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      PREFACE

      
      Stiff and with the tensed, squared shoulders of an old soldier, Barry Petersen stepped forward to lay his wreath at the War
         Memorial at Thailand’s Hellfire Pass. His leg gave a twinge as he put his weight on it and bent down to lay the wreath, but
         he refused to let the pain of an old war injury show. The medals pinned to his chest jangled in the stillness as he straightened
         back up and dipped his head. He turned in perfect military step and resumed his place in the line of dignitaries.
      

      
      An observer looking at the men proudly displaying their medals this Anzac Day might have noticed that Barry Petersen’s row
         of 13 medals, stretching 20 centimetres across his chest, was the longest of them all. Those who know medals would acknowledge
         with respect the white and purple ribbon holding the Military Cross. This medal ranks two below the Victoria Cross, and it
         is only awarded for bravery in the face of the enemy. Further along the row of medals was a small brass oak leaf pinned to the Vietnam campaign ribbon. That one is for
         a Mention in Dispatches, given for courage in action against the enemy.
      

      
      Few in Australia are aware of Petersen’s place in our military history. His life could easily have been the inspiration for
         the controversial film Apocalypse Now. The parallels are there. Like Colonel Kurtz, played by Marlon Brando in the film, Petersen was eventually regarded by the
         CIA and senior American military men as having ‘gone native’. Long before Australian combat troops set foot in Vietnam, the
         young Australian officer had been sent alone into the darkest, most remote part of the country to build a guerilla force of
         primitive local tribesmen to harass and attack the Viet Cong. It was an extraordinary secret mission, overseen by some of
         the most ruthless CIA agents who developed the Phoenix Program, which would later be linked to the worst atrocities in the
         Vietnam War.
      

      
      Over two years in the Central Highlands of Vietnam, Petersen became so successful training and leading the indigenous Montagnard
         tribesmen against the Viet Cong that the communists put a price on his head: they wanted him dead or alive. It was true, the
         Montagnard were in awe of the young Australian, declaring him a demi-god, and in a remarkable traditional blood-spilling ceremony,
         anointed him a paramount chief. When news of this filtered back, the CIA began to fear the mountain tribes were more loyal
         to Petersen than to the US or the corrupt government in Saigon. To them, he was becoming a ‘Lawrence of the Highlands’.
      

      
      Petersen was neither a god nor native. He was an army man in a difficult position. He had learned some of the CIA’s darkest secrets. He’d uncovered top-secret illegal US military operations and the training of special assassination squads
         and when he was asked to do the same he refused. His defiance was not expected and his CIA bosses were furious. They wanted
         him removed (like the Viet Cong – one way or another).
      

      
      Barry Petersen’s life is an astonishing tale of one man’s courage to stand up against what he saw as wrong in a place where
         it was hard to tell who the real enemy was, where murder and torture were the order of the day. The fact that Petersen has
         lived to lay a wreath at Hellfire Pass in 2008 is testament to a little luck and to his courage, moral fibre and tenacity.
         This is his story.
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      SURPRISE ATTACK

      
      February 27, 1965: The first rays of dawn slowly started to light up the Vietnamese village of Thang Thanh, tucked away in the valley below.
         Mist that had collected overnight in the clearings and fields began to lift. Mountain birds, silent during the long dark night,
         opened up with their morning chorus.
      

      
      Lying in a patch of thick cover on top of a hill overlooking the village, Captain Barry Petersen brought his binoculars up
         to his eyes. The 29-year-old Australian Army officer looked down on the village as people dressed in their traditional Vietnamese
         black pyjama-style attire rose from their thatch huts to wash, greet neighbours and begin their daily business. In pairs and
         small groups, they started heading out to work in the fields before the day heated up.
      

      
      Petersen watched closely, searching for villagers who might be making their way to guard posts on the perimeter, looking for anybody approaching hidden bunkers, any sign of weapons, any hint of where the leaders of this village of about 500 people
         might be. He’d been informed by South Vietnamese army intelligence that Thang Thanh was under the control of the Viet Cong
         – a small force, with no North Vietnamese regular troops. But that information wasn’t always reliable, and Petersen was determined
         to be cautious. He and his men were a long way from any United States or South Vietnamese army support if anything went wrong.
         This was not the place to be caught in a trap.
      

      
      The heat and humidity rose steadily. Sweat dripped from Petersen’s brow and his camouflage shirt started to stick to his slim
         frame. Slightly resembling Aussie film idol Errol Flynn, he was the only Westerner around for more than 50 kilometres. Being
         white and taller than the Vietnamese was a curse in this war. He stood out clearly as a target. Any VC who saw him coming
         would take aim at him first, not just because he was a bigger target, but to kill a ‘Yankee’ was the ultimate prize. Few knew,
         or cared, that he was an Australian. To them, any guntoting Westerner was considered an American. The Vietnamese communists
         were determined to defeat the Yanks just as they had beaten the French.
      

      
      Lowering his binoculars, Petersen reached for his water bottle, took a sip of stale, warm water and looked around at his soldiers.
         He was in the same camouflage uniform as them, sharply striped like a tiger, clothing markedly different from Australian or
         American uniforms. There was no sign of rank or anything displayed to show he was an Australian Army officer. Petersen’s troops
         were all Montagnard, fierce mountain tribesmen of Vietnam’s Central Highlands. In just one year he had moulded a motley group of 100 volunteers into what amounted to a private army of 1200 guerillas, and with them he
         had taken the fight to the Viet Cong in the remote mountains 260 kilometres north-east of Saigon.
      

      
      Back in Australia hardly anyone was aware Australian soldiers were engaged in fighting in Vietnam. It would be another two
         months before the Menzies government announced its intention to send combat troops there and another six months before the
         first Australian troops arrived. At the time Captain Barry Petersen was scoping out the village, the first United States combat
         troops were four weeks off arriving in the country.
      

      
      Petersen’s mission was highly classified. It’s doubtful whether even the Australian Prime Minister Sir Robert Menzies knew
         an Australian soldier was fighting Viet Cong in the mountains of Vietnam. Had he known, it’s likely Menzies would have been
         surprised who the Australian was taking orders from. Petersen was not operating under the command of the Australian Defence
         Force. In a top-secret move 18 months earlier, Petersen had been told by his Australian commanding officer in Vietnam that
         he was to work for, and take orders from, the United States Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).
      

      
      The CIA had given Petersen an extraordinary mission – go into the mountains and build a private army of tribal warriors to
         take on the communists. The Montagnard people were a distinct ethnic group from the Vietnamese, they were herders and farmers
         who lived communally in long thatched houses. Their prime weapons were handmade crossbows and arrows and machetes. Petersen’s
         mission was to train them to use modern carbines and machine guns to take on a battle-hardened enemy with decades of experience in guerilla warfare.
      

      
      There was good reason for his task. The Central Highlands were strategically vital to the survival of the South Vietnamese
         government in Saigon. For years the North Vietnamese had been sending supplies south through the Highlands – a meandering
         string of paths through jungle and mountain passes that at times ran down the other side of the border inside Laos and Cambodia.
         These paths were later dubbed the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
      

      
      The village below Petersen lay directly in the path of that trail. He had been told the Viet Cong were using it as a base
         to harass and ambush South Vietnamese forces trying to battle the infiltration. The village was officially called a ‘Land
         Development Centre’, part of the South Vietnamese government’s plan to shift thousands of Vietnamese from the heavily populated
         coastal lowlands into new settlements in the sparsely settled Central Highlands. The Montagnard hated the Land Development
         Centres as they took over their land.
      

      
      The settlement scheme was a disaster. The Vietnamese resented being forced to move to the Highlands and had difficulty farming
         in the mountain conditions. Many had relatives who had joined the Viet Cong and were living in the jungle. The VC relied on
         this resentment and the family ties within the villages for food, support and recruits.
      

      
      Although a lowly captain, at this point Petersen had more troops serving under him then than any other Australian officer
         in Vietnam. The Australian military commander in Vietnam, Cold War warrior Colonel Ted Serong, had only 30 army trainers under him. Petersen was one of them, and he had unique talent and experience. It was Serong who had told him he was being
         seconded to the CIA, and to take orders from them. Petersen was on his own, far from any help, leading hundreds of rebellious
         armed tribesmen with a brimful of bloodlust. He was walking a deadly tightrope and he did not know how close it was to snapping.
      

      
      Petersen looked at his watch. It would be another six hours before the villagers of Thang Thanh returned to their huts to
         settle down for their midday siesta – the perfect time to attack. Get them when they are sleeping, a tactic Petersen had learned
         from the Viet Cong. Petersen had also learned the best way to fight the small mobile units of Viet Cong was with his own small,
         mobile eight-man units. His force had used these tactics so successfully that the VC called them ‘Tiger Men’, referring to
         their striped, CIA-issued camouflage uniforms and perhaps also to the ferocity of their attacks. Petersen latched on to the
         name and gave his troops tiger beret badges made by a local metalworker. His men wore the badges with pride.
      

      
      The Montagnard under his command were mainly from the Rhade tribe, just one of the dozens of tribes living in the highlands
         of Vietnam. The Vietnamese despised the Montagnard regardless of what tribe they were from. They called them moi, savages. The feeling was mutual. The Rhade still seethed with anger that lowland Vietnamese had been forcibly resettled
         in the Highlands, pushing their tribe out of the more fertile valleys. This village, Thang Thanh, had been resettled – even
         more reason for the Rhade to hate the villagers.
      

      
      
      With the enmity going back hundreds of years, the Rhade were ready to kill the Vietnamese in the village, communists or not.
         Petersen knew from bitter experience that if he was not there to oversee the attack, his force would probably slaughter the
         entire village. A previous unsupervised assault on a village had resulted in more than 200 deaths. Not one prisoner was taken.
         His men told Petersen they all died in the fighting. He didn’t believe it; he knew his men had slaughtered every villager
         they could lay their hands on. Even though he was operating outside the Australian rules of war, that wasn’t the way Petersen
         chose to play the game.
      

      
      For this attack Petersen had around 80 men with him hiding in the jungle overlooking the village. They were geared for travelling
         light: a few grenades, a World War Two vintage M1 carbine (more sophisticated guns came later), a dozen fresh magazines to
         reload, and a day pack with rice for one day, water bottle, matches, knife, pistol and medical pack. They travelled light
         for hit-and-run operations. Get in and out quickly. This attack was different, but Petersen was relying on surprise to help
         him and his force. He could not see any machine guns defending the village, but he knew they had AK-47s, grenades and mortars.
         He had ordered another 50 or so men to hide on the roads and paths leading out of the village on the flatlands. Those men
         were to stay put and catch or kill VC who tried to flee. Petersen’s aim was to take as many VC prisoners as he could, and
         turn them over to the Vietnamese.
      

      
      The Australian’s main offsider, a battle-scarred veteran Rhade tribesman called Y-Liu, crawled his way up to him. Y-Liu had
         served with the French expeditionary force battling the Viet Minh. After the Vietnamese kicked the French out of Vietnam Y-Liu joined the French Foreign Legion and fought in northern Africa. Fighting was in his blood, and he was happy to be killing
         Vietnamese again.
      

      
      ‘The guards at the kilns have taken three prisoners, Aey,’ Y-Liu said quietly, using the Montagnard expression for sir.

      
      ‘Make sure they are held securely,’ Petersen replied.

      
      He had put guards on the charcoal kilns and paths heading up into the hills. Any villagers gathering firewood for the kilns
         or tending hunting traps would have to be detained to keep them quiet.
      

      
      It had taken two days of trekking for Petersen and his force to reach the hill overlooking this remote village. His men knew
         the jungles of the Highlands well, and could move unseen through the thick forests without making a sound or leaving a trace.
         Petersen called in his key squad leaders and gave them last-minute instructions on how they were to approach the village.
         They returned to their eight-man units spread out to the left and right of him. The aim was to use whatever cover they could,
         such as ditches and corn and cassava fields, to get as close to the village as possible undetected.
      

      
      Petersen’s order not to open fire until fired upon was not some gentlemanly code: holding fire as long as possible enabled
         the troops to get as close as they could without being seen. It was simple. The closer you were to your target, the more likely
         you were to hit them.
      

      
      The sun was now high in the sky and Petersen watched the villagers returning to their huts, finding shade to sleep off the
         midday heat. Having identified gaps in the makeshift fencing around the village, he’d pointed them out to his squad leaders.
         The village was supposed to have a defensive wall. Ironically, it was insisted on by the South Vietnamese authorities to keep out the Viet Cong. That had turned out to be a bad joke. The
         VC were now the ones inside the fence and the Aussie-led, CIA-financed mountain tribesmen were about to attack. Petersen looked
         at his watch: 1.30pm. The villagers were dozing. It was time to move out. Petersen signalled to the teams to the left and
         right of him. The long line of 80 men picked up their weapons and moved stealthily down the hill, taking care to stay under
         cover. At the base of the hill they fanned out in smaller groups of two and three so they could approach the village across
         a broad front. Petersen was in the commander’s slot in the centre of the line, slightly behind the rest so he could see how
         they were advancing.
      

      
      He had a radio operator with him to keep in touch with his squad leaders further out, as well as with the units in the jungle
         on the other side of the village waiting to trap fleeing VC. The men melded themselves into the gullies and vegetation cover
         as they moved in towards the village. Apart from the bleating of a goat, all was quiet. They’d got to within 10 metres of
         the first huts and the force still had not been seen. Petersen left cover, broke into a trot and reached the thatched huts
         on the edge of the village.
      

      
      Suddenly the sharp rapid cracks of an AK-47 rang out about 200 metres to his right. He heard his own troops return fire with
         their M1s. All hell broke loose. Villagers ran from their huts in every direction, women and children screaming and heading
         for bunkers, the men heading for cover and defensive positions. With his gun poised to shoot, Petersen’s eyes shifted left
         and right: anyone with a gun was now a target. He moved towards the rendezvous point, a VC-erected stage in the centre of
         the village where their leaders harangued the villagers with communist propaganda and signed up volunteers under threat of torture
         or execution. Petersen had a deep sympathy for the villagers’ plight. He recognised they were damned either way. The communists
         burned their huts and killed those who would not join them. Now Petersen and his band were doing much the same.
      

      
      He was moving around the outside of a hut when suddenly bullets whizzed towards him, ricocheting off the ground at his feet
         and hitting the hut behind him, splattering him with dirt and wooden splinters. He spun towards the direction of the shots
         and saw gunsmoke in a clump of banana trees just metres away. Instinctively he fired a burst from his semi-automatic. The
         banana clump trembled, then fell still. Banana trees are not great places to hide as they are too soft to give protection.
         No more shots came his way. Petersen moved forward and as he got closer he saw a badly wounded Vietnamese man crumpled on
         the ground. Blood was pouring from his chest. He was dying, his gun lying beside him. Petersen picked up the weapon and started
         to move on, when from behind him he heard a shot. He turned and saw that Y-Bu, a Montagnard and former VC, had finished off
         the wounded man. Y-Bu grinned at Petersen. ‘You should have done the job properly,’ he said and laughed.
      

      
      Petersen said nothing. He had no particular aversion to finishing off the enemy: after years of guerilla war in Vietnam, and
         Malaya before that, Petersen had seen death and killed. But as he later reasoned, if he had executed the wounded VC the Montagnard
         would have had just a little bit less regard for him. In his eyes, and theirs, an Australian military commander was supposed
         to be above such things.
      

      
      
      Petersen moved towards the sounds of fighting on the other side of the village and joined a group of his men clearing out
         an underground bunker. They were calling on the people to come out or else they would drop grenades down the trapdoor.
      

      
      One by one the villagers came out. None of them had a gun, but when one woman carrying a baby saw Petersen she instantly started
         screaming, dropped the child and cowered on the ground.
      

      
      A startled Petersen turned to his translator, Y-Jut.

      
      ‘What is she screaming at me?’ Petersen demanded.

      
      Y-Jut shouted at the woman. ‘What is the matter, why are you screaming?’

      
      She jabbered at Y-Jut, hysterical with fear. Petersen knew she had more reason to be scared of the Montagnard than him. Petersen’s
         presence was probably the only thing stopping a slaughter.
      

      
      ‘She says Americans eat babies. She’s terrified you will eat her baby,’ said Y-Jut.

      
      Petersen shook his head in disbelief. Communist propaganda constantly told stories of American atrocities, but eating babies
         was a new one.
      

      
      ‘Tell her I am not an American, I am an Australian,’ said Petersen. Someone picked up the crying baby and handed it to its
         terrified mother. She clung to it tightly and moved away, pressing against the wall of a hut, closing her eyes so she could
         not see Petersen.
      

      
      The guns had fallen silent. Petersen’s squad leaders reported that most of the fleeing villagers had been caught by the troops
         waiting to spring the trap and were being held at gunpoint in a field. Several villagers had been killed in the firefight
         – four would be the official tally. It might well have been more. Petersen did not think it wise to go around counting bodies –
         it was better not to know some of the things his men did. And besides, the number of enemy killed was not what made it a successful
         raid for him, having none of his men killed or wounded was what mattered more.
      

      
      The Vietnamese provincial chief who had authorised the raid on the village had ordered that any hut containing communist propaganda
         be burned to the ground. All males of military age – which in Vietnam meant anyone between 15 and 50 – were to be rounded
         up and taken to the provincial military headquarters for questioning. Most of these men would not be coming back to their
         village. Those deemed to be Viet Cong faced a tough future in prison, or worse. Many found to be clear of communist contamination
         would be forced to serve in the South Vietnamese army.
      

      
      Petersen’s men searched the village and set fire to about a dozen huts where they found signs of VC propaganda – this could
         be anything from a pamphlet to a flag. Finding a weapon would have meant instant arrest. The men of the village were all rounded
         up and forced at gunpoint to squat in the dirt to wait for trucks to arrive which would take them far away to the regional
         capital Ban Me Thuot for questioning, not knowing if they would ever see their families again.
      

      
      The aftermath of a firefight is an ugly time. For the victors there is the selfish elation of success and that they survived.
         But around them the wounded wailed in agony, women and children screamed and cried in shock. Smoke from burning huts choked
         the air. The bodies of those killed in the attack were left to lie in the fields and trenches where they fell. With merciless eyes the Montagnard troops kept their guns trained on the villagers – both men and women – in case of a sudden
         suicide attack with a grenade or a lunge with a hidden knife.
      

      
      Amid the chaos in the village, Petersen saw an old Vietnamese couple crouching on the ground, shaking with fright. He walked
         over to them. In his mind, enough damage had been done for the day. Squatting down, he politely asked the old man if his wife
         could make them a pot of tea. The couple looked up at him, disbelieving. Petersen asked again with his few words of Vietnamese.
         He was polite and courteous. The old couple looked at each other and then the old man motioned to his wife to make the tea.
         She set about the task, hands trembling so much that she spilled the water as she filled the pot.
      

      
      Through his puzzled translator, as the woman poured the tea, Petersen gently asked the man about his farming, his children,
         how long he had lived there and about village life. Gradually the couple calmed down. This was not the brutal interrogation
         they expected, but the passing of pleasantries in a bizarre moment of a crazy war. Petersen’s Montagnard warriors watched
         on, scratching their heads. But there was method to the mad tea party. Petersen hoped that word of the courtesy and humane
         treatment from this white man in the feared Tiger camouflage uniform would spread around the villages. Perhaps they would
         learn that this particular Australian was not an ogre who ate babies, but a soldier doing his duty as best and as honourably
         as he could.
      

      
      The Montagnard fighters would indeed spread the story among the Highland tribes of this extraordinary scene, but it was not
         with the message that Petersen intended. The story they told of the white warrior who led a successful surprise attack then sat down with his defeated enemy to discuss crops politely over a cup of tea was to give birth to a legend. It
         was a further step in the minds of the Montagnard to elevate this young Aussie captain to the honoured status of demi-god.
         The legend of the ‘Tiger Man of Vietnam’ had begun.
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      TORTURE TRAINING

      
      From an early age Barry Petersen got on easily with people from different cultures. He was born in the tiny but pretty sugarcane
         town of Sarina in the hot tropics, 990 kilometres north of Brisbane. At the time of his birth in 1935, the sugarcane fields
         of northern Queensland were a multicultural place.
      

      
      His father, Arthur, who preferred to be known as Fred, ran a radio repair business and when World War Two broke out he joined
         the army. Fred became a staff sergeant, keeping radios running in New Guinea and Borneo. When he returned to Australia after
         the war the family moved to the banana and sugarcane town of Innisfail, where Barry went to school with Italian, Greek, Chinese
         and Aboriginal kids. Here, he learned how to get along with them all and developed respect for their cultural taboos. His
         easygoing attitude was to stand him in good stead in later life as he mixed with indigenous peoples in Asia.
      

      
      
      But as a youngster Barry Petersen’s first interest was Africa.

      
      He was fascinated by stories of British district officers serving in Africa, stories of African natives and lions and hippos
         and elephants. As a young teenager he even wrote to the Colonial Office in London asking if he could become a ranger and go
         to Africa. They wrote back a polite letter saying he should wait until he was 20 years old and recommended he do a degree
         in anthropology. At the time he didn’t know what that was.
      

      
      Barry finished his schooling in Brisbane at the Industrial High School and here he came into contact with students from Asia
         studying in Australia on the Colombo Plan (a Commonwealth bilateral aid scheme). It was then his interests switched from Africa
         to Asia.
      

      
      Petersen always liked the outdoor life. During the years his father was away at the war Barry and his two younger sisters
         were raised by his mother and grandfather, Hans Christian Petersen, an Australian-born son of Danish migrants, who often took
         young Barry fishing in the waters off Sarina Beach. The old man was a hard taskmaster and instilled in young Barry the need
         for self-reliance. He forced him to take a stand against his fears, teaching him to catch fish by wading out from the beach
         with long drag nets with a pole at each end. Corks kept one edge up and weights were attached to the bottom end of the net
         so it dragged on the sand. Barry always had to take the deep water end of the net, forcing him out to where the water was
         up to his neck before looping around to catch the fish in the shallow water.
      

      
      The trouble was these were shark-infested waters. Hammerhead, reef and grey nurse sharks could be seen cruising for their
         own fish in the crystal-clear water. Barry was terrified of them, but his Pop would say: ‘They won’t touch you while you drag the net.’ Jumping at every shadow around him, Barry
         always came back onto the beach with huge relief. He was desperate for Pop’s praise and approval, and proud when his courage
         was acknowledged. The young boy wanted to prove to him he was a man.
      

      
      His grandfather’s lessons did not go to waste. Barry joined the Boy Scouts, and threw himself into the outdoor activities,
         earning just about every outdoors badge he could for his uniform. His sense of adventure didn’t wane as he got older and his
         first job after school was with a survey company. He liked that it kept him working outdoors.
      

      
      In 1953, like all young Australian men, Petersen had to enlist in the army for a compulsory three-month stint of National
         Service. The Korean War was in full swing, and while National Servicemen were not sent to that war, it was constantly in the
         news and made a deep impression on young Barry.
      

      
      He loved his time in the service and thrived during the military training, learning fighting skills, shooting rifles and the
         orderliness of army life. At the end of the three months, he volunteered to join the army and was sent to officer cadet school
         in Portsea, Victoria. In 1954 he graduated as second lieutenant and a trained signaller.
      

      
      Petersen soon realised this deskbound job was not for him, so with the Korean War over, he transferred to the infantry and
         was assigned to training National Service troops. He fitted straight in and with a new batch of men arriving every three months,
         he learned quickly and could correct his mistakes with every new intake.
      

      
      
      It was clear that Barry Petersen was well suited to army life and in 1957 he was transferred to 1st Battalion Royal Australian
         Regiment, based in Queensland. His first mission was to join Australia’s support for the British in Malaya against Chinese
         communist jungle guerillas, who were fighting the old Imperial colonial power moving back in after World War Two. Britain
         was battling to re-establish ownership of the country’s rubber and tin industries. Petersen learned Malay and trained in anti-guerilla
         jungle warfare. He was a natural. He picked up the language quickly and readily adapted to working with the Malays, training
         them to act as guides and jungle fighters.
      

      
      In Malaya, plantation owners had insisted the conflict be called an ‘emergency’ as their insurers would not pay up if it were
         declared a war. It didn’t matter what label was used, the situation had all the hallmarks of a war as the Malay government,
         the British and their Australian allies rounded up hundreds of thousands of ethnic Chinese Malays and put them into guarded
         camps surrounded by floodlights, police posts and barbed wire. The aim was to stop them joining the communist guerillas, a
         tactic the British first learned in the Boer War some 50 years earlier. The British camps for the Boers were the world’s first
         concentration camps.
      

      
      Once he arrived in the country, Petersen was made a platoon commander with the task of pursuing communist guerillas in the
         jungle. It was an arduous two-year tour that saw him going up and down the mountains carrying heavy equipment. He was working
         with indigenous tribal groups called the Orang Asli (Malay for ‘original people’), who were looked down on as primitive savages by Malays and ethnic Chinese. Petersen did not look down on his men, for him they were superb in the jungle.
         They knew how to stalk silently, track human or animal, and could survive quite happily on what the jungle provided for food,
         shelter and water.
      

      
      The communists had long acknowledged the strengths of the Asli people and had been living among them and getting their forces
         resupplied by them. The job of Petersen and his men was to win back the Asli, train them in modern warfare and arm them to
         fight the communists who were coming over the border from the jungles of southern Thailand.
      

      
      Over the two years Petersen trained and patrolled with the Asli, he developed a deep and abiding respect for them. He applied
         the skills he learned as a schoolboy to observe and respect their customs, to avoid breaching the social taboos and behaviour
         that other cultures might see as bad form.
      

      
      Petersen’s commander in Malaya, Colonel John Milner, saw that Petersen had an easy affinity with the Asli and urged him to
         stick with this type of military work. This suggestion must have been noted officially as later Petersen was recommended for
         the Special Operations group when Australia was gearing up to send a training team to Vietnam.
      

      
      Petersen was back in Australia as a captain when he received a letter asking if he would be willing to join four other officers
         and volunteer to go to South Vietnam as military advisers. This invitation came several months before the conservative Liberal
         government of Sir Robert Menzies publicly announced on 24 May 1962, that Australia would send a small army training team to
         Vietnam.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      The timing of the letter to Petersen is particularly revealing, as the Australian government claimed at the time that the
         Australian advisers were only being sent at the invitation of the government of the Republic of Vietnam. Menzies said the
         Australian Army trainers were to help teach jungle warfare and village defence to Vietnamese forces in their struggle against
         communist armed insurgency.
      

      
      This is not to suggest Menzies had great vision, anticipating the invitation by several months and starting the ball rolling
         by ordering the army to be prepared to send a skilled training team to Vietnam. The truth was that the invitation from the
         Vietnamese government was quickly cobbled together after Australia had already decided to send troops. For many years it was
         believed Australia only became involved in the Vietnam War because of political and diplomatic pressure from the United States.
         On the contrary, it was later revealed that the Menzies government had always been extremely keen to get the US more deeply
         involved in the Vietnam conflict, in the belief this would tie the US to the South East Asian region.
      

      
      Senior Foreign Affairs official Gordon Jockel wrote in a note two years later: ‘Although we have stressed the fact publicly
         that our assistance was given in response to an invitation from the Government of Vietnam, our offer was in fact made following
         a request from the United States government that Australia provide some military assistance to Vietnam in the form of a Services
         “presence”.’1

      
      Senior lawyer Michael Sexton, who later became solicitor general of NSW, put it bluntly in his 1981 book War for the Asking – How Australia Invited Itself to Vietnam: ‘The Vietnam War began with a betrayal of truth.’
      

      
      Petersen knew nothing about Vietnam when he volunteered to go there. ‘A lot of people at the time didn’t even know where Vietnam
         was. I didn’t know what the issues were – I thought it was something similar to Malaya and I knew I had experience in that
         sort of conflict. I was very keen to be part of the training team. When we assembled there were about 35 of us; they read
         out the names and I was certain I was going as I had been one of the original five approached to go. They called out the name
         Peterson, and I thought it was me but then they spelt it out with ‘s-o-n’ and it was another bloke. I was stunned when I was
         not included in the first 30 names called out.’
      

      
      But the army had other plans for the Petersen with an ‘e’. He was invited to apply for Special Operations training, top-secret
         military operations that included cloak-and-dagger spying. Petersen jumped at the chance. He was ordered to tell no one, and
         to report to an address in Melbourne. It turned out to be a nameless, nondescript building buried among other dull office blocks.
      

      
      Inside he registered at a rather bland reception desk and was shown to a room where he was given a thorough medical check.
         The medical officer offered no hint of what the health checks were for. Petersen had been in the military long enough, particularly
         in the secretive side of Special Operations, to know not to ask questions. Nobody volunteered any hints of whose office he
         was in. He was then shown into a room with a chair in the middle facing a panel of five nameless men. The men did not introduce
         themselves to Petersen, nor did they say what the interview was for.
      

      
      
      Petersen sat down and the five men began questioning him. They asked, ‘How would you feel if your sister married an Aboriginal?’
         Petersen replied that it would be entirely up to her. He thought the interview was just a formality because they had the records
         of what he had done in Malaya in front of them. They didn’t ask what he thought of communism, or what he thought about the
         situation in Vietnam. At the end of the interview they asked if he had any questions. He said, ‘Yes, when will I know if I
         have been selected?’
      

      
      ‘Soon,’ came the answer.

      
      A few hours later he was called back to the building and told to wait in the same interview room. The lead man of the panel
         of five came in and gave him papers to sign. It was an official pledge to keep what he would subsequently learn secret. What
         Petersen was about to be told had the very top level of secrecy, classified ‘Oyster’. Should he ever breach the agreement
         he could be jailed. The man then revealed to Petersen that he was a member of the Australian Secret Intelligence Service (ASIS)
         and that Petersen might be working for them in the near future. The signing of these papers marked the beginning of Barry
         Petersen’s work in the murky shadows of covert services, which would continue for the rest of his life.
      

      
      Formed in absolute secrecy in 1952 to undertake spying operations overseas, ASIS was so secret that few in the government
         even knew it existed for the next 20 years. In fact the organisation was so top secret that officially it did not actually
         exist. There were no records, it was not answerable to anyone. Its name was not to be spoken. The government denied its existence,
         and if anyone in the media learned of it they were threatened with jail to keep it out of the headlines. The identity of the
         person who headed it was classified top secret, and its members were legally protected from being named in public.
      

      
      Petersen was told the building they were in had the classified codename MO9. In typical bland bureaucratic language it stood
         for Main Office 9. The man Petersen met in that interview room never gave his name. He told Petersen ASIS ran the secret training
         school that prepared agents and military men like him for clandestine overseas operations.
      

      
      The man also informed Petersen that his name would be placed on a classified list of those who had been told the identity
         of the director-general of ASIS, Major-General Sir Walter Cawthorn. Hearing this name instilled confidence in Petersen as
         Cawthorn had a good reputation as an army officer.
      

      
      The military have always had a close relationship with the world of spies. Many secret agents and their shadowy colleagues
         are former military men – even the fictional James Bond was a commander in the Royal Navy Reserve.
      

      
      Australia’s spy school was at Swan Island in Victoria – a small 1.4-square-kilometre island at the mouth of Port Phillip Bay,
         connected to the mainland only by a one-lane bridge. A fort was built on the island during the Crimean War in the 1870s in
         case of a Russian attack on Melbourne. It worked, as no Russians ever tried to invade the city.
      

      
      Swan Island has a long history of training both the military and civilians for covert operations. The first trainees on the
         island were inducted during the Cold War. It is still used today to train secret agents and Special Forces in counter-terrorism
         operations.
      

      
      
      Petersen’s intensive course in spycraft covered operating codes – both sending and decoding, how to make message drops and
         collections, how to run a surveillance operation, how to check rooms for bugs, how to secretly tape-record meetings and conversations,
         how to follow someone unseen, how to spot someone following you. It was all new to him, and he loved it. The handful of men
         in the course were told they were getting the same training as that undertaken by the British MI6.
      

      
      While at Swan Island Petersen was told he may be required to operate behind enemy lines and work with guerilla forces, but
         he was given no hint of where he would be sent or what he would be doing. He was enthralled.
      

      
      But being a spy was not as easy as he thought. In his first practice field trip he and a few others had the task of gaining
         information in a small Victorian town without being detected. After checking in to a modest hotel Petersen and his colleagues
         went about their business. Thinking they had been very secret and clever, they returned to the hotel at the end of the day
         only to overhear locals talking about the secret agents sneaking around town.
      

      
      Petersen soon learned the lesson that it’s far easier to hide in a big city than in a small town. Locals in a small town notice
         strange faces and things out of the usual. In big cities spies can be much more anonymous.
      

      
      Despite this initial failure he soon developed his own spying methods and sources. His mates’ network came good after the
         course at Swan Island when he got a letter from fellow officer and friend Captain John Healy, who had gone to Vietnam some
         months earlier. Healy wrote that he had been working for the innocuously named Combined Studies Division, a cover for the CIA’s Covert Action Branch, and that Petersen would be his replacement when he came over to Vietnam. Thanks to his own spy
         network, Petersen now knew where he would be going, and that it was going to involve serious skulduggery. He realised he could
         get in some tough positions, and possibly captured. Knowing what could be at stake he volunteered to do one more course –
         this one run by the military. It had an innocent enough official name – the Code of Conduct Course. To the troops it had a
         more accurate moniker: Torture School.
      

      
      The course was run on military land at the School of Military Intelligence at Middle Head in Sydney. The site has magnificent
         views up Sydney Harbour, but that is not why the military chose the old installation. Running through the land are tunnels
         and underground storage rooms dug for gun emplacements. Just like Swan Island in Victoria, Middle Head fort was built in the
         1870s to stop the Russians invading Sydney during the Crimean War. Another fort, Fort Denison, was built on a tiny island
         called Pinchgut, which today stands just before the world-famous Sydney Opera House. Once again the ploy proved a brilliant
         military move. The Russians never came.
      

      
      As the military geared up for the Vietnam War, the damp, dingy old tunnels were used for training Australian soldiers to withstand
         interrogation if they were captured by the enemy. The aim was not to train them to withstand physical torture. Nobody can
         do that. There were no needles under fingernails or electric shocks, but there were beatings, humiliation, days of pain and
         agony, sleep deprivation and psychological torture to break down confidence and resistance. Most of the techniques were based
         on what had happened to Allied soldiers taken prisoner in the Korean War. The military wanted their men to have some idea of what would happen to them if they were captured in Vietnam. It might not stop them from breaking down, but at least they
         would have the satisfaction of recognising the torture techniques and perhaps help them withstand the horrors a little better.
      

      
      Petersen was one of 14 nervous young officers who entered the course in early 1963. When he arrived he was stunned by the
         spectacular views of Sydney Harbour, but the thought of what he was about to go through soon took away any enjoyment of the
         view.
      

      
      He had been warned by others not to trust anyone in the course: not the friendly guards; not the good-cop/bad-cop interrogators;
         not even the other officers doing the course with him. They could just as easily be plants trying to get information from
         him. Trust no one, say nothing, he was told, just give name, rank and serial number. He was terrified that if he broke down
         or failed he would not be allowed to serve in the Special Forces in Vietnam so was determined to bite his tongue, stare straight
         ahead, cut off the world and get through it without disgracing himself.
      

      
      On his first day the commander of the course addressed the small group gathered in the mess room, reminding them they were
         volunteers, that they could ask to leave the course at any time and would be released instantly ‘without prejudice’. Petersen
         doubted what he heard. He was certain there would be a black mark against anyone who failed this course, and they could say
         goodbye to any Special Forces assignment. Surely it would be back to regular duties for any drop-out.
      

      
      
      The commander looked around, nodded and left the room. Suddenly the doors burst open and a squad of mean-looking soldiers
         dressed only in khaki with red stars on their caps stormed in, shouting and ordering the volunteers to stand and line up against
         the wall. One by one the 14 men were seized, dragged out of the barracks and down into a maze of underground tunnels and cells.
         They were pushed and shoved towards the deepest, darkest and coldest part of the old fortifications. Once there, shouting
         guards ordered them to completely strip off their crisp military uniforms and pull on bedraggled prison garb, ill-fitting,
         torn and stained smelly pants and shirts. With no belts or elastic in their pants, the ‘prisoners’ had to clutch them to stop
         them falling down. This was the first step in the process of breaking down the prisoner – humiliation.
      

      
      The men were thrown into separate cells, but these were not to be their own cells. Nothing could get to the stage where it
         was considered safe or familiar. The prisoner had to be kept on edge, anxious and apprehensive about what would come next.
      

      
      Petersen got to know many cells and each one had its own particular offensive characteristic. One room he dubbed the Music
         Room as a loudspeaker up near the ceiling constantly blared communist anthems such as The Internationale and The East is Red interspersed with loud rants of communist propaganda. He called another room the Whistlestop as it had a loudspeaker that
         emitted a series of grating high shrieks, making it virtually impossible to sleep or think clearly. Harsh interrogations were
         conducted in the Conversation Suite. The Pit was a cellar room accessed only by a ladder. It had ankle-deep water and plunged
         the prisoner into total darkness and absolute silence, putting them in isolation to ponder the next step in their torture.
      

      
      Over the first eight days Petersen was dragged in and out of these cells, he was kept moving to keep him disoriented. Each
         time he was removed from a cell, the guard placed a calico bag over his head then grabbed him, shoving him along the corridors,
         spinning him around, taking a different route each time, backtracking, standing for a minute, then moving on again. He was
         ordered to get on his hands and knees to crawl under something that wasn’t there before. It was all part of the process of
         disorientation so he could not recognise the layout or work out the passage of time.
      

      
      The treatment intensified as the days wore on. This was no play acting, it was ugly and sadistic. Petersen was bruised, cold,
         filthy, in pain and degraded. He had not been allowed to sleep for days. He had only cold, wet floors to lie on. His pitiful
         clothes were only just hanging on him. His jacket was far too small for him and his pants fell around his ankles, but he had
         used his ingenuity to work a piece of wire loose from a disused light fitting to act as a belt to hold them up. He did this
         despite knowing it was against the rules; a small undiscovered bit of rebellion that gave him a shred of dignity.
      

      
      Time and days blurred and once more Petersen was dragged into the interrogation room. It was windowless, cold, dank and stank
         of stale rotten air. An incredibly bright light shone directly into his face. A broomstick lay on the floor and Petersen was
         forced to kneel with his whole weight on it just below the kneecaps. It was an extremely painful position, he later described
         as ‘like a carnivore gnawing at your joints and thighs and threatening to devour your whole body’. Determined to tough it out, he knelt motionless, back upright. He was ordered to keep his arms held out straight in front of him until
         his shoulders screamed out in agony. It seemed only to increase the pressure on his knees. The pain was excruciating.
      

      
      The chief interrogator barked out questions. ‘Name? Rank? Number?’ Petersen concentrated on giving only the regulation answer.
         ‘Captain Arthur Barry Petersen, Australian Army number 13668.’ He could sense, rather than see, the interrogator. He could
         tell there were others in the room, but the blinding light made them only shadows. They wielded batons and punched and prodded
         him as he knelt. God, they hurt.
      

      
      The interrogator spoke in clipped tones, his voice void of any emotion. ‘Today Petersen, you will tell us more.’

      
      ‘The others have told us,’ a second voice said.

      
      ‘The others have told us,’ the interrogator repeated.

      
      Petersen stayed silent. He knew this was a trick. His knees were on fire and he felt as though bayonets were thrusting up
         through his knees into his thighs, but he kept his back straight and his arms thrust forward as ordered. He hadn’t broken
         yet, and he was determined to tough it out.
      

      
      ‘Petersen, Captain, number 13668,’ he shouted back, retreating to the traditional formula of prisoners of war. One word more,
         even to ask a question, and his torturers would have opened a tiny crack. They would work it, work it, and the dam he had
         built in his mind would break open, and the words come tumbling out. He pursed his lips and repeated the formula again: ‘Petersen,
         Captain, 13668.’
      

      
      The interrogator told him with disgust that he stank. After eight days of no washing and lying in putrid human waste that
         was certainly true. ‘Have you no pride, Petersen?’ the interrogator shouted at him. ‘Have you no sense of decency, you dirty, filthy man?’
      

      
      This too will pass, thought Petersen. It must end sometime. There will be a hot shower at the end of this torment. This is
         only training. He knew he could end it all by saying he had had enough, that he wanted out. Instead, he said nothing. But
         the physical toll was showing. The arms he was ordered to hold out in front of him started to droop with the strain.
      

      
      ‘Get them up!’ screamed a guard, and a baton whacked him in the back above the kidneys. It was expertly placed, just above
         the spot where it would cause lasting damage, but hard enough to cause a painful jolt to course through Petersen’s body. He
         jerked upright and his arms shot out in front of him. His trousers fell to his knees revealing the wire that had been holding
         them up.
      

      
      The guards shouted: ‘He’s got wire, he’s got wire. Grab him. Get it off him.’

      
      Rough hands seized his arms and forced him to the ground. Another guard grabbed the wire and the pants. He was pulled back
         to his knees, his nakedness exposed to his abusers, adding to the degradation.
      

      
      ‘Where did you get the wire?’ the guard demanded, his face right in Petersen’s ear.

      
      Petersen said nothing.

      
      ‘You have been vandalising this prison. You were going to use it to attack us. You broke the rules. Why did you do this?’

      
      Petersen looked steadily ahead, saying nothing.

      
      ‘You know this means more punishment,’ the interrogator said more softly.
         ‘Why do you do this to yourself, Petersen? The others are far more cooperative.’
      

      
      
      That may be true, thought Petersen. He had heard at least one of them screaming at night from another cell. He seemed to be
         going out of his head. Or was it another trick?
      

      
      Name, rank, serial number.

      
      The guards dragged Petersen to the Pit for punishment. This was like a torture cell in a medieval castle. The only way in
         was through a trapdoor in the roof. Petersen was ordered to climb down the ladder to the floor then the guards pulled the
         ladder back up again and the trapdoor slammed shut. He was alone in the darkness. The water level in the bottom of the cell
         varied from ankle deep to above the shins. Water dripped constantly and ran down the slimy walls. It was bitterly cold. And
         there were rats. Petersen could hear them scurrying in the dark.
      

      
      What was a rat doing in a place like this? he thought. What do they eat?

      
      Maybe the guards dropped them in to add to the atmosphere, he thought. Petersen didn’t like rats. When he was in the Malayan
         jungle rats had run over him as he’d slept. It added to the horror.
      

      
      In the darkness he rummaged around and found a couple of loose bricks and planks of wood on the floor of the Pit. After rigging
         himself up a makeshift bed just above the waterline he settled to lie down on the wooden planks. Then he discovered the downside
         – his makeshift bed was also just above the waterline for the rats. Only exhaustion finally let Petersen fall into fitful
         sleep. At least the Pit was quiet. His nerves were raw from endless replays of recorded rants and the screams from neighbouring
         cells going through the night. Or he thought it was night. It was impossible to keep track of time in this place. Food came
         at no regular interval. Sometimes it seemed six or eight hours had passed. Other times it seemed the gap was only one or two hours. Again, it was all part of the effort
         to disorient the prisoner. The meals never came with a bowl or fork, Petersen had to hold out cupped hands and the guard would
         drop a dollop of gluggy rice into them. At first Petersen ate it all in one go, but after a while he learned to store some
         away by rolling it into a ball and hiding it in his jacket pocket for those times when the ration came late.
      

      
      On one occasion he was blindfolded and taken into a room. They took off the blindfold. They sat him down and offered him some
         decent food. A smiling man sat at the table, telling him to go ahead and eat. He said all the other prisoners had eaten, that
         there was nothing to lose. But Petersen refused to eat or to talk. There was probably nothing to lose by eating the food.
         It didn’t give any secrets away. But it would have opened a crack, it could have led to conversation he did not want.
      

      
      The interrogators tried another tactic. Petersen was brought up from the Pit and told he was going to see the ‘counsellor’.
         He was taken to a different office, a warm dry place and behind a desk sat an affable-looking man who smiled and motioned
         Petersen to a chair.
      

      
      ‘Sit down please, Petersen. Would you like a cigarette?’ Petersen didn’t smoke, but even if he did he wouldn’t have taken
         it.
      

      
      ‘No thank you.’

      
      ‘Well, how about some coffee?’

      
      Coffee! He would have given his eye-teeth for a cup of coffee.

      
      ‘No thank you.’

      
      ‘Water then?’

      
      
      Petersen felt he couldn’t be compromised by accepting a glass of water.

      
      ‘Yes please.’

      
      The kindly man smiled and said, ‘Good.’ He went to the door and told the guard outside to fetch a glass of water and came
         back to the desk.
      

      
      ‘Now Arthur Barry Petersen. Captain. What do you prefer to be called, Arthur or Barry?’

      
      Petersen had never liked the name Arthur. He was always Barry, and everybody in the army knew that. He recognised this as
         a question to get him talking. The wedge to open him up.
      

      
      ‘Captain Petersen will do.’

      
      ‘Oh, come now, there is no need to be so formal,’ the man said pleasantly with a little laugh.

      
      Petersen stared straight ahead, saying nothing.

      
      ‘Well then, how are you feeling?’

      
      ‘I am well thank you.’

      
      ‘Not too cold, hungry?’

      
      Petersen said nothing.

      
      The friendly interrogator smiled and shrugged his shoulders. ‘I only ask because I know how miserable this place can be. It’s
         all right for us cold-blooded southerners, but no place for a Queenslander.’
      

      
      Petersen stiffened. He said nothing, but inwardly he asked himself how this man could know he was from Queensland. Had he
         let something slip? The counsellor was watching Petersen closely.
      

      
      ‘Oh come on, relax, I am not asking you for military information.’

      
      Silence.

      
      
      ‘I don’t need you to tell me you’re from Queensland. I have it right here.’ He held up a piece of paper, but the blank side
         was towards Petersen. Petersen believed the counsellor was cheating. He’d been told the rules of the game were that the interrogators
         could only use information against them that the  prisoners had given them. Had he said something other than name, rank and
         serial number the whole time he had been in there? Had he let something slip? He couldn’t remember.
      

      
      He stayed silent.

      
      The counsellor smiled. ‘You are aware that the Australian Army Staff Corps list is freely available and anyone can look it up?’

      
      He stayed silent.

      
      ‘You know that I can look up that list and find, as I’ve got here, your date of birth, your qualifications, when you were
         promoted, the units you served with. I have all that.’
      

      
      The counsellor waved his piece of paper. Petersen knew he must be lying.

      
      ‘Let’s try this another way. Tell me about your parents. Are they still living in Queensland?’

      
      Petersen was anxious now. How did he know his parents were in Queensland? That wasn’t in any of his army records. Where had
         he slipped up? The counsellor must have recognised the concern in Petersen’s expression. He leaned forward with a glint in
         his eye. He had opened a crack in Petersen’s wall.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ he demanded.

      
      Petersen pressed his sweating lips together. ‘Petersen, Captain, 13668!’ he almost shouted back. But both men knew Petersen
         was on the verge of panic. Had he slipped up and said something to himself in his cell? What about his wallet when he was
         ‘captured’ in the barracks. Was there something in there that shouldn’t have been that gave away more information than name, rank and serial number? Petersen was sure he had removed
         everything with any personal details before he came to the Middle Head base. All he had was a few banknotes, a watch and a
         pen. He stayed silent. After a while the convivial interrogator ordered the guards to take him back to his cell.
      

      
      This time it was the cell Petersen had dubbed the Whistlestop. It had incessant screaming from cells next door as though someone
         was being tortured. He sat on the bunk and waited to be called to the interrogation room, where he knew they would bore into
         him again and try to split open the crack that had appeared in his façade. But nobody came. They were making him sweat.
      

      
      Crazy though it might be, Petersen wanted them to come. He wanted to face his cruel interrogators and their baton beating
         and vile broom handle. He was convinced he was winning. He had not broken. At least not so far. How many days had it been?
         How much longer could it go on? This was a test. He wasn’t a real prisoner. It had to end at some point. Petersen silently
         made a pact with himself again. No matter how many times they mentioned Queensland, no matter what questions they asked, he
         would answer only name, rank and serial number. That recitation was his salvation, and he would hang onto it with all his
         strength. But how did they know about Queensland? It nagged at him.
      

      
      Nobody came. He waited and waited. Nothing happened. The shrieking was turned off. There was silence. Then his whole body
         started shaking uncontrollably. He was drenched with sweat as though overtaken by a profound fever. When he was at his lowest,
         he suddenly saw the answer to how the counsellor had found out about Queensland.
      

      
      
      Regimental number 13668. Captain Arthur Barry Petersen.

      
      That was it! The number! It was prefaced by the number one. The one signified Queensland. The first numbers two, three, four,
         five and so on signified other Australian states, indicating the point of recruitment and therefore possibly the place of
         birth. A wave of relief swept over him. He had not slipped up. He had not fallen for their trick. He had not revealed a secret.
         The wall he had erected had not crumbled.
      

      
      A short time later the guards came in, pulled a hood over Petersen’s head and dragged him from his cell. He could hear other
         prisoners in the stone corridor being brought from the other cells. The guards shouted at them to move forward, and they shuffled
         like blind sheep up the hall. Petersen could feel they were emerging into the open air. He tried to take deep breaths of the
         fresh air through the rough calico hood. What now? An execution? The guards herded them into some sort of line and suddenly
         they ripped off their hoods announcing, ‘It’s all over, you’re through.’ The prisoners were lined up outside in an old gun
         emplacement.
      

      
      In front of the prisoners was a table laden with food and drink. Petersen looked warily at his fellow prisoners who were just
         as dirty, drawn and dishevelled as he was. They looked just as warily at him. Was it another trick? An officer in Australian
         Army uniform walked up and assured them the training was indeed over. The group broke out in laughter and, half-crying with
         relief, clapped each other on the back. But they did not number 14 any more – a couple had not made it through the ordeal.
         Petersen thought one of them must have been the prisoner he heard screaming as he was taken past his cell door. Later they
         found out another one had broken down and the instructors had intervened to get him to hospital. The Torture School had lived up to its name.
      

      
      But Barry had got through. Sticking to his mantra – name, rank, serial number – no matter what happened had given him the
         strength to survive everything the torture school had thrown at him. Sure, he’d known it was only an exercise, that they would
         not physically torture him or abuse him as they would a real prisoner. He knew he only had to hang on for the duration of
         the exercise rather than the endless incarceration of a prisoner of war facing the real possibility of execution. But he had
         learned the importance of keeping hope alive against all the odds, and some basic strategies to stay alive and keep sane.
         At this point he felt he was as ready as he could be for whatever Vietnam could throw at him.
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