature standards, but so be it.

We finally crept into our cordon position and awaited dawn. An aircraft came over broadcasting in Vietnamese, presumably telling the villagers that they were surrounded, should not leave their houses, and should await further instructions. It was not unknown for actual VC or suspects to make a dash for it then, but on this occasion there was no such instance. The format of the broadcast was interesting, as I noted in a letter to Heather, ‘A man started to talk initially, being followed by the superimposed voice of a woman. A deeper man’s voice was then added, which resulted in the woman screaming and the second man laughing. All this was drowned out by the sound of a jet aircraft. Goodness only knows what it was supposed to achieve’. Being in the cordon on the edge of the village, we weren’t aware what was going on inside, but at about lunchtime we were given the order to return to Nui Dat. I think someone decided to save petrol and let us walk back. It had not been a taxing operation.

Eventually we heard the results of the cordon-and-search. There were 300 suspects and nine VC apprehended. One of the VC, so it was said, had come home for the first time in four years. The poor, hapless beggar! What bad luck. Although the haul was promising, Hoa Long would require more such operations before the corner might be turned. Incidentally, 5 RAR seemed to have developed great skill at cordon-and-search operations. Generally, it yielded good results for them. I mentioned the psyops (psychological operations) broadcasting aircraft; it was an integral part of such operations. A good friend of mine blotted his copybook when he forgot to cancel such an aircraft after the date of a proposed cordon-and-search operation was changed. You can imagine the confusion amongst the villagers when the plane arrived overhead and started its broadcast.

On my return after the operation, I found that my regiment had not entirely forgotten me. Indeed, I had been nominated as an investigating officer for an incident involving the theft of money, by persons unknown, from a canteen within 1ATF’s Defence and Employment Platoon, a motley collection of individuals lacking the spirit and cohesiveness one experienced in a battalion. I hadn’t done this sort of investigation before, but with the assistance of the contact officer on HQ 1ATF, a Major Don Bourne, who was very helpful, I managed to get the investigation tidied up and out of the way. I recall everyone’s evidence pointed to a recently dead soldier as being the culprit. I doubted this, but could find no firm evidence to the contrary. The books—surprise, surprise—had been lost. I felt the thief was someone else, but stories had been coordinated cleverly. Instances of thievery were not common, but they did happen. There was at least one positive outcome. The MPs had conducted a search and discovered a stolen pistol along with a veritable cache of pornographic photographs.

Lest one was becoming too comfortable in the Nui Dat base, another operation was in prospect, a search-and-destroy operation on Long Son Island named Operation HAYMAN. As the name suggests, such an operation was intended to find and engage the enemy and cause maximum casualties. The island was surrounded by swamps and out to the west of Ba Ria. It was to be preceded by a cordonand-search of the village of Phuoc Hoa, called Operation YASS. It commenced in early November. Before we went out, a formal dinner was held by the officers of 5 RAR. Everyone wore a specially-made yellow Tiger battalion cravat with their greens, and the flow of French and American wine made for a convivial evening within our large mess tent, deep in the rubber plantation. We were moved early afternoon by APCs to within striking distance of Phuoc Hoa, which lay on the Rung Sat side of Route 15, essentially on reclaimed land. A passage through the swamps eventually gave seawards access into the main shipping channel.

There seemed to have been a deception plan whereby we got out of our APCs and went north into the undergrowth as if we were heading into the Nui Dinhs. Imprinted in my memory, though, is the long approach march to Phuoc Hoa in the darkness. We were up at 1 am and shook out into single file. The long column was eventually connected together by toggle ropes, a piece of personal equipment that everyone carried. In A Company we had a journalist from the Wagga Advertiser, if my memory serves me correctly, attached to us. Apparently he had expressed the desire to experience a real, live operation, which I am sure, with suitable embellishment, would serve to captivate his readers in the Riverina and confirm what an intrepid young bloke he was. Good luck to him, but he was out of his depth and proved to be a nuisance. Well into the approach march, the whole column was forced to halt—someone had lost his grip on the toggle rope in front! A report came up the line that it was our friend from Wagga, damn him!

Contact just had to be re-established. I can only image what it must have been like searching around in the stygian darkness with the ever-present prospect of a friendly clash, no matter what care was taken. After quite a delay, matters were sorted out, we roped up again, and were able to creep into position just as the roosters in the hamlet were starting to acknowledge the approaching dawn. There we waited, not making a sound. The Company HQ area stunk abominably, but any move away would have jeopardised the integrity of the cordon. Dawn revealed the reason: we were located within the village cesspit—charming! The platoons must have relished hearing of that particular piece of detailed planning. Some clever corporal must have got his own back.

APCs moved in about this time, crashing through the closed gates of the village, and springing the search part of the operation. Apparently elements of the SAS were in boats covering any seawards exits. Barbed wire interrogation areas were quickly set and a succession of suspects began to be escorted to holding pens to await interrogation by joint Australian and Vietnamese teams. The operation was to yield a goodly number of VC suspects and supporters, including a group of six who were furtively attempting to hide near us. A large group of villagers with unconvincing explanations were taken off to Ba Ria for further questioning. And the village flag kept flying languidly over it all, as the dogs, kids and cattle roamed around the rundown compound.

The Long Son Island part of the operation was scheduled to start the next day. This was to be the first heliborne assault that 1ATF would plan and conduct. It was to involve separate assaults onto several unsecured LZs, which was an interesting and bold concept for a first time operation. Long Son Island was thought to have an active enemy presence, especially on the western side, and that’s where we in A Company were going. The planned assaults were clearly outside the RAAF’s capability to conduct, even if their directive allowed it, and the necessary airlift was to come from a US Army aviation company. They came the next day with their aircraft bedecked with crossed swords and Confederate flags—good ole Southern boys, I supposed. This was to be my first heliborne assault with US Army aviators. They turned out to be impressive operators, and being in the US Army they did what those on the ground told them to do—there was no claptrap about protecting their machines rather than the men on the ground. They knew the score and had a positive, ‘can-do’ approach.
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Villagers moving forward to the interrogation holding areas. Photographer: John Achilles.

[image: image]

Passively waiting for interrogation. The pens were outside the gates of the village. Photographer: Author (AWM:P10456.004).

Preparation for the assault saw us lined up in 10 groups of seven spaced regularly along the selected pick-up zone across the road from Phuoc Hoa on a flat piece of ground clear of obstructions. The idea was that the command group (Peter Cole and myself, along with our signallers) would be in the first lift and accordingly were positioned to arrive at the rear of the first platoon. At his orders group, Peter announced that should he become a casualty on the LZ, I would take over the company until a replacement could be flown in, presumably Ron Bade. This seemed a sensible arrangement, but not one practised elsewhere in my experience: I paid particular attention to the proposed plans, just in case. With all this planning, you can imagine our surprise and consternation shortly after take-off when our Huey moved forward to become the right-hand lead helicopter. We had no comms to change that, and it placed us in a potentially interesting situation of being first down on the LZ. That really would be leading from the front. It was caused by the pick-up arrangements, and not by the aviation company.

There was another surprise and a more serious one. The whole flight of ten aircraft flew across the line of the guns firing on LZ preparation. That’s just not how it’s done! You go well under or to the flank of the trajectories. George Bindley told me later that the guns of 103rd Field Battery had to cease firing to prevent what had the potential to be a dangerous situation. Possibly the planners back at 1ATF had forgotten to think about those little pieces of detail. There was nothing we could do, but thank goodness for George and his men.

The LZ (I think it was called Blondie, a name I liked) was a sparse and clear area on the western side of the island overlooked on its eastern flank by a prominent ridge line. A machine gun up there would make things decidedly nasty, I thought, as the helicopters flared and landed. They were to lift off after a minimum of time on the ground. There probably were two gun-ships taking care of the approaching slicks (a helicopter used for troop carrying, not fitted with external weapons to save weight and armed only with two M60 machine guns used by the door gunners), but I can’t recall. That would have been standard practice. In the event there was no incoming fire; this came later after the second wave had arrived, and we were complete on the ground. One or two cheeky and foolhardy souls then let fly with some shots, but they were sent on their way by the nearest platoon. Peter didn’t want any artillery fire.

That done, we shook-down and headed off on our mission.

We soon found ourselves in a thick mangrove swamp, and it was unpleasant and hard-going. At times we were waist-deep in water as we slogged our way forward across circuitous, narrow channels. I didn’t know how Peter McNamee was coping. As a jockey, he might well have been up to his neck. Ahead of me in the column was a photographer, who had already made a name for himself already in the Vietnam War, one Tim Page. Unlike the journalist on Operation YASS, Tim knew the score and was well able to look after himself, giving the impression he had seen it all before. But I must admit to being disconcerted by his presence ahead of me. I couldn’t but think his main interest lay in getting the Vietnam equivalent of the Robert Capa photograph of a soldier in the Spanish Civil War–in this case me–getting it between the eyes. In due course we reached some firm ground where a small jetty poked out into a dirty tidal channel. Then out to the left came an unexpected and sustained burst of machine gun fire as a small craft with a powerful outboard motor attempted to speed off. I heard conflicting reports as to its fate. I believe it was sunk along with those—perhaps three or four—on board.
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The Author in the mangroves during Operation HAYMAN. The remainder of the FO party is wadding along to the right rear. Photographer: Tim Page (AWM:P02401.001)
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Signallers of Company HQ. Photographer: Tim Page (AWM:P04959.059)

Soon after, a boat appeared at the jetty. I have no idea then or later as to what it was supposed to be and what it did, but Tim, who professed greater knowledge in these things than all of us, authoritatively declared it as a RAG’s boat (from an ARVN River Assault Group). He after all was part of the media pack who purportedly knew everything about the conduct of the war. In Tim’s case I think that claim was fair enough. A motley, cut-throat looking crew was on board the boat, flying under the South Vietnamese flag. Tim, probably thinking there was a greater likelihood of photographic pickings with them, rather than with the methodical and cautious Australians casting around in the swamps, jumped aboard and left us shortly afterwards.

I never saw him again until I met him at a function 45 years later. He remembered the operation and was kind enough to present me later with a photograph taken all those years ago of me struggling along in that deep, muddy water. Afterwards he’d been badly wounded several times, most seriously when he suffered some fragments of a mine in the head. I am sure that Tim was the sort of media representative of which that doyen of Australian war correspondents, Denis Warner, would have approved. Apparently he said that ‘the Vietnam War threw up more imposters and charlatans in the name of war correspondent than he (could) remember’. Many combatants might agree with that assessment.

We harboured for the night back on firmer ground than what was on offer in the mangrove swamp, and what followed during the night had an unexpected outcome. Lights were seen some distance out from the forward element of HQ 1ATF, or at least its palace guard. That must have caused real excitement amongst the HQ warriors, who were out on their first expedition in the field since the occupation of Nui Dat. Major Brian McFarlane, the company commander from 6 RAR, which was providing the protective force, decided a fire mission was necessary and so instructed his FO. Ground clearance was obtained from the 5 RAR CP by the acting BC, George Bindley, and the target was engaged after air clearance came through. It was subsequently adjusted towards the company’s location. Suddenly, out-of-the-blue came Colonel Cubis who ordered without explanation, ‘End of mission’. Presumably he deemed it unsafe despite the FO having visual observation of the target.

I heard later he was concerned that some splinters from the rounds might continue so far forward along the line gun-target as to endanger the 1ATF HQ element. I understand Brian, who could be rather formidable when aroused, challenged Cubis’s edict to end the mission. It is, after all, a fundamental principle that the supported arms commander, in this case McFarlane, will take responsibility for the outcome of any requested fire. I think it fair to assume his FO had briefed him on the dangers, if any, and my view is that Cubis might best have discussed his concerns with the BC over the radio. It was he who had the responsibility for giving ground clearance covering all elements in the AO. He also had oversight of all the actions of his FOs.

The Task Force commander sided with McFarlane and agreed that fire could recommence. Bindley told me that possibly 200 rounds ended up being expended, which made it a rather serious engagement. Communications had taken place on the Battery internal net after the FO had ‘flicked’ and the fire mission had then proceeded quite normally until Cubis called up Bindley to label him ‘a bloody idiot’ in the clear hearing of anyone caring to listen to the radio. I heard the transmission and thought the comment was over-the-top and most unfortunate. Both Bindley and the FO were ordered to present themselves to Cubis the next morning when presumably there would be further name-calling.

When they attempted to make arrangements the next day to meet Cubis, he had already departed the area.
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A US Army Iroquois gun-ship. Photo taken at HQ 1ATF on the last day of Operation HAYMAN. With rockets and machine-guns on both sides, these helicopters were capable of very effective close support. Photographer: Author.

It would appear there was an irreconcilable dispute between Cubis and the 1ATF commander, Brigadier Jackson, that caused Cubis to tender his resignation (according to the Official History). I think that is possibly being a little too kind, and perhaps the author, Ian McNeill, was being protective of his Duntroon classmate’s memory. That’s quite understandable. However, I don’t believe anyone can up and resign from a war zone on principle, and a premature departure occurs only if ‘they’ (the hierarchy) want to send you packing. Cubis may well have objected to ‘...Jackson’s lack of understanding of artillery’ (again, quoting from the Official History), but I find that explanation puzzling too. Jackson was a very experienced infantry officer, but in any case that is a side issue. It was McFarlane’s fire mission and he had the necessary Gunner advice. A more probable explanation is that Cubis flew into a rage, said some regrettable things to the brigadier, and as a result had no option but to relinquish (not ‘resign’) his command.

Looking back on it, McFarlane had every reason to protest. He was the one on the ground, and Brigadier Jackson was totally right to back him. Whatever, the behaviour of Cubis was imperious, and his abuse of Bindley was unacceptable. Perhaps the pressure had got to him, for it was generally acknowledged that artillery support for those at Long Tan had been handled very well by him at the regimental level.
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On the way back from Operation HAYMAN, south-west of Ba Ria. Photographer: Unknown

On our return to Nui Dat, we Gunners were summoned to attend a farewell for the colonel in the tent that served as a mess for the 1st Field Regiment officers. It was an embarrassing occasion for all to have their CO leave under such controversial circumstances. Cubis, rubbing his hands briskly as if to warm them in front of a blazing fire on a cold day, made a short speech bemoaning that artillery was not understood as a combat arm (actually there was some truth in that, but his actions had hardly helped things). Then, after some perfunctory mingling with the masses, he left abruptly. I remember Glen Eure, the boss of the 2/35th Field Artillery, saying he couldn’t comprehend it all. That was the commonly-held view. I wrote home that, ‘Most 103 Bty officers are happy he’s going as he was a martinet to them’. On the other hand, I also wrote, ‘He is said to be a witty and likeable fellow by some’. I have no view, for I had never really met him.

I think the incident with Cubis soured things for George and affected his attitude towards the Army. He was a forthright, principled and professional officer, who did not deserve the abuse he received. A few years later, he confessed to me that he no longer heard ‘the bugle sounding, nor the flag flapping’ and soon after left to enter the finance world. There his undoubted talents and perspicacity were very well rewarded. His departure was a loss to the Army.

The announcement shortly afterwards that Don Begg was to be the new CO was widely acclaimed. It was acknowledged by all that here was someone who knew his stuff, and there was a need for someone like that to take-over the Regiment and cease all the Cubis-inspired practices. There was also another change at the senior level. Neville Gair was going back to Australia to attend staff college and his replacement was to be Major Mick Burge. A university science graduate, he had a big reputation for having attended a long gunnery course at the British Army’s School of Artillery at Larkhill. His brother had played cricket for Australia, a recreation at which Mick was reputed to be no slouch either. On arrival, he wasted no time in getting around and checking his FOs out. I am sure he would have done the same on the gun line. I gathered he was satisfied, but with Mick you were never sure. He was somewhat economical with praise, but that’s fine. He had a big future in the Army that was not to be fulfilled. He was to resign on principle after NSW Premier, Robert Askin, attending the Manly mayoral ball in the ballroom of the School of Artillery as the local member, allegedly improperly rebuked an Army steward about the standard of his service. The resultant media circus—with prominent speculative cover in the Sunday papers—so annoyed Mick as the School’s CO and Chief Instructor that it ultimately led to his resignation. Qantas was the beneficiary of his ability.

After Operation HAYMAN there was a barbeque and salad lunch served in the officers’/sergeants’ mess tent in A Company. I don’t recall any particular reason for the occasion, but a few guests were present. With the impressive spread was a platter of French-style baguettes. I said to someone that the company cook obviously had some outstanding ability as a baker. The reply was along the lines of, ‘Oh, they’re heppo rolls from Ba Ria’. Hepatitis rolls! I didn’t know whether to vomit or have another one. I still refer to baguettes by that name. The French had obviously left their mark in ways other than static forts.

At about this time I noticed that food parcels and supportive letters were arriving from Australia. Most soldiers received a parcel from either the Lakemba RSL or the Queensland Patriotic Fund, which was a kind and much appreciated gesture. I was to write home saying that, ‘It’s funny to be getting parcels from Australia, from people you don’t know, but a pleasant surprise to find that other people care for what you are doing’. Sydney radio station 2UW had a ‘Soldier of the Week’ program encouraging its listeners to write letters, which were collected and sent to the selected soldier. I commented to Heather that one of A Company’s soldiers had shown me some of them. I observed that ‘It’s amazing what some girls are writing’.

On the other hand, criticism of Australia’s role in the war seemed to be starting. Commenting to my mother on an article she had sent me by Francis James in The Anglican paper (I recall he was its editor and was one of strong views underpinned by his Christianity), I said, ‘James is astray in his armchair assessment of the situation in South Vietnam. Ideologies are not changed overnight, just as RCs are not easily converted to Anglican’.

After a short period back at Nui Dat, it was time to go out again, this time out east to support a 6 RAR search-and-destroy operation called INGHAM. We were acting as palace guard for the guns of 101st and 161st Field Batteries for the first half of the operation. The former deployed by loading their guns into APCs. That was the beauty of the pack howitzer, it certainly was versatile. I had been responsible back at Wacol for doing a trial that came up with standard stowing arrangements. With the guns being within APCs, any inquisitive VC onlooker would be prevented from knowing that a battery of guns was being deployed outside of Nui Dat. I don’t know how 161st got out there. I have a feeling they hadn’t practised that type of movement, and their guns may well have bounced along out to the gun area behind their towing Land Rovers (which were referred to as ‘gun tractors’, an antiquated Second World War term).

Being palace guard wasn’t all that bad a duty. There was patrolling, of course, and I went on quite a long one that went back to the site of the Battle of Long Tan. In fact, we followed the line of the track—but in reverse—that Delta Company’s 11 Platoon had followed aggressively after initial contact was made near a lone hut to the west. We passed where the platoon had made its stand before the survivors withdrew under fire.

We then crossed the battlefield diagonally, and the scars on the rubber trees were still very much in evidence. There’s no doubt the 3,000-plus rounds of artillery that were fired on that August afternoon had messed the place up comprehensively. There was also still some of the detritus of battle still lying around: cartridge cases, tins and the like. I didn’t take a souvenir, for somehow I thought that was wrong. I can’t really say why, for later I had no hesitation at Gallipoli or on the Western Front in acquiring bullets and cartridge cases when I visited. We passed out of the battle area by scaling the feature known as Nui Dat 2, and on the reverse slope we came across a dug-in position, which pleasingly wasn’t occupied. The CSM of A Company was acting as platoon commander, and he did a very competent job in tactically moving through the position. He went back shortly afterwards to Australia to do a course to qualify as an officer, the so-called short ‘knife and fork’ course. Pundits said the course was only long enough to enable candidates to master how to use cutlery at the dining table properly!

The next day we did another patrol approaching Nui Dat 2 from the southeast this time. The platoon commander was David ‘Daisy’ Rowe. I’d known him at university where he was sponsored by the Army to study pharmacy. However, he had decided his true calling was in the infantry, and after dropping out from his studies, here he was in Vietnam. Major Max Carroll, who was to take-over from Peter Cole as company commander, on his departure to Battalion HQ to become operations officer, came along with us to observe. We decided to have a fire mission upon the position that we had detected the day before, initially as a precaution, but more to show Max the effect of artillery fire close-up. We were on the flank of the line gun-target, and I believe it was a perfectly safe target to engage. Alas, a distant gunnery expert disagreed, and rather than have a long conversation on the radio to convince the doubters, we decided to forego our plan of revisiting the position. The day before we had come down on the position from above, not disadvantageously this time, from a lower flank. No matter, one hour later found us back with our palace guard comrades. Life on the gun line seemed peaceful, and there had been few calls for fire. I called in to see Knox Napier in the CP, but found he was out acting as an FO. I noted that the services of the BSM were not apparently needed out on operations. I didn’t find out the reason for quite a while.

The next day it was back to Nui Dat by helicopter as the changeover of companies providing protection to the guns took place. I think everyone was getting used to being deployed by the Iroquois helicopter, and it became an integral part of the overall Vietnam experience that most soldiers immediately recall with warm familiarity. A ride was always exciting and exhilarating. On operations, you could always hear them, and the distinctive rotor-slap made you aware of what was going on, even if you couldn’t see the helicopter. A regular, even slap would indicate an aircraft was transiting past: but if there were a sharp and seemingly urgent increase in the slap, it was not hard to imagine a helicopter circling or diving down to examine something unusual.

Mind you, if we could discern this, so might the VC.

One final memory of the Long Tan area: I never saw so many snakes as I did on patrol around there. Cobras and kraits seemed to abound.

Again, a pile of mail awaited us back at Nui Dat. In particular, a doctor friend of mine in Adelaide had written, and had also enlisted his ward sister to write. That kind act required some immediate thank you notes, although I am sure the sister was disappointed with hers. My friend had told me she was looking for a ‘bachelor field marshal’. I scored another investigation, this time examining the circumstances surrounding the shooting of a corporal cook in the 101 Battery gun area. With the Battery out on Operation INGHAM, the area was only lightly-manned. A sentry was returning from duty in the forward strong point when he saw a suspicious shadow. When challenging failed to elicit the expected response, the sentry opened fire, only to see the cook fall, shot through the leg.

The investigation required a trip to Vung Tau to interview the cook in hospital. That task completed, a trip to the PX was in order, followed by a run and swim at Back Beach. It was all very enjoyable, I have to say. There was a US-run bar called the Beachcomber surrounded by beach umbrellas and off-duty US Army nurses and Vietnamese girls sunning themselves.

I returned to the Company and that night we were put on notice to move to Binh Ba. It was reported that a battalion of VC was near the village. It was a dubious and potentially dangerous operation to contemplate: a company going north by night to counter a battalion somewhere in the darkness. Surely ‘they’ couldn’t be serious. What was the Regional Force company doing up there? We weren’t sent after several hours waiting at the ready.

The next day I headed off to Saigon with Ron Bade on a three-day ‘liaison visit’ following arrangements made by Peter Cole before he left the Company. Transport to and from Saigon was by RAAF Caribou on a scheduled service known as a Wallaby flight. It was not permitted to carry a personal weapon while in Saigon, and that felt strange after having one at your side constantly. I found accommodation in the Meyerkord Bachelor Officers’ Quarters (BOQ), sharing a room with two US Army captains and a Korean war historian on the sixth floor. Of course, the lifts did not work!

Saigon was worth exploring. As to be expected, it had a French air to it, what with tree-lined boulevards and three-storey apartments with balconies. It would have been an elegant, no doubt exotic, colonial outpost in its peacetime prime. Now it was somewhat faded and blowsy, and whatever the natural cultural manifestation of the Vietnamese was had been submerged under years of French and now American dominance. I saw the usual stuff, the President’s Palace, Cercle Sportif, the Cathedral, National Assembly, the Central Post Office designed by Gustave Eiffel, and the Continental Hotel, where I caught up with my first BC, Phil Burns. He was on the Training Team in the Mekong Delta and had with him his Vietnamese counterpart. His life with the ‘Team’ was much different to mine. For one, I had no doubt my Australian comrades would be there in the morning, no matter what. After that, and being an engineer and railway enthusiast, I went down to the Cholon railway yards to see whether there were any French-designed locomotives in service. French designers had a reputation for innovative features not seen in Australian practice. Alas there weren’t any examples in the sheds, let alone in use. I suppose it was a little foolish to wander around alone in the yards, but I felt safe enough.

Apart from a mandatory visit to Saigon’s giant PX, I spent the remainder of my time at the salubrious Rex BOQ, which had a swimming pool and much better food in its roof-top restaurant and bar. It was a different world up in Saigon—one that had no attraction for me.

My liaison visit finished, I left on the afternoon Wallaby flight, and that night it was reported widely that Tan Son Nhut airport was mortared by the VC. They did that occasionally, and I’m sure the drinkers at the Rex BOQ would have had a vicariously enjoyable grandstand view.

Back at Nui Dat, it was soon time to be off on another Route 15 protection operation, again for a brigade of the 4th Infantry Division. Operation CANARY started on 4 December for A Company, and that scotched any chance of me taking Max Carroll to attend a St Barbara’s Day function in the Gunner mess. The connection of St Barbara with the Gunners was a quaint and long-standing tradition adopted from the Royal Artillery, although she is also recognised by the Redlegs of the US Army. Apparently St Barbara’s assistance can be invoked to provide protection for those in dangerous occupations such as where explosives are involved. Sadly, doubts about St Barbara arose in the late ’60s, causing her to lose prominence, although she remains in the Catholic Church’s list of saints. Perhaps we were lucky still to have her help in Vietnam! Nonetheless, I understand the tradition lingers on, and her day was always a good excuse for a celebratory function.
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Departing 65RAR lines for Operation CANARY. Photographer: John Achilles.

Before occupying our picket area along Route 15, we were tasked to check out the southern spur-line of the Nui Dinh complex, starting from where it came in towards the road. 6 RAR had been up in this area about three months ago, and it was sensible to give the area another look. It was thought the VC had moved out in force to the north, but you never really knew. After an uneventful day’s patrol slowly and carefully penetrating forward through the undergrowth, the company harboured. I had thought that represented a good day’s work, but then Max Carroll announced he wanted to descend off the ridge down to where a temple was marked on the map (I couldn’t help but think, not temples again!). So off we went, Max and his sig, followed by Arch and me as ‘tail-end Charlie’. Max expected to be back by dusk. The temple located, we closed up to its rear to observe surreptitiously what, if any, suspect activity was taking place. Thick jungle growth ran down almost to the back of the temple’s rear door. Max, on his first day as a company commander on operations, became engrossed and wanted to see more. So he decided to go off on a one-man recce. That, I thought, was really getting into the spirit of things and a little foolhardy. You could do that sort of thing against the Communist Terrorists in Malaya, but the VC were quite a different proposition. But there was no stopping him, and off he went. After quite some time he came back, totally enthused. He hadn’t seen any enemy, but kept on saying the place was ‘interesting’, although he never confided in me as to why that was so. For my part, I’d have to say I was more interested in getting back to the Company, for it was rapidly becoming dark.

Suffice to say, we couldn’t make it back, and the CO forbad us to try in the darkness. That was a sensible call, although I cursed him at the time. Our packs were back in the harbour area, and so instead of the normal evening feast of dry biscuits and cheese, a tin of meat-something, along with half a mug of black coffee accompanied by a cigarette, we were foodless. There was no option other than to settle down for the night, back-to-back, as the mosquitoes started work on us. It was an uncomfortable, long night, and being out by ourselves, lying low in the undergrowth hoping not to be detected, there was no chance of having a calming smoke either.

I muttered to Max what a splendid St Barbara’s Day it had turned out to be. He was unabashed. Over the years we’ve come to laugh about it. Speaking to Arch many years later, he still remembers the night and remains unimpressed!

I doubt anyone slept that night, I certainly didn’t, and after first light we got up to re-join the Company. Contact was soon re-94 established—all the sentries had been well-briefed—and after gulping down a cereal block, the company-strength patrol continued up the ridgelines of the Nui Dinhs. Eventually we reached a large rock that marked the top. Nothing of interest was discovered, and we were left to admire the splendid views back to Ba Ria and on to Vung Tau, and observe goings-on in the Nui Dat base, clearly discernible in the middle distance.

The Company took a different route down from the peak and slogged through thick country without incident before harbouring for the night. Starting off early the next morning, we moved down to our designated area near the road, where we arrived mid-morning. I wrote to Heather that, ‘I felt buggered’.

Unfortunately for me, Max had not forgotten the ‘interesting’ temple! He scheduled Daisy Rowe’s platoon to ambush the area that night, and off I went with it to provide any artillery support that might be required. I thought ruefully I could look forward to a further sleepless night.

It was only about four klicks out to the ambush area, and it didn’t take too long to arrive in the general area. After another recce, we moved in silently to take up our position just on last light. The killing ground was planned to be immediately in front of the temple where a track passed, and there was some clear ground and better visibility; cut-off groups were positioned on both flanks about 50 metres away. A small group was positioned further out on the southern flank as a firm base to withdraw to, if necessary. I had artillery targets 300 metres to the north and south along the track, but I didn’t adjust any with fire lest that jeopardised our security. Daisy located his command group within the temple overlooking the area. That was fine in principle, but it felt vulnerable. For starters, the back door, as previously mentioned, opened outwards to the jungle close behind. Then there was another door, that couldn’t be opened by us, running off the main room. Goodness only knows what might be behind it. As the night passed, the hard stone floor ensured a degree of discomfort sufficient to keep you awake, not that I felt like sleeping. The prospect of either door suddenly being flung open was enough to keep my eyes wide open. And of course there was the main event, the killing ground to the front. I kept my Armalite at the ready.

It was hot, close and muggy in the room and the night was developing well as a long and uncomfortable endurance test. Suddenly, a monk materialised from behind the interior closed door. He was armed with a large gong, which, ignoring us, he proceeded to sound sonorously and loudly. After that, and without saying a word, he retreated behind the closed door again. Now, for all I knew, the sounding of the gong may well have been part of some regular religious ritual, and to come out from behind a door and find strange men armed to the teeth might have been normal for him and nothing to cause concern. But it did occur that with the sounding of the gong went any prospect of a successful ambush which was very annoying. I suppose the monk had to co-exist with the VC as best he could.

I reaffirmed my decision never to invite Max to another Gunner function, and sat out the remainder of the night.

The abortive temple ambush, followed by a week of road protection duties, was not much of a way to end my time with 5 RAR. Perhaps the only exciting time was when our US medium battery was firing illumination projectiles to help a South Vietnamese training exercise that had gone wrong about five klicks away to the east at the foot of the Nui Dinhs. A VC battalion had engaged the South Vietnamese just as their exercise had finished, which struck me as clever and audacious on their part. It was at the same time quite sobering, for we’d been in the general area not long ago. Obviously the VC had moved back in. Where had they laid up to launch a mid-evening attack? Did they come down that track we had ambushed? I don’t know who was conducting the mission against them, but firing continued for several hours before a complaint came through that carrier shells were lobbing within friendly perimeters. That really was inexcusable. Someone in the CP should have calculated the impact area of the carrier shell after ejection of the illumination and ensured it was free of friendly forces. But perhaps the whole contact was so disorganised this was not possible. Irrespective, it was a successful operation for the VC, with 14 KIA, 17 WIA and 100 missing inflicted on the South Vietnamese force. What was wrong with them? Surely they weren’t that hopeless? If they were, the task of building up an effective force was going to be a long one.

With 5 RAR’s return to Nui Dat, 101st Field Battery changed from being in general support, to the direct support of 6 RAR. The practical effect was that 101’s three FOs would now all be with that Battalion. The required extra FO (to make up the necessary four, one for each company) would come from the Kiwi’s 161st Battery. That was the plan, but a few days before, Mick Burge called in on A Company and asked if I would like to stay on with him in 103rd Field Battery. That would mean I could probably stay on with Max as well. I presumed that Mick had already discussed it with the CO. It was very tempting, for I probably had more in common with Mick, and I respected his intellect. I also liked being with 5 RAR. But I quickly decided it would be disloyal to my Battery and particularly to Nick Marshall, as my BC, if I took up the offer.

As it happened, I think it was a good call.


CHAPTER 5

A CHANGE OF BATTALIONS

Reluctantly, I said goodbye to everyone in A Company, packed my chattels, and the OP resupply vehicle took me off to join C (Charlie) Company, 6 RAR as its attached FO.

The already-mentioned Major Brian McFarlane was the commander. I knew him from Duntroon days where, amongst other duties, he’d been the officer-in-charge of Australian Rules football during my final year. He’d missed out badly there, for the real fight amongst ambitious officers on Duntroon’s staff was to either coach, or be the officer-in-charge, of the high performing rugby union team. It actually won premierships in the top Canberra competition with its strong New Zealand representation. Aussie Rules wasn’t even second prize, it didn’t rate, which annoyed me as a devotee of this code. Brian had another handicap, being a rugby league enthusiast. Such an affliction was viewed poorly by the Harris tweed-wearing senior officer rugby fraternity. Whatever, it was just Brian’s bad luck to be so appointed, and he had no option but to accept his lot and feign interest. It must have been hard for the poor chap at the start. He probably didn’t know the difference between a hand-ball and a stab pass. But he did attend our matches, which was rare for an officer, for the sergeants tended to look after us. That assistance sometimes took the form of a flagon of sherry being sent out at three-quarter time to warm and sustain you. Most officers were with their Labrador dogs and shooting sticks down watching the rugger and hoping to be seen by the Chief of the General Staff, a frequent attendee.

However, with the passage of time, I think possibly Brian came to enjoy his new sport. Perhaps he appreciated the company of we cadet footballers, rather than being the junior officer in his mess down in Duntroon House, for he came to take some of us out dining and drinking of a Saturday night after a match. This was something you just weren’t supposed to do as a cadet at Duntroon in the early 1960s, but it was hardly a daring act in the company of an officer. Importantly, he would ensure we all were returned safely to the barracks afterwards and were kept away from the prying and zealous eyes of the duty officer. Accordingly, I came to view him most favourably—a quite splendid and sensible fellow! All that aside, I knew him to be a forthright officer with strong beliefs, and I’d already seen an example of that in Vietnam.

I think Brian was pleased to see me when I turned up as his new FO. I can’t recall whom he had before, but he expressed the view it was good to have someone he knew already to talk to. It’s important that the company commander and his FO have a good relationship. Well-read, with a propensity for the occasional acid and penetrating comment, I was to enjoy his company. Importantly, he was very competent.

Having said that, a good relationship doesn’t just happen. You have to prove your value by making a worthwhile, capable contribution. FOs moved around the companies as required, and had little standing on arrival at their new company. Brian in fact said that I was ‘unproven’ to him when I arrived: I knew him well enough to settle that one by replying that I felt the same about him and his company.

It was not long before 6 RAR was tasked to go on another Route 15 operation named DUCK. I was fast getting sick of this particular piece of countryside. This time we were to protect the transit of the US Army’s 9th Infantry Division.
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Company HQ, C Company 6RAR. Photographer: John Achilles.
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FO Party’s tent in C Company lines. Photographer: John Achilles.

It was a boring, uneventful operation and we even had time to erect a fancy dipole aerial to see if we could improve our comms back to Nui Dat. There was one side benefit and this was to realise just how big a US Army infantry division was, and how long it took to pass by. I can’t say whether the VC were impressed, but I certainly was. They were on our side, and if might were any metric, we were assured of victory. How could a bunch of insurgents, no matter how committed, beat this level of military power? Again, like all troops new to the country, they looked wide-eyed and bewildered by the strangeness of it all and their perceptions of danger. My records at the time indicated that the 196th Light Infantry Brigade passed through at some stage, but I have been unable to find any subsequent official record of that.

We were introduced to US Army ‘C’ rations on this operation. They were quite different: plenty of tins with contents such as ham and lima beans, beef stew, boned chicken and spaghetti, and meat-balls, along with cookies, fudge and smokes. I wrote to Heather that, ‘These Yanks have a queer diet, but I suppose they’d think our rations would be funny if they ever had to eat them’. Too true!

It was two days to Xmas before we got back in to Nui Dat only to find there was no mail. The rumour was that all mail from Australia had somehow been misdirected. This did not sit well with anyone. In the FO party we reflected on what a busy few months it had been. Xmas was marked by a truce, and I can’t recall any violations on the day. All seemed peaceful.

The day started with rum and coffee served to the troops. I went off to a church service, and then hosted drinks for my FO party. The morning passed by quickly. Lunch was served to the soldiers seated at decorated tables–by their officers–a fine tradition which everyone seemed to enjoy. The cooks made a special and much-appreciated effort to provide the expected roast poultry and vegetable Xmas dinner, with pudding afterwards. It was a happy occasion for all. I think there even were bon-bons.

The RSL had sent parcels for everyone, fruit cake was from Marrickville Holdings and Benson and Hedges weighed in with cigarettes. I went back to the Battery for a while (or a least a photograph indicated that I visited), and all the blokes there seemed to have eaten and drunk well also. A Senator McKellar had joined them for their celebrations, which had been much appreciated by the men. I paid a visit to the 6 RAR mess, and finally ended up in 5 RAR. Present in the mess was a Frenchman, who was the manager of all the Binh Ba rubber plantations. It was popularly agreed that he paid, or at least his company did, regular instalments of protection money to the VC. With his Citroen car parked outside, he cheerfully smoked Gauloises and was entertaining company. Although no one attempted to seek any intelligence, I thought it was rather bold of him to join us, and I doubt he avoided the eyes of a VC informant on his way to Nui Dat. I suppose the Binh Ba social life would have been very restrictive for him and, after all, it was Xmas. I don’t know how long he lasted up at Binh Ba.

I ended up spending much of the afternoon talking to Bob Milligan, the 2IC of C Company, 5 RAR. The lucky beggar was off on R and R leave to Hong Kong soon, and he was cheerfully contemplating and speculating about a forthcoming reunion with his fiancée who was joining him there. She was nursing at one of the big Sydney hospitals. I never was to find out how things went, and I hope even after all these years that he had a wonderful time. I’m sure he did. I was only to see him once afterwards when he was sitting cheerfully in the back of a vehicle early in the New Year. We exchanged a wave. Tragically he was to be KIA a month or so later in a dreadful incident, details of which I will recount in due course.

Like most in the base, I didn’t feel particularly strong on Boxing Day, and I put it down to those dreadful Gauloises. I wrote to Heather about our Xmas Day and said, ‘There was a spirit of mateship and camaraderie that you could never duplicate in Australia. I’m quite sure no one will forget this about our Xmas in Vietnam’.

Shortly after writing I had to refocus quickly. Charlie Company was 1ATF’s nominated ready reaction company, and it was just our luck there was trouble developing with Vietnamese forces south of Dat Do on the approaches to the Long Hais, a foreboding place if ever I saw one.

Of course, we just had to be scrambled soon after lunch. It was too much to hope we’d be left to nurse our wounds. As I sat on top of an APC, unavoidably breathing in the fumes from its exhaust, I determined that I would never drink again should I survive. I’m sure quite a few others made similar solemn vows. How stupid: going off on an operation with a serious hangover. To add to everyone’s woes, the APCs took a bumpy, cross-country route before crossing Route 13 well to the west of Dat Do, presumably to avoid an ambush. That was probably very clever.

I think my mate, Ian Bryant, was the troop commander, and I was riding in his vehicle with Brian, who was unnaturally quiet and stoic. I’m confident Ian would have been hurting too, but everything was kept under control in his inimitable way. He was your typical dashing cavalry commander, bristling with confidence and constantly giving brisk instructions. It took over an hour to reach the vicinity of what was to be our blocking line, and it was a relief to dismount and fan out quickly into the undergrowth to take up our positions. There was no sound of the previously-reported intense firing, and it seemed that the war had moved on elsewhere. All was peaceful. I don’t think, given the circumstances, anyone was particularly disappointed. I put in my DF tasks and settled down with a mug of black coffee and hoped for a quiet night, like everyone else.

Nothing did happen, thank goodness, and the only thing of interest was an explosion the next morning of a command-detonated mine on a nearby road as a convoy of our trucks was moving out. It would appear that the insurgent misjudged his timings, and managed to crank the handle of his generator at a time that caused a very impressive explosion exactly equidistant between two trucks spaced 50 metres apart. With this possibility now firmly in our minds, everyone was very circumspect until we were well and truly clear of the area. I suppose riding in an APC beat walking, but the prospect of being in a vehicle hit by a mine did not bear contemplation.

The ice-cold beer on return was most enjoyable, I have to say. I was already feeling better. There’s nothing like some fresh air and a trip to the country.

Beer was the beverage of choice for the men and junior officers. Spirits such as whisky were seen as something for grizzled old passed over majors and colonels to sip upon. One company commander was to have a bottle of whisky delivered regularly to him in the field under the maintenance demand system of resupply. I should mention something more about the beer ration. It was supposed to be two cans per man, per day, perhaps. I don’t know if that was indeed the official issue, but if you were away, as I had been with 5 RAR for long periods, there was theoretically an undrinkable mound of beverages awaiting your pleasure on return. The reality was that two cans of full strength beer was more than adequate after that amount of time on operations, unless you were drinking the newly-introduced American ‘lite’ beer that most scorned. Whatever, I cannot recall not being able to get a beer when I wanted one. I wouldn’t describe myself as a heavy drinker in Vietnam. I’d had glandular fever with a hepatitis complication at university, and as a consequence spent the best part of two years not drinking anything stronger than lemon squash. Of course, there were some who gave themselves a strong work-out with their drinking habits.

There was a prevailing tolerant attitude to those who over-indulged. As long as they could be on parade as required the next day and do their job, there were no questions asked. Often these men were single NCOs for whom the Army was their whole life. The system gave them drinking companions, pay, three meals a day, some excitement and the prospect of travel to exotic locations. These blokes enjoyed their drink, but I have never since witnessed the unrestrained drinking that was common at university, especially in the sporting clubs I participated in. The participants seriously studied drinking: a number went on to high positions within the medical and legal fraternities.

It was to be only a short time back at Nui Dat. A continuation of Operation DUCK saw us rumbling out along Route 15 in APCs again to occupy a position near the village of Long Cat after undertaking a company patrol to the foothills of the Nui Thi Vais.

We were very familiar with the route by now, so familiar that I had become aware of a Vietnamese Popular Force post not far from our base area that had newly-issued American-designed lightweight backpacks. These even had handy side pouches, which meant you didn’t always need to unpack everything to find a frequently-used item. They were far superior to our 1937-style packs deemed to be adequate some 30 years after their initial issue. I also had learnt that the going price for a pack from our Vietnamese allies was 200 Salem menthol cigarettes. Gathering together the required number from discarded US ration packs, I went up to the post and completed the transaction. I suppose the Vietnamese soldier would report that he had lost it, and have it replaced from boundless American aid. Afterwards I had a look around the village the post was intended to protect, including visiting the well-kept, white-washed Catholic church that obviously had pride of place. I think it was a place called Ong Trinh South. A crowd gathered, and I had the opportunity to practise my rudimentary Vietnamese: ‘Chao ong toi le nguoi uc dai loi’ (Hello I am an Australian) and other phrases that I had learnt from the Vietnamese interpreter I used to talk with in Alpha Company. I also tried what I could remember of my schoolboy French. All the villagers assured me there were no VC around, but they always said that. They apparently were religious refugees from the north, and very friendly. I noticed their houses were well-built and maintained, some had gardens. They, like others scattered around the province, such as those up at Binh Giao, were starting a new life in what they hoped was the sanctuary of South Vietnam. Goodness knows what happened to them less than a decade later, poor souls.

Walking back to C Company’s location, which was not far away, I crossed paths with my friend, the monk, from the temple that was the focus of our recent abortive ambush. He appeared lost in meditation and didn’t seek to return my friendly smile and acknowledgement. Yes, I’m sure he played on both sides.

I wrote home that life at Long Cat was, ‘Boring, except at night. Every night between 9 and 10 firing breaks out between Phuoc Hoa and Long Cat. No-one knows what everyone’s firing at. Nothing, I imagine’ and ‘Last night 2 cars went hurtling down the road at 10 o’clock (curfew is at 7). Probably some late Vietnamese reveller from Saigon’.

We were out for New Year’s Eve. There was a generous ration for the troops of four cans each and a bottle of rum to share between five. Brian and I with our portion spent a relaxed night chatting in the CP about the conduct of the war. There were no problems within the company from our subdued celebrations, except for one man. He had wandered off and was reported as missing. However, he was soon located by the sound of someone loudly singing ‘Waltzing Matilda’ in the nearby village. The ‘rescue’ party retrieved him from a group of Vietnamese who were happily listening to his entertainment. A few well-chosen words were directed at him the next morning by Brian—he had a flair for that—and I remember going across with him to the village to ensure nothing untoward had occurred.

Towards the end of DUCK there was an unfortunate accident with one of the platoons patrolling out on the slopes of the Nui Dinhs. It had come across a track, and the normal drill for such an obstacle was to put out a ‘stop’ (a soldier) up the track on each side until the patrol had safely crossed over. Unfortunately, ‘tail-end Charlie’, the soldier at the end of the patrol, wasn’t told or became confused, and shot one of the stops as he came back down the track to rejoin. Sadly, these things happen with live ammunition and with people tensed up, but that’s not to excuse them. The words ‘a friendly clash’ don’t quite capture the devastating outcomes, the remorse and the guilt.

With everyone heartily sick of the flat, hot plains through which Route 15 ran, we welcomed returning to Nui Dat by APC, through Ba Ria, past the French Fort and then Hoa Long. It was then back to the routine of TAOR patrols and the improvement and maintenance of company areas. One patrol of company strength went out to Long Tan, but all was quiet there.

C Company’s area was not much different to what I was used to at Alpha, 5 RAR: perhaps a little more spacious, and a nearby helipad enabled the sunlight to infuse into the rubber plantation with the consequence it didn’t feel so gloomy and dark. During the last few months the engineers had been hard at work erecting Lysaght galvanised iron mess halls and improving the original primitive latrines that comprised four-seater thunderboxes sitting out in the open. They were now framed in galvanised iron with a slanting flat roof. The showers remained rustic: a canvas bucket hoisted up over a branch, and you got out of the mud by standing on a timber duck-board. It was a rather pleasant experience to have the warmish water wash over you as you surveyed the world around you, lathered up in soap.

At about this time Brian decided that it was time for both of us to visit Vung Tau. As we drove out of the base, we passed by the Kiwi battery’s lines on our left. Brian made a disparaging remark about the shambles the gun line appeared to be in. As a Gunner, I could only agree, for it was, but Brian then continued on to make the bold prediction—as only a well-experienced regimental officer could—that the battery would end up killing someone soon unless they lifted their game. These were bold but prophetic words from him, and they reinforced a view prevalent amongst the FOs that they preferred not to use 161’s guns.
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The Australian Logistics Support Force in the sand hills. Vung Tau’s Back Beach and the South China Sea are in the distance. Photographer: Author.

It was a different world down at the Vung Tau logistics base. Being a functioning log-wog (or ‘pogo’, as they were called for some unknown reason) meant working in the shifting sands, and dealing with the shimmering heat, the lack of tree cover and the often repetitious nature of the work. I suspect they knew, however hard they worked, their efforts would not be appreciated by those up at Nui Dat. They lived in a different world. Perhaps because of this, someone was wanting to make a point of difference, and we found even visitors had to change into a shirt and slacks to go into their officers’ mess of an evening to eat. Not having the requisite garments, we took our business into Vung Tau and found accommodation at the Pacific BOQ for 50 cents a room and then had dinner in the supposedly up-market Grand Hotel, which in reality was somewhat run-down facsimile of its presumed former ‘grand’ times. We had a good dinner together, and spent the remainder of the evening on the hotel’s patio yet again trying to solve—with the assistance of a few drinks—the problems of the war. Eventually, Clausewitz’s ‘fog of war’ settled upon us. The next day was the beach; running, swimming and a snack at the Beachcomber. At this time, it was policy to get all the infantry platoons rotated through Vung Tau for rest and recuperation. I think most enjoyed it.
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The town beach at Vung Tau. Photographer: Author.

However, the beach aside, I can’t say I found ‘Vungers’ a particularly attractive place; most did. It was said to be a neutral town, used by VC and Allies alike, and catered for a wide spectrum of needs. If you wished to do the tourist thing, there were horses and carts for hire, or rickshaws, a bike arrangement with a front seat and a canopy, propelled by a rider to the rear. ‘The Flags’ was a central and convenient meeting place: poles carried the national flags of all those supporting the Southern cause. Then were there the proliferation of bars, all with names suggestive of the pleasures that might be had within. I never went within one to find out. I didn’t ever hear of any real incidents down there, although there was a stabbing right at the end of the war–perhaps the Tet Offensive may have been an exception. The RAAF were reputed to be living in splendid villas out by themselves on the way to Cap St Jacques. If they were, good luck to them, but others thought such an arrangement only underscored the RAAF’s sense of separation from what essentially was the Army’s war.

[image: image]

Vung Tau marketplace. Photographer: Author.
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‘The Flags’ at Vung Tau. Photographer: Author

Back in Nui Dat, I found Nick Marshall was looking for me. He’d secured an unexpected R and R berth for me to Singapore and wanted to know if I were interested. Of course, I was! I was able to get in contact with Heather by telegram (no skyping and emails in those days), who quickly booked a Qantas flight to meet me. Soon I was to be travelling up to Saigon by Caribou, there to change my Military Payment Certificates (with which we were paid in-country) into US dollars (‘green’) and then wait in anticipation to board the daily Pan Am charter flight to Singapore. It was great, if not surreal, to be out of the war zone in that peaceful city (the riots of a few years before were said to be a thing of the past) and to be reunited again.

Singapore was then dubbed ‘Instant Asia’ and indeed that was true. I liked the diversity of the place: the colonial architecture of the public buildings; Malays in their kampongs back from the main streets lined with storm drains; the strong Chinese influence; and the Indians in their businesses everywhere. Although Konfrontasi with Indonesia had ended over a year before and Singapore was independent (few people now remember Australia had battalion groups fighting in both Borneo and Vietnam in 1965, with the former conflict being initially of greater concern), there remained a noticeable British military presence around the place. A friend took Heather and I to dinner in the Tanglin Club, which remained a bastion of British club tradition in what was still called the ‘Far East’.

The Australian contribution to the defence of the emerging Malaysian nation, a battalion group, was stationed at Terendak, on the west coast near Malacca. Heather and I travelled there by air and stayed with a good friend, Des Mueller, who was then serving with A Field Battery. Des, a most accomplished Gunner officer, and an excellent thinker, rose eventually to the heights of Vice-Chief of the Defence Force. We then went through to Kuala Lumpur, where I was impressed by the emerging Malaysian identity manifested by the new public buildings, returning to Singapore on the Magic Arrow daylight express train. It was a quick but absorbing trip ‘up-country’. With all its developments since then, I can hardly recognise the ‘old’ Kuala Lumpur now!

Many years after my brief visit, I was surprised to be offered a medal for the Defence of Malaysia. I imagine this came about by being put on the strength of the Australian artillery battery at Terendak for in-country administrative purposes. I declined the Malaysian offer; it would have been false pretences.

One thing Heather and I each purchased in Singapore were small reel-to-reel portable tape recorders. They subsequently enabled us to communicate that way, in addition to letters. She often used to record a tape on her way to work as a phys-ed teacher.

The night before I flew back to Vietnam, Heather and I were dancing at the Hotel Singapura to a cover band’s successful replication of the sound of Jim Morrison’s band The Doors with its distinctive bass line continuo. The Singapura then was one of the leading hotels, but has since been demolished. It seemed incongruous that I’d be back in Vietnam the next day. None of the dancers on the floor seemed to have that problem. Why me? We both had a wonderful time together, and it was a sad Heather who watched the plane take-off. On the plane I felt no better. She had decided to fly back up to Malacca to spend another two weeks with Des and his wife, Gwen.

Not everyone chose to have a reunion with a loved one on R and R, fearing the strain and sorrow of yet another separation. I’m glad I did, but it was a very personal choice.

As it turned out, on arrival back I found C Company to be out on Operation SEYMOUR, and had an FO allocated in my place. The AO was to the northwest of Nui Dat. Rather than changeover FOs mid-operation, I was sent by Nick to join our Battery which was supporting the operation from adjacent to Route 15. It was a good change of pace to spend time on the gun line and I enjoyed it. I acted as duty officer at night, and on one occasion was called upon to fire a DF task for A Company of 5 RAR, who were also on the operation. Apparently they detected movement on their perimeter around about midnight.

It was time for me to exercise my gun-end skills, as best I remembered them. The team in the CP quickly extracted firing data from the Target Records book, checked for changes in meteorological data, I did the GPO’s gross check—at which time I realised this particular target was quite close to the FO’s reported position—then ordered the firing data out to the guns (the type of ammunition and fuse, charge, elevation, angle of sight, range and method of fire). With ground and air clearances obtained, we were set to go with the standard response of two rounds of fire for effect, and the command to fire was duly given. ‘Shot’ and later ‘Rounds complete’ were reported to the FO, and a repeat was ordered, The FO came back in due course and expressed his satisfaction with the Battery’s response and the results—blood trails were found in the morning. I have to say I felt some satisfaction from that. An artillery battery exists to produce that sort of result. 101 was always pretty slick in their response and well up to speed technically. Depending on clearances, you could get a report ‘Shot’ in under two minutes from the initial call for fire. Corrections took less.

Being on the gun line reinforced my understanding of the routine life of the gunners there. In reality, their existence revolved around their gun being ready for action at all times. You might talk to blokes on nearby guns, but not wander around the position. There was always work to do. Ammunition had to be unboxed, projectiles and cartridges removed from their stiffened cardboard tubular casings, and then stacked for ready access in the ammunition bays. All ammunition had to be sorted into the same production batch and of the same weight to avoid round-to-round variations. The weight was indicated by a system of marked yellow squares. The so-called ‘NATO Standard’ was two squares and Range Table firing data were based on this. If a round was not standard, a correction had to be made. It followed that all Gunners talked of a ‘NATO Standard’ cup of tea—two sugars.

The guns always had to be kept clean, particularly the barrel, breech and recoil mechanisms, these being lightly oiled. Guns were taken out of action, as necessary, under the orders of the GPO, if there were problems to be fixed by the artificers. Otherwise, all aspects relating to keeping the guns in action were the gun sergeant’s responsibility.

The gun sergeant had to ensure that everything affecting his detachment’s life was attended to; hygiene, welfare, rest, sleep and, of course, the cleanliness of personal weapons. Gunners never really knew when there might be a fire mission, be it day or night. And in a sense the gun line was detached from the action. A target description was given by the GPO as part of his fire orders, but usually this was quite brief. When sending his initial orders, the FO invariably had other things on his mind and was not in a position to be too informative. Contacts were always confusing at the start, and the enemy was rarely seen close-up. It only happened twice for me. Encounter contacts aside, the enemy tended to cut subtle fire lanes low down around their bunker positions. It was only when you went to ground that they might be seen, and if you did, you could be in trouble quickly. After the mission’s completion, you could still be pre-occupied, and the gun line might be lucky to get a complimentary ‘good shooting’ or ‘enemy dispersed’ from the FO.

Work picked up particularly in the CP at dusk. The targets in each FO’s Tin Trunk had to be coordinated, approved by the BC, computed and placed in the Target Records book. Then the CP would receive a list of Pluto tasks for the night. These, too, had to be computed and recorded. Things were often busy, especially if an unexpected fire mission intervened. There were no electronic computers in those days!

We were undoubtedly lucky in having Knox Napier as our GPO. He was always on top of things and never let me down. I believe that went for the other FOs. A quiet and totally reliable man, his undemonstrative, quiet nature led some to underestimate his qualities and values. He ran an excellent, technically proficient gun line. Trevor (Jack) Madeley, a bombardier on a gun then, and now President of the 101st Battery Association, said later, ‘Knox was a top bloke, clear with his orders and never got flustered’. He also told me then how Knox had refused permission for the BSM to come onto his gun position—apparently Frank just couldn’t help but butt in to matters that were not his responsibility. Knox told him in no uncertain terms to stick to worrying about the resupply of ammunition and other administrative matters and stay away. Trevor’s comment explained a lot of things to me.

We had to redeploy before Operation SEYMOUR ended, as one of the companies looked like getting out of range. But before we moved back, there was a potentially dangerous situation in the Battery area. One of the platoons from the palace guard was conducting a range practice, and a tracer round started a fire in the dry vegetation. I’d never remotely thought there would be the threat of a bushfire in Vietnam—a place more known for its monsoon and dank jungle—but it was now the ‘dry’ season and here was a fire actually happening as if we were back on the Puckapunyal range in the height of an Australian summer. It started to blow back rapidly towards a stack of ammunition previously dropped by a Chinook helicopter, and also towards the right-rear of the gun line. There was no option but for everyone to drop whatever they were doing and run towards the flames to beat them out with sandbags. It required a super-human effort, for at one time I thought the fire front would sweep right through the gun area.

That certainly was a victory the Battery could chalk up.

On return to Nui Dat I rejoined C Company and soon after we went out on another company strength patrol. Brian continued his practice of insouciantly carrying only a pistol for his protection, and chain-smoking as the patrol continued. The former was not for me, though. I always carried an Armalite rifle with as many magazines as I could. A number of these included tracer in case target indication to an aerial observer was needed. For the same purpose I also carried a couple of smoke grenades. As for smoking, I didn’t find it hard to wait until a break was ordered. A roll-your-own smoke then was good therapy: the chemically-purified water tasted foul; the food was unappetising; and a smoke diverted your mind for a few minutes.

I always felt safe with Brian on patrol. He cared for his men, but could hand out a good tongue-lashing to the recalcitrant. I recall him responding to the medic, who was being somewhat precious for whatever reason, by saying, ‘Who the hell do you think you are, bloody Florence Nightingale?’ It seemed to produce the desired effect.

I felt comfortable being in Charlie Company. Little did I know I’d soon be moving on elsewhere.


CHAPTER 6

A BAD MONTH FOR ALL

We’d only been back a day or so at Nui Dat, and I was idly sitting in my tent reading, when I heard some shocking news come over the radio. The HQ of D Company 6 RAR had been hit by two rounds of fire for effect: that is, 12 rounds of high explosive projectiles.

How on earth did this happen? It was ridiculous. All artillery training and systems are directed at preventing such incidents on operations. There is supposed to be double-checking of all fire orders at all times.

D Company was on an area-ambush operation to the east of Dat Do, and its FO had been firing a mission. He had then given a correction, which resulted in fire falling on the HQ area. Among the killed were one of the heroes of Long Tan, Warrant Officer Jack Kirby DCM, and a member of the FO party, Gunner ‘Dickie’ Cliff. There were quite a few wounded including FO, Lieutenant Barry Winsor, Gunner Greg Bentley and the company 2IC, who was commanding the operation in the absence of Major Harry Smith. Fortunately for Harry, he had been ill and so didn’t go out on the operation.

The battery that fired was the Kiwi’s 161st Field Battery. It was acting in direct support of 6 RAR on this operation, but using 101’s FOs. It was rumoured this unusual arrangement took place as a result of an unflattering article in an Auckland paper which asserted that 161 had not been used on operations over the last few months.

Nick Marshall was on to me quickly. He wanted me to go out straight away to take over as FO and stay on for the foreseeable future. It was not a task that enthused me. A new FO might not necessarily be a welcome arrival. But more to the point, Harry was generally agreed to be somewhat of a handful and that loomed as a possible difficulty. Well, it was no time to argue about those things, Nick had declared that I was the one to go, and I am sure he’d given it careful thought. With the task ahead I jumped aboard a waiting Sioux helicopter to head out to D Company. Looking back, I regard going to D Company, working with Harry, and winning his confidence as a Gunner, was a highlight of my time in Vietnam. I was to be on an operation with him later that did test my competence as a Gunner.

Soon I was in D Company’s location in low scrub out past the well-known feature just to the north of Dat Do known by the nickname of the Horseshoe. The four dead and 13 wounded had just been evacuated by the RAAF, and everyone was standing around the blood-stained ground looking stunned and speaking with a low voice. Major Owen O’Brien, a very practical and capable bloke and the company commander of the Battalion’s A Company, had taken command for the time being. He had not been far away at the time of the incident.

How on earth could this dreadful mistake have occurred? Bombardier ‘Jock’ Gunn was my new ack, and he filled me in with as much as he knew. Barry Winsor had been firing in the direction of where three rifle shots had rung out earlier. This was a typical method the VC used to warn other elements in the area of the presence of enemy, and were accordingly not something to be ignored. A few rounds of fire for effect was appropriate to warm up the rifleman. Then, another series of shots rang out to the east and a little closer, more in the area of the previous night’s harbour area. It was not unknown for enemy scavengers to come in to such abandoned areas seeking items of value that might have been left behind, notwithstanding the ‘bash and bury’ policy that was in force. Winsor sensibly ordered a correction and a repeat of the previous two rounds of fire for effect.

The response from the guns came right down on Company HQ. What a dreadful mistake! There must have been a feeling of hopeless doom as the rounds came screaming in. There’s nothing you can do to stop them. After a while as an FO, you get well used to the sound of close artillery gunfire and instinctively know if it’s going to be too close. It’s not a welcome sound. It was to happen to me once.

An investigation of the incident revealed some unacceptable system failures. The officer acting as GPO had been in-country for only a short time—a matter of days—and was not an artillery officer, having been seconded from another Corps. Given that, he perhaps should have been under close supervision and not left so early on in charge of the CP. But there was more.

The real cause of the problem apparently was the unserviceability of the CP’s plotter, a device in those pre-computer days that produced the initial range and bearing from the guns to the target. It should then have then been set up to produce subsequent data, depending on the FO’s next orders and the direction (bearing) of the target from the observer’s position. Overall the plotter relied upon two concentric rings for its functioning, and it was found that the all-important lock between them was unserviceable, and had been known to be so for some five months. That aside, the mistake should have been picked up by the acting GPO using his independent plot on a check map. Artillery depends fundamentally at all levels on double-checking: at the OP, by signallers answering back all fire orders in full, and then recording them in a communications book; by the GPO cross-checking the work of his operators; and by the orders to the guns being double-checked.

When double-checking breaks down, for whatever reason, mistakes can occur. Unfortunately, 161st Battery did indeed kill and wound people who were depending on it to provide accurate fire. Brian McFarlane’s reputation for making insightful observations was reinforced in my mind.

For the Kiwis, it was a reputational tragedy. Their 16th Field Regiment had a wonderful record of timely and accurate fire support in the Korean War and Australian Gunners were proud to serve in it. Everyone had expected that superb tradition to carry on in Vietnam.

Brian’s comment aside, this accident was building up for some time, so it seems. Jim Ryan, an excellent FO, gave up using the Kiwi guns the night before. He said they were firing ‘all over the place’, deemed them to be unsafe, and ordered ‘End of Mission’. He then chose to replace them by using the US medium battery, which decision caused a rebuke from Nick that caused the CO to become involved. He directed Jim to continue as he wished (it really being Jim’s prerogative as FO, as doubtlessly Don Begg recognised), but would come out the next day to discuss Jim’s lack of confidence in the fire of the Kiwi Battery. The accident the next day put paid to those deliberations.

Having lost a member of their FO party, as well as their boss and a signaller being badly wounded, the two left in the party weren’t in good shape, but they were to bear up well, and that was to their great credit. We sat together for some time talking about it, and these continued on our return. There were personal effects to attend to then as well.

It’s sad at any time to lose men, but especially hard when it’s caused by so-called friendly fire going astray as a result of problems in the CP. The effect of artillery fire is far from ‘friendly’ to anyone near the fall of its shot. It’s a silly euphemism similar to ‘blue-on-blue’ mistakes. It sanitises both the death and the maiming.

It was a tragic way to start the month. Little did we know how much worse it would become.

With D Company’s accident, that really was the end of Operation TAMBOURINE, and all elements returned to Nui Dat the day afterwards. We moved about a klick to a suitable pick-up zone, and a US Army aviation company lifted us back to Nui Dat. It was a sombre return: TAMBOURINE turned out to be not much of an operation.

The Tet Lunar holiday was fast approaching, and 1ATF’s attention focused on dominating our area to prevent any surprises. Of course, nothing like the uprising of a year later was remotely envisaged.

The night of Tet found me out with D Company on a big area ambush along a track that came down alongside the Nui Dinhs to Ba Ria. In essence, two of the platoons were occupying what amounted to independent platoon ambushes, with the third holding a firm base in the rear for them to withdraw through if necessary. During this time, I noted that Harry was carrying an Armalite: none of this pistol-carrying stuff by a company commander! We had left Nui Dat at 7 am and occupied the ambush area at last light after an extensive prior recce. My Tin Trunk targets had been squared away before we moved in. Then, unseasonally, it started to rain, and when it stopped the mosquitoes moved in on our prostrate bodies. The lumps were still there the next day. It was a wretched night. The damn things simply penetrated effortlessly through our cotton shirts. You didn’t speak or move in an ambush position, and you rolled to one side to relieve yourself. At midnight, extensive machine gun fire and flares came from the direction of Ba Ria. It seemed the Tet festivities had started, and the locals were enthusiastically celebrating. That probably put paid to the likelihood of a successful ambush. Any would-be family celebrant with a VC association would have already passed down this route, but we remained vigilant. It was a long and difficult night and ended, as most did, with a nil return for all our efforts. That’s the frustrating thing about ambushes. When you don’t get any kills, all that discomfort and potential danger goes for nought. But it was all about dominating the area by day and night.

We came back bedraggled from the ambush, by chopper, and it was good to have a shower and put some clean greens on. You never bothered with anything else. Socks and underwear were unnecessary encumbrances. The admin arrangements afterwards were excellent, something one came to expect confidently in Harry’s Delta Company. I wrote that I, ‘Returned to a brekkie of 2 eggs, 2 pieces of ham, 1 sausage, a piece of toast and a big cup of coffee’. What more would hungry troops want?

The next day there was a memorial service for those killed on Operation TAMBOURINE and afterwards we Gunners had a technical conference at 1st Field Regiment that lasted all day. I think it was a review of existing procedures and a discussion about changes the new CO was contemplating. It lasted all day and was followed by dinner. I spent quite some time with officers of the 1/83rd Artillery, and it was natural to gravitate down there afterwards. They were renowned for their hosting of ‘cook-outs’, but having just had dinner we weren’t wanting one this night. Kerry Mellor was down there as a liaison officer too, and he joined me. The night was progressing well until a message came through that grenades had been thrown into the 103rd Field Battery area and a minor sideshow of flares and machine gun fire had erupted. I left immediately and sped with no lights on through the 300 metres or so gap between the 1ATF position and that of the Redlegs. The American CO was not so quick off the mark, being up at 5 RAR; he was to spend several hours held back at the now closed exit gate across Route 2.

There was more to this incident. George Bindley subsequently told me that it had been the regimental practice to have a standing patrol in a strong point outside the battery position. There’s nothing wrong with that, but to have a small party outside the wire in the same place overnight is asking for trouble eventually. Bindley had in fact asked to change locations; however, this request had been refused. On the night in question, the patrol heard noises, but the Regiment’s 2IC did not agree to Bindley’s request it be withdrawn. Bindley took it upon himself to move them back closer to the entry to the path through the defensive wiring around the gun position. No sooner had they moved than grenades were thrown into the just-vacated post. The flares and machine gun fire followed. Bindley’s action as battery captain undoubtedly saved the lives of the standing patrol.

A few days later I was monitoring the Regimental net to follow a 5 RAR operation, a cordon-and-search of a little hamlet out to the south-east, Xa An Nhut. I heard some shattering news which I found hard to comprehend: ‘Officer callsign One Three has been killed, wait out’. No! This would be a good friend, John Griggs, who had married not long before he went off to Vietnam. He’d long been the GPO of 103rd Field Battery and was now having a run as an FO. Not only was he said to have been KIA, but so was the company commander, Major Don Bourne, on his first day of operations, on his birthday and on Valentine’s Day. Also killed was my drinking mate from Xmas Day, Bob Milligan, a man full of hope for the future and not long away from going home. It was dreadful. My Adelaide friend, platoon commander Roger Wainwright, was again wounded.

The story was this: Don had conducted an orders group after the cordon had been secured and the search had commenced. At its conclusion, everyone got up to go back to their platoons, or go about their other duties. At that moment, an anti-personnel mine, laid long ago parallel to the old defensive wiring round the hamlet, exploded. Roger told me he was shielded from the blast to a large extent by Bob and the person who actually was the FO, a Kiwi called Peter Williams. He had two days to go before returning to New Zealand and had borrowed kit so as to go out on the operation, having returned all of his. Why on earth was a person with that little time to go sent out on operations?

I had seen Peter not long before up at Tan Son Nhut. I had to go up to Saigon as a courier with some documents and was waiting to return on the afternoon scheduled Caribou aircraft. There I spied Peter alongside one of our Cessna 180s. We’d done a young officer’s course together at the School of Artillery soon after our respective graduations. He was qualified as a pilot, something I didn’t know, and before returning home was getting some flying hours up. In the cool of the Caribou droning back to Nui Dat, I contemplated how lucky Peter was. His tour was all but over, he’d done well, was winding down and passing away what remained of his time doing something different as well as useful.

I eventually found out how he came to replace Griggsy. At an exhibition I organised with the Kiwis many years later at the Australian War Memorial and opened by their then PM, Helen Clark, Peter’s story was told. Apparently, a game of mess rugby had been played during which John was injured. Another version at the time was that he had fallen into a weapon pit in the dark when returning to his tent. This was something that sounded implausible when I heard it, but could easily happen, as I personally found when I fell in one a few weeks later. Knox had a similar experience, too. A replacement FO was accordingly needed, and Peter was warned out for it. What rotten luck! In defence of the decision-making, it all probably seemed a quick, straight forward cordon-and-search operation. But outside the wire, anything could, and did, happen. I found it hard to view his damaged rifle on display in the exhibition. He was a good man and a sad loss.

Someone, propitiously, then decided 6 RAR needed some refresher training on helicopter assaults. It may well have been that the RAAF’s role had been changed to make it more responsive to the requirements of 1ATF, and therefore needed some specific airmobile training. Additionally, the last major heliborne assault that had been conducted—on Long Son Island—had ended up satisfactorily, but it would hardly go down in the manuals as a prime example of planning competence. It had its practical problems, as mentioned, but competence takes time to build up, and practice is an important component. Accordingly, on 16 February we undertook a series of helicopter assaults in the area to the north and east of the previously-mentioned Horseshoe, a prominent feature whose nickname indicated its shape, the opening of which faced south to the district town of Dat Do.

The operation, which was later recorded as a search-and-destroy operation called DALBY, involved two US Army aviation companies with elements of 9 Squadron RAAF, whose radio callsign was Albatross. D Company first landed in paddy fields to the north of the Horseshoe. After shaking out on the ground, and then clearing southwards for about one klick, we re-organised for another pickup. This time we were deposited at an LZ closer to the Horseshoe, which we then climbed. From its summit, it was apparent to all that this dominant feature would make an excellent forward operating base that would extend 1ATF’s reach out into the area. It provided excellent observation in all directions.

Nearby Dat Do had a dubious record of commitment to our efforts. Without a doubt, many families there would have had sons killed at Long Tan while serving with D445 regional battalion. Through it to the east and west ran Route 23, which travelled from Ba Ria out to an isolated place called Xuyên M[image: image]c; 6 RAR would operate around there a month or so later.

East of Dat Do and south of the road lay what soldiers called the Long Green, and behind that to the south and nearer to the sea lay the Light Green. These were sustained areas of thick country separated by a band of paddy fields essentially running from east to west—6 RAR would very soon be fighting for its life in the Light Green in an action that became known as Operation BRIBIE. Heading south, Route 44 led to the coast through a series of nondescript villages, ending at Lang Phouc Hai. It then looped around the cape at the foot of the Long Hai complex to swing back through the former holiday resort of the same name to Ba Ria.

Once, probably a long time ago, it may well have been a pleasant drive, but I was grateful never to be asked to traverse it. Before I arrived, 5 RAR had twice conducted what was called a ‘road-runner’ operation with APCs and guns down to Long Hai to demonstrate that 1ATF elements could indeed roam down there if it so wished. It sounded quite a pleasant outing to the seaside, but not one without significant risk.

The Long Hai complex dominated the view to the southwest. It was long known as the Minh Dam Secret Zone. 6 RAR were never to go closer to the Long Hais than they did on Boxing Day 1966. In retrospect, knowing what happened to 5 RAR and to follow-up battalions, we were lucky to avoid any further association. It was a nasty place.

To the northwest lay Nui Dat 2 and the Long Tan rubber plantation still brown in places from the sustained pummelling it received the previous August.

Elements of Battalion HQ and C Company were also on the Horseshoe, and there I found Brian McFarlane. While we were having a welcome brew and a smoke together, discussion turned to a rumour we’d all heard about; the building of a fenced barrier minefield from the Horseshoe to the sea. The concept was that this barrier would exclude the VC from access to the Long Hais and to the food bowl extending back to Ba Ria from Dat Do. In that regard, the concept was certainly worth considering. 1ATF needed to do more to protect the population and win over their support.

Notwithstanding, we were somewhat dubious of the proposition that a minefield could achieve this and Brian, as I expected, had some firm views which he was happy to share and justify. As he passed by, the CO of 6 RAR, Lieutenant Colonel Colin Townsend, stopped to join us. This was typical of him: in my experience I found him to be very approachable. He heard our views and then offered the opinion that the new 1ATF commander, Brigadier Stewart Graham, was a good, original thinker and that a detailed appreciation by his staff had come out in support of the concept. However, some other senior commanders with Korean War experience had their doubts. I remembered vaguely from my reading about the great success of an electrified fence with mines sown on either side along the Tunisian border during France’s Algerian war: but it required a large force with on-call artillery to protect it adequately. Whatever, it would be a hard decision, and it was good to have a frank discussion about the proposal. I recall Brian still remained unconvinced. As it turned out, the barrier minefield went ahead: the outcome was a total failure, and best described as a disaster.

I read well after the war criticism that Graham was supposed to be influenced by out-of-date French concepts. From my knowledge at the time, I do not believe that assertion is valid. It was time for 1ATF to make a strong effort to cut the VC off from its support within the population, and from its sources of food. We didn’t have anything like the available troops to do this and the construction of a minefield seemed a concept worth serious examination. Any major obstacle, such as this, had to be continually covered by fire and observation, and this—as it turned out—was not provided effectively by local South Vietnamese forces. The efforts of the company established on the Horseshoe with its mortars and sometimes a half artillery battery were also not enough: I understand there was an expectation they would provide a measure of protection to the east of the barrier, but this became overlooked with time. With many of the mines being fitted with anti-lift devices, I don’t think anyone thought that the VC would be so determined and courageous to attempt to lift the mines for their own use—and that they would be successful.

We were secure back at Nui Dat, our training completed, by nightfall. It looked as if 6 RAR could look forward to a break because 5 RAR was scheduled to start a major operation in a few days’ time. Meanwhile, the eight who were to die the next day had no reason to contemplate their mortality as they had a beer with their mates.

Overnight, VC forces from the east attacked a Vietnamese post down Route 44 near Lo Gom and Lang Phuoc Hai. The attacks continued until daylight, as if to provoke a reaction from 1ATF. A decision was made that 6 RAR would be sent in by helicopter assault to occupy blocking positions across possible VC withdrawal routes, with one company being carried in by APCs earlier to secure the LZ in the Light Green.

In preparation, 101st Field Battery was moved out by heavy-lift US Army Chinook helicopters to the Dat Do airstrip, with A Company of 5 RAR acting as its palace guard.

In the event, there were difficulties in getting the necessary US Army aviation support because of clashing commitments: apparently, there was a big American show starting up north, which had priority over us. It was not until 1:30 pm that A Company became airborne on its way into the unknown. Would there still be enemy in the vicinity and would the LZ be secure?

Meanwhile, the remainder of the Battalion had been waiting at Luscombe Field, the recently opened 1ATF airstrip, for some time. Many of us thought we’d well and truly missed the bus. Surely the VC would have assessed we were not going to respond, and had decided to withdraw well to the east by now. They would have observed all the activity the previous day, and reasonably would have expected us to be much more aggressively off the mark, perhaps early in the morning, if we were indeed coming. As we waited, Jim Ryan and I agreed it was now hard to get excited about the operation. Why hadn’t we been deployed hours ago; we’d missed our chance to get them, surely? We were both becoming quite nonchalant about this operation.

B Company, accompanied by Jim, left in due course with the second US Army aviation company. That left D Company to be lifted, most of it by 9 Squadron RAAF. As it had only eight helicopters on line, the rest of the company was lifted by the US Army. I hoped fervently that that the Albatross boys were up to the task, and that they had learnt from the previous day’s practice.

To my mind, no matter how often you go on one, there can be nothing as dramatic, exhilarating, potentially dangerous, and memorable as a heliborne assault. You felt dirty and dusty after the dash out to the slicks as a result of all the dust from the rotor downdraft, and your lungs seemed full of burnt avtur. Those who were first on got the fabric folding seats. The others sat or lay on the floor. I don’t recall people ever using seat belts. Perhaps you were supposed to, but you felt there was no imperative to do so, and it seemed pointless. I shudder at the thought now. After the assaulting troops were loaded up, and everyone was ready, the two lines of helicopters would rise almost as one, lifting their tail-booms up as they commenced their take-off run. With the doors open, the feeling of dustiness soon disappeared as the cooler air poured in during the climb to 2,000 feet or so.

The two staggered lines of Iroquois would hold a tight formation as they rose and fell, moved sideways and otherwise bobbed around. Occasionally, there would be a darker puff in the exhaust as an aircraft put on power to stay in formation. There’s obviously a great skill in flying helicopters in close formation. You were near enough to see adjoining aircraft in detail, and you almost felt you could transfer from one to another by leaping across. It all seemed so secure once on board a slick. Often you’d see a soldier in a nearby helicopter with a leg dangling casually over the side, a practice that was specifically forbidden, but often done. It’s very noisy but in a way, peaceful, but it quickly becomes more serious on approaching the LZ.

On this particular day, we could see some smoke arising from the LZ in the distance as we commenced our slow descent. That in itself might have come from the LZ preparation fire, but it should have dispersed by now. A Company must have struck something. Then one of the crew yelled back to the rear that the LZ was ‘hot’ and departing slicks had taken hits. Well, that was indeed something to look forward to: there was no turning back just because the LZ was hot. Obviously the VC hadn’t moved off entirely, if at all. The incoming helicopters carrying Delta Company inexorably lost altitude and closed in on the LZ in their tight formation. Apprehension as to what lay ahead raced through our minds. As we flew low over the paddy fields with thick jungle on three sides, the ’chop-chop’ of the rotor blades reached a crescendo, and the slicks flared and hovered briefly to disgorge their loads. Gripping our rifles tightly, we leapt about a metre into the tallish cover of grass of the paddy field. I sensed the helicopters didn’t want to hang around: power came back on, they quickly lifted off and scurried away, and I don’t blame them. It would have been useful, given what happened, if the gun-ships had loitered.

We crouched low in the grass until the LZ was clear of helicopters. There was so much noise I couldn’t determine if the departing aircraft were being shot at as they transited across the general area of the contact. Nearby on the right, the wounded of A Company were being gathered under the direction of its Company 2IC, ‘Chesty’ Bond. For some reason, I recall he had his shirt off, perhaps living up to his nickname. There was no sign of A or B Companies except for sporadic bursts of fire at this stage. I noticed to the right rear that C Company seemed to be approaching in their APCs. They were late, but the APC commander had wisely reduced the chances of an ambush by avoiding all roads and tracks and by going cross-country. Apparently the VC had set a big one astride a possible approach road. The detours took considerable extra time, and meant that the LZ could not be secured, as planned. In the overall scheme of things, this didn’t matter as it turned out, but in their absence it was surprising that the VC didn’t contest the landing with at least an element armed with machine guns.

[image: image]

APCs of A Squadron, 3 Cavalry Regiment awaiting further orders. They initially deployed to the south-west of the LZ on Operation BRIBIE and little use came to be made of their collective power. Photographer: Peter McNamee (AWM:P03028.001).

Harry summed up the disorganised situation quickly, and moved D Company into a blocking position on the northeast side of the LZ. I didn’t hear him get an order to do so: it seemed a very sensible initiative to secure that flank and push into the rain forest. Our original plan had us passing through the Light Green to its far side to take up our blocking position—that was obviously out of the question now. Settled down on the flank, and protected to an extent by a rice bund, I expected orders to be given for a two-company up, one in reserve, battalion quick attack, with A Company giving flanking fire support. The reason was simple. To have stopped A Company meant there could possibly be an enemy in up to company strength. That situation usually meant work for a battalion. But, surprisingly, B Company was committed to attack by itself from the right flank, with A Company providing flanking fire support from its original position.

That was going to be a big ask for its company commander, Ian Mackay, who hadn’t been in country all that long. It may well have been his first big operation. Mackay’s attack quickly ran into trouble and lost momentum, having hit a dug-in, concave-shaped enemy position with numerous machine guns. As the attack progressed with fire and movement, the machine gun fire became intense, as did the rifle fire. Some said they heard in-coming mortar fire, but I can’t say I did. Things didn’t seem too good—would we be next in? It seemed highly likely. Similar to how they had fought earlier at Long Tan, the VC weren’t fading away, but fighting back strongly. They were holding their own, and we expected they might probe our flank.

The artillery had previously opened up, and that was heartening. But we had the support of only one battery, and it was limited to its first line of ammunition, which could be used up quickly. Initially the FO of A Company had control of the fire, but then Nick ordered it to be handed over to his counterpart in B, Jim Ryan.

I tried listening to the Gunner radio to get some idea of what progress the attack was making. We always listened out if a fellow FO was caught up in something. There was no doubt that the attack had stalled, and the situation now sounded distinctly unpleasant. Jimbo had snipers in the trees nearby, and the forward two platoons were pinned down by machine gun fire and could not move except in limited spurts. He had also experienced several tree bursts. It was unclear whether this was from mistakes on one or two guns; from the natural consequence of high trees interfering with the concluding part of the projectiles’ trajectory; or by incorrectly-adopted muzzle velocities. I suspected the latter from recent experience, but it was not the time for theorising. The Battalion was in a serious situation, potentially as bad as Long Tan.

Jim told me afterwards that Ian Mackay wanted the artillery fire as close as possible and was prepared to accept casualties as a consequence. That’s not a decision to make lightly and indicated the seriousness of B Company’s position. Jim also said personal cover from the intense small arms fire was at a premium. Seeing a large tree trunk nearby, he crawled across feverishly, only to see his sig, Trevor Plant, behind it. Plant quickly retorted, ‘Get your own fucking tree boss, I’ve got this one’. Rank hath no privileges on the battlefield!

A desperate charge with fixed bayonets was ordered by one of the B Company platoon commanders, John O’Halloran, in an effort to carry out Mackay’s orders to move forward another 50 metres or so. You could hear some of the shouts and cries above the crescendo of small arms fire as the platoon went in. It failed, but not from any shortage of guts and courage. I heard much later that B Company’s reserve platoon had also been ordered to fix bayonets in an attempt to close up on O’Halloran’s left flank.

With two companies committed, the prospect of us being intimately involved was increasing. I think it fair to say that being thrown into this maelstrom was the cause of some concern to all of us. It could well be your day to cop it. Two companies were already being held by the enemy. Surely D Company couldn’t be expected to carry the day in another company attack with limited fire support. I started to wonder how on earth we had got into this situation where we were facing up to a real hiding. One thing was clear: if we were called upon, the only way out of it was to fight, hard and aggressively. However, like B Company, that might not be enough.

A big limitation was that we just didn’t have the fire power to provide a decent level of neutralising and covering fire for another attack. There was only one close support battery in range, and I heard they were becoming low on ammunition. They ended up firing over 400 rounds. With 100 high explosive rounds per gun being usually taken on operations, including assorted rounds of white phosphorous, perhaps smoke, illumination and various fuses, that would have left only about 200 rounds across the battery position. That was, given the apparent opposition, barely enough to support another attack. Of course the gun line could have been resupplied by air in an emergency, but that would take time to organise.

The decision was made to send in some APCs in an endeavour to force their way into B Company’s position from the left flank. Why this approach was selected, I just don’t know. I would have thought closing up to the rear of B Company might have been a better idea, with their powerful machine guns firing over the heads of our troops to well-and-truly suppress the VC. The APCs may well have ruled that out because of the danger of hitting members of B Company. I felt for the crews as the two lead APCs went from the paddy field into the dense undergrowth on their own, for I thought the enterprise would fail. It was asking too much. It was a job for tanks, not APCs. They were going to their death. Sure enough, soon there was a large bang as a VC anti-tank weapon took out one of the APCs. Everyone knew what the sound meant. The APCs were too lightly armoured to go in on their own in such dense country. Oh, for some tanks, but the warriors down in Canberra had deemed they weren’t needed, or believed they couldn’t operate effectively in the terrain. Good Australian lives were lost as a consequence. The absence of tanks was an indictment on the planners, whoever they were, I thought grimly, along with there being only two grossly overworked battalions. There was work enough for three. It’s the soldier on the ground who faces the consequences of such decisions. The planners were astray again at the end of the war when the tanks, which came as a result of this action, were withdrawn prematurely. 4 RAR certainly thought that, and they had to fight on to the end without the support of tanks.

Devoid of any reason, at least to me, D Company was then ordered out onto the LZ amidst the unders and overs of nearby fire to line up for an extraction by helicopter. Apparently an attack on the 1ATF base was expected that night, and our services were going to be required back there. A big show must have been expected to warrant this decision because no more than 150 metres away were elements of a regional VC battalion (D445) locked in deadly combat with 6 RAR. What on earth would A and B Companies do if we left? Were C Company and the APCs going back too? It was beginning to become grimly comical.

It was unbelievable, but such things happen in war for reasons that are just not understood at the time by those at the sharp end. Eventually the order was countermanded, and back we went to our blocking position, only to be sent off shortly afterwards with C Company to secure a battalion-sized harbour area to the rear flank of B Company. Not knowing what to think, we dug weapon pits with our entrenching tools, and in next to no time were down to our shoulders. It’s amazing what can be done if there is an incentive. Digging is usually a tiring chore, but not on this day.

With dusk approaching, we all had a brew, some cold rations, a smoke, and waited for further orders about what was being planned next. In the interim, Nick asked that we submit some Tin Trunk targets, and he coordinated the artillery defence of the new position. The engagement around the LZ had lasted about four hours and seemed now to be drawing to a close. The machine guns had fallen silent and there were only occasional desultory rifle shots. A strange and unexpected silence came over the battlefield. It was as if both sides had taken a deep breath, and were pondering what to do next.

Then commenced a continuous stream of Dustoff helicopters and airstrikes, followed by medium and heavy artillery fire. The aircraft dropped streams of canister bomb units that sounded like strings of crackers as they went off in succession, along with some very heavy bombs that shook the ground. It went on through the night. Someone claimed in the morning that Spooky had turned up with its machine guns and flares, but I don’t remember that. Perhaps I was dozing, or just switched off to the noise. Apparently A and B Companies had broken contact as best they could, but unfortunately B Company had to leave behind some of their dead on the battlefield. I’m sure they didn’t feel good about that. The knocked-out APC was to burn for some of the night, and with the noise of artillery and air strikes, it gave a surreal, Hades-like atmosphere.

I think few slept well that night. Aside from the noise, you didn’t need to be a keen student of warfare to know it could be on for every mother’s son come the morning, and that was something to contemplate.

Early the next day, the expected battalion attack was ordered, with C and D Companies up front, and Alpha in reserve. We were to be on the right flank and accordingly had to be first into the FUP for the attack. This is where you shake down into your assault formation. Harry was worried about having a contact on the way in, and demanded that I provide continuous fire around the Company for the move. He was not moved by my protestations about the difficulty of meeting his demand. It was not on really: you could split the battery into two three-gun fire sections, but that went against simplicity and concentration of fire. It was up to me to come up with something.

As a starter, I decided that I would need to send Jock, my ack, to accompany the lead platoon so as to give me advice on the fall of shot and its proximity to our leading elements; and it seemed sensible to order ‘delay’ on the fuses of the high explosive rounds to give us some measure of protection against any tree bursts. Then I thought about the possibility that some of the adopted muzzle velocities of the guns might be incorrect. I suspected these were numbers 4 and 5 guns on the rear chevron (guns were usually deployed in two chevrons of three guns around the battery centre). If this were the case, and they were falling short consistently because of this, it might be possible to push up safely into the overall fall of shot, thereby giving Harry the side protection he wanted. I noted there also were no adverse problems arising from the line, gun-target. I can’t recall whether I discussed this with Knox in the Battery CP. I may have, but on the other hand, I didn’t want Gunner theoreticians listening in at the rear and then trying to buy in, which they did from time to time. It might only confuse things, and I was confident enough I could pull it off. I sent down my initial orders, briefed Jock in detail, ordered ‘At my command’, and waited until the Company was ready to move off. The order to fire was then given; ‘shot’ and the time of flight were reported back.

Crash! The rounds appeared to fall in the right area, and so I told Harry his Company could move off. I asked for continuous reports about the fall of shot from Jock, especially when spent splinters from the rounds started to drop down like rain through the canopy near him. It was an unmistakable effect, a warning that you were getting close to the fall of shot, but essentially harmless. If there were the slightest indication of splinters starting to slice through the undergrowth above, to the front or flanks, that was a different matter, and a correction would have to be ordered quickly. As it turned out, there did appear to be the expected ‘slow’ guns, and their fire, when added to that of the other four guns, gave a horseshoe-style fall of shot on the ground, which we were able to push up into slowly, carefully, and safely.

The technique was not, unexpectedly, in any observation of fire training pamphlet, but it made common sense to me, and furthermore, it worked on the day. I kept Harry informed as the approach to the FUP continued; I think two corrections to the fire were needed as a precaution. Harry was very satisfied and complimented me when we arrived there unscathed and with no enemy interference. I must say it was a good move to have Jock forward, and his judgement was outstanding. Years later I talked to Jim about my muzzle velocity theory: he agreed that it was entirely probable based on his experience the previous day.

In the FUP, the command ‘Fix bayonets’ was ordered by Harry as part of our final preparations. There’s nothing like that to get the adrenalin surging. We were fired up. Running through our minds was this might well be the real thing: an opposed, full-scale battalion attack. There hadn’t been one of those since the Korean War.

Everyone says that the value of bayonets ended with the First World War, if not before, and I would not contemplate arguing that a bayonet is, on its own, a decisive weapon. However, fixing a bayonet does buoy you, and why not feel like that before an attack? You are going over the top, so to speak, and every little bit of assistance needs to be conjured up. I know the idea of bayonets against machine guns is ridiculous, but that’s not the point. If you are attacking, a shot of adrenalin is not a bad thing, I strongly believe you just can’t replicate the feeling in training, no matter how hard you might try. If you haven’t done it for real, you just can’t comprehend the effect it has on you: cold sharp steel and the prospect of close combat. I can still remember the impact that fixing the short Armalite bayonet had on me. Click, it was fixed, and then off went the safety catch on my rifle. I was ready. We were in our assault formation, and there was now nothing to do but wait for the order to move off, which came soon enough.

At H-hour, off we went without hesitation across the start line and commenced the attack with rifles resolutely pointing forward at the ready. Everyone was keyed up and prepared for immediate action. I don’t know about the others, but I felt this attack was the opportunity to square things up. They had got away with too much yesterday. The forward platoons had two sections up in extended line, the third in reserve behind each platoon HQ. Company HQ was positioned central to the forward platoons, about 30 metres to their rear. The reserve platoon followed behind Company HQ in assault formation. Each man was no more than five metres apart in the close country which had some very high trees. I don’t now recall any fire plan for the attack, but I am sure Nick Marshall would have organised something. Perhaps it was ‘on call’, that is, available at short notice. I had been pre-occupied with getting D Company safely into the FUP behind the covering fire.

It was not long before we came across the first Australian body, probably 30 metres or so on from the start line. He was under a bush, curled up and looking peaceful, as if asleep, but without his pack, rifle and boots. Some of the others we passed as we swept over the battlefield were far from peaceful, the poor bastards. They’d obviously been in a savage fight—one courageous man had been cut down close to an enemy weapon pit that must have held a machine gun. Extraordinarily, a poor bloke was found who had spent the whole night wounded and alone on the battlefield, save for foraging VC, and with all that artillery and airpower raining down. The knocked-out APC looked pitiful and carried some Vietnamese words on one side that, so it was generally agreed, were written in blood: ‘Du me uc dai loi’, a Vietnamese incantation that the Australians should ‘Get fucked’.

D Company came across a recently well-used trail heading eastwards from the back of the VC defensive position, and at Harry’s behest we charged down it for a kilometre or so, a bit recklessly, but so what. It was to no avail, they had gone, seemingly in good order, and to continue was pointless. We returned to the battlefield of the previous day. I liked Harry in those circumstances. He was aggressive, quick-thinking, gave clear and direct orders, and was eager to close with the enemy; an excellent company commander.

[image: image]

Enemy bodies left on the BRIBIE battlefield. Photographer: Peter McNamee (AWM:P02629.015).

Back at the LZ, it was obvious that the might of the US Army had joined in, but much too late. A mechanised brigade was sweeping the area astride Route 23 to the east. Every now and then a white phosphorus artillery airburst would appear above the distant canopy. These resulted from the technique of firing a shot for reference as an aid to verifying a location. Of course, you have to be able to see the airburst through the canopy to make it of value, which was often not possible. I much preferred using high explosive rounds with direct action fuses, and then taking a bearing on the noise of the impact. The mechanised brigade also had tanks being used without any of the problems imagined by the experts back in Australia. I never was to hear if this crowd were ever to close on our enemy of the previous day. I don’t think they did.

Back we went eventually to Nui Dat by helicopter, leaving the area that had been fought for. In the safety of the Nui Dat base, we stumbled off to dump our equipment in our tents, there to be cleaned up as soon as possible, reconditioned and made ready for the next operation, whenever that was to be. We’d got back unscathed, as had my old FO party in C Company. I felt like having a quiet Jack Daniels, which I did.
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Helicopters approach the BRIBIE LZ protected by A Squadron’s APCs to extract 6RAR at the conclusion of the operation. Photographer: Peter McNamee (AWM:P02629.020)

I don’t think there was much carousing that night in the soldiers’ boozer other than perhaps a reflective couple of cans. Everyone was subdued. The principal thought was that with eight KIA and 27 WIA we had received a flogging. That was not a good feeling. No one believed reports of fresh VC graves dotting the nearby countryside, let alone later newspaper accounts of up to 70 enemy being killed, and I think that’s in the Official History. Perhaps that number had been accounted for, but it didn’t seem real to us. The taste in the mouth was not one of victory: drink could not wash it away.

I went to bed at 8 pm and awoke totally alert three hours later. I couldn’t get back to sleep and so wrote to Heather, but said little of consequence about the operation. It was over, and she didn’t need to worry about what went on. I’d dashed off a quick note before we’d gone out. It was all rather reassuring, ‘We are going out on a quick operation to act as a blocking force. It was to be a quiet day until this arose. Must be off to an orders group and get a bite to eat’. If something happened to me, there would be information enough, so I thought at the time.

I think everyone who was there at BRIBIE will remember the encounter forever. Out in the Light Green there were many instances of inspiring bravery and valour, particularly in B Company and also in Alpha. They were wonderfully courageous, especially in John O’Halloran’s platoon, which suffered grievously: but there seemed little point in attacking such a VC defensive position, especially when overwhelming firepower was unavailable.

The CO, Colin Townsend, could not be really blamed for what happened. He was restricted in what he was allowed to do by HQ 1ATF, and he had been given inadequate artillery resources. It was said he was ordered to avoid being decisively engaged, but piecemeal attacks not using maximum combat power could not be expected to be successful. So why on earth did we go in in the first place? Obviously, no one expected the VC to be waiting in force for us, and we were hamstrung in our response. 6 RAR got out of it only by the sterling performance of its soldiers under most adverse conditions.

As for the predicted VC ‘Bin Ba 10,000’ attack on the 1ATF base, the fear of which warranted our premature withdrawal to the LZ, nothing happened. That was not a surprise, but personally I never did rule out in my mind a surprise VC attack on Nui Dat at a time of their choosing. It would not have been a difficult task to force a penetration into any of the unit areas, especially when large elements of our force were out on operations elsewhere. I thought a VC force concentrated up north of Binh Ba could quite easily move down at night, break-in through a vulnerable point and cause all sorts of mayhem before they withdrew. I really don’t know why they didn’t try. Perhaps our intelligence became better over time. I can remember times when ‘the attack’ was expected and the nightly pictures were cancelled, alert states were increased, and all movement was stopped as a precaution.

Gunners were to be recognised for their performance on Operation BRIBIE. There were two MIDs for Battery members: Jim Ryan for his work as B Company’s FO, and Nick Marshall as battery commander for coordinating the fire during Operation BRIBIE and also for his overall performance during the tour. Both were very well deserved. I never did think to ask Jim whether he ever found his own tree.

February continued to be a bad month, and we soon found this was not going to change.

5 RAR’s Operation RENMARK started the day after BRIBIE. RENMARK was a venture by 5 RAR into the Long Hais; but it ended early with a disaster on the fourth day when the lead APC in a column carrying B Company hit a large mine triggered by a pressure switch activated by the APC passing over it. That, and another mine, were to cause a dreadful death toll. The B Company commander, Major Bruce McQualter, and a platoon commander, Jack Carruthers, died of wounds. All up, there were nine KIA. Jack was, like Ron Bade, on secondment to the infantry. A tall, hearty man with a distinctive moustache, he seemed to have a zest for life and was well-liked.

The B Company FO, Mike Langley, a former London Bobby with a typical unflappable, firm but non-confrontational manner, played a key role in restoring command, for which he was awarded an MC. The 5 RAR medical officer, John White, was also conspicuous for his unfailing bravery in attending to the casualties. Apparently there were mines all over the place which made movement and casevac particularly tricky. It was bad.

This event was particularly sad for 5 RAR. Within a few weeks, they had lost two company commanders to mines, along with too many good men. It must have been a very hard period for John Warr. His battalion had fought valiantly, but it seemed to have been deserted by Lady Luck, or at least so it seemed to outsiders. Perhaps you make luck yourself, and I think Napoleon said something like that, but I know of no other explanation for their shocking run. This is no way a criticism of 5 RAR, for I have a great respect for the men of the Tiger battalion and how they performed. It would have been a good time for the Battalion to go home, but before then, they had to make a start on building the fence that would contain the minefield from the Horseshoe, and sadly, that commitment was not going to be without further casualties.

Nick and I took advantage of a lull to go down to Vung Tau and visit Barry Winsor in hospital. A fragment had gone into one lung. He was out of danger and that was excellent news. Before going back north, my letter home records that ‘We went to lunch at the Pacific BOQ and enjoyed a steak sandwich and a few beers. The 2IC of 6 RAR, Brian Passey, and the RMO, Vic Bampton, joined us’.

In early March, the building of the barrier fence commenced. The task of laying the mines enclosed within it was to be the responsibility of the sappers of 1st Field Squadron. Its commander was a very experienced Sapper officer and great trainer, Major ‘Chunky’ Florence.

It all started with the occupation of the Horseshoe and its development as a company forward operating base. Its defences had to include provision for some mortars and possibly a battery of artillery. Then the building of the fence started, and up to three months was allotted for this task.

What a surprise, I was in Nui Dat when an entertainment party visited with Lorrae Desmond, Jim Gussey and the ABC Dance Band. It was excellent, as were all the supporting acts such as Dinah Lee. I couldn’t imagine these entertainers tolerating an appalling act—and I don’t believe it to be a myth—I heard about a subsequent visiting group. Apparently during a male singer’s performance, a soldier shouted the highly unoriginal suggestion of ‘Get your gear off’. The man obliged, even bending his bare backside to the audience, notwithstanding there being several female performers on stage. Few thought it entertaining, many were disgusted.

For some inexplicable reason, we in 6 RAR had another day of helicopter assault training in early March. It seemed a waste of time: possibly there was a spare allocation of flying hours that had to be used. The LZ selected was to the east of Binh Ba and to the southeast of the Catholic enclave of Binh Giao, and squad-sized VC forces were thought to be in the area. I don’t think too many of us believed that, for the intelligence people were always coming up with wild theories, or at least so it seemed. I never envied the responsible senior commanders having to sort through all the chaff arising from informers, signals intelligence, imagery and POW interrogations, and then trying to make some sensible decisions out of it all. And of course the VC were masters of deception.

Suffice to say, our Operation AYR yielded nothing of consequence. The only thing that impressed me was the vegetation in the area of the LZ. It was very different and interesting with very high, thick, white-trunked trees of a type I hadn’t seen before in the province. Deep into the rain forest the prominent trunks had creepers dangling high off them which created a foreboding tombstone-like feeling.

As for the operation, I can’t recall anyone in the Company firing a shot. That’s not saying there was no tension. You always had to be on your guard. In this close country, good navigation was particularly important, and if the FO didn’t know where he was, the prospect of quick, effective artillery fire was very much diminished. In this pre-GPS era, I always used ‘adjusted’ dead-reckoning based on compass bearings and pacing. Two of the party did the pacing, and with every one hundred paces, I would judge what adjustment, if any, needed to be made in terms of the horizontal distance over the ground. For example, you would take more paces going uphill rather than down. I would then attempt to reconcile this with the detail on the Picto and standard maps. A knot would be made in a piece of string every 100 paces.

The technique seems laughable all these years later, but overall it seemed to work. I think we all became pretty good at map reading. It was a matter of pride to know where you were at all times and for the infantry to be able to rely on the FO party’s navigation skills, if required.

Operation AYR, a forgettable walk in the forest—out at 7.45 am, back at 4.15 pm—was to be my last with D Company. Before I left, I went to a concert Harry organised for the Company and anyone else who wanted to attend. He particularly made a point of inviting the members of the Kiwi artillery battery to show there were no lasting ill-feelings between his company and the battery as a result of the tragic consequences of the mistake in its CP. Its soldiers came, but I didn’t see any of its senior officers in the audience.

I can think of many people who would not have been generous enough in spirit to do what Harry did.


CHAPTER 7

BACK TO CHARLIE COMPANY

Recovered from his wounds, Barry Winsor had come out of hospital, gone on a well-deserved R and R, and returned to D Company as its FO—so I went back to Charlie.

I enjoyed my time in D Company. Harry and I have stayed loosely in touch as we have got older. I liked the way he ran a tight show, looked after his men and ensured a good passage of information at all times. Every day he held an orders group if only to confirm there was no change to previous orders, there was nothing of substance to report, or to foreshadow a possible future operation. At these gatherings he would allocate maintenance tasks around the area, leaving his CSM to get on with the detail. He’d already overseen the development of the Company’s area by scrounging, bartering and, I can only presume, brazen other methods, which it would have been impertinent for an attached officer to ask about. As a result, he had a permanent Diggers’ mess and boozer, and likewise for the officers and sergeants. These were the envy of all other companies. It was a great tribute to Harry’s drive and his determination.to give his men the best base accommodation he could arrange. And they were unchallengeably the best. Some of the other company areas looked down at heel and disorganised in comparison.

I felt Harry had been hard done by regarding the level of decorations he and his men had received in the aftermath of the Battle of Long Tan. He claimed he wasn’t fussed, but I came to believe he was maintaining a positive face that masked his justifiable disappointment. It was a commonly-held view that he should have received the award of a DSO and his two surviving platoon commanders, MCs. Indeed, I later saw official documentation that so recommended these awards initially. For reasons best known to the senior in-country commander, the recommendations were down-graded to lesser awards. There was the ‘quota’ system in force for the then Imperial awards and, who knew at the time, battles such as Long Tan might have become a frequent occurrence. It was early days, and a pattern of operations had not then emerged. I never heard at that time of other participants allegedly missing out, but over time names did emerge. I once heard Harry say he was content with his award, for he preferred the colours of an MC ribbon to that of the DSO, but I have always believed that was no more than a defence mechanism.

Many, many years later, I was a member of a government-appointed committee charged with making recommendations regarding the appropriateness of the original Long Tan decorations. I still have the notes that I took during the many interviews the committee conducted. Overall, although there were some inconsistencies and differences, I remained staunch in my support of Harry. Accordingly, I was very pleased that the government subsequently determined that Harry and the two surviving platoon commanders should have an upgrade to their awards in the new Australian honours system. It came to pass that Harry would receive a Star of Gallantry, and Geoff Kendall and David Sabben were each the recipients of a Medal of Gallantry. I don’t believe these have the lustre of the imperial awards that were downgraded, but they represent an official recognition that the original awards were inappropriate.

Evidence to support further claims for awards was sought by the committee, but it was sparse, in some instances contradictory and inadequate and, believe me, the committee searched extensively for it. Of course that didn’t stop one Canberra-based ‘Defence’ journalist venting ignorant speculation about a flawed report by ‘generals’ and blather about honour and integrity. What was seriously flawed was the in-country handling of the entire matter back in 1966.

Harry continued to fight for the recognition of others whom he believed rendered distinguished service. He was successful in 2016.
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Harry Smith, OC D Company, alongside a Bell Sioux helicopter. The pilot is Jim Campbell, who displayed sustained bravery in evacuating casualties after 5RARs tragic APC mine event near the Long Hai Hills. Photographer: Jim Campbell (AWM:P03625.001).

Back in C Company, I renewed my acquaintance with everyone again. To my disappointment, Brian McFarlane was about to be re-posted and replaced by Captain Ted Stevenson on transfer from B Company. He was promoted to major not long after. Ted impressed immediately as a practical and grounded practitioner who had seen plenty of action with his previous company. With a few months to go, it was a good opportunity for him to step up and have the opportunity of being a company commander on operations, something all infantry officers aspired to. He was to live up to the faith his CO had in him. The 2IC, Les Peters, hadn’t been there too long either. He was a solid and dependable man with good regimental experience. He was to come on operations, and I found it was valuable to have him around.

In a funny way, it was good to be back in the C Company lines. They weren’t flash, but were comfortable enough. My tent remained alongside the CSM’s, another former UK policeman by the name of John Vagg. Dry, with a suggestion of a restrained smile sometimes playing at the edges of his mouth, he didn’t readily put up with anyone not doing their duty properly. We’d known each other for some years, and I enjoyed his company. I’m sure he’d been trying to keep a careful watch on my FO party in my absence, but they did—or certainly Jock did—kick over the traces on at least one occasion. It seemed there was a desire to emulate the Maori gunners and drive to Vung Tau.

We had a few quiet days in the offing, and so I took the opportunity to refresh the Company’s platoon commanders on observation of fire procedures. I didn’t expect any problems at this stage of our time in Vietnam, but I thought it sensible to check such things out, especially as I’d been elsewhere. It was enjoyable sitting up on Nui Dat putting them through their paces and looking out over to the Nui Dinhs.

Meanwhile, 6 RAR had received a warning order for a major operation out to the east. This was intended to be a big one and would involve the US Army’s famous 11th Armoured Cavalry Regiment and a US Army aviation company. In terms of can-do, confident flying in support of ground operations, most soldiers preferred having their heliborne operations conducted by the US Army. I certainly did. They were well-trained and confident, and knew how to get the maximum out of the Iroquois, and to fly it to its limits. I heard it was not unknown for a crew chief to adjust the engine settings to get an even better troop-lift capacity, although that may be just a story.

As for artillery, aside from our direct and general support artillery, there would be one battery each of self-propelled medium and heavy guns. I think we also had US Navy gunfire available at the start. I recall using naval gunfire from a cruiser once, and I think it was on this operation. It was not something that you used for close support, because the flat trajectory characteristic of high velocity naval guns gave the fall of shot a large length zone around the intended target. It was more for engaging a target if you were to one side, or it was safely well ahead of you.

We were only to see a squadron of a US armoured cavalry regiment, but it gave an insight into just what mechanised warfare as practised by the US Army looked like. It made our light organisation tailored for tropical warfare look inadequate and feeble, particularly in fire power. That is not to say the US-style mechanised operations were the answer to CRW situations, but when 11 ACR came to Nui Dat, its potential combat power looked awesome. In addition to M48 tanks, self-propelled M109 medium artillery and integral APCs, it also had a strong helicopter scout and lift capacity. There would have been no question of infantry being pinned down—as at BRIBIE—had some of this sort of combat power been available to us. We had learnt the hard way.

All this 11 ACR power came down from their base 40 klicks or so north for Operation PORTSEA.

That night an estimated force of 1,000 VC again struck the small Vietnamese post, Lo Gom, south of Dat Do towards the coast—which held on successfully, with the Vietnamese commander mounting an extraordinarily good defence—and they stayed on until daylight, hit by artillery from both Nui Dat and the Horseshoe. It seems they were hoping to draw out a BRIBIE-like reaction force once again and had planned ambush positions accordingly.

11 ACR acted swiftly and moved to cordon Route 23 from Dat Do to the Song Rai River and then halfway out to Xuyên M[image: image]c.

For some reason, we didn’t. 1ATF’s response was muted, at least initially. Perhaps the brigadier wanted to avoid the risk of another Operation BRIBIE situation, although officially that was supposed to have been a success. I wouldn’t have blamed him if he did, but I imagine he would have been under pressure from the superior US HQ, IIFFV (Two Field Force Vietnam) to respond positively. In the end, one company in APCs was dispatched to search potential withdrawal routes to the northeast. No other Australian forces were sent out until the next day. Perhaps it was decided best to stick to the original plan, which was to conduct a sweep northeast, east and southeast of Dat Do, thereby disrupting the enemy’s logistic support, as well as supporting the major engineering task of opening up Route 23 to Xuyên M[image: image]c. Such deliberations always took time to filter down to the rifle companies. Whatever, you didn’t really need to know about them at the time, I believe. You had enough on your plate without being distracted by higher level speculative issues.

We knew we were going out, and so we finished off our preparations. Deciding what to take to eat was a major part of those preparations. We were to be on US ‘C’ rations—why I don’t know, perhaps it was easier to tap into the US Army’s supply chain—but we had liked them when we’d been on them before. In the FO party, we had a democratic way of distributing the contents of the big ration box when it arrived. All distinguishing marks on the tins were concealed, and we took successive turns in selecting one. Poor old Peter McNamee ended up this time with five tins of the previously mentioned ham and lima beans concoction–we were all highly amused. He was disgusted, and I don’t think he bothered to take them with him, substituting something from the pile of spare rations we all had. Though the US rations didn’t include condensed milk or any cereal blocks, they did have other compensating features: fruit salad, braised beef and potatoes, what we called ‘dog’s dicks’ (small red-skinned frankfurters), dry biscuits, cheese and plenty of coffee. There was also a supplementary pack that contained things such as razor blades, cigarettes and chewing tobacco. We all tried the latter and agreed it was an acquired habit, best left to the US major league baseball coaches. The spit (ugh) needed a lot of practice.

I had a new ack for this operation, Bob Crelly. Apparently he’d been involved in some sort of dispute in the Battery area with Cranky Frankie, which ended up with a physical set-to even said to include a star picket. Perhaps to get him into a new environment, he had been sent to me as a lance bombardier. He had lost a stripe over the incident, which seemed a bit hard I thought at the time, for the story went that he wasn’t the instigator, but had chosen to defend himself. Irrespective, I was pleased to have him join. He was a good bloke, fitted-in well, was very competent in the observation of fire when I checked him out, and stayed in the party until the end. I can’t recall what happened to Mick Allwright. He had done a lot of bush time, and I think he went back for a spell back with the guns, which he thoroughly deserved.

Off we went the next day by helicopter assault into an LZ in the Long Green. I can’t recall now whether it was secure, but perhaps 11 ACR was in the region. From there we started the search of our allotted AO. It soon gave evidence of having seen recent use, and we moved through and cleared several abandoned defensive positions without incident. Elsewhere, and not far away, A Company did have a stiff encounter in clearing one out. I then had a possible close shave that afternoon when coordinating defensive fire around our company harbour, but I didn’t know it at the time.

I decided to go outside the perimeter with a signaller to get better observation of a target I had decided to adjust. I always liked to fire one of the Tin Trunk targets and adjust it as required. It was like giving yourself a demonstrated firm leg on the ground. The data would then be entered into the Target Records book for later possible use. I had figured the large paddy field close by would facilitate that process. Accordingly, we went out through the nearest machine gun post, having briefed the section commander and machine gunner. After a 100 metres or so, we reached the edge of the jungle and did a simple target adjustment. In fact, the sig might have done it for practice.

All seemed rather peaceful out there. There was no sign of movement save for a few water buffalo wallowing in the water some distance away. You could see several klicks in either direction along the 500 metre or so wide paddy fields, and I concluded that an enemy might move quickly along these at night. They were flanked by dense jungle on either side. The task completed, we headed back. Unbeknown, the machine gunner had changed-over and not briefed his replacement, who became quite aroused on hearing movement to his front. This was heightened by him then catching glimpses of figures in the undergrowth coming towards him. Fortunately, so I was told later, he then recognised the second figure (the soldier behind me) as my signaller, who must have been a drinking mate, otherwise I might have become a victim of friendly fire. It did underscore the dangers of going outside the perimeter at any time. Notwithstanding, some would go outside to attend to their bodily functions—rather than baring themselves within it. That, I believe, was taking an unnecessary risk for those who practised it. VC were known often to lurk around perimeters, too. Perhaps my action was unnecessary, but it was something I had done before, when I believed that good observation of fire was possible. I simply wanted to get the rounds landing in the right place in relation to our position before nightfall.

Night came, and I continued the routine I had developed over the months. My submitted Tin Trunk targets, including the one I had adjusted, were essentially to the north, east, south and west of our overnight position so that they were easy to remember if woken up by enemy activity. If possible, I’d end the four-figure target numbers with 1, 2, 3 and 4 in a clockwise direction to make it even easier. And I’d sleep with my boots on in a north-south direction, so there would be no orientation problems when I woke up. After a ration pack meal, a pannikin of coffee and a smoke, it was time to stand-to and at its conclusion came that beautiful thing called sleep. My pack became a rough and ready but adequate pillow. I made a point of not thinking about the day’s endeavours, nor tomorrow’s. Sleep was essential, for you were inevitably worn out, and you had to recover for the next day. Your aching shoulders, tired legs, the prickly heat on your back and the general chafing on your body would subside overnight.

The radios were pooled not far from the company commander and me, so you didn’t need to move much if you were summoned to them. It was reassuring to hear the occasional ‘radio check’ and reports from elsewhere, and the quiet, measured movement of the sigs as they changed shifts.

Mid-morning on the next day we had a contact. Company HQ was crossing a tidal stream by a log, or at least we had started our crossing on one. Ted and I, with our signallers, were carefully balancing ourselves as we moved when there was a cry of, ‘Contact’, followed by a ferocious burst of machine gun fire from our right flank. There was already a platoon across the stream, but a platoon closing up behind us saw movement on the far bank. Damn it! What a place to be caught in a contact.

We jumped down instantly into the water and struggled to the protection of the far bank, expecting all the time to be hit by incoming small arms fire. There, covered in slime and mud, we had to gather our wits. I thought I’d better send a Sitrep, but my map had so much mud on it I couldn’t produce a sensible grid reference for our location. That was puzzling. I eventually found the map was upside down too, and that wasn’t helping things! Firing then died away, and our first platoon pushed on, not finding any sign of the expected enemy. Those in the rear platoon remained unrepentant. They were adamant that enemy had been seen. If they were there, they must have got a fright and cleared off quickly. It was puzzling, for I thought I had a fleeting glimpse of a black-clad enemy soldier as I leapt off the log, but that may have been one of ours on the far bank.

An hour or so later we closed up on Battalion HQ’s location which was with a troop of APCs. Soon after a Battalion orders group was held. I remember being surprised to see the chaplain present, but then I realised it must have been Easter. You didn’t see chaplains too much out on operations. They seemed to be more active in getting around to see the troops back at Nui Dat. That’s not a criticism of their activities. Having a non-combatant on company-sized operations really meant having an extra person who needed special protection. Although not of their persuasion, I always thought the RC chaplains were able to engage best with the men and help those who needed it. They were down-to-earth, happy to share an occasional drink, seemed to be always up-to-date on sporting news from Australia, and were happy to accommodate men from outside their flock.

What I do remember particularly about that orders group is how surviving in a war zone can be a matter of chance. The RSM had been given the responsibility of taking a small liaison group across to work with the Americans. The signals officer took this opportunity to name a signaller for him, whom the RSM dismissed out of hand as being unacceptable. The CO, not willing to have his orders groups side-tracked, said, ‘You both sort that out later’. The replacement, so I heard the next day, was killed when the APC in which he was riding struck a mine. We stayed on at Battalion HQ as palace guard for a day, during which time hot-cross buns were brought out for us, and we heard a report that the 1/83rd’s position at Nui Dat had been mortared. We then departed on US Army helicopters for a heliborne assault into an LZ to the east of the Song Rai River; a major river draining the eastern side of the province. It was flat, almost riverine, country with short, paperbark trees.

For some time, we were forced to move through swampy country. It was worse than Long Son Island, and most soldiers were stuck in the mud at one stage or another. As I wrote to Heather, ‘I thought I would be clever and bypass what seemed to be a bad area by using a log and then jumping onto what looked to be firm ground. Alas, it was not, and in I went up to my knees and couldn’t get out. Everyone laughed at my misfortune’.

Coming across some firm ground, we then discovered two huts that contained what proved to be an estimated 80 tonnes of rice. It was a good find. Unfortunately, there were booby traps protecting the rice, as we found when one went off, wounding several soldiers. I hated that sort of stuff. I was close to the cache at the time, but the rice absorbed most of the blast, thank goodness. A careful search was ordered by Ted, which revealed seven other booby traps.

The rice was taken out by two Chinook helicopters. It was the first time I’d been up close to one on operations, and I have to say that the tandem-rotor, twin-engine aircraft was very impressive. Access was from a tail ramp, not unlike the Caribou, and there were machine gunners stationed on either side in matching door hatches towards the front of the fuselage. The first Chinook brought in a Land Rover and trailer, which was used to ferry the rice from the cache to the nearby helipad. From there the rice was taken out as slung loads.

The Chinook was not the largest helicopter that might be seen in-country. Occasionally, a large Sky Crane, a Sikorsky CH-54, would lumber across the sky carrying a Huey (as the Iroquois was also called), or something else, slung underneath. The Huey probably would have been recovered after an emergency landing and on its way to a repair depot.

With the rice removed, we continued on with the search of our AO and moved about 1,000 metres southwards, paralleling the Song Rai to the west. It was flat, featureless, thick country with no streams or anything that might help navigation. Ted and I decided to call in a Sioux helicopter to give us a fix from the discharge of a smoke grenade thrown by us. Soon after we did come across some higher ground that contained another unoccupied enemy position. We harboured for the night a few hundred metres on.

The next day we circled back towards an expanse of paddy field, the vicinity of which we reached after a slow, uneventful day. Not long after we started, we moved through another set of elaborate, but empty, defensive positions. Then we heard, ‘Pop...pop...pop’, the sound of mortar primaries. Everyone thought they were being directed at us, which was a reasonable assumption, and the order was given to take whatever cover was available, which wasn’t much. I must say it was an interesting experience to await the sound of the secondaries. ‘Interesting’ is not quite the right word, but I don’t know how else to describe the passive, helpless feeling that you have, lying flat on the ground and hoping that the slight depression you’ve chosen to lie in might give some measure of protection. As it turned out, the rounds fell well to one flank. Perhaps it was a bit of VC H and I. A Mortrep was duly submitted, the purpose of which I’ll explain shortly.

After five days, our area was deemed to have been searched comprehensively. As we expected, the attackers of the outpost at Lo Gom, said to be from the Main Force 275 Regiment, had cleared off, but they certainly had been out there. However, you should be careful of making definitive predictions. On the last day, Company HQ was ensconced quietly in what ostensibly was supposed to be a firm base astride a recently-used track. A ‘firm base’ was a term used to describe the temporary occupation of a position: machine guns and sentries are alert, and the place can be defended. I mentioned the term earlier in association with ambushes. Here, it was established while the platoons were undertaking a series of fan searches around it. I was contentedly reading a paperback and enjoying a brew. Suddenly, an AK47-armed, black-clad VC ran down the track, dashed in amongst us, and surrendered before we could react! This did come as quite a surprise. How did he miss the fan patrols, and our defences, or had he been lying low waiting patiently for an opportunity? It occurred that he could have just as easily been carrying a grenade to drop amongst us, or let fly with his rifle. However, this emaciated young man just wanted to surrender and be a Chieu Hoi—a rallier to the South Vietnamese government cause. This program, loosely translated as ‘Open Arms’, was an initiative by the South Vietnamese to encourage defection by the Viet Cong and their supporters. Having given himself up, he remained terrified and shaking, despite being given a smoke and some tea. He departed in due course by a helicopter headed to who knows where (probably Nui Dat), still grasping his Chieu Hoi leaflet as a talisman. Tens of thousands of these leaflets were regularly being dropped across the AO by aircraft.
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A Chieu Hoi leaflet picked up on operations by Author. (AWM2016-38-171).

This was the first time I’d been really close up to a member of the ‘enemy’. I had always taken pains to view them in the abstract and for them to have as much personality as the figure targets used in Australia on the rifle range and in the close quarter sneaker lanes where snap-shooting was practised. Whereas I quite liked the Vietnamese people and felt sorry or their circumstances, the enemy was something else. I deliberately chose to think about them only in terms of how I might contribute to their defeat.

Leaflets urging the VC to surrender were not the only ones that were dropped. Over time, you saw many different leaflets, all intended to undermine the resolve and commitment of the VC. In the FO party we used to collect them and in our spare time analyse their various messages. Jock ended up with quite a collection. The remnants of my modest set were donated to the War Memorial some time ago. Most leaflets highlighted the pain of separation from families and loved ones, the potential lethality of aircraft strikes and the debilitating effects of diseases such as malaria. We generally thought they were rather simplistic and of dubious impact. I have no idea what organisation produced these things, but imagine it was one of those US psyops WHAM organisations (WHAM being, ‘winning the hearts and minds’). The VC had their leaflets too, but they were not as prolific as ours. One, I remember, featured a cobra—I’m not sure why—and spoke of the futility of us hoping to defeat them. We all agreed that was an outrageous, fanciful proposition. Fancy the poor beggars deluding themselves by thinking that. Another used the hardly novel proposition of opportunistic men at home taking advantage of our womenfolk. That universal line was directed at the VC as well.
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Typical psyops leaflets directed at the VC’s morale. (AWM 21016-38-173).

Shortly after our VC was evacuated, a pair of US Army helicopters started to move us to an area on the west bank of the Song Rai River, where a US Army engineer battalion was constructing a bridge as a precursor to carrying out an extensive road rehabilitation scheme out to Xuyên M[image: image]c, a population centre out to the east. We were to be a palace guard once again. Our 101st Field Battery was also located within the perimeter.

The move took a while, but eventually it was down to the last two lifts comprising Company HQ and the FO party. We had felt quite secure, albeit increasingly having a sense of isolation, until the pair of helicopters eventually returned for the last time. Loaded, they started a long, tail-up departure run before soaring up over the trees. As they did, all their machine gunners opened up! This came as a surprise—don’t say there were VC massing nearby, the comrades of our rallier, and we’d escaped their personal attention by minutes? No, it was a standard operating procedure for this aviation company, a matter of brassing-up the surrounds as a precaution. It was what they called prophylactic fire. The US Army on the ground also did this at times. I had heard of ‘mad minutes’ wherein everyone would open up into the nearby undergrowth. Sometimes it harvested a result. Most often it was a complete waste of ammunition. The whole idea of prophylactic fire was anathema to the Australian Army. That was not our way of doing things.

Life as a palace guard near the bridge was undemanding. In contrast to the Australians, our US allies did not observe stand-to, either at dawn or dusk. The Australian Army had long practised having a defined period when the change in routine from night to day, and vice-versa, was observed. Everyone would be at their place of duty, quiet and ready, whether it be in a CP, a personal weapon pit, or manning a machine gun.

By stand-to, all preparations for the coming change in routine were expected to be in place.

Small patrols would then be ordered out to clear the area to the immediate front and, if clear, stand-down would be ordered in due course. In the morning that meant cleaning personal weapons, shaving, washing (a clean face and hands was about as far as the supply of water would stretch), followed by breakfast and the packing up of personal gear. At night it meant putting up a hootchie shelter (most didn’t bother unless rain was in prospect) and erecting a mosquito net.

In Vietnam I cannot recollect an instance of an attack occurring during stand-to, either in the morning or evening, but none-the-less the practice was observed assiduously.

Not so in the US Army. During our stand-to they whooped, shouted, yelled and played football until it was too dark to see. I recall one happy participant dashing well outside the perimeter to recover a ball in the darkness. He apparently wasn’t fussed there might have been VC lurking out there. I’m sure they thought us to be a strange crowd. Notwithstanding, they were very friendly and were happy to pass on extra food to us. I commented in a letter that, ‘their language is funny to listen to. It is peppered with “say, man” and expletives such as “mother-f----r”’ Doubtlessly they made similar comments about us!

Nick Marshall at Battalion HQ was also located in the engineer’s base with his fire support centre. He had received a complaint from a NZ FO that our guns were not falling consistently. I was asked to go up in a Sioux and have a look. Sitting at the end of the line gun-target at about 2,000 feet, it was a simple task to establish that indeed two guns were firing short, on two separate charges, by about 150 metres. These days, calibration checks can be carried out easily by electronic means. That finished, I was reluctant to land. It was cool up there and not far away was, as I wrote, ‘A shimmering blue sea, white sands, fishing boats dotted everywhere and the occasional navy cutter’.

On return Nick expressed some concern to me about the possibility of a mortar attack and the need therefore to get Mortreps from a variety of positions should this occur. A Mortrep is essentially a quick report of the bearing of the primary (firing) noise from an observer’s known position. By plotting these reports, the bearings’ intersection point gives an indication on the map as to where retaliating fire (called ‘counter-battery’) should be ordered.

In an effort to get a Mortrep from a more dispersed position and therefore enhance the accuracy of a subsequent plot, he asked me to go out with a platoon who would escort me to a hill three kilometres or so away to establish an OP. If a mortar attack occurred on the base, I would be in a good position to send in a report by radio from a flank. It was fine in theory, but I’d have to say I thought the idea to be impractical. Few features in Vietnam, in my experience, were not covered by high trees and heavy secondary vegetation. To get the necessary observation would probably require substantial chainsaw work, and we were not planning to take one. It would make too much noise, and in any case be too heavy. However, if you were there, at least a report based on the sound would probably be better than nothing.

The allocated platoon was less than 20 men and well under-strength. As there was a mid-grade intelligence report of elements of a VC division being in the area–there always seemed to be reports like that–I decided to reinforce the platoon by taking my whole party, just in case.

Off we departed and, after a hard slog through thick country, and a good climb, we eventually arrived on the top of the hill, which was called Nui Lé. I was not surprised to find zero observation. Climbing a tree was also not an option without ropes (which we also didn’t have). It proved to be quiet up on the hill. A slight breeze made things comfortable. The FO party took it in turn to stay awake for the sound of any mortar fire. It was a worthless hill tactically, with no observation and therefore little point for the enemy to use it either. That, of course, wouldn’t rule out the possibility of our patrol being trailed in and a probe being made during the night.

As it turned out, the patrol proved to be a predictable waste of time—no mortars were to fire then, or later. But at least we tried, and were in position if firing eventuated. The young platoon commander, Second Lieutenant Peter Morgan, did a good job in getting us out and back safely. I hadn’t been out with him before. We used a different route back, which was sensible. We would have been very much by ourselves had contact been made with the enemy. The other two platoon commanders, Ian McQuire and Paul Mench, were very reliable operators. Ian was a capable CMF commando on full-time duty. Towards the end of his tour, Ian was to transfer to D Company as its 2IC. Paul, a clever and articulate man, was predicted to have a big future. Sadly, he was to fall to his death from a large rock when bush-walking some years later in the ranges south of Canungra.

We arrived back at 11 am, sweaty and tired after seeing nothing of interest: it was just another day of patrolling in Vietnam, a task never to be taken lightly. A day or so later, a section coming back on a similar route was hit by a command-detonated mine on the far side of the bridge. So the beggars were out there; watching, observing and acting on any perceived weakness.

Palace guard duties finished, we moved out to protect the engineers who were opening the route out to Xuyên M[image: image]c by repairing culverts, building minor bridges and improving the pavement, as well as flattening all the vegetation lining the road out to the limit of aimed small arms fire. There were bulldozers, specially-designed ploughs and graders everywhere; the Americans were really making a full-on effort.

One day out on the route, along came two C123 Providers that were closely following the line of the road. Down came a spray which everyone assumed was DDT. There was no warning, and I cannot recall anyone being at all fussed. Perhaps I should say why. In our fatalistic, live-by-the-day world, if it were said that some of us could die miserably, perhaps 30 years later, from the consequences of the spray, we would have dismissed the thought outright. It would have meant we would be surviving to return to Australia and possibly have that life span. This was a great deal compared with the ever-present danger of turning back into the jungle and copping a bullet, or stepping on a mine. I accept that others might have seen the situation quite differently, but that’s how I felt at the time. Interestingly, the C123’s mission turned out to be never recorded when the Agent Orange controversy blew up years later, but that didn’t surprise me.

We were then picked up by APCs and had a rattling, bumpy ride astride the road out to the hither-to isolated district town of Xuyên M[image: image]c. We set up around an old airstrip which the engineers planned to renovate to take Caribou-type aircraft after their roadwork was completed.

The guns were pushing it to reach us out past Xuyên M[image: image]c, but we could get assured fire by courtesy of a ‘Drop 800’ meteorological correction (that is, the lower density and prevailing winds caused a standard round to travel that much further). You needed to be aware of these things as an FO; it enabled a platoon ambush patrol to be pushed out to the east of our firm base and have the protection of artillery fire. Bob Crelly went out with that platoon, and was able to adjust comfortably a protective DF. Like many ambushes, nothing was to happen. But, you never knew.

We did a number of company patrols around Xuyên M[image: image]c, most of which were uneventful. I have a vague memory of a bloke on a push-bike at the far end of a paddy field being dropped by single shot at a range of about 500 metres. A lucky shot (but unlucky for the man), he was in a known free fire zone. That is, and without going into the subtleties, it was essentially open slather to engage on sight if hostile intent was thought to be involved. He was going for his life and pedalling furiously to escape. He proved to be a school teacher at nearby Xuyên M[image: image]c. There would have been no reason for him to be teaching well into the jungle when US and Australian troops were known to be operating there. Obviously he was some sort of courier. It’s a sad example of the ambiguities and difficulties of CRW. The Official History said some soldiers were upset by this incident. If so, I didn’t meet any of them. I think most soldiers become hardened to that sort of thing. You have to.

For a place so isolated and cut-off from the influence of the South Vietnamese government, the inhabitants of Xuyên M[image: image]c seemed a friendly enough bunch. There was a Regional Force compound in the centre with two M2A2 guns and a company of infantry. The jungle had been cleared out to 1,500 metres on all sides and there were rice fields to the west. The village children flocked around our location, and once again I could only admire the friendly, genuine ease with which our soldiers interacted with them. They were good decent blokes of the type you’d meet in the front bar of a hotel or in a sporting club. There were few university types, not unexpectedly, nor those with a privileged upbringing. It was widely held that the latter, if they had a potential National Service obligation, might have avoided it by a visit to a friendly, long-standing family doctor who would have been able to detect a disability that precluded a call-up. But then that may have been an urban myth.

While at Xuyên M[image: image]c, a soldier shot himself in what can only be described as very careless, if not idle, circumstances. He was a signaller on Company HQ, smart and reliable, and he carried a 9mm Browning pistol as his protective weapon. Finished with cleaning and assembling it after breakfast, he spun it on his finger, only to have it discharge as it passed his right thigh. If his shout were any indication, it must have hurt. Unfortunately, he had forgotten that reassembly can easily result in a round up the spout, if you are not careful, which you always must be with weapons. Whatever the case, I was not all that sympathetic: the pistol’s arc could have easily included me, for I was only several metres away.

We ate quite well out at Xuyên M[image: image]c–I told Heather, ‘One fresh meal from the base and two from tinned rations a day. Last night we had ham rolls with salad and chocolate milk’. It’s an undoubted truism that an Army marches on its stomach.

Eventually the engineers finished their work on the bridges, culverts, road surface and surrounds, and were ready to move off for work elsewhere. All that remained was for Route 23 to be declared open for business. As for Route 2, the locals would be able to go to and from the province capital of Ba Ria—that is not to say they would always be protected from VC ‘tax’ collectors en route. It would remain possible for such parasites to materialise out of the jungle at any time.

A big opening ceremony was planned. 6 RAR was deployed along the road back to Dat Do to provide security for the stream of vehicles—a 100 or so—that conveyed the attendees out to Xuyên M[image: image]c. With the ceremony over and everyone safely returned, we concentrated back with the guns adjacent to the bridge over the Song Rai. After a check of areas that we had previously operated in, Operation PORTSEA drew to a close and back to Nui Dat we went by RAAF Iroquois helicopters.

Our 26 days on Operation PORTSEA didn’t produce much of a result in terms of a body count (it was three KIA as against two for the VC), although 11 ACR were said to have had much more success in that regard. However, it did open up the eastern side of the province, which in itself was a big undertaking, and our rice discovery was a worthwhile contribution. I must say it was great to get back to Nui Dat and throw away the sole set of greens I had worn for the whole operation. They’d been wet-through many times, gone white around the crutch and under the arms, washed clean again by rain, and then turned white to black. Ultimately they must have been very close to rotting. And yes, it was good to have a hot shower and some cold refreshments. I had developed a liking for US-origin tins of chocolate milk.

Xuyên M[image: image]c was to be the farthest east I ever was to go in Phuoc Tuy province. I’d been out to Phu My in the west with 5 RAR, and now Xuyên M[image: image]c. I never did get up to the Nui May Tao complex to the northeast. That was reputed to be one tough area. David Butler, CO of 6 RAR on its second tour, was to take his battalion in, and they courageously cleared the area. David, with whom I later worked, regarded it as one of the highlights of the Battalion’s second tour. As for the Long Hais, too many casualties were to be caused by forays into that area. A number of battalions were to have a go, and it was rumoured that eventually orders came from Australia to desist from conducting operations there, and to avoid the inevitable casualties.

At about this time, there started to be problems with our artillery, and particularly mortar ammunition. This was something else to worry about. I had a strange incident around Xuyên M[image: image]c when an adjusting gun had fallen quite differently to the other five guns at fire for effect. The five fell on the gun area side of the company position and not beyond, which was somewhat unsettling. No one in the company seemed perturbed in any way, perhaps on this occasion they had a misplaced confidence in me, but I suspect they didn’t know what a close shave some of them had. It was put down in due course to an ammunition problem. I disagreed and believed the reason was simple, a 100 mils elevation error on the adjusting gun. A quick calculation had indicated that to me at the time. But Nick seemed annoyed that I had the audacity to suggest on the radio that one of his guns had fired a gross mistake. It can happen in the best of organisations, and you never want to forget that when firing artillery. Knox had moved on from being GPO to become an FO by this time. But I doubt his presence would have prevented what I believed strongly was an elevation error. An on-the-ball section commander could have picked it up by simply comparing the elevation of the adjusting gun’s barrel with the others, but this seems not to have happened. It took me until many years later to square the ledger with the offending gun detachment commander. He had given me a real fright, and so I declined to have him as my RSM when I was appointed as a CO.

As for the mortars, back at Nui Dat one night I was asked by Ted to engage some lights reported to be moving outside the perimeter. I decided to have a look from one of the front pits and went down with a sig. There they were; every now and then there would be a light. I wished I had a starlight scope (a night vision device) to discern further details, but they were on very limited distribution. Based on what I saw, I decided to engage. The range was on the short side for the guns, so I thought I’d give the Battalion’s mortars a run. After a few adjustments, I went to fire for effect from all the tubes. All but one fell short, and not far from the outer line of tents behind me within our perimeter. I called the enterprise off as a waste of time, for there was no point in risking yourself for a few lights that may have been there to provoke a response in the first place. As mentioned earlier, it was not unknown for the VC to wave lights on a pole seeking a nervous machine gunner to loose off some rounds, thereby giving away his position. Any rate, no more lights were seen that night. I suppose the VC realised we were on the ball and stopped. The clearing patrol didn’t report anything the next day.
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Wire entanglements protecting C Company. Photographer: Author.
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Machine gun post down near the wire. Photographer: Author.

I heard later an ammunition technical officer reported that 1ATF had received a bad batch of ammunition from the Americans. They had been stored in the open for some time, so the story went, and the ingress of moisture through the packaging containers had affected the propellant. I tended to believe that explanation for the mortar incident, but not for my artillery one.

TAOR patrols still continued to dominate the area around to Nui Dat base. The platoon commanders were well-enough trained in requesting artillery fire and directing it that we didn’t always have someone go along with them. I remember going down to see Ian McQuire one day to see if he had any questions about the available artillery support before he went out. I found him sharpening his machete, and remarked that was really taking things quite seriously. He responded by saying that, ’They will never get me’. Walking back to the CP afterwards I reflected on that response. If it worked for Ian, that was all that mattered. As for me, my view was that ‘they’ could get you, no matter how carefully you planned or how competent you might be. Sometimes it could be a matter of luck: the randomness of a booby trap, for example.

A few weeks after Operation PORTSEA, 7 RAR arrived to take-over from 5 RAR, who were certainly ready to go home. There were a number of farewell parties for them and I went to a couple. I have positive memories of my time with the Tigers: they were good men who at times didn’t enjoy the rub of the green. Some of my blokes went across as well for parties. Jock had a black eye after one, but he assured me it was from running into a rubber tree! On 27 April, 7 RAR took-over and started operations in their own right. I knew a few of the officers, and amazingly I heard from them that they hadn’t been able to conduct any helicopter training in Australia, except practising on the ground with mock-ups. That reminded me of stories I’d heard about the early days of the Second World War, when training had to take place on imaginary guns in the absence of real equipment. And this was 1967, and we’d been in a war involving our battalions and supporting arms for two years. On the other hand, perhaps it was deliberate. Operations with a US Army aviation company would have been impossible to replicate in Australia. They were in a class of their own.

The men of 7 RAR came in keen and enthusiastic. They would have been soon aware that 5 RAR, and also 6 RAR for that matter, had lived a hard life on their tours, and both had suffered. Those battalions had every reason to be proud of their achievements, though. They had secured and built the Nui Dat base, and they had faced a skilled and well-trained enemy determined not to yield supremacy in the province without a hard fight. Both battalions had lost good men, and had faced the attendant sadness and distress. But they could hold their heads high on return to Australia. Not that many would care, as we were to find out.

Anzac Day saw 6 RAR at Nui Dat. In C Company, the officers served coffee laced with rum to the troops, and then we all moved to a central area near HQ 1ATF for a dawn service. Listening to the simplicity of that Anzac Day dawn service, with its origins firmly in the first services conducted soon after the end of the First World War, and to hear the clear tones of the bugle sounding the Last Post and the Rouse echoing and dying away hauntingly, was to affirm you were part of a long line of Australians down through the years who had served overseas in war. You could be proud of these blokes and honour their service. They had certainly lived up to the Anzac legend and drawn strength from it.

What I remember as my last operation, Operation ARMIDALE, was out to the old Long Phuoc village, which had been thoroughly worked over much earlier and now was abandoned. Air reconnaissance had sighted possibly 40 VC in the vicinity, and there had been some ground fire. We were deployed quickly by APCs, but no enemy were encountered. Whoever may have been there must have moved off smartly. Since we were in the area, and as there were residual concerns that some tunnels and caches may have possibly remained undetected after the earlier operation, C Company, along with some field engineers, were detailed to stay and conduct another search. After attending to the required defensive targets to cover our stay in the area, I then had nothing to do, and it became the most boring time of the tour. That was something, given boredom was often a close companion in the Vietnam War. To fill in such previous time usefully, I’d read Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace, tried to get into some Dostoevsky that Brian had lent me, but failed, as well as reading two classics coming out of the First World War, Robert Grave’s Good-Bye to All That and Erich Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, along with a lot of other literature I’d never had time to read before. But out at Long Phuoc I’d run out of books, and no one in the command group had any either. One day a group of us, all ranks, spent hours attempting to hit a piece of wood floating at the bottom of a well, with stones. We were sick of coffee, tea, smokes, you name it. All worthwhile prejudices, aspirations, theories on the conduct of the war and the personalities involved had been well-and-truly explored. We’d have gone off our brains had we stayed longer. As for the operation, it was a total disappointment. Little of consequence was found, no enemy encountered, and certainly no undiscovered tunnels or caches.

It was not long before we were reminded there was a peacetime army out there. Posting orders for life after Vietnam came out. It was time to tidy up and think about going home, a thought I’d suppressed to now.

But then there was a pleasant surprise. Nick offered me the chance to go to Hong Kong on another R and R. Apparently with the changeover of the major units of the Task Force, there were vacancies—with a return to Australia approaching few wanted to go, and newcomers were not yet eligible. I jumped at the opportunity to visit what was still a British crown colony and a window into Red China.

An Army friend of mine, Vic Steiner, was living in Hong Kong in some sort of spook capacity, so I gathered, and his fluent Chinese was of great assistance when bartering in the shops. I noticed many of the junks in the harbour were carrying an array of red-coloured cultural revolution banners. Obviously there was a major upheaval going on in China. But you would not have known that from a Gurkha OP on the border which I visited. All was quiet as I gazed intently across the paddy fields below and into China.

Harry was also in Hong Kong, and we caught up in the appropriately named ‘Jungle Bar’ of the Hotel Merlin for an afternoon session.

As we reached the Vietnamese coast on the journey back, I noticed that the inner starboard engine had been feathered. We had a quick approach into Tan Son Nhut airport as a consequence, so I believed. Speaking to a USAF bird colonel after our arrival, I mentioned the feathered engine. He airily dismissed my concern by saying that the big Pratt and Whitney engines on the DC6 were well-known for losing oil. Did I realise, he said, that an engine on the port side had also been feathered, but much earlier over the South China Sea. Well, at least we were down safely, and it had been an enjoyable R and R.

It was good to get into the old reliable Caribou for the short Wallaby flight back to Nui Dat. A few days after my return, my replacement, Bob Copley of the 108th Field Battery arrived, enthused and eager to get on with it. He went out on a TAOR patrol as a learner with me (rather like I did at Ngai Giao all that time ago). We then agreed he would take over at midday the next day. Farewells completed and best wishes exchanged, just as I moved off in the OP resupply vehicle to go back to the guns, his 2 RAR company was scrambled to investigate some movement not far outside the wire—and they had a contact. I could only listen to the sharp but fading sounds of small arms fire as I went on my way back to the gun area.

Being an FO was over for me. It was ‘Rounds Complete’.
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A US Army Chinook helicopter lands at Nui Dat carrying members of 2RAR, which replaced 6RAR. Photographer: Author.


CHAPTER 8

BEING ‘SHORT’

With a slowdown in operations and the looming prospect of actually returning home, everyone was in high spirits. Our time to go was less than the period of the usual peacetime training exercise at Shoalwater Bay. We were what was called ‘short’.

The routine back at the guns remained the same, with the occasional fire mission by day and Pluto tasks at night. I started to get used to doing duty in a hot, seemingly-airless Battery CP. It filled in the time well, and I enjoyed it. A cobra was rumoured to lurk somewhere among the many sandbags protecting the CP and it was said to lash out occasionally at the unwary, but I never saw it. Perhaps it was a story for the new boy. Apart from a steady routine and no shortage of sleep, there were some other advantages being back at the guns: I discovered that the radios which transmitted the meteorological data could be used to pick up the VFL football from Australia, along with other programs. And then there were the almost American-like sessions kicking a football with the boys down near the wire before stand-to of an evening. This was more like it.

My FO party were also back at the guns, which must have been a change for them. Life was much more formal and structured, which was different to the informality of their previous existence. They told me they were rostered for all sorts of duties including clearing patrols. On one, Jock Arbuthnot thought he saw a VC, but his attempt at engagement saw him empty the magazine of a light machine gun several metres into the ground ahead of him, or so onlookers claimed. This allegation led to a string of good-natured jokes about the musketry skills of FO parties. In Jock’s defence, we didn’t carry light machine guns, and he could claim to have been out of practice. But then he might have been a hopeless shot, and I was blissfully unaware.

Back in Nui Dat and with more time on my hands, I was able to stand-back and look at the vast improvement in conditions within the base. There were permanent Lysaght prefabricated buildings springing up everywhere. These had concrete floors and accommodated CPs, offices, messes, kitchens and Q stores.

The construction engineers had certainly been busy developing well-formed roads with culverts and drains throughout the area. An airfield had been built and a bowl suitable for the staging of concert parties constructed. There was reticulated electricity to the accommodation tents and even an outdoor cinema in the 6 RAR lines.

Outside of Nui Dat, the Horseshoe had been occupied and fortified, and the minefield out there to the coast had been installed.

All this had been done as the two battalions undertook a punishing program of operations against local, regional and main force VC units. There had been some promising success against them, which had come at a cost. What seemed necessary was to consolidate this, but give greater priority to providing protection and stability to the population.

I went to 6 RAR’s big farewell party in their officers’ mess. It was a most enjoyable and exuberant occasion, which went on well into the night. Everyone was relaxed and looking forward to their trip back to Brisbane on HMAS Sydney. Regrettably there was an unfortunate aftermath to the celebrations. Several lieutenants thought the day would be topped off by appropriating a Land Rover and driving it down to Vung Tau. What on earth was the attraction? Predictably, the enterprise had a messy ending.

With a few days to go, I went over to 106th Field Battery, which I had helped to form as its first battery captain back at Wacol. Before heading back, I called in on Bob Birse, a friend from those days. He was decidedly relaxed about things—stripped to his underwear, lying on a stretcher in his tent, and reading the latest copy of Playboy magazine. I remarked to him that shouldn’t he be out familiarising himself with his new and strange environment. I know I did when I arrived–everything seemed so different and I was eager to learn. His reply was typical of Bob. He’d be in Vietnam for a year, he told me, and so there was plenty of time to get used to things! It crossed my mind that he possibly had the right idea, and perhaps I had taken it all too seriously. Here was me feeling worn-out and weighing about what I was when arriving at Duntroon as a youth. In the end, survival has an element of luck in it, and sadly Bob didn’t have any. He was ‘fragged’ later (that is, hit by the fragments of a ‘friendly’ grenade) in an incident on the gun line away from Nui Dat after he attempted earlier to stop the excessive drinking of beer purchased from Vietnamese vendors by some gunners. He died miserably from the effects of an M26 grenade tossed into his sleeping bay that night.

A court-martial transcript indicates that two soldiers had threatened him previously, one of whom was charged, found guilty of manslaughter, not murder, which many of us found strange; perhaps more a tribute to the skills of the defendant’s legal counsel than anything else. The sentence of five years’ jail and dishonourable discharge was later quashed by a court-martial appeals tribunal back in Australia.

The memory of Bob’s death still saddens me, and the incident caused the reputation of 106th Field Battery to suffer badly. They weren’t a bad battery, despite their motto of ‘Slow but sure’, and it is said they had supported 7 RAR well. However, you just cannot mix alcohol with serving on the guns. That is just not on. As an FO, I would have been outraged to think the infantry were being endangered by that sort of ill-disciplined behaviour. Being in a gun detachment is hard and exacting enough as it is, without running the risk of performance being impaired by alcohol. Interestingly, some members of the battery reacted aggressively and defensively when the Official History later criticised the battery over the incident. A few former members came to denigrate Bob, as if he had caused the whole episode. Bluster and bruised regimental pride aside, there can be no doubt that this battery was slack for a time to allow drinking on operations. It was and remains inexcusable.

Bob’s death was an appalling event, and it seemed regimental reputation was more important for some than remembering compassionately a man and his tragic death. Reg Gardner, Bob’s CO, was tormented by the incident. He ended up leaving the Army prematurely, immersing himself in undertaking a doctorate in Latin at the Australian National University. A fragging was not the sort of thing you wanted to happen in your unit. Yes, you expect people to die from enemy action, but not from the hand of your own people. Lieutenant Robert Graham Birse never made it home and was buried in the Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery at Terendak, Malaysia. I understand that, in 2016, his remains were repatriated.

Suddenly, and in a way unbelievably, it was one day to go. 108th Field Battery had taken over from us and, it being their first night, they were on edge. It was the only time I ever saw its commander, Jock Jenvey, restrained and pensive. I’m sure he quickly resumed his normal confident, ‘up-and-at-them’ manner. VC were supposedly probing the front wire at one stage of the evening, but I doubt it. A similar report had been received in the CP the night before, which was 101’s last time to man the strong points. As duty officer, I quickly obtained permission from HQ 1ATF to fire a belt from their machine gun. That calmed them down. The strong points were elevated, had been there for a year, and the VC would have been well aware of what they contained. The clearing patrols found nothing the next day.

Early next morning, the first flight of returnees boarded a Chinook that landed on the Battery’s LZ. There were no special farewells nor rousing words of thanks: there was no need for that. We were off, and that was enough. Perhaps there was the next day when Nick and the remainder left. I recall hearing that we gave the departing 105th a 21-gun salute. The big helicopter put its nose down, climbed and headed southwards. I never looked back at my temporary home of Nui Dat as we flew off. The place was ingrained in my memory, and it was enough for me that the tour was over.

Our destination was not to be Saigon and the comfort of a Qantas 707. We were going back by RAAF Hercules, and there would be no question of a celebratory drink after take-off. I suspect quite a few soldiers had, in anticipation of those circumstances, well and truly topped themselves up the night before. It was to be an eight-hour trip on fabric seats, close enough to the facing row as to touch knees, a serious endurance test for those affected from the night before. I suppose this inflicted hardship saved money for a grateful government. Alighting from the Chinook at Vung Tau, there it was, a big silver and white RAAF Hercules. A second Chinook flight arrived, our baggage was loaded, and it was not long before we were asked to board. The engines started, up came the ramp, and we were off. It was goodbye to Vietnam, most of us never to return.
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Homewards bound by C130 Hercules with fresh greens, black belts lanyards ad slouch hats - but no weapons! Photographer: John Achilles.

The trip was just something that had to be endured, but who cared, we were heading in the right direction, over the South China Sea, Borneo and then the Indonesian archipelagic chain closer to Australia. The Hercules droned on into the afternoon and then into the early evening. I was on the flight deck having a cigarette—a pastime I did enjoy in Vietnam, but gave up several years after—when the first loom of light came up on the horizon that indicated the location of Darwin. Australia! What a wonderful landing it was 30 minutes later. When the aircraft finally came to a halt and we prepared to disembark, for a moment it seemed we’d never left Vietnam—there was a rush of hot, humid air into the hold as the ramp was lowered, but it was unmistakably Australian air!

We had to wait four hours for the connecting flight to Brisbane by courtesy of an Ansett-ANA DC6B at midnight. During that time, the RAAF looked after us well with a good feed of steak, salad and chips. Being used to a diet of ration packs, I can’t say I had a huge appetite, but for a cold beer I did.

I caught up with my FO party and some others alongside a hangar on the air base. In the balmy night air we made short work of a slab of beer. I still recall the pleasure of the relaxed, convivial gathering. Our involvement in the war was over, and soon we’d be reunited with our loved ones. No longer did we need to be vigilant with a weapon close at hand at all times, and we didn’t need to concern ourselves with what that strange noise was, and what it might mean. All my blokes had done their duty well. They were good Australians, and I was proud of them. They had all spent a long time ‘outside the wire’, the true measure of Vietnam service. If you’d never gone outside the wire with a round up the spout and with the safety catch off, you really hadn’t been exposed to the full physical and emotional dimension of the reality of the ground war in Vietnam. I know that sounds narrow, but I don’t apologise for that view. Conversely; if you didn’t go outside the wire, half your luck.

We’d done nothing special, but we’d done our job and contributed to the overall enterprise as professionally as we could. There’s no denying all of us had experienced things that we’d never forget. None of us realised at this relaxing time that Vietnam would remain with us forever. Mick was to suffer a premature heart attack and become totally and permanently incapacitated (TPI); so did Peter McNamee, who had become far too heavy to resume his career as a jockey. He did contemplate becoming a cross-country jockey, but that did not eventuate. I was pleased to see that some of his photographs of Operation BRIBIE were selected for inclusion in the Official History. That happened not long before he died. As for the others, Jock completed his law degree and practised before suffering a major setback from a bad choice—he then died prematurely of cancer; Arch, a genuine and typical Australian, had success on the Queensland rodeo circuit before he, too, became a TPI. That was the true price they paid.

In good time the Ansett-ANA plane arrived, and there were real live air hostesses, as they were then called, to look after us. They were a different and admirable breed in those days: smart, young, assured and elegant; and well-trained in handling and fending off rowdy young blokes. Reg Ansett’s so-called ‘old boilers’ had yet to take over. They appeared genuinely pleased to welcome us aboard for the trip down to Brisbane, and they assured us there was a well-stocked bar. I can’t recall if we had to pay or not, I think we did. The days of two cans per day, perhaps, were well and truly over.

The DC6B had a semi-circular lounge at the rear, and this became the centre of festivities before the boys started to slip away to grab some sleep. It was a smooth trip with the four big piston engines pushing us along reassuringly in the early morning. I awoke to see the exhausts on my side glowing in the dark and the initial orange tinge of the dawn coming up. It was not long to go now and it would all be over.

I’d like to say I would do it again, but I won’t. It wouldn’t be honest. The odds on some jobs weren’t too flash, and being an FO was one of them. As the old saying went, ‘You could go to the well once too often’. I would have readily gone back as a BC, but our commitment in Vietnam was called off when I was in that appointment. As for being an FO, it was good soldiering, someone had to do it, and I gave it a good go. I don’t regret the experience at all. I’m proud to have done that demanding job as best I could and been fortunate to have survived physically. I gained a wealth of experience in the arm of my choice, artillery, and valuable exposure as to how the other combat arms could function and operate together effectively on the battlefield. The experience and attitudes have stayed with me. You might ask what they were: be prepared to learn at all times; try to know everything about your job; expect the unexpected and be flexible when circumstances change; be decisive and not hang back in the application of combat power; and be prepared to take a risk. And in all of this you must set an example and be prepared to roll-up your sleeves and get into it.

Soon after dawn, just when you’d be seeing the clearing patrols go out—and that was less than 24 hours ago—we touched down in the cool of what goes as a winter morning at Brisbane airport. There was a certain symmetry to it all. We had left Brisbane in darkness, and were returning just as the darkness was lifting. It was also like putting the clock back. In the terminal again were our next-of-kin, and no one else, and our new CO, a really good man called Bill Brydie. He was there to welcome back his new men, although quite a few of us would be leaving on reposting. And the fierce movements major was there too, resplendent in a plastic raincoat. I ended up being one of the last to leave the aircraft, as I had to bring off in a fireman’s carry a young officer who had become over-excited at the prospect of his impending arrival home. He had started calming his excitement on the last night at Nui Dat with a solid dose of alcohol and seemed to have undertaken further extensive treatment in Darwin. During the flight some of the boys had used a texta colour to outline some horns, moustache and a beard on his prostrate features. Bill was impassive as I carried him through the gate, but back at Wacol a day later he did pass the dry comment that, ‘It is good to see you are better now, Mr Pearce’.

No sooner had I relieved myself of my self-imposed load, than a courteous, well-dressed elderly man approached. He said he’d been coming to the airport for weeks in search of his son. To his disappointment, he had not yet been on an aircraft over that time, and this one was the second-to-last for the changeover of the force. Did I know of his whereabouts? That put me on the spot, as I knew the man–he was a young officer in 6 RAR–and he was being held back in theatre. All I chose to say was that his son was safe and well, but probably wouldn’t be returning for a while because of an administrative matter. I didn’t want to tell the poor man that the administrative matter was actually a court-martial for a particular instance of alcohol-induced foolishness (the outcome of which didn’t seem subsequently to harm his career).

All that aside, the great thing for me was that Heather had come up from Adelaide where she had been while I was overseas. The months peeled away as we embraced. She had been wonderfully supportive, writing every day. I tried to, but there were periods when you just weren’t able to write.

Overall, it was a quiet but memorable welcome home for the Battery. Certainly there were no politicians waiting to bestow the title of hero on any of us (I hasten to add no one would have wanted that), or share a photo opportunity. We didn’t expect much actually. We were just a bunch of blokes who had served the nation, over half of them being conscripted. I felt very pleased for them, and one in particular, Barry Gross. He’d been in Jim Ryan’s FO party for a while and with me earlier in Australia. Quite early on he had said to me that he didn’t care what happened to him, as long as he was in the march on return. Well, here he was, back in Australian unscathed, and the march was a few days away. As for everyone else, it was Saturday and there was racing–the Stradbroke Handicap Carnival–and football on. Who really gave a toss about this bunch of suntanned, skinny but lithe soldiers, in their starched greens and slouch hats, with the usual paraphernalia, all wearing two new campaign ribbons, the Vietnam medal awarded for one day on the posted strength of a unit, and the South Vietnamese medal for 181 days in-country.

In sharp contrast to what happens today, there were no counsellors and others to suggest we needed help, were damaged goods, and they were there to help us make good our supposed problems. But elements of the Australian population subsequently did their best to cause this circumstance for some.

HMAS Sydney—the old aircraft carrier that came to be called the ‘Vung Tau Ferry’—docked with most of 6 RAR on the following Tuesday, and soon after 9 am they disembarked. At the Botanical Gardens we all assembled for a march through Brisbane. On a sunny day at noon sharp, the march stepped-off, led by the 1ATF commander, Brigadier O. D. Jackson, the man who had the responsibility for inserting the task force into the designated AO, and in facing the threat posed to 1ATF by the two main force VC regiments (274 and 275), and the regional battalion, D445, with whom we clashed on that day on Operation BRIBIE. Brisbane gave us a wonderful reception with the reported six-deep crowd being spontaneous, sincere and supportive. You would not have expected less from Brisbane—it was heart-warming. The Courier Mail the next day carried the story, ‘Cheers and Tears for our home-coming Diggers’. It went on to report that, ‘Ticker tape, gaily-coloured streamers and confetti showered on the troops from Vietnam, the flags waved, the office girls yelled—and the soldiers marching along Queen Street loved it’.

At the Town Hall, ‘Eyes left’ was given as we swung past the reviewing officer, the Governor of Queensland, His Excellency Sir Alan Mansfield. I felt very proud to march past him, for I’d been his honorary ADC before going to Vietnam, and he’d been kind enough to write to me there. The Army Minister, Malcolm Fraser, and several other politicians joined Service Chiefs, state and local dignitaries in the official party at the Town Hall. It unfortunately has become accepted mythology that politicians did not attend welcome home parades.

After the march, that really was it as far as Vietnam was concerned. Farewells were made all round, and we dispersed. After all that single-minded focus, separation from loved ones, and the shared and mixed emotions of exhilaration, fear and camaraderie, it was over. It was a strange feeling, not one of anti-climax, but more the realisation that the special identity of the Battery had come to a close. We were all heading off in different directions, and there was the strong probability that many might not meet again. Our 101st Field Battery—the one we knew and served in—was tangibly gone, forever.
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The Battery marches past the saluting dais in front of the Brisbane Town Hall. Photographer: Heather Gower (AWM P10456.003).

I took Heather to Lennons Hotel for a celebratory lunch—Lennons was the top place in those days. She deserved nothing less. Again, being typical of Brisbane, some businessmen detached themselves from their tables to come across and thank me for serving in Vietnam. I very much appreciated that. It was so unexpected.

After being paid and obtaining clearances, we were ready to go on leave the day after the march. I was entitled to a first class sit-up rail ticket to Adelaide. I paid the extra to convert to a sleeper, as there were to be three nights in successive trains to Sydney, Melbourne and then to Adelaide.

Three days later The Overland express wound down through the Adelaide Hills in the early morning, and I listened idly to the repetitive rhythm of the wheels, interrupted by the occasional jolt and bang, brake hiss and whistle—well-remembered stations passed by quickly. Train arrivals and departures had been a big part of my life ever since I had left for Duntroon as a young man. Many times I had waited on Adelaide’s long interstate platform for the announcement, ‘The Overland express to Melbourne will leave in two minutes’ time, all aboard please’, followed by quick farewells, and a mournful blast from the locomotive before it ever so slowly started to move out. And then arriving home looking for friendly faces on the crowded station concourse.
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Not long to go, The Overland. Photographer: Heather Gower.

A strong and familiar sense of anticipation came over me. Soon I’d see family and friends again, people who cared for me and had been concerned about my safety in Vietnam. In due course, the train arrived on time at 9 am at Adelaide’s then impressive, American-style railway station, now a casino. A big crowd awaited, for there were possibly 30 Vietnam returned Servicemen (or, as they are all invariably called now, ‘vets’) on board the train.

I can’t say how good it was to be back in my home state.
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Arrival at Adelaide Railway Station. Photographer: The Advertiser.


CHAPTER 9

AFTERTHOUGHTS

Having done your best in Vietnam to serve as directed by the government, it came as a surprise that it really didn’t seem to care too much about the veterans and supporting them against the increasing denigration of their service in the Republic of South Vietnam—perhaps it did, but I can’t recall any statements or expressions of support that stuck in my mind. It was having its own internal political problems.

I do remember meeting Army, later Defence, Minister, Malcolm Fraser, soon after I arrived back. I had been allotted to a group called the Army Team of Lecturers, and a supposed highlight of our briefings in Canberra was to meet our minister socially. He perfunctorily shook our hands, and then ignored us. We were all Vietnam vets, and he asked us not one question about our various experiences or indeed how we were. He either wasn’t interested or believed he knew all about the war from reading his briefs. I must say I wasn’t surprised by his scathing views about the validity of the war—but expressed 50 years later! Where was the perspicacity and insight when it counted? However, as Prime Minister, he did something about the South Vietnamese refugees who wanted to come to Australia, an issue that Gough Whitlam chose to dismiss at the end of the war.

When we arrived back in 1967, it came as a shock to hear what had happened to some wives, girlfriends and families in our absence. They had been subject to unsympathetic and derogatory remarks—let’s not mince words, personal attacks and threats—while we were away serving the nation. These were made by opponents who held strong views against Australia’s participation in the war. I had no problems with their contrary views, but including next-of-kin in their activities in opposition to the war was dreadful, despicable and un-Australian. I’ve come across some over the years who still remain unrepentant or in a self-righteous unsupportable state of denial. I can only feel sorry for them.

As public support waned, service in Vietnam became something not to speak about, the war being labelled by an increasing vociferous number as dishonourable and none of Australia’s business. Whether by embarrassment, or being sick of the whole endeavour, there seemed to be a decreasing interest in justifying the involvement. Rather, commentary was left to the federal opposition, Moratorium spokespeople, grandstanders and those mindlessly chanting, as they carried VC flags, ‘Ho, Ho, Ho Chi Minh’ and looking forward to his victory.

If you were in the Army and confronted by this, you were able to close ranks and retreat to the comfort and companionship of your fellow veterans within the camaraderie of your unit. There, fuelled by a few drinks in the mess, the increasing denigration and ridicule was returned with interest. I remember being at the Army’s Staff College in 1974 and having to listen to a guest lecturer, Melbourne columnist, Peter Smark, accuse us that, ‘you lost the war’. Pardon me, we all thought, what about the over-arching political dimension of which the prosecution of war is but part? I imagine Smark would claim it was said only to challenge us and provoke discussion. That he got. As post-war VC records attest, we had the better of the VC in Phuoc Tuy province, and it was hardly the Army’s fault that the South Vietnamese government couldn’t establish political legitimacy and a measure of stability. Our commitment, and the conduct of our involvement in the war, was the responsibility of the nation that sent us. But blaming the Army was typical, and the opprobrium we just had to endure.

We had to get on with life. There was no point dwelling on the past, and there remained a worthwhile job to be done in the Army. I certainly didn’t feel inclined to desert it. The banning of uniforms in public soon passed. But if you were a discharged National Serviceman, you essentially were on your own, with few if any support mechanisms to fall back upon from either government or ex-Service organisations. These men were failed badly by the nation. To their very great credit, some rose subsequently to occupy positions of high national responsibility. Against this, many remain scarred by their service and subsequent treatment.

The enduring image of the Vietnam War came in 1975, as predicted by CRW theory, not of a popular uprising, but of a high intensity, conventional warfare invasion from North Vietnam sustained with overwhelming Communist-bloc support. The final attack resulted in tanks smashing through the gates of the Presidential Palace in Saigon. TV footage showed the unedifying spectacle of Vietnamese fighting at the US embassy to be evacuated on the last helicopters. One of the last decisive battles just before was at Xuan Loc, north of Nui Dat at the end of Route 2. Here the Vietnamese 18th Division, which had earlier undergone training with the Australians, fought bravely on to the end after days of defending against overwhelming tank and artillery attacks.

This conventional invasion was far from an expression of the popular will of the South Vietnamese people. It is delusionary to claim otherwise.

I watched it impassively on TV. I’d concluded before that the South would fall. We’d given them ten years in which to build up their fragile democracy, but faced with a continued, brutal insurgency and with the withdrawal of US air and logistical support, there was no way they could survive even if there weren’t problems of corruption and other inadequacies in the governing regime. Re-education camps and fleeing the country by boats awaited supporters of the South Vietnamese government. It was far from a benign conquest. And the Australian government initially showed no loyalty to those Vietnamese who had helped us. They were simply left and forgotten.

I have thought a lot about Vietnam since then, and the utility of military force in resolving insurgency problems.

Returning to the strategy that Brigadier Graham wished to adopt, I believe he was totally correct to want to focus more on the population than we had been able to in the first year of 1ATF’s commitment. The enemy was within, and supported by, the population. The trouble was that he didn’t have the size of force, even when reinforced, to do much other than the lamented minefield, and conduct further battles against the regional and main force units. During this time there is evidence to suggest that most of their logistic support still came from within.

It takes many years–possibly decades–of a patient presence to be successful in combatting insurgencies, even given a stable, credible government merged with the military effort. We saw that in the earlier Malayan Emergency. Such a government didn’t exist in South Vietnam. It didn’t seem able to reach out to its people and offer them a stable and a better life, something more liberal and worthwhile than the totalitarian constraints of Communism.

Unfortunately, the recent record indicates that western governments have taken on commitments to combat insurgencies, and have not been able, for a variety of reasons, to see out those commitments to a successful conclusion. It seems that any committed force will only have a short time to grapple with the multi-dimensional nature of the challenge, only one facet of which is military, before critics and commentators start demanding an exit strategy and political pressure builds for a withdrawal. If these sorts of commitments continue to be contemplated, it must be recognised that they will take a long time, there probably will be no quick fixes, and divisiveness may well develop. Problems can be exacerbated by weak, central governments and ethnic, religious and sectarian schisms so deep that a successful outcome may be all but impossible. However, being a junior party, invariably in a much larger coalition, and seeking leverage for its wider grand strategic reasons, Australia gets carried along with the prevailing tide and has limited influence on the outcome. We take comfort in the performance of our force at the tactical level, and the courage of our men and women, as a substitute. Realistically, there’s little else we can do.

It seems that the deployment by Australia of what I would describe as symbolic, niche forces, has become the vogue. They are capable, and effective, but appear to be kept on a tight leash. Political imperatives seem to require they be constrained to reduce casualties, driven by a strong reluctance to replicate again the numbers of dead and wounded from the Vietnam War. It is interesting to observe that Australia has never committed a standard infantry battalion with its full slice of supporting arms and services since the Vietnam War. I’ve had people, senior enough to know better, tell me artillery, that key supporting arm and the proven provider of quick and dependable fire power support, was not accurate enough to deploy to Afghanistan. In their defence, I know they have never seen closeup on active service the decisive effect of measured and skilfully applied artillery fire. The Brits seemed to believe it had value, and still do, if the latest writings on the subject are indicative—they deployed artillery, and small groups of Australians gunners were to serve with them. I’m not advocating the indiscriminate use of artillery in any way, because that’s plainly self-defeating, but I have been dismayed to read accounts of young Australian soldiers having to expose themselves bravely without the benefit of neutralising fire that artillery can quickly and precisely provide, particularly given technological advances.

Our outstanding Special Forces, the men of the Special Air Service Regiment and the Commando Regiments, now seem to be the remaining repository of the true war fighting capacity that was previously standard in an Australian infantry battalion. Perhaps that is the way of the future. These forces are incredibly well-trained and demonstrably effective. However, some of these highly-trained and dedicated men have had many tours of duty. I heard recently of an excellent soldier being killed on his seventh tour. A posthumous VC recipient died on his fourth tour after previous commitments to Iraq and East Timor. That’s simply asking too much of a small dedicated group of soldiers.

One aspect of post-Vietnam overseas commitments has been very pleasing. I do not think any Vietnam veteran would be anything but delighted there have been few demonstrations against them. Indeed, I have even seen a union banner overtly supporting an overseas commitment. At the start of the Timor involvement I saw one secured to the upper floor of a building under construction at Tullamarine Airport. It read, ‘The BLF (or was it the CFMEU?) supports our troops in Timor’. I wish I’d collected that for the War Memorial.

There remains much to learn about the sorts of commitments in which the Australian Army has more recently been involved, and there is no ready template to apply. One thing is clear: success will never come easily and indeed may not be possible. The recent decade would indicate that some situations are so complex, and the inherent enmities so deep, that they are intractable. The application of force by external powers may only cause further instability.

Many years after Australian forces left Vietnam came the ‘Welcome Home March’ through Sydney. I never attended. People who did told me it was a long overdue but valued event, as well as being a wonderful reunion. The march through Brisbane in 1967 was enough for me. It was a memorable occasion, which I have always remembered and been grateful to the people of Brisbane for. I looked for, and wanted, nothing more. I did watch the start of the Sydney event on TV and was moved by the over 500 Australian flags representing the dead from the conflict. It seemed such a waste, given the outcome and the bitter opposition that was ultimately expressed by some in the community. I wondered what on earth the families and friends thought about the sacrifice of their loved ones. Looking back, I realise I didn’t think about the reunion aspect sufficiently: I should have attended, if only to support the men I was with.

In the aftermath, public attitudes to those who participated in the Vietnam War started to change. It came to be accepted that Vietnam vets had been poorly and disrespectfully treated by the country they had served honestly and loyally. Then there was the opening and dedication of the Vietnam War Memorial on Anzac Parade, Canberra, an activity initiated and conducted by veterans, as was the March. Later acknowledgement and formal recognition came from Prime Ministers John Howard and Kevin Rudd. They were genuine expressions of regret, and I believe they were well-received. But attitudes had hardened by then.

In an attempt to ensure the treatment of those who served in Vietnam was not repeated, we now have politicians and public figures acknowledging and proclaiming the men and women of the Defence Force as heroes and true inheritors of the Anzac spirit even before they leave on overseas duty. They do so in a chorus on their return. That’s fine, and I do not doubt their sincerity. It is perhaps one good thing that came out of the Vietnam War. Having said that, the rhetoric goes over the top in some cases, and that serves no useful purpose except to invite ridicule. It needs to be toned down.

I still do not believe the community understands how well their Army performed in Vietnam. That contribution was made in blood and sweat, and in the tears of the next-of-kin of those who did not return, or were damaged physically or mentally. Their service accorded with the finest traditions of the Army, established down through the years in support of what have been perceived as Australia’s national interests. At the time of Vietnam, the Army was very capable and experienced. There were officers and men with Second World War, Korean, Malayan and Borneo experience. The Army had deep reservoirs of knowledge and understanding of warfare in its various forms. The Army did not fail the nation despite the high demands and pressures placed upon it.

Apart from the unshakeable beliefs of those remaining opponents of the war who cling to contrary ideologies, the glories of the barricades, the camaraderie of the mass demonstration and the self-sustaining righteousness of their chosen cause–and good luck to them–the majority of Australians now accept that it was wrong to have subjected members of a group that served their country to such unsympathetic and contemptuous treatment. By all means in a democracy offer your opposition to policies, but not against those who have been called upon to implement them by a democratically elected government.

I think a former Gunner officer, fellow vet and scholar, Dr Nick Jans, summarised not long ago what many vets still feel deep down—simply, we were ‘had’. Successive governments and a section of the community let us down badly.

Some vets have gone back to Vietnam, as have many Australian tourists. I’ve never heard of anyone not enjoying the place, its people, the distinctive culture and the beauty of the countryside. I have similar feelings towards the other countries I have visited since in Southeast Asia. But Vietnam has no attraction for me. I can’t think of any specific reason, except ‘then and now’ reminiscences have little appeal. Heather wanted to visit, probably to give some context to my letters, but didn’t press me.

There is no denying that, deep-down, Vietnam remains a part of all veterans of that war. I was reminded of this a decade ago. I was in an Adelaide hotel with Heather when I stirred in the early morning thinking I was back in Vietnam outside the wire in an overnight platoon harbour. The feeling was realistic enough; there were VC on the perimeter, and action was required. But in my drowsy state I thought Heather was with me. As to why, I couldn’t comprehend, so I muttered to her, ‘Keep quiet, you’re doing a good job; I’ll handle this’. She shook me fully awake for me to hear Vietnamese being spoken loudly outside in the hotel’s corridor. Deep down something–perhaps a latent, carry-over alertness caused by hearing that language–was triggered within me. Satisfied, I rolled over and apparently went back to sleep unperturbed. I never did think to ask her if she had ever experienced that sort of thing before. I don’t believe so, but perhaps that’s the burden wives and partners of Vietnam vets have to accept.

It’s all such a long time ago now. It was an intense period in my life, as it was for most who went. What happened to me subsequently? I enjoyed staying on for 37 years in the Australian Army. It’s a tremendously capable, resilient national institution in which I was proud to serve.

I was sent to the UK a year after I arrived home from Vietnam to do a post-graduate course in guided weapons, followed by an attachment to the UK Ministry of Technology. I returned to have three years as project manager of the British Rapier missile system prior to its introduction to service. I then commanded a field battery, was involved in the development of artillery policy and doctrine, and was fortunate enough to be selected to command an artillery regiment, a highlight for me as a Gunner. To be a CO is what you joined for. Later on, I had two years of integrated exchange with the US Army, an organisation I regard highly. At the time, it was making strenuous efforts to overcome the malaise of the last years of the Vietnam War by placing an emphasis on fresh ‘how-to-fight’ doctrine and better training at the tactical and operational levels of war. All this was to be pulled together in a major project called Army Training 90, which would prepare the US Army to fight and win a war in what it called South-West Asia in the ‘90s-10 years later. I found myself part of a small team developing its strategies and associated action plans. To say it was stimulating and purposeful would be an understatement. Unfortunately, they had turned their back on developing counter-insurgency doctrines, an oversight that had later consequences. Eventually I was appointed Assistant Chief of the Defence Force for Logistics, and then Personnel, and ended my military career as the General Officer Commanding the Army’s Training Command.

It was a great privilege to serve with many splendid Australian men and women in uniform over that time, and I hope I was able to make a contribution to the advancement of the Australian Army and to the wider Defence Force in my tri-service appointments.

I had a good run throughout my Army career, but nothing ever matched being on active service in the former Republic of South Vietnam. I think it was from the heightened awareness of the value of life, the relationships, the camaraderie, the sense of purpose in doing the job you were trained for, and the excitement.

And there was the perverse satisfaction, I suppose, of putting your life on the line in the name of duty at the ‘two-way rifle range’ and getting away with it.

Only a soldier can really understand that.
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The Lightning Keepers: the AIF’s Alphabet Company in the Great War is the story of the ‘Alphabeticals’ who, led by Major Victor Morse, DSO, operated and maintained pumps, generators, ventilation fans, drilling equipment and other ingenious devices in extreme circumstances. Given the horrendous conditions in which the troops lived and fought, this equipment was desperately needed, as were the men who operated it in the same, often nightmarish setting.
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In 1966, Steve Govwer, a young gunner captain in the 101st Field Battery, was sent
to Vietnam. He would serve in what is arguably Australia’s most controversial war in
the dangerous role of forward observer with the Sth and 6th battalions of the Royal
Australian Regiment. The definition of his role stated simply that he was to provide
“timely, accurate and effective fire support’ his task to guide the guns of the Australian
artillery, sited many kilometres away, in providing deadly firepower to support the
soldiers who battled both the jungle and its shadowy inhabitants. Gower would learn
quickly that the definition omitted to mention the terror and nerve-jangling tension of
jungle warfare he was to experience asa forward observer.

wa

In Rounds Complere, Gower describes living the life of an infantry soldier, tramping the
ground and joining his infantry mates in a variety of operations including search and

estroy, cordon and search, heliborne and road-protection operations and company
patrols from forward operating bases. He deseribes the inevitable boredom and
monotony of the routine, contrasting this with the heightened senses of the men as
they prepared to move forward with the ‘safety catch off, the nervous anticipation of

what might lie ahead, the exhil: and, above all, th

Gower about his time in Viets d, perh for one who saw
P ly

action f. lia's i to the

conflictas the fast time the Army'was pemntled the ‘unfettered, all-arms prosecution
of awar'. Rounds Completeis a frank and compelling tribute to men who served j
as nobly as their ATF predecessors but, until recent times, were denied their nation's
gratitude. Their fight for unders
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