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PREFACE


Vietnam was a platoon commander’s war. They were young men of action who confidently led their soldiers through hostile enemy territory and harsh terrain. They were convergent thinkers with the lives of the platoon riding on their vital decisions. In battle they were expected to demonstrate indomitable spirit and inspire others to fight against the odds to achieve the mission.


John Patrick Joseph O’Halloran was no ordinary second lieutenant. He was an army conscript – a nasho – who proudly led Australia’s most highly decorated infantry platoon of the Vietnam War. He is now regarded, by many of his peers, as a national treasure.


As a tough and determined 21-year-old, John guided 6 Royal Australian Regiment (RAR) B Company 5 Platoon through some of the war’s biggest conflicts including Hobart, Long Tan and Bribie. His platoon was responsible for catching the infamous ‘water torture woman’ in a Viet Cong mountain radio communication hideaway. Decades later there was an emotional reunion between the pair. He faced his toughest military challenge at Operation Bribie when he ordered a fixed bayonet charge against a Viet Cong jungle stronghold. He has been quoted in almost every important book written about Australia’s involvement in the war.


My interest in his story stems from a previous book I wrote, Born on Anzac Day, and a conversation with a former veteran from John’s hometown of Tamworth in country New South Wales. Kerry Schofield, formerly of 7 RAR B Company, second tour, met John at the ‘Last Post’ ceremony for Gordon Sharp, another Tamworth lad, who was the only officer killed at the Battle of Long Tan. John and Gordon grew up together and were in the first intake of national service conscripts and among the first junior officers to graduate from Scheyville’s Officer Training Unit just outside of Sydney.


After a visit to John’s house in Perth we developed a close friendship. We sat in his backyard domain – affectionately known by all as The Office – and explored compiling a dossier of his recollections of Australia’s fight against the communist Viet Cong. This book is the product of countless hours of conversations.


Conscription and the Vietnam War dominated life and politics in Australia for almost a decade after the Menzies government introduced the scheme in 1964. The vast majority of the first conscripts, selected by a lottery draw based on birthdates, were seeking adventure and were willing participants. The anti-war movement was in its infancy. Although not every twenty-year-old wanted to disrupt their lives by going into the military, the majority were law-abiding and simply accepted their fate if there was no valid reason for exemption.


John could have easily escaped national service because of a foot injury. Instead he convinced the Commonwealth Medical Officer, who happened to be his local doctor, to pass him as medically fit. While doing basic training he was selected for officer cadet training at Scheyville and following his graduation he was handed command of 5 Platoon.


In his younger days he was a loveable larrikin who enjoyed his sport and was supremely fit. He possessed a trademark cheeky grin and a wicked sense of humour. Age has not changed the character of the man. He is pragmatic and remains critical of the poor decisions made by his superiors during his tour.


John’s story provides an insight into what it was like for an inexperienced junior officer in charge of a group of young men, most of them fellow nashos, in the early days of the conflict in Vietnam. It was a critical period when the 1st Australian Task Force (1 ATF) at Nui Dat, about 8 kilometres north of Ba Ria in Phuoc Tuy Province, was undermanned and vulnerable to enemy attack.


Some regular army soldiers, particularly officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs), were at first sceptical of the fighting ability of the nashos. Those doubts soon faded as the young draftees acquitted themselves honourably and courageously against an equally determined foe. Under the young platoon commander’s guidance 5 Platoon was quick to adapt to conditions in Vietnam and began to outsmart the Viet Cong in their own territory.


This book combines facts with some fabulous anecdotes about life on patrol in harsh jungle terrain and the times when the platoon commander was at odds with his superiors. John O’Halloran is a larger-than-life character who often walked a fine line with officialdom back at camp and was not afraid to speak out in support of his men.


As a writer I can only assume grit, intelligence and the power of strong leadership were the reasons why the 6th Battalion named its annual platoon commander trophy after John over so many other great second lieutenants who have served 6 RAR in Vietnam, East Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan.


I found John to be an ordinary bloke, with a unique sense of humour, who in the tradition of Anzac answered his country’s call and excelled as a soldier. He was frank and unafraid to express his feelings. His leadership through some key events in the war won him the respect of not only his own men but also the wider veteran community and military historians. He has featured in Australian War Memorial (AWM) special events in Canberra and was invited to launch the official history book, On The Offensive: The Australian Army in the Vietnam War 1967–68, by Ian McNeill and Ashley Ekins. He also represented all Vietnam veterans in the AWM promotional video ‘In Their Words, Stories of Service’, presented to federal parliamentarians to successfully gain funds for the AWM’s $500 million expansion.


The Platoon Commander takes you to the battlefield in a bid to explain what these young soldiers of a past generation were up against. John O’Halloran shares their feelings of exhilaration, fear and desperation when confronting a hidden enemy in a foreign country. As much as it’s his story, it is also about the loyal men of 5 Platoon who felt that he was their best chance of survival and were prepared to follow him to the end. This book is dedicated to them.


Ric Teague
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A map of southern Vietnam shows urban areas, mountains, plantation, rivers, and roads. The urban areas were Binh Gia in the north, Dat Do in the south, and Vung Tau in the southwest. The mountains were Nui Thi Vai, Nui Toc Tien, Nui Dinh, and Ba Rai in the west, Vung Tau in the southwest, and Long Hai Hills in the south. The plantations were Binh Ba in the north and Horseshoe to the north of Dat Do. The major rivers were Song Ba Dap in the central region and the south, Song Thi Vai in the west, Song Dinh in the central region, and Song Rai in the east. The major locations were Ngai Gio, Binh Ba, and La Son in the north, Thua Thich in the northeast, 1 ATF Base Nui Dat, Hoa Long, Long Phuoc, Long Tan, Long Dien, and Tam Phuoc in the central region, Xuyen Moc in the east, and Phuoc Loi, Hoy My, Ap My An, Phuoc Hai, Long Hai, and Phuoc Tinh in the south. A network of roads connects most of the major locations. A road in the west leads to Saigon, located 57 kilometres away. The Ganh Rai Bay is in the southwest and the South China Sea is in the south.












PART ONE









THE OFFICE


Not a day goes by without me looking at a small, timber-framed photo on The Office wall and saying to myself, ‘Those poor bastards.’ The photo, taken on Boxing Day in 1966, is of five young soldiers in the B Company diggers’ boozer at the Australian Task Force (ATF) Base at Nui Dat. The boozer was a knock-up, timber-pole structure with a concrete slab for a floor and an iron roof. There were no walls. Three of the five – Wayne Riley, Brian Waters and Dave Webster – were killed at the Battle of Bribie, while a fourth – Tony Trevenen – was badly wounded. All were conscripts from Western Australian farming communities. To know men died following my orders still weighs heavily on my conscience. Each one of those brave souls is a bloody hero in my book.


I keep the photo in a prominent spot. Perhaps I shouldn’t.


I insisted my diggers carried a bandolier of machine-gun rounds to ensure we wouldn’t run out of firepower under attack. Tony Trevenen was struck in his bandolier by a stray bullet. The bullet exploded three rounds downwards into his scrotum. He wasn’t sent home as I expected. After a few weeks in hospital he was shipped back to Nui Dat to rejoin my platoon. I thought that was a bit rough because his mates were dead and so I made him my batman, a personal assistant in platoon headquarters.


To say I feel deep remorse about those dead boys is an understatement. I can get quite depressed about it, while at the same time trying to convince myself that it’s war and soldiers get killed. I’m immensely proud of my diggers. Most of them displayed incredible fortitude in a foreign and hostile environment where boys had no choice but to become men. I’ve visited some of their families out of respect and most appreciated me making the effort to express my feelings. There were exceptions of course.


I must be the proudest nasho platoon commander who ever served. When you give an order to fix bayonets and charge at an enemy you can’t even see, like I did during Operation Bribie, and every one of your men stands up screaming and attacks, it’s humbling. I was hard on them, but for most that discipline paid off.


In all, I lost six of my own that day while another dozen were wounded.


Only one man let me down.
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I never show my emotions in The Office. My younger drinking buddies wouldn’t understand. None of them served in Vietnam; in fact, none have been in the army. We down a few stubbies each afternoon. To say ‘a few’ is designed to gloss over just how much we drink. But it’s always mid-strength and at the end of each session I insist the boys line up their empties to ensure that no one has had too much before they drive home.


There have been occasions when someone has overstepped the mark and had to be persuaded to catch a taxi. It doesn’t happen often because most just pop in for a few and catch up on a bit of gossip and sports chat. Unfortunately the plan backfired recently when one of the regulars took a cab and left his car parked in the street outside. It was stolen overnight and later found burnt out.


I don’t have to worry about getting home because I’m already there. I think that’s why my wife, Lesley, puts up with the mob drinking here of an afternoon. At least I’m in a safe place and not out on the roads. Mind you, I have been known to stumble and fall into the swimming pool between The Office and the back door while making my way inside after a session.


Born and bred in the rural farming community of Tamworth, in north-eastern New South Wales, I was a rugby league follower from a young age. Some of my drinking buddies also hail from New South Wales and so we have a bond through sport. Perth, where I now live, is full of AFL tragics, either West Coast or Fremantle fans.


There’s always plenty of lively conversation. The Office could be considered a bit of a man cave, but that depends on your point of view. Wives and girlfriends often join the boys, have a glass or two of wine and have their say on the topics of the day.


Among my army memorabilia are group photos of golfers. It’s the game that brought us all together many years ago and most of us still try to belt that little white ball up the fairway with varying degrees of success. We play mainly on Sundays and once a year we fly to Thailand for a fortnight to play on some of the best courses in the world. That was until COVID-19 struck and put things on hold.


In 2017 my old battalion 6 Royal Australian Regiment (RAR) named its annual award for the best young lieutenant the John O’Halloran Trophy in my honour. I was as proud as Punch. I was surprised and delighted when the boys in The Office enlarged a photograph of the trophy, framed it and put it up on the wall.


The Office overlooks our backyard swimming pool. It consists of a table and chairs on a timber deck, enclosed by a roofed pergola with shade blinds to provide shelter from the summer sun, and roll-down clear plastic blinds to defend us from the winter wind. I can’t bear the cold so the electric heater goes on as soon as the thermometer drops.


Until recently I had a circulation problem in my left foot due to a series of events during my life caused by some poor decisions. The long and short of it is I had a stent implanted to increase the blood flow and the result has been good. It’s one of several health problems I’m facing but you can’t let that stop you from enjoying life. You’re a long time dead.


We have a set of rules in The Office. Anyone who gets up from their seat for any reason has to get the others a beer. There’s a big commercial fridge in one corner and it works a treat. There’s nothing better than an ice-cold beer in summer. With the fridge door always being opened the temperature tends to nudge up a bit and so on those really hot days the stubbies go into a tub of ice.


As a self-funded retiree I conduct most of my business from my favourite seat at the Office table. I follow the stock market pretty closely as Lesley and I rely heavily on shares and dividends for an income. I’ve always been a wizard with figures and have put that ability to good use over the years. As a young lad I pencilled for bookmakers at the races and later went into the insurance business, where I ran my own company. Only recently I tapped into a war service pension and that also helps with the home finances.


The television in The Office comes alive on Saturdays when some of the regulars gather to watch the best Group A horse racing around the country – and, of course, place a few bets over the phone on my account. We do enjoy a beer and a bet at The Office on a Saturday afternoon.


You could say it’s my favourite place in our rambling northern suburbs home. I read the morning newspaper there and my wife, God bless her, makes me a breakfast of tea and toast with a scraping of Vegemite. It’s about that time I light up my first cigarette for the day. To those who may question my lifestyle and health choices I say there’s nothing that a beer and fags won’t fix. Apart from my left foot, I have admittedly had a few health scares over the years – two heart attacks, a bypass operation and bladder cancer – but you can’t let any of that get you down.


I can get a bit cantankerous at times. The boys always say that Lesley is a saint for putting up with me, but I think that’s a bit extreme. My wife and I share the house with a three-legged Cavalier King Charles Spaniel named Winnie. The canine is spoiled rotten and has cost me a small fortune in veterinary fees over the years.


We enjoy having house guests, especially some of my old diggers from interstate. I know that means extra work for Lesley, and we’re not getting any younger. I keep in touch with most of them by phone and always have. I can’t emphasise enough how proud I am of them.


I remember being in Canberra with the family for a presentation when then prime minister Malcolm Turnbull spoke of the need for Vietnam veterans to stay in touch and look after each other in the fight against mental illness. My daughter Rachel turned to Lesley and said, ‘That won’t be a problem with Dad’s men, he’s on the phone to them every day.’ A bit of an exaggeration, I thought.


By now you’ve probably gleaned that I’m an organiser, though I’m certainly no control freak. It’s not something that evolved as a result of my army officer training; I’ve been that way since my teens, when I became involved on committees for my local rugby club. These days I organise the beer for The Office and am reasonably well known at the local drive-through. We go through about twenty-three cartons of stubbies in an average week.


Lesley and I both have cars but I don’t venture too far from home unless I have to. My world is The Office and when Lesley tries to prise me out of my comfortable surrounds to visit someone or go to the city, I simply remind her, ‘You know I don’t travel well.’ Some might deem it selfish, although I dismiss that talk. I’m nearing eighty years old, so I can please myself.


Having said that, I’m far from being a hermit. I like catching up with old mates, especially at army reunions, and have made some great ex-service friends in Perth. The Special Air Services (SAS) regiment is based here and some of my former army pals were posted here over the years. I have friends in the forensic section of the Western Australia Police Force too and we have an annual get-together on Rottnest Island.


Lesley describes me as a man’s man and it’s true. I like male company, conversations, comradeship and doing blokey things. It’s cultural and, on reflection, probably a product of being raised in a country town and going to an all-boys Catholic school. My teenage life centred around football and hockey. Later, of course, there was national service, and the army, where you’re in the company of blokes your own age sharing the same experiences.


So life for an old soldier isn’t so bad. I do have a quiet chuckle to myself at that because I was only a soldier for two years. But it had such a profound impact I tend to reflect on it more than my on long career in insurance. Those two years of army service were the most exciting period of my life. In a war zone you are dealing with life-and-death situations and constantly testing your inner strength to find out if you have the courage to back yourself against the odds. That doesn’t mean a bullet hasn’t got your name on it. I know men who were killed on their very first patrol outside the wire. I lost diggers under my command, along with two of my best mates, and yet I was never wounded. It hardly seems fair. The closest I came to getting hit was a piece of shrapnel ripping into the ‘hoochie’ attached to my backpack. It’s surprising considering I was at three of our biggest battles: Hobart, Long Tan and Bribie.


The Office has witnessed a lot of discussion about the early phases of the Vietnam War, when the revolutionary forces of the south were actively combining with the North Vietnamese Army to stop us from getting a foothold in Phuoc Tuy Province. Guests at the table have included historians, journalists and authors from around the country. I tell them all the same thing, ‘I talk. You listen.’ Don’t laugh – it was something I drummed into my diggers during the war. I was bloody dogmatic about it. Platoon commanders are there to make quick decisions and soldiers must listen to orders and carry them out accordingly. But using that phrase in The Office these days usually gets a mixed response. Some take it seriously, but it’s become a joke for most of the boys and they respond accordingly.


I like to talk about my Vietnam War as it was. It’s amazing the amount of drivel and bullshit that has been printed. I give praise to those who get it right, but admonish those who don’t check the facts. Even worse are the storytellers, who for selfish reasons of their own try to rewrite history.


My frankness as an army officer didn’t always endear me to my peers, let alone my superiors. If I thought my company commander was wrong I felt obliged to take him aside man to man and express my view. To allow matters to simmer away is counterproductive when lives are at risk. Besides, if the decision-makers are wrong they need to be told. If stubbornness prevails they can always be reminded at a later time.
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Australia’s involvement in Vietnam began in 1962 with the arrival of a special training team well versed in jungle warfare. In 1965 the Australian government dispatched 1 RAR to serve alongside the US 173rd Airborne Brigade at Bien Hoa Province. About three weeks before I got there in 1966, Private Errol Noack of 5 RAR became the first nasho to die in Vietnam. He was not shot by the Viet Cong but accidentally fired upon by someone in his own unit. Imagine how devastating that must have been. A situation made worse by the army covering up the facts surrounding his death. That sad case demonstrates how easy it can be to make mistakes in the heat of the moment.


The base at Nui Dat was still under construction when 6 RAR arrived in June 1966. The battalion had been raised a year earlier and brought up to full strength when an intake of 250 nashos were conscripted in September 1965. Born in 1945, we were the last of what’s known as the Silent Generation, which in my case couldn’t have been further from the truth. After that it was the Baby Boomers’ turn to be called up.


There were half a dozen of us from the Officer Training Unit at Scheyville who rounded out the battalion’s complement of platoon commanders. Funny thing – at the time the army had a surplus of officers. It decided to train up a batch of second lieutenants from its national service intake instead of jeopardising the lives of its highly prized Duntroon graduates. Nashos were expendable. The Duntroon graduates were earmarked to become high-ranking officers and the cost of their education was too much for them to be shot leading a platoon in the jungle.


People always want to know what it’s like to come under attack in a war zone. It’s beyond the comprehension of the average person. You have to experience it. No words can describe the notion of someone trying to kill you in battle, bullets whizzing overhead as you desperately seek shelter. Your world turns upside down as you try to convince yourself there is no way out other than to fight back. It’s for real, not some video game where you can’t get hurt. Your aim is to retaliate and inflict as much damage to the enemy as possible while trying to stay alive.


I am no warmonger. Since leaving the army I have never owned or fired a gun. The need was never there. My experience of fighting and patrolling in Vietnam was enough to get firearms out of my system for good. I’ve seen the devastation they can cause and the older I get the more I reflect on the wicked waste of human life I have witnessed. But back in the mid-sixties we were just kids, selected by chance in a lottery and thrust into a civil war to help out our ally the United States. We were taught to kill and our aim was to do our job and try to return in one piece.


Sometimes in life you have to gamble. You play the odds and hope you win. My role as a platoon commander was to take orders from the chain of command above and then turn those into outcomes using the resources available. The Aussie soldier is well trained and has a reputation for being a formidable opponent. From Vietnam to Afghanistan, and well before, our diggers have been heralded for their ingenuity in the field and bravery under fire.


When you’re young you are more flexible and adaptable. I can honestly say I never felt scared. I trusted my instincts and battled for my survival. I had my platoon to command and that was uppermost in my mind. In a fire fight your training kicks in and you go for it. You know what you are doing is dangerous and has deadly consequences but you push that to the back of your mind.


Ask any trained infantryman if he’d prefer to be back behind the wire or out chasing the enemy and he’ll take the second option every time. It’s better to be a moving target than a sitting duck. Obviously you try not to think of the bad things that can happen; some people get shot for no other reason than being in the wrong place at the wrong time. It’s life’s lottery and you just have to hope you come out a winner. You can’t dwell on it. You have to overcome the negativity and get on with the job. The crazy thing is that when the fight’s all over you don’t think about what might have happened. After a quiet period you actually miss the challenge and want to experience it again. You crave that adrenaline rush.


The majority of my time in Vietnam was spent on patrol and I have to say that, more often than not, nothing happened. But there is no room for complacency. You have to keep your wits about you at all times. You might not see the enemy before he sees you and that can lead to tragic consequences. Out on patrol I constantly told my diggers, ‘I talk. You listen. If you want to stay alive, then be alert and follow my orders.’ Fighters need discipline, not only to prepare them for battle, but also to help them get through any conflict.


I’ve been a battler all my life and don’t accept defeat easily. To win you have to dig deep and show courage and resilience. What I lacked in stature I made up for in dogged determination. Even as a kid I wasn’t afraid to have a blue with someone bigger than me. I didn’t always emerge the winner, but I could lick my wounds and face up to them the next day.


In a funny sort of way I feel no different to the soldier I was more than fifty years ago, and yet my age – and the physical toll of it – means I’m no longer the man I once was.









TAMWORTH KID


Life can be good for a country kid. There’s no shortage of things to do, or mischief to get up to, and my peers reliably inform me I managed to get into my fair share of trouble. In my defence my immediate family was pretty dysfunctional, so I got a bit of a free rein.


My dad, ‘Digger’ as he was known, was a bludger and a drinker and frittered his prospects away through booze and laziness. He was named after his father, Richard John O’Halloran, a leading criminal lawyer in country New South Wales. Digger was the eldest of nine children to Richard and Cecily, born Byrne, who married in Tamworth in 1907.


Of Irish Catholic background, my grandfather was a smart and industrious man who set up his lucrative law practice in Tamworth, serving the north-west and north of the state as far as the Queensland border. Prior to his admission to the Supreme Court in Sydney he’d worked as secretary to Sir Edmund Barton, who in 1901 became Australia’s first prime minister.


Unlike his eldest son, Richard was a pillar of the community, instrumental in bringing the Christian Brothers to Tamworth in 1926, which led to the establishment of Christian Brothers College (CBC) that I later attended. Digger was a disappointment whereas two other sons, my uncles John and Harry, became solicitors and worked in the family law practice. They also both served in World War II. My father’s other siblings were Marie; Anne, who was married to a solicitor; Daniel; Joan; Patrick and Charles. Anyone could tell by the numbers it was a good Catholic family.


My grandfather had high hopes for his eldest and sent him to university in Sydney to study law. Alas, his son was out for a good time and was more intent on racing cars on what is now the Warwick Farm Racecourse track in western Sydney than studying. My grandfather thought it was odd that he wasn’t getting progress reports from the university and so he made a special trip to the city to investigate. When he discovered what was going on Digger was ordered back to Tamworth. Disappointed by his son’s lack of resolve, my grandfather told him, ‘If you don’t want to work and you like driving cars then you can stay here in Tamworth and be my chauffeur.’ So that’s what he did. Digger drove him to court hearings around the region. It was a cushy job that suited him well.


My mother, Grace, was brought up on a farm near the outback opal mining town of Lightning Ridge in the northwest of New South Wales and met Digger when the family sold up and shifted to Tamworth. Her father was a sheep breeder. Mum was a hard worker around the house and nothing like her husband.


Before the outbreak of World War II Digger was a captain in the Citizen Military Force, Light Horse armoured division. If you thought he was destined to be an officer serving his country overseas you would be wrong. As soon as war was declared he ducked for cover. He didn’t want to go off to fight, and my grandfather didn’t want him to go either so he bought him a farm at nearby Attunga and he became a primary producer. As such, he was exempt from military service. The more I think about my father dodging his military duty, the more I believe it had a big impact on me wanting to serve my country. I’m sure when I volunteered to fight in Vietnam, after initially being conscripted for national service, I was trying to make amends.


I never met Uncle John. Having signed up for the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), on 1 August 1942 he was working as a wireless operator on an RAF Vickers Wellington bomber when it was shot down by ace German fighter pilot Lieutenant Heinz-Wolfgang Schnaufer. The bomber was unarmed, equipped only for taking aerial photographs of the bombing raid, when it crashed at Loonbeek, near Brussels in Belgium, killing all on board. Thirty-two years old, Uncle John was buried in a British war grave site at nearby Huldenberg Churchyard with the rest of the crew. They had succumbed to the best: the Luftwaffe night fighter pilot was the highest-scoring ace in the history of aerial warfare and survived the war with 121 night kills.


Uncle Harry enlisted in the Australian Army and served against the Japanese in New Guinea. He was in charge of communications, signals and other forms of military surveillance. His work provided intelligence for the allies by intercepting and decoding enemy radio transmissions. Harry returned to the family’s law practice when the war ended in 1945.


My parents were still living on the farm at Attunga when I was born at the Tamworth Hospital on 20 April 1945. I was the youngest of four kids. I never got to meet my eldest sister, Jacqueline. She was only three years old when she was taken to hospital suffering from diphtheria and later died. At the time Mum was in the same hospital giving birth to my older brother, Dick. So it was mighty traumatic for Mum and the family. Jacqueline was named after my mum’s brother Jack Bourke, a soldier who was captured by the Germans fighting on the island of Crete. He died a prisoner of war the day World War II ended, about a month after Jacqueline’s death. So I was the baby, sister Robin was in the middle, and then there was Dick.


With the war over there was no longer a need for Digger to remain a primary producer – that role had served its purpose – so my grandfather bought him a house in Dean Street in north Tamworth. Shortly after leaving the farm it went up in smoke after a grass fire swept through the property. The buildings and most of the stock were destroyed. The blaze was caused by sparks from a steam train on a nearby track and became the centre of an historic court case. Up until that time the New South Wales government was not held legally responsible for any fires caused along its rail network. If flames damaged your property then bad luck. My grandfather and his legal cronies challenged the ‘Escape of Fire’ regulations in a landmark court case and won. Naturally they sued for damages.


My grandfather and grandmother lived in a beautiful, spacious home in Tamworth called The Pines. It was befitting people of their standing in the community. I remember there was a holy water font both at the front and rear doors to bless yourself when entering or leaving. The grand house was built on a sizeable piece of land not far from the Christian Brothers College. We would sneak over to the garden from school at lunchtime for a smoke. My grandfather wasn’t a big man and he could be rather pompous. I often wonder what he and my grandmother really thought about their eldest son, Digger. I suppose they took some solace in the fact that the other children were not like him.


I was about seven years old when my grandfather died at the age of seventy-five. Digger found a job with a local stock and station firm, Campbell and Rickson. During that time he had a brief interlude as an on-course bookmaker at the Tamworth Jockey Club. He was no doubt the worst punter in the nation and so it was only a matter of time before he went bust. During that period my brother Dick and I were pencilling for a couple of other bookmakers at the Tamworth races to earn a bit of money to help pay the bills at home. I was about seventeen at the time but that didn’t seem to matter to anyone. That was the start of my interest in thoroughbred racing. Later in life both Dick and I enjoyed a return to bookmaking, with Dick taking out a licence in Tamworth and me in Cairns.


Growing up in Tamworth was all about having fun with my mates, playing sport and going to school. We lived about 4 kilometres from CBC and I would ride my bike there and just about everywhere else around town. Being a country kid we went out exploring and climbed trees and generally enjoyed ourselves making our own fun in the great outdoors.


Raised in a strict Catholic family we went to church a lot. Everyone went on Sunday and sometimes I would go with my mother on a Friday. Mum was deeply religious and would attend church most days during the week. That’s just the way it was. I was too young to be concerned about seeking absolution but I guess I had set in motion a foundation for dealing with my future sins.


‘Thou shall not steal’ was one commandment I often broke. Not that I was a bad kid. However, pinching Digger’s cigarettes and sneaking off to have a smoke did see me fall foul of one of the guiding principles of life. Later I broke the ‘Thou shall not kill’ commandment. I guess God forgives you if you’re at war.


At about the age of nine I would hang around with schoolmates Neville Patterson, John Allsop and Archie Shepherd, who lived nearby. Quite often we’d climb a big tree in front of Archie’s house and smoke the cigarettes I’d knocked off from the old man. We’d sit up there dangling our legs over one of the big branches while puffing away. Those boyhood smoking sessions were the start of a habit I have never been able to stop. Digger never discovered I took his fags and I’m not sure what he would have done if he had found out.


A couple of my good mates from an early age at St Nicholas Primary School were Doug Nash and Gordon Sharp. Doug and I shared the same birthdate and we were like peas in a pod. I spent a lot of time sitting next to him in class and we became partners in crime as we grew into teenagers. Gordon sat next to me in class in our senior years. Our families were quite close. My brother Dick was a classmate of Gordon’s brother Tony. In fact, our parents were married on the same day and over the years jointly celebrated their anniversaries.


Being part of the church community I became an altar boy at St Mary’s Church in Bligh Street. For those unfamiliar with the role, it involves assisting the priest to deliver the holy sacraments of bread and wine. The small bread wafers and altar wine were stored in the vestry along with the cassocks we wore. When the priest was out of the room my fellow altar boy Archie Shepherd and I headed straight for the red and always managed to down a few swigs. I am sure we have not been the only pre-teen altar boys over the years to fall into temptation, and the priest no doubt had his suspicions when the flagon level noticeably dropped. The trap was set.


The following Sunday we seized our opportunity to slurp some holy blood when in burst the priest. With red stains around our mouths there was no point in claiming innocence. Needless to say, we were ordered to recite our Hail Marys and banned from being altar boys.


It was about that time we all became heavily involved in sport. Our mob played both rugby league and hockey, with footy games held during the week at school and hockey matches played on Saturday. We were growing up and pushing ourselves physically. That’s when I broke my nose at school playing a game we called ‘Force them Back’. It involved two sides of at least four players lining up opposite each other and a good distance apart. The aim was for one team player to kick a football over the heads of the other side and they would have to run back and collect it while the kicker’s side ran into the space they had fallen back from. The ball would then be kicked over our heads by the other side, and so on.


The accident occurred when I went up for the ball and clashed with a teammate. There was blood everywhere and I was admitted to hospital. The doctor managed to mend my nose. However, while I was in there I caught golden staph. As a result of the potent pathogen the doctor had to remove the end of the little finger on my right hand.


For some reason the boys began to get interested in boxing. No Queensberry rules for us. Fighting at the college was banned by the brothers, with dire consequences if we got caught. We therefore took it upon ourselves to organise our own fisticuffs outside of the school grounds. There was an old hut, near the nunnery, where a dozen of us from my class would gather a few afternoons a week for some fair dinkum fist fights. A couple of the blokes would be selected to do battle and away they would go. It was bare-knuckle stuff and so when someone landed a good punch you felt it.


We were too young to be betting on the outcome, however, those barracking on the sidelines made enough noise to fool anyone into thinking they had a wager on. The other lads were taller than me but I always managed to hold my own. Despite the competitive rivalry I can’t remember anyone getting hurt. We were no doubt pitting ourselves against each other to test our strength and nerve, preparing us for the odd scrap we would get into as teenagers and later life.


The back of the hut was adjacent to the grounds of a hotel. If someone had money we would occasionally sneak into the beer garden after our fight afternoon and have a drink. It is amazing what you could get away with in a country town back then. As twelve-year-olds we knew all the older lads through school and sport, and so we gave them the money and they would buy our beers. We sat at the rear of the beer garden out of the way of other patrons. We felt grown-up and pretty pleased with ourselves. It was an early introduction into what became one of my favourite pastimes.


Fight afternoons were quite a success for a while but, like most schoolboy activities, their popularity waned and we moved on to more intense rugby league and hockey training. I always thought that being able to throw a good right hook would get me out of a few jams. I had no idea my dad would be the first bloke I would knock out.


I’ve forgotten the exact circumstances, but rest assured my sister Robin and I were acting up. Digger went to give her a kick up the bum for her part in the shenanigans but missed, and his foot struck her in the back instead. She was in pain so I swung a punch at Digger, connected with his jaw and knocked him out. Incredibly, there was no retribution when he came to. I guess he realised he’d done the wrong thing.


As time went on Digger was drinking more and getting lazier. One day he came home from work, pissed as a newt, and stated he had thrown in his job. ‘I’ve worked it out,’ he slurred. ‘You can’t drink and work at the same time.’ From that day on he never worked again and it was left to us to pay all the bills. He’d taken out a mortgage on the house that my grandfather had given to him. The money was meant for home renovations but instead went on his gambling and boozy lifestyle. Eventually my brother, Dick, who was working as a clerk with the Peel Shire Council in Tamworth, came to the rescue and began paying off the loan so we could keep the house. Later, when Robin and I got jobs, we too put in money.


Somehow Digger managed to scrounge enough cash for beer and cigarettes. He would often go up to The Pines to see his mother and she probably felt sorry for him and gave him money. He was our father so we tried to overlook his shortfalls and tolerated him.


My sporting prowess was lifting in both rugby league and hockey. Kids growing up in the fifties in rural New South Wales put a lot of time into sport because that was all we had to occupy our time and keep us healthy. If we weren’t practising on the club grounds we were playing a scratch match in someone’s backyard. There was no television and so our only entertainment was going to the local picture theatre.


From the age of fourteen I began showing promise as a hockey player. I was always very fast on my feet and that was a bonus when participating in both sports. CBC provided a good grounding in both and so it was only natural for us to progress into the local Tamworth community teams.


Around that time I developed an issue with a hernia in my groin. Although it was uncomfortable, under normal circumstances it wasn’t painful. The only time it became a problem was when I was riding my bike. Over time the veins dropped down into my scrotum and became varicose, and one testicle became enlarged. For a long time I had to stand up and pedal because a swollen testicle made it difficult to sit in the saddle. You can imagine the pain when on the odd occasion the bicycle chain slipped and I came down on the cross bar.


I later learned the medical name for the problem was ‘varicocele’ and if left untreated it can lead to infertility.


The year before I left school I was playing junior hockey for Tamworth and we were competing in other regional cities like Newcastle and Lithgow. There were always state team selectors watching those matches. I was lucky enough to be chosen for the New South Wales junior hockey team to play in the national championship in Melbourne. Unfortunately, at about the same time my varicocele condition became worse and I was admitted to hospital for an operation to remove one of my testicles. My ability to play was in grave doubt.


The day my mum, Grace, and sister, Robin, came into the hospital to visit me I was in a private room lying there with plastic tubes hanging out of various parts of my body. Robin seemed glad to see me and was all smiles when she bounced down on the edge of my bed. The fear that Robin’s boisterous action might cause me some further pain or injury prompted Mum to yell, ‘Stop it, Robin. Get off the bed, he’s just lost a stone.’


Robin looked at her, dumbfounded. ‘He doesn’t appear to have lost any weight at all.’ Mum and I burst into laughter and it took Robin a while for the penny to drop.


You can imagine the disappointment I felt lying in my bed knowing I would probably miss the hockey championship. I wasn’t even worried about losing the testicle. As it turned out, my concerns were unwarranted because within days I was fit and well and off to Melbourne, where we became the national junior champions.


From that time on I have answered to the name ‘Johnny One-Nut’. Not only do I share a 20 April birthday with Adolf Hitler, we also share the reputation of having only one testicle. I’ve been the butt of many a joke over the years.


If you thought my school days were dedicated to sport rather than study, you’d be right. During my leaving certificate year I sat next to Gordon Sharp in class. At one stage he broke his wrist and had a plaster cast up his arm, and I was sitting on a cushion recovering from the testicle operation. I probably had a bad influence on him as both of us struggled to concentrate. There were too many outside influences. Gordon was a highly competitive swimmer and champion water polo player. He was also an excellent card player. In later years I discovered he was a good rifle shot as a young lad and even won a few trophies. The influence may have come from school army cadets.


It was compulsory for all senior college boys to train as army cadets. Strangely enough I wasn’t all that keen. Doing all those rifle drills and marching didn’t interest me at that stage of my life. Because there was no choice in becoming a cadet, my close friend Doug Nash and I took the easy option and put our hands up to be buglers in the band. While our mates went through the motions of becoming boy soldiers we were practising strains of the ‘Last Post’. Our attempts began with a series of long fart-like noises that only got better with time and practice. After a couple of years Dougy and I were expert enough to blow our bugles at special ceremonies in the college church, including Anzac Day.


Even the bandsmen had to do some soldiering. There were basic drills to master and we did have to learn to march. Every so often all cadets would don uniforms and pack their bags for the bus trip south to Singleton Army Base for some dedicated training. No comforts of home like sleeping in beds inside barracks – we had to camp out in four-man tents.


Everything was done like we were out in the bush at a basic camp, with mess tents for our food and drink. However, there was no escaping the parade ground and the various marching drills. Most of the blokes enjoyed the hands-on stuff with a rifle, including firing at targets. It wasn’t all serious though and we always managed to have fun.


At one camp Gordon Sharp, who held the rank of sergeant, played a prank on some of the boys lined up outside the mess tent. As he walked into the tent he grabbed a can of Coke out of someone’s hand and took a few swigs before handing it back. After a few days of being subjected to Sharpie’s practical joke we decided to seek revenge. On that day we quickly drank our soft drink and pissed in the cans. When Sharpie appeared he grabbed one and guzzled a few mouthfuls. He was on his knees gagging while the rest of us were bent over having a good laugh.


In my fourth year in senior school there was certainly no parental pressure for me to shine at my studies. Digger couldn’t have cared less. I was about to sit for my physics exam when the old man decided it would be a good time to travel to the Gold Coast in Queensland for a holiday. He asked me what my leaving exam schedule was. I told him it was physics the very next day and that was the last one. He then asked, ‘What are you like at physics, son?’


I replied that it was far from my best subject and I was not very confident.


‘Okay then, we may as well go to the Gold Coast,’ he said. So off we went.


My school days were over and I applied for a job in the Rural Bank of New South Wales. Sharpie decided on repeating the leaving certificate and then he got a job as a trainee cameraman with Channel 7 in Sydney.


After basic training with the bank I was accepted onto the relief roster that involved travelling to various banks throughout the country regions and filling in for staff on sick or holiday leave. It was a great opportunity because relief tellers were paid travel and living-away-from-home allowances. It proved to be good money for an eighteen-year-old.


Apart from my hockey games on a Saturday I was playing rugby league for Tamworth City. There were three league clubs in Tamworth and I eventually became good enough to be selected in the combined Tamworth side showcasing the best players in the city. Everything was working out for me. I had a well-paid job and I was doing what I loved on the sports field.
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