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INTRODUCTION




Q: How many Vietnam vets does it take to change a light bulb?


A: How would you know – you weren’t fucking there.





I was told that joke by a man named Charlie. Several times. He loved it so much that his telling of it always ended with the same gut-busting laugh that rapidly deteriorated into a rattling cough, threatening to shake him apart. Only another beer would return his breathing to normal. He was in his early sixties then and so thin and wiry he called himself a ‘pull-through’. A roll-your-own cigarette was permanently attached to his bottom lip and it waved like a signal flag as he told me his story all through a long, hot, Queensland day.


Charlie had been what I had not – a soldier, an infantryman and a veteran of the Vietnam War. He was one of many I was to spend time with for this book and I speak of him in the past tense because Charlie’s not around anymore, his death hurried on him by the booze and the fags and a tired heart that could no longer heal itself. But I remember him.


The joke was a challenge of course, a calculated piss-take aimed at anyone who presumed to understand him or his history. But it was also a deliberate and bitter isolation, a curious payback of sorts for what he considered to be betrayal by his own country. He wasn’t the only one to feel that way; I encountered it often among the veterans of that war. And even though it wasn’t a typical response because there is no typical vet, the feeling smouldered in many of the men I spoke with and they struggled with it; a residue of unease, of anger, a nagging presence that never went away.


Vietnam was Australia’s longest war and the one we’ve tried hardest to forget. But it hasn’t worked. It’s our symbol for political and military disaster and every new conflict that sucks us in breathes life into the old ghost. The question inevitably arises – is Somalia another Vietnam? Or Rwanda? Or Iraq? The divisions and unhappiness the Vietnam War visited on Australia continue to surface.


How the hell did that happen? It wasn’t just that good men died in a foolish war for no good reason, because God knows we’d been through that before and managed to turn sacrifice and defeat into a national religion. And it can’t have been because we sent troops to a country that had never threatened us – that had never stopped us in the past. This war was different. This one cut deeply into the national soul while it raged but was then discarded, isolated from the warm glow that shines on Gallipoli and Tobruk, Kokoda and East Timor.


Maybe it was because the Vietnam War brought hundreds of thousands of Australians into city streets in protest. Or maybe it was because families and friends tore into each other in hard arguments about the war and conscription. Or that politics was revealed to be the shoddy craft of convenience and deceit we’d always suspected it was.


At the end of it there was one harsh, unpalatable fact that separated this war from all the others: for the first and only time in our history Australian soldiers were sullied and defamed by their own people for carrying our name into battle.




Whatever the reasons, Vietnam as a term, as a memory, still carries a volatile charge and careless handling can cause instantaneous detonation.


When the World War II generation speak of the war, there is no doubt as to what they mean. The entire six years of that war were contained for them inside that one phrase whether they were talking about the battlefront or the home front. All the diverse experiences, all the tragedy and hurt, the bad and the good memories, had been compressed into one understanding.


But we had two Vietnam Wars – the one men like Charlie fought in, and the war watched in rising discord and discontent at home. And we still do. War, it’s been said, has no end for those who fought it, and I’ve listened to too many veterans’ dark dreams to disagree. When Charlie looked through the prism of memory back to Vietnam, that was what he saw – bad dreams and persistent heartache. But turn the prism a little and the light from those years, from 1962 to 1972, falls differently, away from the front line and onto the suburbs.


That decade did not just encompass the war. It was also a time of youthful disobedience, street protests, hippies, freaks and potheads. Of ‘Friday on My Mind’ and Easy Rider, Sir Robert Menzies and Gough Whitlam, Holden Monaros and the Datsun Bluebird, assassinations and moon landings, moratoriums … and, God help us, paisley shirts and flared pants.


Revisiting the past is never easy, no matter who you were. Most folks don’t want to be reminded of exactly what happened or what they did or didn’t do. Very few of us are comfortable with the unvarnished truth. So the memories of the men and women whose voices speak out in this book sometimes coincide, but more often they conflict, banging up against each other and challenging the right of any one person to tell the history or own the myth.


And the survivors have developed some serious myths over the years. The ’60s have been drowned in a wave of saccharine nostalgia, a merchandised hell of baby boomer TV shows and feel-good films along with radio stations that play the same ‘golden oldies’ so relentlessly you want to reach inside the box and rip out the memories. A generation that held such promise is inevitably growing old, but maybe not growing up.


And the mythology about the war is even more intense.


Soldiers returning from Vietnam were attacked by organised anti-war protesters who spat at them, threw blood on them and called them ‘baby-killers’.


No, they weren’t.


Vietnam veterans are social misfits, loners, prone to alcoholism and violence.


No, they’re not.


Australians did not support the war.


Yes we did, by a large majority until the last couple of years. Australian soldiers were never welcomed home.


Yes, they were.


And on and on.


The gap between veterans’ memories and popular belief about what Australia did in Vietnam, why we did it and even whether we succeeded, remains deep and wide and leaves most people either ignorant or confused. Even now, 40 years later, those two Vietnam Wars have never really come to terms with each other, never really been at peace. Which memory, which version you believe in, depends on who you were and what you saw. And while there has been tacit agreement of late that it was all a bit sad really, there’s still not much understanding either way.


But it is important to try. A country that ignores its past or unconsciously conspires to forget the hard stuff is not a country at all but a loose collection of people held together by money and fear and the occasional sporting triumph. There is always the danger that, in looking back, one can be overcome by sentiment, by regret, perhaps even take guilty pleasure in melancholy. But until we know how we came to be the way we are now – until we can, with clear eyes, understand what we lost along the way, we cannot possibly look forwards. The men and women who served in Vietnam, those Australians who were made to feel personally and morally responsible for a war their country banished, deserve no less.


Michael Caulfield, 2007













A NOTE TO THE READER


I am not an historian, so I did not wish to write a traditional, historical narrative which followed the chronology of the war from beginning to end. There are other books about the Vietnam War which do that, and they provide a significant store of existing knowledge. This is a book that moves at a faster pace through those 10 years, stopping to examine events both great and small wherever there is a chance for a different kind of understanding. It is not the definitive history of Australia’s role in the Vietnam War; it is the story behind the history, the one that lies outside the box of dates and statistics, revealing those places where passion and human spirit are found.


Every voice you read in here tells things as they happened to the people who were actually there – mud, blood, rock ’n’ roll and all. I did not want any pretenders in this book and, thanks to the generosity of hundreds of men and women, there are none.


For the last eight years I have been immersed in nothing else but war. And not just a particular war, but every conflict, battle, campaign and peacekeeping mission in which this country has been involved. As the producer of the eight-hour television series Australians at War in 2001, and the project director responsible for the filming of the 12 000 hours of interviews that constitute The Australians at War Film Archive, I have had the privilege of a unique and remarkable education. On those productions I learned much about our wars from Australia’s most distinguished military historians … and even more from the men and women who fought in them.


I’ve had the good fortune to sit and talk at great length with hundreds of veterans – from a 104-year-old stretcher bearer in World War I to an ace fighter pilot who was shot down over the north African desert in World War II; from a prisoner of war captured by the Chinese in Korea to an SAS trooper just back from a tour in Iraq. I am intrigued and uplifted by all of them, but it is the Vietnam veterans to whom I have always been drawn. Their war was of my time and, but for a wooden ball falling to the left instead of the right, I may well have joined them.


I interviewed over 100 Vietnam veterans and plunged into the interview transcripts of hundreds more in the Archive. I walked on the battlefields around Nui Dat and through the Vietnamese streets that had seemed so alien to those young Australians over 40 years ago. And I interviewed the forgotten veterans, Vietnamese–Australians, men who had fought in the South Vietnamese Army and who were then forced to make desperate escapes from their beloved country to find refuge in the place they call ‘the Southern Land’. Without exception, everyone I interviewed gave of their time and their lives unselfishly, and I remain permanently in their debt. Their only concern was truth, as elusive as that can sometimes seem.


Over 60 000 Australians were in Vietnam during the war. They saw service in the air, on and under the water, in armoured vehicles, in hospitals and offices, in interrogation rooms and with indigenous tribes in the hills. They drove trucks, entertained troops, repaired broken bodies, fed and clothed the lost and forgotten, and served their country well. I hope all those people will pardon me when I say however, that it is mostly with the infantry that this book is concerned, for it is among those men that this story lies, along with the musicians, the uni students, the protestors and the grown-ups of my Vietnam years.
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I


FAITH IN OUR FATHERS


PHUOC TUY PROVINCE, SOUTH VIETNAM


SOMETIME IN THE LATE 1960S


It’s morning in the Australian base camp on a small hill called Nui Dat. Reveille cuts through the still air, the flag is raised and another cycle of routine begins. More patrols will go out through the perimeter wire into the surrounding countryside this morning. It’s always ‘more patrols’ in this war.


The base is an island in the middle of the bush, the size of a small town, with its own post office, canteens, boozers, doctors’ offices, garbage disposal, streets, roads, water, and power supplies. The soldiers live in separate, tented villages scattered throughout the base and the tents are old – really old; World War II vintage and looking every day of it. If the canvas walls could talk, they’d probably swear. Inside them, the men who are on duty quietly prepare for ‘a walk in the weeds’ while others thank Christ it’s not them today.


It’s completely male, this town. The only women to walk in its red dirt are the occasional visiting entertainers or nurses, and they’re always carefully shepherded around by officers. No women means lots of blokes dressed in boots and nothing else on their way to the showers or the lavatories. Big, boofy blokes and nuggety, small fellas, tattooed or hairy, pink-pale or with truck-driver tans round their necks and arms.


Delta Company, a total of about 120 men, will be the first to go on patrol today and the platoons gather together. Already there is an air of isolation about them, a separation from the men remaining behind in camp. They walk in a loose group through the acrid, chemical mist floating down from the aerial mosquito spraying and the drifting cordite smoke of the occasional artillery fire.


Every man walking towards the wire is closing down now, narrowing his focus to the job. Running his checklist through his head – ammo, rations, weapons, water. Transistor radios blare out from tents as they walk by but they don’t hear them.




In sports news, Australia has defeated the West Indies in the Third Test at the Sydney Cricket Ground. Doug Walters featured with a smashing 118.





They pass some ‘pogos’, otherwise known as ‘Saigon Commandos’, ‘base bludgers’ and ‘blanket folders’. They’re the clerks, cooks, supply jockeys and drivers who provide critical support to the infantry and, for once, there’s no exchange of insults. Legend has it that the name ‘pogo’ comes from ‘pogo stick’, rhyming slang for ‘prick’, and if it isn’t true it should be. The pogos live and work in Nui Dat and the nearby coastal town of Vung Tau, and while they might pull sentry duty now and then, they rarely go outside the wire. The riflemen take the piss out of them because of their starched uniforms, comfortable beds, proper tables and chairs, movies, good food and plenty of sleep. All the things they don’t have. The dislike can be mutual, but it would be unwise to stir up a man about to go out on patrol.


The company divides, some board choppers at the airfield, the less fortunate will walk past the long rolls of barbed wire and gun pits out into the surrounding forest. Now the packs are shouldered and they help one another to load up. Each of these men is carrying a weight on his back that would leave the rest of us keeled over and crushed – 45 kilos of water, weapons, food, equipment, maps, blanket, a green plastic shelter called a ‘hootchie’, cigarettes, toilet paper, a slab of C4 plastic explosive, Claymore antipersonnel mines and spare ammunition, including belts of ammunition for the M60 machine gun. On top of that they share amongst them the radio, spare batteries, an M66 rocket-launcher and an M79 grenade launcher plus ammo, medical kits and helicopter marking panels. Just one bottle of water weighs a kilo and they’re carrying eight bottles each. The ration packs, enough for five days, contain food such as date rolls, tinned omelette, compressed meats, Irish stew, cereal blocks, dry biscuits, cheese, rice and tinned fruit. Their stomachs often shrink on patrol and they eat less and less as the days and weeks pass. Complaints about the rations are legendary, but some remember them with a curious kind of fondness.




We had a mixture of Australian and American C [combat] rations. We preferred the American for the greater variety … the advantage of the Australian over the American, of course, was they were much lighter. With the American ration packs, Jesus Christ, carry five days of them and you are like a bloody pack horse.


… In the Australian packs we would keep the tins. There were two tins. One for morning, one for evening and ‘dog biscuits’ for lunch. A tin of margarine, a roll of toilet paper, which was like greaseproof paper and no bloody good anyway. Box of matches, sachets of sugar, a tube of condensed milk, tea bags … sachets of coffee, a packet of rice and that was it, but we’d keep the two tins, condensed milk, tube of jam. Oh, a bar of chocolate. Yeah, keep that. A packet of lollies as well, we’d keep them. Jam, rice, and that was about right. The cereal box and the dog biscuits. Stuff them. Throw that away. Get rid of all the extraneous crap and just keep what you need.


… Really, when you look back at our Australian rations, diggers will bitch like shit about anything anyway. There was nothing bloody wrong with them. As a matter of fact, I know this may sound funny, but I still keep tins of corned beef in the pantry cupboard, would you believe? I still love the crap. And so do most diggers.


‘Do you want a tin of corned “dog”, mate? Stick that up your bloody gibber, you mongrel.’


It is bloody beautiful. My missus reckons I’m bloody mentally defective but that’s her problem, eh?


ANTHONY HUGHES, 7RAR





It was a hell of a load. Forty-five kilos on every back. For weeks without end.


Finally they get their packs on and everyone’s ready. Ready for a world of silence and signals, expectation and oppressive heat. They will suffer long hours of intense concentration and a bleeding of energy through tension, fear and anticipation, until they collapse in exhaustion. The choppers take off in a haze of dust and grit and the foot patrols disappear silently into the vegetation.


It is combat these soldiers are aimed at and the object of the exercise is to wound, maim or kill the enemy. What they must not forget is that their opponent wants to do the same to them. Right now they cannot afford to contemplate what led them to this war, to this moment. They have neither the time nor the inclination to consider politics, people or the past. So we will do it for them, and go back; back to 1962, when it all began.
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I honour my God, I serve my Queen, I salute my flag.


SCHOOL ASSEMBLY PLEDGE, 1960





At the start of the 1960s my family had been living for a while in an old army camp at the edge of a suburb called Merrylands, in Sydney’s west. Like Nui Dat, it had been as big as a small town, but the soldiers who occupied it had long gone by the time we arrived. World War II had been won and they were intent on a new and better world, on peace and the relief of forgetting.


The camp had become a kind of halfway house for working-class families, all of them with young children, living in row after row of tin Quonset huts that looked like huge half-pipes buried in the ground. The huts were made from corrugated iron and mercilessly hot, so as soon as we could after a dinner that was always called ‘tea’, all the children escaped outside into the dusty patches of miserable grass to play games until dark. We were all waiting for change; waiting for better times, for the Housing Commission to allocate us ‘our house’ somewhere in Sydney, waiting for that fibro or brick-veneer castle with the backyard we knew was our birthright – and we were confident it would come.


There were giant waiting rooms like our camp in every city then. Some held people like us and we were called ‘Australians’. Other camps held different kinds of people who sadly had not had the advantage of being born here, so they were called ‘New Australians’, or migrants. A lot of them were Poms and the ones who weren’t, who couldn’t speak English, the government called ‘Displaced Persons’. We called them reffos, or wogs, or dagoes. Over a million of them arrived here between the end of the war and the beginning of the ’60s and they added their numbers to the thousands of us being born in the flush of hope that came with peace. Australia’s population grew by half its size again in just 20 years as our parents got down to the business of creating families, and the dispossessed and dislocated found their way to the new world.


Some were children, like Urmas ‘Audie’ Moldre. Audie was born as an Estonian refugee in a displaced persons’ camp in occupied Germany in 1948. When he was 18 months old, the camp authorities said to his father, ‘There is a ship leaving for Australia tomorrow and you, your wife and two sons can be on it. Choose.’


Audie’s father, who hated the Communists, asked for an atlas, opened it to the page that showed the world, found Australia, traced a line with his finger all the way back to Europe and said, ‘It’s the furthest place from Moscow in the world. We go.’


As simple and as momentous as that.




They had no idea of what the future held and the past was in ruins. What happens with refugees, with my mother and father, is that that generation is lost; lost in a world where they can’t speak the language so their children become their interpreters … that doesn’t make life easy for those parents who have good minds, they’re educated but they don’t have the words … their life essentially ends the day that they leave their country.


AUDIE MOLDRE, SAS, AATTV





But for Audie and the thousands of other postwar babies who arrived here then, life was just beginning. Australians were keen to settle down, earn a good living and have a good life. And it was happening. Each year seemed to be getting a little rosier, a little more successful. New houses were popping up like mushrooms as new suburbs were created with new cars on their streets and new washing machines humming away in the laundries promising whiter washes in half the time. Everywhere you looked Australia was clearly a vibrant part of the all-new 20th century. We had our own nuclear reactor … we had TV! And you could see exactly the same programs in Melbourne and Sydney at exactly the same time! There could be no doubt that things were looking up. It was a good time to be Australian, to be confident in ‘the Australian way of life’.


But we were also complacent, perhaps even smug. It certainly seemed to be all rosy in the garden but only if you agreed that it was all rosy in the garden. Anyone who expressed unease about the way we were or what we might become was turned on and ridiculed. It was even worse for those who occupied that time-honoured place in Australia’s Hall of Hate – ‘the others’, the migrants who were different to us.


Audie’s father took a job in a factory and his mother cleaned up after the races at Randwick. As soon as he was able to, his father took the entire family down to Sydney Town Hall to be naturalised, his way of saying thank you to the country that had accepted them. But we are a nation of heartbreakers sometimes.




A lot of people did not enjoy the idea that there were now people amongst them who spoke foreign languages. Mum and Dad were regularly told, ‘Shut up and speak English!’ in public places, on trams or on buses or trains. They’re the sorts of things that kind of stick in the craw a bit. But as you reflect on it, you think, well, it’s understandable.


AUDIE MOLDRE





Everyone was on the move. My family, along with thousands of others, moved into the brand-new Housing Commission settlement of Dundas Valley, in Sydney’s northwest. We were just a small part of a remarkable upsurge Australia-wide, a tectonic-plate-like shift of people into newly created suburbs where once there had been farms or scrub. By the time of the 1961 census, half of Australia’s population lived in the state and federal capitals and most of the rest in the other major towns.




Dundas was desolate – treeless and grassless with ugly scars from the impossibly fast construction still gouged into the landscape. But the moment my father put the key in the door of our new house for the first time and we ran from room to room, astonished at the space (real doors!), they could have put that house on the moon and we would have said thank you and moved in. It even smelled new … and it was ours. We didn’t have to share it with anyone. Everywhere we looked, up and down every street in the Valley, families were moving in, and as my brothers and I helped manhandle the symbol of every good Catholic family (bunk beds) across the red dirt lawn, I saw my father hug my mother, and I saw her tears, and I knew we were where we were supposed to be.


In working-class suburbs across Australia everyone was aiming upwards; everyone was trying to ‘make things better for the kids’. Our fathers were mechanics and carpenters, cleaners and factory workers, and we all shared in the eagerly awaited routine of the weekly pay packet – Thursday was always a good day in our street. Hire purchase agreements (or being ‘on the never-never’) meant that every family could now have a car, or a TV, or one of those amazing new lounge suites that folded out into a bed for when Auntie Peg and Uncle Clarrie came to stay. But you had to time and budget your outgoings with the skill of a chartered accountant.


It was always crisis time when the HP man came to the house to collect his weekly payment and the family didn’t have it. Many a child learned to keep absolutely still and quiet when he knocked on the door, all the while furtively peeking through the venetian blinds until he’d gone, taking his unwelcome receipt book to some other poor bugger.


Somehow, most of us managed and the bailiffs never came. Across Australia, in Broadmeadows, Elizabeth and Dundas Valley, our parents (and therefore we) began to rise up the ladder. It’s been said that during this time the average Australian became wealthier more quickly than in any other period of our history. I don’t know about wealth but with our fathers and our mothers working, life did improve. The old bogeymen of our parents’ nightmares – unemployment and the Depression – were beaten back and jobs became so plentiful you could leave one today and get another tomorrow.


It was the same in the bush. Farmers were seen as kings then, lords of the economy – wool made up a third of our exports, followed by wheat, meat and sugar. In the city we knew about farming of course, because we laboured over elaborate ‘projects’ in Social Studies and Geography; big sheets of cardboard covered with pictures of sheepshearing and wheat harvesting, but we knew little of the lives being led ‘beyond the black stump’.




We never had power to the farm the whole time I was there. We had an old 12-volt battery radio … and we used to listen to the news at five o’clock. I used to listen if I could, at six o’clock to Tarzan.


We had a Silent Knight kerosene fridge, a wooden fire in the kitchen, two water tanks and we had a woodchip heater for the tank for the bathroom, so we were self-sufficient. But power would have been nice; we had a telephone, which was a modern contrivance, I guess. It was one of those big box things with a little speaker in the middle and you lift up the side bit and listen there and wind the side and talk into the central speaker, real old thing but it worked. Yeah.


BERNIE MCGURGAN, AATTV





That’s the voice of Bernie McGurgan. Born in 1944, Bernie is a big man with a bluff, no-nonsense manner. He lives in the north of Australia and drives the most ornately equipped four-wheel drive I’ve ever seen. If we’re ever attacked, I’m heading for Bernie and his truck. In the hallway of his house a framed poster of the ex-Queensland Premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen glares at you as you enter the bathroom. Bernie’s kind of old school.




The nuns were very strict, you only had to muck up there once and they used to get a peppercorn twig, quite thick, about as thick as your little finger, peel the bark off it and whack you on the muscle on the leg, on the same spot. It really hurts you know, you’ve got to stand, you aren’t allowed to move, and they go whack, whack, whack and it really hurts. Or they’d box you on the ears, hit you on the head with a ruler; they don’t muck around and that was the discipline in schools in those days. And it worked; if you got caught mucking up you accepted the strap or whatever you got.


The Marist Brothers were worse because they used to use the big rulers and hit you on the knuckles, your knuckles would be up here, swollen, or they’d belt you in the head with a fist, no problems. Throw keys at you, in the face, you know. In this day and age it wouldn’t be allowed but I think we’re sadly lacking it these days in some regards, yeah, it worked.


BERNIE MCGURGAN





We were an accepting people then, compliant in fact. Faith in our fathers might have been a little hard to find all the time, but as a nation we did have faith in our institutions, even our politicians. It is difficult to understand and accept now, but in 1962 we believed that generally the government knew what was best for us. Vietnam changed all that.
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PHUOC TUY PROVINCE, SOUTH VIETNAM


SOMETIME IN THE LATE 1960S


DELTA COMPANY – ANYWHERE IN THE SCRUB


On patrol, three men form a team at the front – the forward scout, the section commander and the machine gunner. The scout is a gardener with a deadly touch – secateurs in one hand, weapon in the other. He cuts a path through vines, bamboo and undergrowth … silently. One eye on the blade, the other searching for trip-wires and booby traps, or the small signs of disturbance that might mean mines in his path or an enemy ambush. And all the while he waits for the bullet that will come unseen and catch him in the gut. It’s a bugger of a job.


A few feet behind him, the section commander has a weapon in one hand and a compass in the other, and following close after him is the machine gunner, safety catch off, finger ever so gently resting on the trigger. If they contact the enemy, he has one task – to lay down a curtain of fire that will allow the scout and the commander to pull back. The rest of the section stretch out in their wake, each man able to see only the man in front.


They do not speak. Sound must be controlled because sound will betray you. In close country they use only field signals, hand movements that indicate the actions they will take. No vocal orders, not even a whisper, will be spoken until the first shot rings out, and then bedlam will reign. In single-file patrols a soldier maintains contact using these signals with only two other men – the one immediately in front of him and the one behind. Sometimes all they see all day is the arse of the bloke in the front and the whites of the eyes of the bloke behind. Everything else is camouflage cream and jungle greens. They become so attuned to each other that they know instinctively when another rifleman is trying to get their attention. ESP for mates.


They walk in a three-dimensional battlefield, 360 degrees of potential danger. Each man has an arc of observation and responsibility, like sections on the face of a clock, from twelve to three say, and he is expected to respond to any action in his area. Their rifles constantly pan, left to right and back again, and their eyes follow the barrel with the intense focus of a kelpie mustering cattle. They search all the corners of this hot, enclosed world – the ground immediately in front where booby traps can lie, then eye level where you can see a man standing, then further away in the distance, looking for movement in the trees, a disturbance of shadows and light. They are processing information at warp speed, questions and answers that can mean survival or death.


What is out of place? What doesn’t fit?


Where does the threat lie?


What can I hear, smell, see?


Where would I hide if I were the enemy?


The base of that tree? Left side? Right?


That rock gives a better view of our approach … is he there?


Where is my cover? From where could I fire?


They will do this from first light to dusk, for weeks at a time. At the end of a day, they cannot tell you much about the country they have passed through, yet they can retrace their trail with unerring accuracy. The little things do not escape their attention, but the weight of interminable concentration empties their minds and fills them instead with hazy memory and soft shadows, a feeling of pessimism and dullness.


They endure time that has no edges to grasp, no unit to measure its passing. Like a clockwork train they will simply go on, one part of them alert, one part dazed, till the spring winds down and the key stands still in its slot. Then they will go on again.




You patrol for a while, you stop, have breakfast, patrol, patrol, patrol, have lunch. Patrol, patrol, walk, walk, walk, ah evening meal. Beautiful. Then you all head towards a night defensive position … the next morning up we get again, stand-to, pack up ‘the house’, patrol, patrol, patrol, simple. And we do the same shit all over again.


Unless of course the shit hits the fan somewhere in between. Then things get a little bit different. Priorities are somewhat different then. You are in the shit and you already know it anyway because the poofters are shooting at you and then the boredom has ceased and you don’t actually worry when you are in a shit-fight. You don’t actually think much. You do think but you react at the same time. You do the worrying when it is all over. You think, ‘Holy snapping ducks, that was close!’ And then when that shit’s all over, saddle up, move out, patrol, patrol, patrol. All over again and that’s the way it was, mate. It was just never-ending.


ANTHONY HUGHES





In the thickest jungle of Vietnam, the one they called the ‘J’, a patrol might travel 100 metres in just two hours. Then the ground can suddenly change from dense vegetation to rice paddies, or dry forest with undergrowth that crackles so loudly underfoot you may as well announce your presence with a megaphone. Or you might enter the eerie, linear structure of a rubber plantation. Row after row of trees, planted in straight lines that bewilder the eye as you walk till parallel lines become curved and the trees seem to move. Every change of environment means a change in patrol formation, single file becomes a staggered front, or groups of two, or a straight line of walking men. They adjust automatically, orders are not needed.


In the wet season, they’re permanently drenched, so dank and waterlogged that their skin peels off like an orange’s when they make it back to Nui Dat. In the dry it’s heatstroke, dehydration and the tension that arises when one man foolishly drinks his water ration too early and hits on his mates to share. They’re vulnerable to dysentery, malaria, parasites that eat away at their intestines and exotic skin diseases that leave them with disgusting, suppurating infections. And as for the animal life …




Scorpions were really bad over there. Really bad … so you always shake your boots. Before you put anything on, shake your clothes, check your pockets, smack your pockets first before you put your hand in them and all this sort of stuff because you just didn’t know where they were. In your packs, in your locker, stand back when you open a locker, you just didn’t know.


Leeches, yeah, we had a problem. See our uniform, our jungle greens, you had this tick and leech spray, you had to spray all your seams, your buttons, your pockets, the rims of your pants, you had to spray everywhere. The leeches were so small in the wet season you’d walk past bushes and if you didn’t spray yourself, which happened to a few blokes, the leech would get on you and crawl into the fly in your pants, no lie, and they’d get into the eye of your penis. True, true. They were that small and a couple of blokes I do know had to have it surgically removed … and they were pretty savage. I mean, how savage can a leech get, it hasn’t got sabre-toothed tiger teeth or anything but they were a bit of a worry … If you felt anything move beside you or onto you, don’t touch it, just let it go at night because you couldn’t see it. Let it go.


BRIAN WOODS, 9RAR





The larger animals make for a different kind of problem. In a hair-trigger world where any movement could mean the enemy, more than one mammal would meet a premature death.




We were on an ambush. It was only a couple of nights after I was in country. Me and a mate were in a graveyard and we are laying on this mound and Bert said to me, ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘You notice what we are on?’


I said, ‘Yeah. What about it?’


‘It’s some bastard’s grave!’


I said, ‘But we’re off the deck.’


He said, ‘What does that mean?’


I said, ‘Well if it rains, we are not in the water, we are above it.’


He said, ‘Yeah, but it’s someone’s grave!’


‘Shut up. We are not here to worry about the bloody ethics of the business.’


And all of a sudden there was noise from my right coming along this track. Well, all hell let loose. In the finish, when we did a sweep, we found we’d got a water buffalo, but there were definitely incoming rounds at one stage. We didn’t find any bodies or blood trails, but there was just this poor, innocent buffalo. So someone had a feed of buffalo in the local district. It was our first time and it was negligible, or bloody humorous in fact, I suppose. As far as money we expended through barrels, we got a goddamn buffalo. Ridiculous.


ANTHONY HUGHES





Occasionally, the local wildlife and the patrolling Australians interact in a more human way.




We were down near a stream, and because you’re down near a watercourse, the trees are naturally bigger. Roots are deeper and so on, well, we got picked up in the morning by a friendly ape, an orang-utan or a gibbon or some such, and this thing’s just adopted us. And the silliness of the situation, if you’re down below moving at, sort of a hundred yards in half an hour sometimes, and above you, you’ve got ‘whoo, whoo, whoo’ … swinging from tree to tree, you’re thinking, ‘You bloody idiot, for Godsake leave us alone!’


Anyway, he adopted us, he loved us for some reason, and it didn’t bother us because it’s just jungle noises anyway so there’s no harm done.


But we stopped for lunch, and he stopped too and he was sitting in the tree and he’s looking down at us, and we’re doing something boring like eating a cold can of whatever. So he decides to show off and he’s leaping around us from tree to tree, these great big swings, beautiful, arcing away from tree to tree. All of a sudden he’s let go of this tree and as soon as he did he realised, ‘I’m not going to make that branch!’ and for about 30 feet there was this horrendous ‘Ahhhhhhh!’ … Scream, thump, and these five guys with their cans and their weapons across their laps all stand up, all looking for their little monkey mate.


The monkey, he got up, I swear he walked over to the tree that he’d missed, grabbed it with both arms and started banging his head against the tree, gibbering to himself all the while. You could almost see, you know, ‘You stupid, stupid monkey, how old are ya? You made it to this age and you still can’t grab the … !’ and he wandered off. He was too embarrassed ever to look at us again.


AUDIE MOLDRE





If no enemy are encountered, the days on patrol slip by without connection to each other, each one marked only by small events – yesterday it pissed down, the day before we crossed a creek. Tomorrow? Tomorrow was in limbo.


But the nights are different. They go into what they call ‘harbour’, a place to rest, though never completely. Just before dusk, the men break off from patrolling and circle back over their own track, partly to cover it and partly to ensure that they are not being followed. A piece of ground is nominated as camp and they automatically begin their routine – search patrols go out to ensure the area is clear, gun pits are dug, the machine gun set up and Claymore mines are placed in protective positions, facing away from the camp. Again, arcs of responsibility and fire are allotted to each man by the commander. That way, if they’re attacked in the night, they will not accidentally shoot one another.


They quickly set to, heat and eat their evening meal. No fires after dark. At dusk, they insert detonators into the Claymores and run wire back to the ‘clackers’, the plungers that will send an electric current to the mine and detonate the slab of plastic explosive, sending lead ball bearings blasting away from them at ankle height.


‘Stand-to’ is called and each man faces outwards, weapon cocked, waiting. This is the most likely time for an enemy ambush. Darkness arrives, ‘Stand-down’ is whispered and they settle. From now until morning, they will rotate sentry duty every two hours.


Each man constructs his own sleeping place by clearing a small patch of sticks and rocks, making sure not to disturb ants or other biting bastards who could make their night a misery. A plastic sheet on the ground, then the silk sleeping-bag liner on top. A small comfort in a hard place. They lay out their oil bottle, cleaning rag, pull-through cord and brush, and begin the nightly ritual of the infantryman – cleaning the rifle that keeps them safe and gives them strength.


When they’re done, their weapon and webbing are placed beside their sleeping patch. Some men put it near their head, others by their side. Wherever it lies, it is always in the same place for each soldier. When the night explodes with gunfire, they do not want to be searching in the dark. When it rains, and it often will, they either erect their plastic poncho over their head, or simply endure it. Cold will come later, along with the mosquitoes who roughly resemble small aeroplanes.


They communicate in soft whispers, curled up in their silk like some kind of exotic jungle creature, exchanging stories and memories. They speak of cars … and women, and sport … and women, and bloody officers and pogos … and women. These moments bond them together as much as combat does. Australian life and culture does not allow or encourage men to share much more than the shallowest of dips into each other’s internal life, so these small confessions and truths in the dark have about them a genuine intimacy. In the face of isolation and threat, they at least have each other.


Sleep comes easily to some, but not many. Men living at the end of their nerves or cursed with imagination do not do well at night on patrol. Too many sounds, too many sinister possibilities. Then there are the snorers, the dreamers and the sleepwalkers, all a liability to patrol security. The blokes could understand how it happened, but they didn’t like it at all.




We used to call him ‘Nightmare’ ’cos he was a prick – he’d have nightmares every night. You know, you’d be just getting off to sleep in the bush and he’d scream and oh, fuck! We used to give him a piece of tape to put over his mouth of a night, ‘Breathe through your nose!’ And it was terrifying, everything’s perfectly quiet and you’re just relaxing and then he screams and it was a fucking terrifying scream.


We got him to put his head down, stick the old neck cloth in his mouth, ‘We don’t give a shit what you do, Nightmare, for Christ’s sake!’ And you’d shit yourself every time you went into an ambush with him.


‘He’s on 100 per cent wake up all night. Do not give him 50–50. Keep him awake all night. Keep your hand near his mouth and if he looks like he’s even gonna breathe the wrong way just shove it in there.’


And that probably went on for about three months before he went back to his natural self. I don’t know why he was having them but that name stuck with him. When he rings up these days, ‘Is that you, Nightmare?’ My wife calls him ‘Nightmare’. I explained it to her and she thought it was rather funny. I said, ‘Well, I didn’t see the funny point at the time.’ He’s a top bloke. He got a Military Medal for what he done as a medic when we got blown up.


BARRY FITTON, 5RAR





In truth, they don’t really sleep, not as we understand that word. They drift in an in-between state, waiting for the sound that will snap them awake, reaching for their weapons. The SAS on patrol sleep in a circle with their feet touching so that any movement will wake them all. Some infantrymen tie string to each other for the same reason.


It’s a state of mind called hyper-vigilance and it will leave its mark so deeply on many of them that their lives back in Australia will be cursed by the habit. Curiously, when they return to Nui Dat after a patrol, these same men fall on their beds and sleep through artillery crashes that shake the ground underneath their tents. Volleys of small arms and machine-gun fire from the testing range obliterate the peace, but it doesn’t matter to them. They sleep through anything when they know it’s safe.


After 10 days of patrol, regulations stated that they had to have some fresh food. Resup it’s called, for resupply, and they’re red-letter days. A smoke grenade to mark the spot and a heavily laden Iroquois chopper descends like Santa Claus. The entire company comes together and the platoons can catch up and exchange news and bullshit. The choppers deliver water, more C-rations, cigarettes, cold cans of drink (called ‘goffas’), chocolate-flavoured milk and the salad rolls and oranges that allegedly equal fresh food. They carry new jungle greens for those whose uniforms are destroyed, spare weapons parts and the mixed blessing of mail.


News from home is critical for morale and optimism, the belief that this will end one day and another life will be waiting. It was ever thus for the infantryman. Letters bring softness and affection into a grim place; connecting them back to a world they can visualise only dimly. The men share their news, sometimes even the letters themselves, particularly with those who don’t receive mail. One person’s good news is everyone’s. Unfortunately, so is the bad.


The section commanders wait with trepidation to see whether anyone has received that traditional soldier’s kick in the guts, the Dear John letter. Sorry Kevin, or Jack, or Geoff, or Martin … we’re through. I’ve found somebody else, I don’t love you anymore, I can’t wait for you … sad little justifications, some real, others a lie. In a section of just 10 men, one of these missives can be like a rock in a pond, the ripples of anger and worry overwhelming the others. If it can happen to him, why not me? What’s my missus up to? Hope, always a weak flame on patrol, can be extinguished in a moment. It’s all too easy to believe that you’re forgotten.


The NCOs get them moving, stowing away rations and burying all the rubbish. Time to walk the weeds again. Silence returns as Delta Company divides and each man is left with his own thoughts, whether they were of home or what might be waiting down the track. They all say the same thing about this moment when you faced up to the task again – that the last thing you wanted and the only thing you wanted were one and the same – to see some bloody action.


[image: image]


I knew only one prime minister from birth to adolescence – Robert Gordon Menzies, or, as he was often referred to: ‘Ming the Merciless’ (the name of the evil emperor in the comic strip Flash Gordon). Menzies was a one-off amongst Australia’s prime ministers. He was a tall, big-framed man, with a not unappealing face, an enviable head of white hair and twin, black, caterpillar eyebrows of such size and ferocity that in newspaper photographs and on television they seemed to live life independently of the rest of him. He had a superb, caressing voice, and though it was often said that he sounded a little too ‘posh’ for an Australian, his wit and vocabulary could play that instrument to wondrous effect. He was charismatic and commanding – the prime minister from Central Casting … and the man who took us into Vietnam.


Menzies had been prime minister before, in 1939, when his sorrowful voice, tolling like a bell, had informed the nation that England was at war and that ‘as a result, Australia is also at war’. But his autocratic ways led to his downfall and for the rest of World War II, he remained a minor figure. He fought his way back, founded the Liberal Party, regained government, and by 1962 dominated Australian political life to such a degree that his authority seemed unshakeable and his right to office unquestionable.


No one could have called Menzies a visionary; he was too practical for that – tough, cunning and politically astute. He had only one blind spot – an obsession with the British monarchy that bordered on the strange and there is a wonderful moment contained in Australia’s film archives when his adoration overflowed. It’s 1963 and the Queen is visiting Canberra. Prime Minister Menzies, resplendent in regalia and medals, is officially welcoming Her Majesty and then, in an unscripted moment, he breaks into an Elizabethan love lyric and delivers these lines to her with such naked devotion that even after all these years it can still make most Australians cringe with embarrassment:




There is a lady sweet and kind,


Was never face so pleased my mind;


I did but see her passing by,


And yet I love her till I die.





Even though it’s black-and-white footage, you can see the young Elizabeth II blush profusely. She hides her face with a giggle and Menzies, like your slightly drunk Uncle Alf after Christmas lunch, smiles benignly at everyone. Magic, utter magic.


But he was no fool. Menzies’ hold on power was rarely threatened, least of all by his opposite number. Elected by the Labor Party as opposition leader in 1960, when he was 63, Arthur Calwell was one of those unfortunate politicians whose thankless task it is to lead their party after disaster and chaos have brought it to the brink of ruin.


Briefly, what happened is that the Labor Party had split in two in the middle ’50s. A large part of its right wing, mostly Catholics, decided that the party was too soft on Communism (and other matters) and left in high dudgeon. They set up their own organisation – the Democratic Labor Party – and then proceeded to stick it to their old mates by winning Senate seats and allocating their preferences to Menzies and the conservatives. It was a mess.


It feels like, and is, somewhat dry history now, but I saw grown men punch each other’s lights out over the DLP split at gatherings in Catholic Church halls and homes. We kids never knew much about it apart from overhearing dark mutterings about ‘Commo bastards’ and ‘bloody traitors’ but it was terrifically exciting to see the grown-ups square-off.


The upshot of it all was that the Labor Party was a lonely voice in the wilderness. It didn’t help that Calwell was never going to have Menzies’ charm and appeal. It would be kind to describe his face as craggy, and his voice was a harsh, nasal whine, reminiscent of a rusty tin lid being forcibly dragged across concrete. He had an unfortunate look for television and where Menzies presented a vision of well-tailored urbanity, Calwell, in his ill-fitting suits and Coke-bottle glasses seemed out of place and old-fashioned, particularly to young Australians.


Yet he was an honest man, Arthur, a true believer and hater in the way that only the Irish and their descendants can manage; implacably hostile towards the British and their imperialist ways.




He was suspicious of the gentry and all those who would lord it over the working man. He was a racist and a bigot, convinced of the rightness of the White Australia Policy, but over the next 10 years he would prove to be a consistent and fierce opponent of conscription and the Vietnam War, often in defiance of his party and most of Australia.


But neither Menzies nor Calwell occupied much of our thinking time then. One of the more attractive qualities of politics in 1962 was its lack of presence in our lives. Mr Menzies was the Prime Minister; Mr Calwell led the Opposition and that was the way it both was and should be. Still, difference was in the air, like smoke in summer.


Australia’s population was rapidly getting younger – the percentage under the age of 15 rose from 25 per cent in 1947 to almost 30 per cent by 1965. By the mid ’60s, more than 38 per cent of the country was aged under 20, meaning that not one of those people had been through the two world wars or the Great Depression. That part of the population that had so innocently been called ‘youths’ in the 1940s had morphed into a much more difficult beast called ‘teenagers’ in the 1950s. They were accompanied by a burst of soundtrack that shook up the world, an irresistible cry that came from somewhere down the end of a lonely street and seemed to infect everyone under 20 with a rocking pneumonia and a boogie woogie flu.


When ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ came hurtling out of radios across Australia, propelled by the voice of Elvis Presley, hearts were transfixed, lives were changed. We had never heard anything like that before, but we knew instinctively it was ours. It was goodbye Perry Como and Pat Boone and hello ‘awopbopaloobopawopbamboom’. In bedrooms everywhere, acne-riddled boys practised their three chords on Maton guitars while girls watched Six O’Clock Rock and Bandstand, criticising the girl singers, all the while wishing it was them up there on the black-and-white dream machine. The true deluge was yet to come, but the door to change was being belted open and the old-time heroes were crashing and burning.




We had the brushed-back hairstyles and the ducktails and all that sort of thing. Quite common for us to wear all black. That was the trendy thing, with the pointy-toed shoes and at the local dances and they were good times … just young fellows who loved to ride motorbikes and make a lot of noise … They used to cruise down the main street of Glenelg and park them all in a row outside the pub and they were all sparkling and great.


TONY EY, CLEARANCE DIVING TEAM





Tony Ey had moved from a farm to the big city of Adelaide, and like many of us in 1962, he began his adolescence as a hungry innocent, looking for action in a conservative world.




I can remember some of the guys in my class talking about the birds and the bees and I remember my first reaction was, ‘That’s disgusting!’ and I said, ‘That’s bullshit because my parents wouldn’t do that.’ … And of course young boys at school that’s all they talk about eventually so you start to realise what it’s all about and you learn by word of mouth from your mates …


My first real girlfriend … I only ever saw her on Saturday nights at the dance and we thought it was pretty serious but her parents were so strict that I couldn’t see her any other time than the dances and her father would bring her to the dances and then he was there on the spot, on the dot, when the dance finished and took her home. So we held hands between dances and things like that … the parents were very, very strict in those days. They watched their daughters very closely …


There were a couple of big proper dance halls in Adelaide, they were pretty big. But they were great. That was the place you had to be. Some of the blokes would pull up outside on their motorbikes and most of the time they would sit around on the motorbikes rather than go inside and dance, but real rock ’n’ roll bands. You know, the real old jive of the ’60s and Bill Haley and the Comets sort of music. Everybody with their ducktails, their haircuts and the girls with their short skirts and the blokes with their pointy-toed shoes. But I was never a dancer. We used to tend to sit around amongst ourselves and watch and go look at the motorbikes and sneak out the back and have a beer …


The girls would be in their groups and the boys would be in their groups and, of course, the girls would show up to the dance in a group and you couldn’t split them up. They’d stay in their group and on the odd occasion you would go over and ask a girl to dance – some of them were that shy they didn’t know what to do. It was really strange. We were quiet in a lot of ways; I don’t know about a protected society, it was more closed in its outlook. We weren’t as open-minded as they are today.


TONY EY





Not quite sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll, is it? That was to come, for some of us at least, a little later on. But even these mild, early stirrings – the motorbikes, the leathers, the music, caused an outcry from the pillars of Australian life. To our parents and grandparents we seemed to be a brand-new species – not just disobedient and disrespectful but deliberately ignorant of the hard times they had gone through so that we could be dis -obedient and disrespectful. ‘You listen to me, sonny Jim. I fought the war for the likes of you and you should count yourself damn lucky that you’re not damn well jibber-jabbering in Japanese and eating your dinner with bloody chopsticks!’




They had, after all, been robbed of their youth in many ways, and our careless freedom and irresponsibility must have seemed at the very least, unfair. We were better educated; more of us finished high school than ever before and, thanks to Menzies, many more of us were able to attend the newly created universities. Of course, we then had to show our ingratitude by using this brand-new educational experience to turn on him and his conservative cohorts.


To organisations like the Returned and Services League, the RSL, it seemed that everything they stood for was under attack during the ’60s. Formed during World War I by activist veterans, principally to agitate for veterans’ rights, the RSL had grown into a nationwide lobby that had a deathlike grip on the observance of Anzac Day and occasionally let rip with sensational outbursts on the failings of Australian society. Universities, and the ratbags they so obviously bred, were a favourite topic of fulmination.


The student newspaper at Sydney University, Honi Soit, once published an article which took a mighty swipe at Anzac Day. They called it ‘an annual ritual of national narcissism-cum-Bacchanalian revel’, then for good measure they also took aim at the ‘blood and thunder or syrupy sentimentalism of RSL propaganda’. Predictably, the RSL responded by calling the whole thing ‘complete and utter filth’.


Even more outrageous to them was Alan Seymour’s play, The One Day of the Year. The play dealt with the generational gap between a World War II veteran and his uni student son over Anzac Day and portrayed the digger as a drunken, pathetic character who was irrelevant in a modern world. When you read it now, it feels rather clunky and unsubtle, but at the time it seemed to crystallise the divisions and the bitterness that were beginning to rise up between parents and children.


Apart from immigration, conscription and general moral decline, the subjects that always got the RSL into full frothing at the mouth mode were the Threat of Communism and the Defence of Australia. For some reason, they were always written in capital letters. Not for nothing had the RSL borrowed from an American orator their motto, ‘The Price of Liberty is Eternal Vigilance’.


The men of World War I had long had a stranglehold on the RSL, not welcoming the World War II vets into the fold till they were forced by time to change, and only in the early ’60s were the younger men beginning to take over. There was to be a harsh irony in this later, when the Vietnam vets came home. The World War II men had come out of their war acutely aware of Australia’s vulnerability, fearful of what they saw as the Asian menace and determined that no potential enemy would ever rise up again.


Clearly, in this volatile world that featured spy planes and the Berlin Wall, satellites and the space race, Khrushchev, Castro and Mao, the greatest threat came from the Communists, who were otherwise known as ‘reds’, ‘pinkoes’, ‘red-raggers’ and ‘Commies’. They could be found in the Soviet Union, China, most of Eastern Europe, Cuba, East Germany, Vietnam, Malaya, Indonesia and under the bed. The RSL lobbied the government fiercely over the advance of Communism and the state of our defence readiness. They were a strong, conservative force with the unique privilege of direct access to cabinet, but they were talking to the converted.


The war in the Pacific and then the Korean War had caused Australia’s defence and foreign policies to swing firmly towards the United States. This was the time of ‘the domino theory’, an idea that proposed that if one country came under Communist control, then the countries surrounding it would also fall, one by one, to Communism.


The theory sprang from a belief in the West that Communism, fanatical, expansionist and led by the Soviet Union, was determined to gain absolute authority over the rest of the world. The situation wasn’t helped by people like the Soviet Premier, Nikita Khrushchev, who cried out to the West, ‘We will bury you!’ To the Americans, and thus to us, it meant that existing Communist governments must be prevented from expanding and that any new ones should be killed at birth.


The great flaw in the theory was that belief in it made you blind. Blind to the fact that nations are distinct and unique, with different cultures and politics, different stories. Like life, they are complex and messy and cannot be so easily lined up and knocked over. But sometimes when you believe in something so fervently, all the evidence seems to point towards the rightness of that belief. By 1962, Australia had battled against Communism in Korea, killed Communist terrorists in Malaya, watched nervously as Communists gained influence and power in Indonesia, and in May ’62, we had sent an air force squadron to Thailand in response to a Communist-led crisis in Laos. The dominoes, wavering under the hot breath of red aggression, looked like they would fall at any moment. Then there was Vietnam.


For all the iconic status that Vietnam was to ultimately occupy in Australian history, in 1962 you would have been hard put to find one Australian in ten who had actually heard of the country, let alone knew where it was. You might have done slightly better if you’d changed the name to Indochina because at least some of us remembered that from History class.


Asia was still a mystery and a worry to most Australians. It was on our list of things about which we felt vaguely uneasy – bosses, the police, homosexuality, our place in the world … and all those countries to our north. From time to time, when a fuss was stirred up by politicians or the RSL, then ‘the Asian threat’ rocketed to the top of the list. The Japanese were firmly lodged in the bad memories of our parents and as for the Chinese … well, many a young Australian in 1962 had grown up being warned that ‘the yellow hordes’ were waiting just off the coast, slavering and salivating as they looked enviously upon our riches and ‘our way of life’. And if that feels a little far-fetched today, let me remind you that it was only in 1961 that The Bulletin had removed the slogan ‘Australia for the White Man’ from its masthead. The possibility that millions of Chinese neither knew of nor cared about us strangely did not seem to enter our thinking.


Vietnam hit our political radar in the late 1950s, when the conflict between the Communist North and the supposedly democratic South intensified and casualties on both sides mounted. US military involvement steadily increased under President Kennedy and, by the end of 1962, 11 000 American advisers and support personnel were stationed in the South. As ever, the Americans were sensitive to the accusation that they were being bullies and the rising protests that they had replaced the colonising French with the ‘imperialist’ US meant that they needed international legitimacy. They invented what they called the ‘Many Flags’ project (kind of like ‘the Coalition of the Willing’ these days, but in more innocent language) and began seeking support.


Australia received its first request for a military contribution from the American State Department in late 1961. The armies of both countries quickly poured cold water on the proposal but in the face of political expediency and need, they didn’t stand a chance against the politicians. On 24 May 1962, the Minister for Defence, Athol Townley, announced that Australia would commit up to 30 military instructors to Vietnam. We were in.


It seemed so small and inoffensive really, back in 1962. Just a few blokes going over to some place called Vietnam (where?) to help the Yanks sort out some Commie guerrillas. It made only a ripple in the news and did not lodge as even a tiny blip in the collective memory of the nation. We remember it now only because of what was to follow, and there was so much else to think about after all. Rod Laver won the grand slam of tennis and Marilyn Monroe died. There were hula hoops on the streets and The Argonauts on the radio. Lucky Starr was singing ‘I’ve Been Everywhere’ and The Beverly Hillbillies and McHale’s Navy (not to mention The Jetsons) were keeping us glued to the tube. We were reaching out to the world, to whatever our future might be.




I was a bit directionless. I got into trouble with this girl in Bendigo, got her pregnant, and I was escaping that – she was a nice girl. I ended up in Sydney, working for the PMG [Postmaster General], at one stage I was thinking of becoming a PMG technician … The army looked a bit exciting. I knew it had bases all around Australia so it was a chance to see Australia; the possibility of going to war, which I didn’t think too much of at the time, and postings overseas as an officer, and I thought being an officer was the way to do it … I liked the fact that it was a nice uniform and I thought, you know, probably lots of girls like young blokes in uniform … and I thought, well, the army, I might give it a go, it’s good pay.


BERNIE MCGURGAN







If you were going to go to university it was going to cost you a lot of money. Not you, but whoever was going to pay for it. I had no sense that I was ever going to get to university at that point in my life; it just wasn’t going to happen … you just kind of said, ‘Well, I’m 15 and I’m not going. I’ve got no prospects of higher education because of the cost, and it’s time to think about going out there into the workforce.’


AUDIE MOLDRE







Every time a navy ship came into Adelaide I used to be onto Dad’s back, ‘Come on, Dad, I want to see the ships!’ So every ship that came in we went down there …


[HMAS] Melbourne came in and she was the carrier, the flagship, and we went down to Outer Harbour to see her the morning she was sailing and it was a beautiful, clear morning and the water was green and clear and there’s this huge aircraft carrier there and the fans are humming and everything’s happening and the sailors are running around and it’s just a moment that is frozen in my mind. I’ll never forget I was standing down near the stern of the ship down near the big quarterdeck and I noticed that the ship’s divers were in the water, something to do with the propellers. They were in the water and I looked down and there’s this huge warship towering above them and the divers in the water and such a beautiful day and I went, ‘There’s nothing else in the world for me. This is what I have to do.’


TONY EY





Plans being made, dreams being dared, lives unfolding. I seriously doubt that in 1962, Tony or Audie or Bernie knew that the first members of the Australian Army Training Team Vietnam were about to go to war. Or that soon, they too would be there.


But as those first soldiers boarded their Qantas flight to Saigon, there were all kinds of echoes in the air – of the Sudan, of South Africa and Gallipoli, of Passchendaele and Tobruk, of Kokoda and Korea. We were off again, this time without fanfare or formal farewells, off to a country whose history of thousands of years of struggle, conflict and death, was about to embrace yet more, where Australians would fight, and die; off to a war which, for some, has never ended.











II


THE VIETNAMESE ARE DESCENDED FROM DRAGONS AND FAIRIES




We depart at 8.30 AM for Tay Ninh to visit the Cao Dai Great Temple, with architecture that could easily be a Walt Disney fantasy. Then it’s on to Cu Chi and the fabulous Viet Cong Tunnels. Here you will have the unique experience of guerrillas living and fighting underground during the war and gain a deep appreciation of the courage and integrity of the Vietnamese people. For those interested, there’s even the opportunity to fire off rounds from an AK47 at the nearby rifle range. Allegedly, the old, wooden targets resemble U.S. Marines!


Lunch and drinks included.


VIETNAMESE TOURIST BROCHURE, 2006





The Cu Chi Tunnels are a must on the list of sights for visitors to modern Vietnam, along with the Mekong Delta, a temple or two, the floating market, the old city of Hoi An, cheap DVDs … and the wonderful world of war. The American War (as it is locally known) is very big business. A nation that recycled bombs into booby traps and drink cans into houses has no problem in making hay from history. And for many Vietnamese that’s all it is now, history.




Two-thirds of Vietnam’s people were born after the war and the young idolise Bill Gates far more than Ho Chi Minh, their legendary wartime leader. The comrades have gone commercial and like everyone else they want plasma screens, cell phones, Western fashions and the latest Honda Wave motorcycle. Doi moi it’s called – ‘renovation’, not of a house but an entire country. Like the Chinese before them the Vietnamese have encouraged socialism to let loose its inner capitalist, but as always, only some of the people have benefited.


The average annual income in Vietnam is just US$500, mostly because about 60 per cent of the 85 million people still live and work in rural areas, and a third of them are below the poverty line. Corruption is healthy and widespread, the judicial system a bad joke and human rights either absent or ignored. Our tourist dollars may be welcome but not our freedoms. Not yet, anyway. The Socialist Republic of Vietnam remains a single party state, firmly controlled by the Communists.


Still, nothing stops the Vietnamese. You get the feeling that they’d not only survive the end of the world; they’d find a way to flourish. For the first 10 years after the war ended in 1975 this country was wracked by poverty, ripped apart by the violent suppression and jailing of thousands of its own people in prison camps, and brought to its economic knees by a bunch of old, Cold War warriors who didn’t have the faintest idea how to run a country. The small problem of two additional wars, one with Cambodia in 1977 and the other with China in 1979, didn’t exactly help either.


But in street and village, paddy field and warehouse, the people kept going – trading, dealing, conniving and accruing, doing what they had to do, getting by. The Vietnamese people will play the game according to whichever rules hold sway at any given time, but quietly, deeply, they are intent on one thing above all others – the survival and success of their family. Life is a long arc they believe, punctuated by inevitable injustice and tragedy and you should have no expectation that anyone else, least of all any government, will make it easier for you. You take your chances when they come. Like making money from your own war.


Vietnam has all the jewels necessary for a tourism crown – breathtaking mountains, snowy-white beaches, timeless scenery and full-tilt cities; but it’s the war that has been turned into a major money-spinner. There are holy icons of the conflict around every corner, museums of memory and state rhetoric which you are enthusiastically encouraged to visit.


Some Western veterans of the war have come to Vietnam over the years with nostalgia in their hearts, looking for the ‘Nam’ of their youth; but most tourists arrive these days with nothing more than simple curiosity about the war. At the monuments and the museums there are thousands of them, the babble of languages echoing off the cool, concrete walls. They dutifully follow their government-appointed guides, holding their digital cameras in front of their bodies like an offering, photographing each exhibit as they trundle by – the Huey choppers, the statues of Ho, the tanks, the guns and the planes.


They don’t bother to read the turgid text that accompanies each display, they just photograph it instead. They come from Australia, America, Europe, Japan and Korea and they’re relentless; nothing stops or shocks them, not the horrific photographs of napalmed children, the close-ups of the disfigurement and the burns, not even the terrible, deformed foetuses preserved in jars, labelled as victims of a herbicide used during the war, Agent Orange. They move on in a kind of obedient stupor as their guides regale them with politically acceptable speeches, and all together now, it’s cameras up, frame the shot, Flash! Check the shot on the LCD screen, move on. ‘So, that was the war, eh?’ And all the while the dollars pile up.


Most of the Vietnamese guides and attendants are far too young to have known the war and don’t really believe the government line, they just parrot it. You can admire the Vietnamese for their enterprise and their adaptability, but the real fascination is their capacity to lead double lives, one outwardly, on show for the state and any other observer, and one inwardly, where they tell the truth to an empty room. Keep watching though, because every now and then the façade cracks, just a little.


At Cu Chi, before they take you down into the tunnels (which have been widened to accommodate fat Westerners), you sit through an obligatory screening of a Viet Cong propaganda film made for tourists. It’s old-fashioned, pedal-to-the-metal Communist claptrap like this:




The American devils, they shot at women, children. They shot at the poultry, they fired into pots and pans, they fired at trees and leaves, they fired into the soil! They fired at schools and even Buddha statues! … But who were these Cu Chi guerrillas who fought back against Washington DC? A small girl who lost her father … her height doesn’t reach that of the trenches but her hatred lifts her much higher above the ground. With only a rifle and a grenade, in just a single day she drove back tens of well-trained Americans! She was awarded the title, Brave Exterminator of Americans …





You get the general drift. All the guerrillas in the film, just coincidentally of course, are good-looking young women with fresh, idealistic faces. It’s clunky, amateurish sludge, probably produced by a workers’ committee and my scepticism must have been showing on my face because our guide, catching my eye, winked at me and then burst into laughter. He was still chuckling 30 minutes later as he herded us into the souvenir shop where you can buy (fake) dog tags, VC flags, cleverly aged Zippo cigarette lighters inscribed with American GI mottos like, ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of death, I fear no evil because I’m the meanest motherfucker in the valley’, unit patches, medals, American ID cards and VC scarves. The final touch is the gaggle of small, persistent boys selling bootlegged copies of Graham Greene’s The Quiet American.


No possibility is overlooked, no potential sale missed. The guide, by the way, scored a sizeable tip for briefly departing from the party line.


To see the conflict transformed into tourist turns and tacky souvenirs can surprise and bemuse Australian and other visitors to Vietnam, and it nettles some veterans. They find it hard to swallow the ‘war criminals’ labels on some of the photographs of allied troops and the often boastful tone of the guides’ spiels. And even though it’s all just another way of making a buck in a hard world, it’s also a symbol of the differences between us.


That’s the trouble with visiting Vietnam as an Australian. You can easily find yourself thinking of it as a war rather than a country. To do so singles it out from the rest of Asia, makes it an icon of sorts. We don’t look at Indonesia that way, not even Bali after the bombings. The Vietnamese, smart and entrepreneurial, feed that perception for a price and keep the war alive. But away from the monuments and the museums, the children of Vietnam reach hungrily for their future.


The true legacy of the war for the Vietnamese is memories that don’t make money and are not for public consumption. They can be found commemorated and enshrined on small, wooden altars that gleam with red and gold lacquer and sit in pride of place in millions of homes and shops, restaurants, offices and businesses all over Vietnam and in faraway cities like Toronto, San Francisco, Sydney and Melbourne, wherever the refugees found shelter. They are places of worship where families honour their ancestors. There are wooden plaques resting there with names carved into their surfaces alongside photographs of people long gone. They stand on those altars in mute testament to what was really lost …






  Count them:




	The Army of the Republic of Vietnam – 224 000 killed; 1 169 000 wounded.


	The North Vietnamese Army/ Viet Cong – 1 100 000 killed; 600 000 wounded.


	Vietnamese Civilians – the nearest estimate is 2 000 000 killed. An unknown number were wounded or maimed.





Every family in Vietnam suffered loss in the war, no one escaped untouched.
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There were two soldiers, both of one family,


Both of one race – Vietnam.


There were two soldiers, both of one family,


Both of one blood – Vietnam.


There were two soldiers who were of one heart,


Neither would let Vietnam be lost.


There were two soldiers, both advancing up a road,


Determined to preserve Vietnam.


There were two soldiers, both were heroes,


Both sought out and captured the enemy troops.


There were two soldiers, both were heroes,


Both went off to ‘wipe out the gang of common enemies’.


There were two soldiers who lay upon a field,


Both clasping rifles and waiting.


There were two soldiers who one rosy dawn


Killed each other for Vietnam.


Killed each other for Vietnam.


PHAM DUY





That song was composed in 1968 but it is still sung in Vietnam, still remembered. To talk with a Vietnamese veteran of war, no matter which side they were on, is to dip your hand into a deep stream. For Australian soldiers the war meant a 12-month tour, but the Vietnamese already had years of fighting behind them and years still to endure. Trace the outline of most Australian veterans’ stories and you find a time capsule that begins the day they leave for Saigon and ends 365 days later. But the Vietnamese vet’s story is likely to follow a winding, often tragic course for 30 years and more.


I went to Cabramatta, in New South Wales, and the suburbs around it, to speak with Vietnamese–Australian veterans, men who had served with the forces of South Vietnam during the war and now lived here. In every house I visited one symbol was always prominent – a yellow rectangle with three red stripes running in parallel across it, the flag of the long-gone Republic of [South] Vietnam.


‘Red blood, yellow skin,’ they told me, wanting to make a point about sacrifice. But I knew that the yellow represented the land and the three red stripes North, Central and South Vietnam. In one form or another, this flag has been the emblem of Vietnamese nationalism for 100 years and, to the veterans I spoke with, it remains the most potent and emotional symbol of a country they have lost.


Lost. There’s a certain weight to that word, a lingering sadness about its very sound. It was a constant presence in the interviews I conducted with these men. There was also a fierce pride in their personal histories, a fervent hatred of contemporary, socialist Vietnam, and a deep gratitude to Australia. Without the war, it’s unlikely that Australia and Vietnam would ever have been any more to each other than trading partners and so these men would have been unknown to us. But they’re pieces in our jigsaw now, part of our story.


Let me tell you about three of them: Van Nhung Tran, Vo Minh Cuong and Colonel Vo Dai Ton.


They came to Australia at different times but in the same way – on the refugee road over the South China Sea in impossible boats till they hit the camps in South-East Asia. Thousands of Vietnamese, or ‘boat people’, were taken in by Australia in the 10 or so years after 1975.


Van Nhung Tran was a doctor, a captain in the medical corps of the South Vietnamese Army and when the war ended he was treating the wounded from both sides in a field hospital. The Communists then locked him away for three years in prison, the so-called ‘re-education camps’. Mr Van is slightly built, elegant and precise in his movements with impeccable, old-world manners. He now works as a medical technician in a Sydney hospital.


Vo Minh Cuong was sent to train as a helicopter pilot in America and then flew as a lieutenant with the Vietnamese Air Force on medevacs and Special Forces missions. Shot out of the sky at war’s end, he spent almost six years in the camps. These days, he’s a solicitor in Sydney’s southwest. Mr Vo is an excitable, voluble man, with a ready laugh and a quick wit. A beautiful, wooden model of a Huey helicopter, his helicopter, made for him by a fellow prisoner, sat beside him during the interview.


Vo Dai Ton, always called ‘Colonel’ in the Vietnamese community, is the oldest of these men. His father was a mandarin, a bureaucrat in the court of the Vietnamese emperor, and he is one of 10 children, all of whom joined the South Vietnamese Army. The colonel was a member of the Special Forces and he escaped just weeks after the end of the war. Astonishingly, he returned covertly to Vietnam in 1981 in an attempt to set up a resistance network. He was caught, imprisoned and finally released 12 years later.


When you want to try to understand another human being, where do you start? With language? Emotions? Music? Perhaps with shared experiences? Some of the Vietnamese–Australian veterans I interviewed are my age and so I looked for some commonality with them – books, music, world events; all the usual trappings of a life lived that cling to us over the years. But there was no common ground down those paths.


Then one of them gently scolded me, pointing out that my childhood was totally different to his. ‘You could dream,’ he said. ‘You could imagine what your life might become, what you could become. In Vietnam, there were no dreams.’ For his generation there was no sense of the future, just the hard facts of living every day. There was no optimism, just a fragile hope of survival.


Ask either nationality, ‘Why did you fight?’ and the comparisons are just as stark. We had choices in Australia – to go or not to go, to support the war, protest against it, or just ignore it. For the Vietnamese the only choice was which path to choose through the chaos and the blood. Should they be on the side of the ‘liberation war’ or ‘the fight for freedom and democracy’? The Communists or the Americans? Whichever way they went, death would haunt their steps and the only constants were fear, sacrifice and loss.


It wasn’t simply a question of right or wrong. The moral compass of the Vietnamese swung wildly for every man, woman and child. Many changed sides, often more than once, but most … well, most were just picked up by the anonymous and cruel wave of war and unceremoniously dumped – bruised, bloodied or lifeless, wherever it chose to drop them. War was not just a way of life in Vietnam, it was life. It made the Vietnamese into fatalists, knowing there was nothing they could do against the great forces grinding away all around them. If those forces wanted to take you, they would. They owned you.


Yet these men love the country of their birth. I do not mean they indulge in empty flag-waving or even aggressive patriotism. I mean they love the land itself, their history and their people. With loyalty and honest faith they gave what they had to defend that love and they lost. That is, of course, the nature of war, but there are no memorials to their sacrifice, no recording of their valour. There is nothing that would bring them at least some small measure of comfort that they too are remembered.


Every public trace of their existence in Vietnam has been obliterated by the victors – cemeteries desecrated, monuments bulldozed. Australian Vietnam veterans, themselves no strangers to dispossession, have encouraged these men to march on Anzac Day, and in that spirit, I want to try to widen the lens a little. In the telling of our Vietnam years, I must also attempt to tell something of theirs. It is important to at least try to understand the land they left behind, the world into which we stumbled.


[image: image]




The coat of arms of the Republic of Vietnam has, as its central theme, the flexible bamboo, symbolising consistency, faithfulness and vitality … An ancient proverb says, ‘the taller the bamboo grows, the lower it bends’, meaning that a great man is humble, modest and tolerant. A fierce storm may uproot proud, stately and seemingly indestructible trees, but after the storm subsides, the flexible bamboo emerges as straight and verdant as before. This may reflect an approach to life.


AMERICAN MILITARY COUNTRY STUDY AND STATION BRIEFING REPORT, 1961





The Vietnamese are descended from dragons and fairies, or at least that’s how the ancient myth goes. The Dragon Lord of the Seas and a fairy princess from the mountains had 100 children together. Not surprisingly the marriage failed, so the Dragon Lord returned to the sea with half the children and the fairy took the others and settled near the Red River, beginning the nation of Vietnam.


A more pedestrian explanation is that the Vietnamese are descendants of Mongols from China and migrating Indonesians. About 3000 years ago, a culture emerged in the north of Vietnam that can be traced to the modern Vietnamese and little by little these people moved slowly south, occupying more and more arable land as they went, forcibly removing the original inhabitants until they had it all.


There was good reason for them to covet this land. Vietnam is the shape of an ‘S’, long and thin, and just 1600 kilometres from north to south. In the middle, where it looks like it’s been squeezed by a giant hand, it’s a mere 50 kilometres wide. It’s mostly tropical, on the same climatic belt as Nicaragua and the Republic of Congo and, as Australian soldiers were to uncomfortably discover, the monsoon season can make life sodden and miserable. But those rains encourage the cultivation of rice and, in a country that has always been heavily populated, rice can mean life itself.


Vietnamese history has one, repetitive plotline – struggle. That narrow stretch of land has seen centuries-long battles; first to establish a nation and then to defend it against enemies within and without. It may be the reason that the Vietnamese are unafraid of a fight and don’t seem to care that they consistently take on opponents well above their size.


Their first bout was with a heavyweight; the country that looms directly above them on the map – China. A hundred or so years before the birth of Christ, the legendary Han dynasty did the impossible and unified China, then turned their gaze south. They overwhelmed Vietnam and ruled it as a colonial province for the next 1000 years.


But the Vietnamese are nothing if not patient and eventually regained their independence. The Chinese, who rather fancied this fertile land, tried to reconquer them again and again and again, but the Vietnamese would not accept China’s heavy hand for long. Seemingly, whenever they were needed, new heroes would rise up out of the countryside and lead the revolt. All Vietnamese know and revere the names and deeds of these warrior ancestors who defended their motherland against the invader, and there are monuments and temples in their honour still scattered across the country. Perhaps the unwelcome guests who arrived later in the 20th century should have kept that in mind.


To live in Vietnam was to survive as best you could in an uncertain and dangerous world – wars, social upheaval and hunger were constants and the best way to stay alive lay in combined strength. The family was stronger than the individual, the village stronger than the family, the nation stronger than the village, and each in their turn bowed to the discipline and needs of the greater group. Family was the basis of everything and only through membership of the family could you have worth in this life. It’s a belief that’s still at the very core of Vietnamese society.




We were bound up in a very strict understanding of the family and everything in life we learned from our parents. We had to obey every instruction given to us by our father. The father was the ‘big boss’ in the family, like a king. Everybody had to obey his instructions. All the people who lived in the village were like a big family. We were surrounded by bamboo fences and lived under our own rules, our own instructions. It was a good time for everybody to live in peace and everybody knew each other. No stranger could enter without being noticed and we lived in peace and order and strictly followed Vietnamese traditions and customs.


COLONEL VO DAI TON, SPECIAL FORCES





Discipline, patience and endurance are the birth gifts given to every Vietnamese. They just hate to give up and, even when they are apparently defeated, they will regroup and come at you again from another angle and then another, until it ends in either death or victory. As they would do later with other would-be conquerors, they outlasted the Chinese, driving them away for good in the 15th century.


But the Vietnamese are also enterprising (some might even say cunning), and before removing them, they took from the Chinese everything they considered valuable. For the next 900 years Vietnam mirrored much of Chinese political, social and administrative life. Just as the Chinese did, they had an emperor who was all things to all people, even acting as the intermediary between his subjects and heaven. They followed the Confucian doctrine, just as China did, and education was valued above all other achievements. The scholars, the mandarins, ran the country, and learning was the main path to power, status and money.




From the Chinese, thousands of years ago, we were taught to respect three things, it came from Confucianism. The first one is the king, the second one is the teacher and the third one is your parents. When your father wished to discipline you, you would lie down on the floor and he would whip you. As a young child, when I would do something wrong, he would say, ‘Lie down. I am going to teach you the right thing.’ And it would be how to write properly, or not to disturb the neighbours, not to go and steal fruit, not to go and do something wrong with the other children. And after he said that, he would give you some whip.


VAN NHUNG TRAN, MEDICAL CORPS







But it was a decaying society. By the 18th century, the great European empires of Spain, Portugal, France and England were pushing each other out of the way in their greed to grab as much of the southern world as they could. Vietnamese society had begun to fragment (as had China) between warring factions and opposing rulers. The country was again in turmoil and vulnerable to conquest, only this time the pathway in was through the cross of Jesus Christ.


French Catholic priests arrived in Vietnam to set up permanent missions and begin recruitment and conversion. Unfortunately they also instructed their newly baptised Vietnamese followers to give their first loyalty to God rather than the emperor. The inevitable happened – hostility from the ruling class, and imprisonment and murder of the missionaries. Retribution by the West was inescapable.


In one of those curious coincidences that prove history has all the best stories, the American naval ship, USS Constitution, landed in Da Nang in 1845 and a company of United States marines was sent to rescue a French bishop who had been captured by the Vietnamese. The marines would land at Da Nang again 120 years later, only then they would wade through the surf to join the Vietnam War. At least the first time they arrived, the death toll was low. The church continued to send pioneer priests to Vietnam and, for a while, an uneasy truce existed.


But behind the missionaries came the merchants and the moneymakers and they convinced the French government that unless they wanted to be considered a second-rate power they should grab Vietnam while they could. In 1858, using the excuse of aggression against French clergy, Napoleon III sent in his navy and by the 1880s France had captured the lot – all of Vietnam and Cambodia under the newly coined title, French Indochina. Laos was added in 1893.




There’s a theory of history that suggests all colonisation took one of two forms. One led to permanent settlement, where the land was taken from its traditional owners by the colonists, cultivated, and a new country began to form. Australia and America were like that. The other kind was even more exploitative – take out all the money and resources you can, build nothing of substance and bugger the consequences. Vietnam under the French was closer to that.


Pursuing wealth at speed, the French upended Vietnamese traditions, agriculture and society. They built rail and road links and a system of canals and dikes, but they also took control of rice cultivation, introducing landlords and tenants, manipulating the market and, in the process, destroyed 1000 years of village ownership and harmony.


They turned village culture into a Western-style class system with the French at the top and the Vietnamese at the bottom. The old Confucian way, where education determined your social position, was replaced by class differences based on economics and race. The Vietnamese, the French believed, were to be pitied as a poor, backward and beaten people, while they on the other hand, were rightfully masters of all they surveyed. But they could not extinguish the passion the Vietnamese held for the land nor their desire to regain it. Nor did they count on the skill and power of just one man.
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Nothing is more precious than independence and liberty.


HO CHI MINH





When you visit Hanoi, the capital city of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, there are several things you are expected to do: take a boat around the fabulous Ha Long Bay, risk your life dodging motorcycles in the narrow streets of the Old Quarter, take in a performance of the Water Puppets – and visit the body of Ho Chi Minh. Ho was the first President of the Republic and after death his body was preserved, against his will, for the edification of his people. You can visit him almost any day, except for two months of the year when he’s removed for maintenance.


His final resting place is in possibly the ugliest building in Vietnam, in the middle of the city, in a place called the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum Complex. To enter, you follow a red line on the ground (‘Only one person on the red line at a time, not two!’) and are relieved of your bag and camera. After the electronic security control you move on inexorably towards the tall, grey, monolithic building standing on its own in the middle of the square.


Visitors are kept moving at a steady clip, up marble stairs, into the entrance, more stairs, then into the room. You move around three sides of a rectangle looking down at Ho where he lies in a glass sarcophagus, an army guard in a white dress uniform at each corner. He looks rather unreal, like a tall doll. Simple, black clothes, a wisp of a beard still grazing his chest.


Then it’s over. You’re ushered outside, wondering. Thousands of people do this daily and though it’s probably just another tourist stop for the backpackers and tour groups, the many Vietnamese who come each day are visibly affected by their pilgrimage. Ho is their Winston Churchill, their George Washington, their Mao Zedong. He is father and mother to the land and dangerously close to a state religion.


His story is a curious mix of myth, guesswork and known fact. He was born around 1890 as Nguyen Van Thanh (‘Nguyen who will be victorious’) and his father was a minor official at the Imperial Court in Hue who was dismissed by the French for dissent. His mother, so the legend goes, died in jail after being caught stealing weapons from the French and Ho got his subversive training wheels as a nine-year-old, carrying messages for the revolutionaries in his district. He left Vietnam at the age of 20 on a merchant ship, with the lowly job of galley boy.


Travelling the world, he spent time in North America, Europe, Africa, Australia and London, where, during World War I, he worked for a few years as a pastry chef under the tutelage of the French master chef, Escoffier. Finally, he ended up in Paris.


In one of those twisted ironies that abound in Vietnam’s story, Ho became one of the founders of the French Communist Party. Mostly self-educated, he was a rising star in the radical-Communist world and the talent spotters in Moscow encouraged him to come to Russia. He was formally trained at the gloriously named ‘University of the Toilers of the East’ as a covert agent for Communist International and sent into China. Now at last, he could begin his long and patient road towards the liberation of Vietnam.


From southern China, he coordinated the peasants and workers in Vietnam to take mass actions, just as he had been trained to do. By 1930, his influence was strong enough to unite all the smaller dissident groups into the Indochinese Communist Party and the trouble really began. North Vietnam was enduring a famine and Ho and the Communists took advantage of a wide-ranging peasant uprising in May 1930. In a small taste of the ruthless killing that was to come, they executed Vietnamese officials in the pay of the French, as well as local landholders, trying to encourage a full-scale revolt. It didn’t succeed.


Retaliation by the French was swift and, in the year it took them to regain control, the conservative estimate is that 10 000 Vietnamese died at their hands. Ho made his way back to Moscow, attended yet more Communist schools and then went back to China in 1938, to join Mao Zedong’s army. Two years later, he slipped across the border into Vietnam for the first time in 30 years, now called Ho Chi Minh (‘Ho, the bringer of light’). It wasn’t too difficult for him to escape detection for the world was now consumed by World War II.


While bombs and madness destroyed much of Europe, Vietnam remained relatively unscathed. In 1940 the Japanese invaded, quickly overwhelming all of Indochina. France had by now surrendered to Germany and the new puppet government in Paris, the Vichy French, cooperated with the Japanese as the caretakers of Vietnam. Every Vietnamese nationalist organisation saw this as their chance to win the revolution against a down and out France, but only one party was fully prepared to seize control – the Communists. By 1940, they had an intricate network of support and influence across all of Vietnam and much of southern China. And there were Communist cadres in most villages, waiting for the day of revolution.


Ho and his colleagues had learned well in Moscow; they could organise, indoctrinate and lead the people. They’d adapted techniques of mass propaganda from the Russians and they had willing listeners for their new message – independence. It was clever in its simplicity and masterful in what it hid.


The bad things in your life, they said to the peasants, are due to only one thing – the French persecutors. We must get rid of them and the best way to do that is to fight. Or as Ho more poetically put it, ‘It is better to sacrifice everything than to live in slavery.’ Not a word about Communism or ‘international solidarity with the forces of the proletariat’. Not yet. After all, you couldn’t practise Communism if you didn’t have a country to practise it in. The ‘revolutionary transformation of the world into a Communist state’ was out of favour for the moment and ‘national liberation’ was in.


Ho even ditched the name of the Indochinese Communist Party. He and his men disappeared into caves near the Chinese border and reappeared as the Vietnamese Independence League, otherwise known as the Viet Minh (‘United for Freedom’). This was to be the guerrilla machine that would sweep the French from Vietnam. A 10 000 man force was created and battled the Japanese with modest but growing success. Cleverly, Ho invited the other nationalist groups to fight under the Viet Minh banner and regain their country from foreigners. They accepted.


Now he was leading the fight for Vietnam’s independence from behind a united front, the main man in the revolutionary struggle. And other, important new friends had appeared – the Americans. Before the CIA existed there was the OSS, the Office of Strategic Services, American spooks working covertly behind Japanese lines. Ho and his men provided them with intelligence and practical assistance, even rescuing downed American pilots. In return, the OSS provided some weaponry and ammunition and, more importantly, they gave Ho the oxygen of publicity. American newspapers launched Ho into the world’s view as the leading Vietnamese nationalist and an ally of the US. Ho was ‘a good guy’, at least while the war was on.


But the end of World War II in Vietnam brought with it a chaotic nightmare. Smelling the wind, the Vichy French administration abruptly switched sides at the last minute and attempted to fight the Japanese who had them disarmed and imprisoned within 24 hours. There was no functioning government, so Bao Dai, the last Vietnamese emperor, was declared Chief of State by the Japanese and the entire country toppled into a tragic, operatic farce.


Infrastructure failed and the telephone and transport systems collapsed. Businesses went under, banks closed, nothing worked. Everywhere people were sick, frightened and near hysteria. Starvation and disease, already widespread, turned lethal in the north when floods took much of the rice crop and the Japanese the rest. Two million people died, reduced to eating bark and leaves.


Finally, the atom bombs were dropped, Japan surrendered and Vietnam was completely leaderless. Ho was ready.




The Viet Minh rapidly seized control of much of the country. Ho Chi Minh was elected President of the grandly titled Provisional Government of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and the guerrillas poured into Hanoi, taking it without firing a shot. On 3 September 1945, half a million people pushed their way into Hanoi’s main square to watch something they had never seen, a Vietnamese government take power.


In the hush, Ho stepped forward to read his new Declaration of Independence. At a time when the life expectancy in Vietnam was just 35, Ho at 55 looked like, and was, an old man. To most of the crowd, he was also a bit of a mystery. He had only appeared in their lives two weeks before. Uniformed American officers from the OSS stood behind him, all smiles and congratulations for they knew what was coming.


‘All men are created equal,’ read the new president. ‘They are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights; among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.’


In a stunning piece of plagiarism, Ho had appropriated the American Declaration. He went on to make the next step clear to everyone: ‘The whole Vietnamese people, animated by a common purpose, are determined to fight to the bitter end against any attempt by the French colonialists to reconquer their country’. His mausoleum was erected on the spot from which he delivered those words.


It was a suitably grand gesture, but it was doomed to fail. If the Americans had taken their chance then to foster their relationship with Ho, it’s likely that the Vietnam War would never have happened. But other agendas and bigger egos were in play elsewhere in the world and, as a result, millions of people would die. From this point on Vietnam would suffer the fate of the little bloke caught in the big blokes’ fight – you get squeezed and bashed from both sides.



OEBPS/images/Art_Pviii.jpg
Dicn Bien P

THAILAND.

NORTH
VIETNAM.

cHINA

Hanoi
&

o
%

St Chins o

 pruocuy prownce

OBinhBa
NuiDu,

AT Bese ® Long Tan

BaRiso

7 oume






OEBPS/images/Art_P4.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780733626050.jpg
YEARS

FrOM THE JUNGLE TO THE AUSTRALIAN SUBURBS

“Fast-moving, gripping and

panoramic....comprehensive.

MICHAEL CAULFIELD





OEBPS/template.xpgt
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 







OEBPS/images/Art_Piv.jpg
v hachette





