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To the men of 6RAR Delta Company, those who fell, and
those who made it home to Australia. Lest we forget.
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When the prison doors are opened, the real dragon will fly out.


Ho Chi Minh


You have a row of dominos set up; you knock over the first one, and what will happen to the last one is that it will go over very quickly.


President Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1954


We are not about to send American boys nine or ten thousand miles away from home to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves.


President Lyndon B. Johnson, two weeks before the 1964 election that he would win in a landslide


Humiliation for America could come in one of two ways – either by outright defeat, which is unlikely, or by her becoming interminably bogged down in the awful morass of this war, as France was for ten years.1


Arthur Calwell, Leader of the Opposition, 1965












INTRODUCTION AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


This book has been a long time coming. Having written many books on other iconic Australian battles and campaigns – Breaker Morant and the Boer War, Gallipoli, Fromelles & Pozières, Villers-Bretonneux, Kokoda and Tobruk among them – a frequent question I’ve been asked along the way is, ‘When are you going to do Long Tan?’


The short answer was, ‘When I feel I can do it justice, and have lined up the right people to talk to …’ and this is the result.


When first examining the contours of the battle and then diving into the first material that my researchers came back with, the best of all possible things happened: I was immediately hooked. Robert Graves once famously said, ‘A remarkable thing about Shakespeare is that he is really very good in spite of all the people who say he is very good …’ and I feel the same about the Battle of Long Tan.


As a story it has got everything on its own, but I also found putting the whole battle in historical context a fascinating exercise. Beyond just the battle itself, I wanted to understand why Australia was there in the first place, who took the key decisions, and what were the dynamics that caused the whole conflagration to take place. I was, allow me to say, flabbergasted with the answers.


That was what got us into Vietnam?


It was all built on … just … that?


Who knew?


Not me. But it was enthralling to explore.


True, in this particular saga getting accurate accounts of what was going on with the enemy proved problematic – even all these years on, the matter is sensitive with the Vietnamese – but in many ways that was very much the Australian experience at the time. They knew ‘Charlie’ was out there. But who he was, how many of his mates were there with him, how those mates were armed and when they were going to strike next was mostly a dark mystery. There were no interactions between both sides, like those I had found so moving in such battles as Gallipoli, the Western Front, Tobruk and so forth.


A rare boon in this book, as opposed to other military books I’ve done, is to have so many people available who were there, who could tell me in person exactly what happened and give me the fine detail I cherish, instead of having to rely only on trawling through diaries, letters, contemporary newspaper accounts and the like – though, of course, my researchers and I did that too! For the purpose of the storytelling I will put the names of those veterans of Long Tan at the end so as not to reveal in these opening pages which of the characters you are about to meet lived or died.


My dear friend, Gordon Alexander, a Vietnam vet who was at the Battle of Coral, was also a great help throughout on all fronts, but particularly artillery. Steve Conroy, himself a career Army Reserve officer and graduate of Canungra, was wonderfully helpful with providing the detail on the training regime of the conscripts. Adrian Younger provided valuable input on the Armoured Personnel Carriers. Cary Frankel flew Phantom jets for the US Air Force in Vietnam and was very generous in providing some of the fine detail I most love for my section covering Phantoms.


My warm thanks also to Dr Peter Williams, the Canberra military historian who has worked with me on six books now. Not surprisingly he proved to be an expert on Vietnam, had great contacts and happily placed them all at the service of this book. Thanks, too, to Peter Finlay for expertise on matters of military aviation and to Gregory Blake for his expert advice on all things to do with the weapons of the time.


In terms of much valued help, my principal researcher for this book was the indefatigable Barb Kelly, who trawled as mightily as ever through every document she could get her digital hands on to bring precious and often previously unrevealed detail to the account. As ever she became obsessed with the story and determined to get right to the bottom of it, and was able to provide the exact material to help bring to life previously obscure and unknown episodes. As with some of my previous books it was great that her son Lachlan was able to lend valuable assistance, finding obituaries, death notices, contemporary accounts and other material that had previously escaped the rest of us. My own son Jake is a wonderful editor, and had valuable input into the final manuscript.


As to my long-time researcher and beloved cousin, Angus FitzSimons, he was as insightful as ever, constantly turning up new angles to pursue, even while finding fresh information on previous angles. I also treasure his wise counsel, as I constantly bounced ideas off him and engaged in debate on so many aspects of the book and how best to bring the whole extraordinary story to life. This book is in his great debt.


As ever, and as I always recount at the beginning of my historical writing, I have tried to bring the story part of this history alive by putting it in the present tense and constructing it in the manner of a novel, albeit with 600 footnotes, give or take, as the pinpoint pillars on which the story rests. For the sake of the storytelling, I have occasionally created a direct quote from reported speech in a journal, diary or letter, and changed pronouns and tenses to put that reported speech in the present tense. When the story required generic language – as in the words used when commanding movements in battle – I have taken the liberty of using the words habitually used in such situations, to help bring the story to life. I hope readers will excuse the mix of metric and imperial measurements in this book, but as Long Tan took place in 1966, eyewitness accounts come in both. I have used metric where possible but retained the imperial where necessary.


Always, my goal has been to determine what were the words used, based on the primary documentary evidence presented. All books used are listed in the Bibliography, but I relied particularly on the incomparable first-hand reportage of The Battle of Long Tan: As Told by the Commanders to Bob Grandin, a fascinating and candid book that exactly fulfils its title; Paul Ham’s masterful Vietnam: The Australian War; David W. Cameron’s evocative The Battle of Long Tan; and Ian McNeill’s invaluable To Long Tan. Terry Burstall’s The Soldiers’ Story, meanwhile, was simply superb in providing what I treasure most in trying to bring history to life: raw and credible dialogue from people who were actually there at the time. Mark Dapin’s The Nashos’ War is a brilliant portrait of the Nashos’ experience. Lex McAulay’s The Battle of Long Tan: The Legend of Anzac Upheld is also a fascinating archive of prickly reportage and recent reminiscence of battle that only becomes more valuable as memories now grow smooth in the retelling.


My thanks also to my highly skilled editor Deonie Fiford, who was as judicious as ever in working out just what of the oft esoteric way I write to preserve, and what to … refine.


I am also grateful to my friend and publisher Matthew Kelly of Hachette, with whom I have worked many times over the last three decades, and who was enthusiastic and supportive throughout, always giving great guidance.


It was a privilege to try and bring this story to life, and I hope it will help shine a light on an extraordinary episode in Australian history.


Peter FitzSimons


Neutral Bay, Sydney


June 2022









DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Brigadier Oliver Jackson. Commanding Officer of the 1st Australian Task Force (1ATF) 1966–1972 in South Vietnam. The son of Major General Robert Jackson, he served in North Africa and Syria during World War II and was appointed the head of 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment in Korea in 1956.


Lieutenant Colonel Colin Townsend. Commanding Officer of 6RAR. First served in immediate post-war Japan, then was among the first Australian troops deployed to the Korean conflict. He wrote the Standing Operating Procedures used by Australian infantry battalions in Vietnam.


Major Harry Smith. Commanding Officer of 6RAR Delta Company. Born in Hobart, he had been with the Australian Army since 1952, and served from 1955 to 1957 in Malaya, where he fought as a Commando.


Captain Charles Mollison. Commanding Officer of 6RAR Alpha Company. Born in Victoria, he served part time in the Citizen Military Forces (CMF), attaining the rank of Major, before giving up seniority to join the Regular Army as Captain, initially with 2RAR.


Lieutenant Dave Sabben. Commander of 6RAR Delta Company 12 Platoon. Born in Suva, Fiji. Worked in advertising as a layout artist in Sydney before entering the Army.


Lieutenant Gordon Sharp. Commander of 6RAR Delta Company 11 Platoon. Born in Tamworth, he became a cameraman with The Mavis Bramston Show in Sydney, before entering the Army as a National Serviceman.


Lieutenant Geoff Kendall. Commander of 6RAR Delta Company 10 Platoon. Born in Brisbane, he was a professional rugby league coach in western Queensland before joining the Australian Army and becoming a Regular Officer graduate of Officer Cadet School Portsea.


Sergeant Bob Buick. 6RAR Delta Company 11 Platoon. Served with 2RAR in Malaya until July 1963. He took discharge in February 1965, before re-enlisting in July the same year. After further infantry training, he was posted to 6RAR and promoted to Sergeant.


Major Jack Kirby. 6RAR Delta Company Sergeant Major. Served in Korea with the 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment, and with 3RAR in Malaya. He was promoted to the rank of Warrant Officer in January 1966.


Captain Bob Keep. Intelligence officer with the 1ATF 1st Divisional Intelligence Unit.


Private Paul Large. 6RAR, Delta Company 12 Platoon. Conscripted into the Army in the first intake of the National Service Scheme birthday ballot in 1965.


Flight Lieutenant Frank Riley. Joined the RAAF in 1953, became a flight instructor and member of the display aerobatics crew the ‘Meteorites’. Deployed to Vietnam in June 1966 as a member of No. 9 Squadron.


Flight Lieutenant Bob Grandin. In 1957, at the age of 17, he joined the RAAF College in Point Cook. In June 1966, he was deployed to Vietnam as a member of No. 9 Squadron.


2nd Lieutenant Adrian Roberts. A former schoolteacher, he received his commission in June 1963. Selected to serve in Malaysia, but the Army required a Lieutenant for the newly formed Armoured Personnel Carrier (APC) Squadron in Vietnam. Reasoning that Vietnam would be the shorter conflict, Roberts chose to deploy there.


Captain Morrie Stanley. The Forward Artillery Observer Officer (FO) attached to Delta Company 6RAR. A New Zealander, at the age of 19 he won a four-year scholarship to Duntroon. His military career included a stint guarding the Tower of London before he was deployed to Saigon in 1965, initially with the 173rd Airborne Brigade.









PROLOGUE




You can kill ten of my men for every one I kill of yours. But even at those odds, you will lose and I will win.1


Ho Chi Minh’s warning to French colonialists, 1946


People should not be overawed by the power of modern weapons. It is the value of human beings that in the end will decide victory.2


General Vo Nguyen Giap





19 May 1941, Hang Pac Bo, North Vietnam


Is that him?


It is!


The two Vietnamese men waiting in the mouth of a cave near the Chinese border first recognise the man they have been waiting for all day by his distinctive loping manner, a man in a hurry with much to do – the fact that he is 51 and suffering from dysentery, malaria and tuberculosis notwithstanding. They would call to him now but refrain for fear of attracting attention to what this is: no less than the grand return after 30 years of effective exile of their people’s prophet. As he comes closer they take him in all the more clearly, the indomitable revolutionary with the wispy beard and old eyes who has been abroad all this time learning just how to rid their country of all who would occupy it. Pham Van Dong and Vo Nguyen Giap wait quietly until the man arrives and then gently embrace his slender form. Tonight they will stay in this cave and make plans, tomorrow they will start to lay the foundations of a country.


His name?


Please. He is not one with so plebeian an existence as to go by a single name, the one his parents gave him. Rather, by design and destiny, he goes by no fewer than 100 names, everything from Nguyen Sinh Cung to Nguyen Tat Thanh Nguyen Ai Quoc, to Sung Man Cho to a legion of aliases and identities he employs as needed in the life of a radical revolutionary. Born in the village of Hoang Tru and educated by his father in Confucian thought, he has travelled the world to acquire the skills that have brought him to this place, at this time, to fulfil what he sees as his destiny, the liberation of his homeland, Vietnam.


[image: A map of Vietnam with surrounding regions marks the following cities: Hanoi, Vientiane, Bangkok, Phnom Penh, and Saigon. Ho Chi Minh trail is marked along the western border of South Vietnam. The demilitarized zone is marked in the northern part of South Vietnam.]


Vietnam and surrounding regions, 1966


In short order he will be known as … Ho Chi Minh, the ‘Bringer of Light’, an ironic name for one who is now, for the first time, truly emerging from the mysterious darkness where he has fomented this revolution to now publicly lead it. Ho has been a student in Paris, a Bolshevik in Russia, a baker in Harlem, a wanted man in China, a professional sailor, a dishwasher in Ealing, a soldier, a poet, an assistant pastry chef at the Carlton Hotel in London, a spy and now, today, the one who intends to be the saviour of Vietnam by ridding his homeland of both the rapacious French and the merciless Japanese. A few years past, he trekked alone for five days across the mountains of China to the Communist revolutionary base in the caves of Yenan where he met with Mao Tse-Tung, now he comes to his own cave and back to his own revolution. A fellow would-be revolutionary who met with Ho in various incarnations and continents remarked that wherever they were, whether conversing with Mao or washing plates in a Soho basement, Ho had ‘only one thought in his head, his country, Vietnam’.3


Yes, his homeland has changed in his absence, and there is now an awareness of both the need for change, and concerted violent action to achieve it, but there remains much to do to succeed, to get the country ready to be reborn. To the men he meets, Ho requests a title: not President, not General – ‘Uncle’. And Uncle Ho he will be from this day on.


For Pham Van Dong, who has been trained as a revolutionary in China in 1926 by … Ho Chi Minh, Uncle Ho is far more than an avuncular figure. Pham Van Dong is convinced that the older man will be the founder of their new nation. Vo Nguyen Giap, a history teacher by trade, is of the same view and studies Uncle Ho the way he has previously studied the successful military strategies of the likes of Napoleon, and more particularly the way Lawrence of Arabia had been able to use a small force to inflict maximum damage on the mighty Ottoman overlords and finally destroy them. The latter is precisely the way Uncle Ho intends to take down the French who have been occupying Indochina for nearly a century.


The time is ripe for Uncle Ho and all those who follow him to make their move. The French occupiers of Vietnam are preoccupied with the newly arrived Japanese, who have come to bring an Indochina piece of empire to their ambitious and avaricious young ruler, Emperor Hirohito.


The way Uncle Ho sees it, the enemy of his enemy is a friend, and the coming chaos in the region will whet an appetite for order. He and his forces mean to be that order, and they’ll see it becomes the rule of law in due time.


Uncle Ho has learnt from Mao Tse-Tung. In Vietnam his forces will start out like the grasshopper fighting the elephant. Yes, the victory seems unlikely, but they are agile, they are nimble and can live easily off the land without leaving a trace. Most importantly, right now the elephant is barely aware they exist.


That night the trio conspire in this cave, Hang Pac Bo, perched above the blue beauty of the Le Nin stream that will flow into the Bang Giang River, and their stream of words will flow into an action that will transform the land they hide in. By the flickering light of the fire, just inside the entrance of the cave, the three take a vow.


‘The time has come,’ Ho tells his comrades. They must form a powerful army that will bow to none and dominate all; an army of the people, filled with ‘patriots of all ages and all types, peasants, workers, merchants and soldiers’,4 a force that can free them from Japan, France and whatever empire appears next to colonise or control them.


Their intent is to unleash a revolution that will liberate their land from all foreigners. Their Communist army born in the North must grow until it takes the South and reunites Vietnam with a notion the nation has been exiled from for a millennia: liberty. The name of the Army of the North? Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh; the Viet Minh.


Early 1940s, Long Tan, Vietnam, prospering under the sun


Beneath the beating sun and ever-present promise of monsoonal outburst lies Long Tan, a beautiful and well-ordered village of a thousand hardy souls. The wooden homes come with terracotta-tiled roofs and covered front porches with chairs, where the villagers sit on the furniture they have made to gaze on statues of Buddha and other religious figures they have carved. Shady gardens out the back have vegetable patches, wells, fishponds, fruit trees and chickens pecking at the fertile earth alive with tropical insect bounty. On their way to and from the village school, and long into the lazy evenings, kids gambol freely on the tidy avenues of rich red soil, a little rutted from the passing bullock carts, on their way to and from the surrounding farms.


The people of the village of Long Tan, in the centre of what will soon be the famous Phuoc Tuy province, have survived for centuries – and in good decades even prospered – through quiet industriousness in peace, courage in war, and playing the long game against whatever powerful foes arrive – knowing they will win in the end.


Like their country, they have vaunted the power of the collective over the individual, resisting what can be resisted and reluctantly accommodating that which overwhelms … knowing that for them time is not measured by hours, days and weeks but by seasons, decades and centuries. They have seen invaders come and they have watched them go. The two sights may be centuries apart but the eyes of Long Tan will see them and know that, if not us, then our descendants will push them and all foreigners out. If we have to sacrifice our own lives to free all, our reward will be in the next life.


First the Chinese had come, and stayed for nigh on a thousand years, before Vietnam itself – which had refused to assimilate the northerners – had risen again to be free. And then the French had come in the late 1850s, storming ashore at Da Nang with 3000 French troops who immediately marched north to conquer Hue, the capital of the Nguyen Dynasty. Of course, they are just the vanguard as more troops soon arrive, followed by hungry swarms of French settlers who move across the country, establishing their own farms, mines and plantations, including the rubber plantation next to Long Tan. Yes, there had been peasants tending a lot of small plots on that very land, but as happens all over the country, the peasants are moved off their land and put to work tending larger concerns, like French-owned plantations. Those who resist are quickly taught the error of their ways by … being shot.


With infinite patience, the people of Long Tan have waited for the French grip on them to falter and, sure enough, it had seemed to come with the start of World War II as the Japanese had invaded Indochina just after France itself had fallen to the Nazis. Alas, alas, Japan keeps the Vichy French on as puppet rulers! And so, at least for the moment, the French rule on as compliant collaborators, until Japan finally decides to rule in its own right.


On 9 March 1945, Japan summarily announces that the rule of France is over, and from the new Empire of Vietnam, their puppet emperor, Bao Dai, will be ‘ruler’ once more.


That’s all right. The Vietnamese people will hold.


As it happens, they needn’t wait for long.


The empire lasts just six months, before two flashes to the far northeast – atomic bombs exploding on Hiroshima and Nagasaki – end in unconditional surrender by the Japanese.


And now? Who is to rule Vietnam? At last the Vietnamese themselves? Uncle Ho must move quickly, before the void is filled by yet one more power with colonial ambitions.


2 September 1945, Hanoi, an impatient declaration of independence


Hãy im lặng ngay bây giờ. Hush now. The father of this nascent nation is about to speak here in the Ba Dinh Flower Garden, before thousands of his fellow citizens. Watching closely is Ho Chi Minh’s closest confederate and military commander, Vo Nguyen Giap, who just the year before had formally founded the Armed Propaganda Brigade for the Liberation of Vietnam. It had consisted of just 31 men and three women armed with flintlock rifles and an unquenchable desire for victory over foreigners – those colonisers who see Vietnam as a mine to be quarried not as a land to be lived in. Giap’s small force had been a beginning, and has already grown a hundred-fold.


But be silent now with the crowd, which is pressing in close to gather every word of Ho Chi Minh ringing forth for a new generation. The Bringer of Light begins his speech with words some might find familiar: ‘All men are created equal. They are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, among them are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.’


The crowd exults as Ho continues with his own words and lesson now: ‘This immortal statement was made in the Declaration of Independence of the United States of America in 1776. In a broader sense, this means: All the peoples on the earth are equal from birth, all the peoples have a right to live, to be happy and free.


‘The Declaration of the French Revolution made in 1791 on the Rights of Man and the Citizen also states: “All men are born free and with equal rights, and must always remain free and have equal rights.”’


‘Those are undeniable truths.


‘Nevertheless, for more than 80 years, the French imperialists, abusing the standard of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity, have violated our Fatherland and oppressed our fellow-citizens. They have acted contrary to the ideals of humanity and justice.’5


That, Ho Chi Minh announces, ends today, with this statement, the Declaration of Independence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The Japanese have been defeated in Vietnam in no small part due to Ho Chi Minh’s forces working in tandem with the Allies; the French have not returned to ‘their’ colony, and so this vacuum of power has been filled by the Viet Minh, the guerrilla group Ho founded and which is led by him. Vietnam will be an independent country once more, and if Ho has his way, it will be under the rule of Communism, the ideology that most notably had liberated Russia from the Tsars and is now liberating China from that capitalist running dog, Chiang Kai-Shek. Yes, there are other political forces at play in Vietnam, rivals to rule, most particularly the naïve Nationalists who want no part of Communism, but Ho Chi Minh has a plan and it does not include division or dissent.


As it happens, the French have a plan too. They take the view that while they had indeed proudly proclaimed that all men are born free, shall remain free etc., that is not to apply to uppity colonies struggling for freedom. Twenty-one days after Ho Chi Minh has made his proclamation, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam is attacked by France, with General Charles de Gaulle sending 80,000 troops to regain the colony it had lost to Japan, the colony which has now had the impudence to try to free itself. De Gaulle is determined that France will not be a spent Empire, and Vietnam will illustrate his desire to set the clock back to 1939.


For the moment, Ho Chi Minh cedes the ground to the French, knowing that his own forces are not yet strong enough to resist either them or China’s forces under Chiang Kai-Shek, who also has designs on occupying Vietnam. Ho Chi Minh much prefers European occupiers, for the moment. Famously, he rounds on those who criticise his decision: ‘You fools! Don’t you realise what it means if the Chinese remain? Don’t you remember your history? The last time the Chinese came they stayed a thousand years. The French are foreigners. They are weak. Colonialism is dying. The white man is finished in Asia. But if the Chinese stay now they will never go. As for me I prefer to sniff French shit for five years than eat Chinese shit for the rest of my life.’6


And so the French return to nominal power, only to find themselves the perpetual target of Ho Chi Minh’s guerrillas who launch ambushes with galling frequency and steadfast stealth, all devoted to weakening the French grip on Vietnam. Yes, the French retain control of the cities, more or less, but the Viet Minh roam in the mountains, jungles and villages of the South. Try and follow them into any of their lairs, and you risk ambush and annihilation.


To keep his forces supplied with munitions, which come from Communist revolutionaries in China, Ho Chi Minh unleashes his forces – the people – through the jungles of neighbouring Laos and Cambodia, uphill, down dale, through forests, up mountains, across creeks, through swamps. It is a technique of stealthy transportation – these trails of Ho Chi Minh carry the life-blood of weaponry and ammunition his forces need – through countries that the French would have to invade to put a stop to it. As ambushes and guerrilla attacks on their forces abound, France becomes extrêmement désespéré to put a definitive stop to it …


March 1946, near the Chinese border, carpe diem


Ngo Dinh Diem is nothing if not pragmatic in his pursuit of power. While there is no doubt the slender 45-year-old with the piercing eyes is one of the most brilliant men in all of Vietnam, the son of no less than a Mandarin, he has still lent his abilities to prop up Vietnamese emperors and waning French empires, without having a scintilla of fondness for either. And though a Catholic in a Buddhist land, he reads Confucius every day. The most curious thing about him though is that despite being a bureaucrat par excellence who insists that others observe the rules and regulations of the government, his own behaviour and tastes are closer to that of a monarch.


Not that everything goes his way for all that.


Right now, for example, he is being held as a prisoner in Hanoi – surely the most elegant-looking prisoner this particular cell in the Hoa Lo prison has ever seen. His garb is immaculate, his skin is flawless, his teeth gleam like that of an expensive doll – one whose feet barely touch the ground as he sits on a chair.


Today, the very man who ordered his capture while he was on a secret trip to the North Vietnamese capital is due to meet with him. But first Ho Chi Minh – Chairman of the Provisional Government, Premier of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam – studies the intelligence report on Diem, trying to get a feel for the kind of man he is.


Born 1901. Worked in the rice fields as a child before attending a private school that was opened by his own father. Offered a scholarship to study in France; turned it down to enter the priesthood, then turned down the priesthood! Unmarried, there is no sign he has any interest in women at all, though this may be a sign of just how busy he has been in so many fields. For Diem has been a lawyer, a civil servant, an activist and even a Provincial Governor at the extraordinarily young age of 25 – something completely unheard of in a country where familial connection rather than merit dictate such an ascension, and even then usually only for those over 50.


Initially he had worked for the French in the Ministry of Interior, only to resign when they rejected his proposed reforms, at which point he started a nationalist movement to free his country from Empire. In 1945, with Japan’s collapse, Diem had moved quickly, travelling from Saigon and heading to Hue with the intent of making an intriguing suggestion to Emperor Bao Dai. Why not become a real ruler?


As it happened, Viet Minh agents had arrested Diem mid journey, bound him up and taken him to this remote, tiny village near the Chinese border. Just one bit of news from the outside world gets through to him in the next six months of captivity: his brother Khoi and Khoi’s son had both been shot by the Viet Minh as counter-revolutionaries. Devastated, the only thing Diem knows for sure is that the man who is ultimately responsible is the man he is about to meet: Ho Chi Minh.


Diem stands, a cigarette almost falling from his lips, as his captor enters his latest prison, a makeshift barrack room of the Viet Minh. Ho Chi Minh is alone and stands silently, waiting for Diem to speak.


‘What do you want of me?’7 Diem asks finally.


‘I want of you what you’ve always wanted with me,’ Ho Chi Minh replies in reasonable fashion, ‘your co-operation gaining independence. We seek the same thing. We should work together.’8


Work together?


‘You’re a criminal who has burned and destroyed the country and you have held me prisoner.’9


‘I apologise for that unfortunate incident,’ Ho Chi Minh replies, almost as if he is serious. And yet Diem has no doubt that Ho Chi Minh is serious; that he dwells in a world where the ends always justify the means and that if people die violently or are imprisoned because of Communist theories then that is unfortunate but no more than that.


‘When people who have been oppressed revolt, mistakes are inevitable, and tragedies occur,’ Ho Chi Minh lectures Diem with chilling calm. ‘But always, I believe that the welfare of the people outweighs such errors. You have grievances against us but let’s forget them.’10


Grievances? Let’s start with actual grief.


‘You want me to forget that your followers killed my brother?’11 Diem retorts angrily.


‘I knew nothing of it,’ Ho says with the calm of one saying no, he has not seen a lost dog. ‘I had nothing to do with your brother’s death. I deplore such excesses as much as you do.’12


Diem shakes his head, but still Ho continues.


‘How could I have done such a thing when I gave the order to have you brought here? Not only that but I brought you here to take a position of high importance in our government.’13


Can he be serious? Diem spits out his reply with steady contempt.


‘My brother and his son are only two of the hundreds who have died – and hundreds more who have been betrayed. How can you dare invite me to work with you?’


‘Your mind is focused on the past,’ answers Ho. ‘Think of the future – education, improved standards of living for the people.’


Says the man who killed his brother, his nephew, and now they have no life or future thanks to Ho Chi Minh’s cruel policies?


‘You speak a language without conscience,’ Diem spits back. ‘I work for the good of the nation, but I cannot be influenced by pressure. I’m a free man. I shall always be a free man.’


Diem steps towards Ho now.


‘Look me in the face. Am I a man who fears oppression or death?’


Clearly not. For no such man would dare raise his voice to Ho Chi Minh, let alone take a step forward and challenge him.


And yet, whatever else Uncle Ho might think, he respects strength and steel. He responds softly, so much so that Diem has to lean in to hear it. Words he was not expecting. ‘You’re a free man.’14


And with that Ho nods to the guards who open the door. Diem is free to go. Scarcely believing it can be true, he walks out onto the streets of Hanoi, and heads back to Saigon and his rendezvous with destiny: to rally and lead the people of South Vietnam.


March 1954, Dien Bien Phu, très bien, Viet Minh


Vo Nguyen Giap’s army has grown from a notion to a nation. Yes, the infernal French try to contain it with brutal executions but the Viet Minh is like a hydra, with the death of each village soldier radicalising a dozen more. It is the product of a remarkable man and a relentless mind.


When a schoolboy at the Lycée Nationale at Hanoi, Giap had once sat enthralled listening to the Vietnamese nationalist Phan Boi Chau talk of how the war of ideas could be made into revolution, and had gone on to read smuggled pamphlets from a very different nationalist, Ho Chi Minh. He had become so inspired he’d joined a demonstration against the French which had resulted in his arrest – the only 14-year-old boy at the school with a police record – and it all led to him being here now.


Instead of studying history, he is making it, and is now leading an army no less than 270,000 strong.


While Uncle Ho had grown the movement as a whole, ‘General Giap’ as he had styled himself, despite having never received military training – had led the army with such skill they had become a real threat to the French from 1949 when Chairman Mao had taken over as the leader of China and delivered serious artillery and munitions to his Communist brothers of Vietnam. (He has given the same help to Communist insurgencies in Indonesia, Burma and Malaya. And the fact that the Soviet Union now officially recognises the alternative government of Ho Chi Minh, even as the Americans recognise the government of the French puppet Emperor Bao Dai, means that Vietnam is becoming the testing ground for what will become known as the ‘Cold War’ – a struggle for supremacy between the major powers, fought by proxy.)


And now, eight years into the war the French decide on a bold move. Most of the supplies on these damn trails of Ho Chi Minh – a plague of paths with the singular purpose of supplying the hidden enemy – move through a remote and narrow valley containing the settlement of Dien Bien Phu near the Laotian border. So why not set up a garrison there with a string of seven forts from where they can send out patrols and definitively block the supply line? Ideally, the Viet Minh will be forced to break from cover and try to overwhelm them, which is precisely what the French commander General Henri Navarre wants. Get them in the open field, to fight like men in conventional warfare! Superior French firepower, including from the air, will wipe them out.


C’est ca! If it all works as planned, Dien Bien Phu will be nothing less than ‘a carefully designed killing ground where they could destroy the enemy as he at last came out to fight them’.15


The main French fear is that the enemy will avoid the fight.


Ah, but if only they could have known …


For no sooner are the French installed in their garrison and attendant forts than General Giap – who will become known in the West as ‘the Red Napoleon’ for his staggering military skill – gives his orders.


Soon, all along the Ho Chi Minh trail, hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese men, women and children start carrying armaments, ammunition, disassembled pieces of guns and associated materiel – most particularly including 105-millimetre and 120-millimetre guns and ammunition provided by China, together with Soviet 37-millimetre anti-aircraft guns – all with one aim: the humiliation of the French.


The sun and the moon rise and fall on this tide of committed cadres, hauling the materiel on their backs, on heavily loaded bicycles, as well as with the most faithful transport mode in Asia: carts drawn by buffalos. These Vietnamese men, women and children are not Communists, fighting for ideology. They are nationalists. They want the French gone, and they know that with their massive combined efforts they can deliver defeat to the invaders.


The trails are so long and so steep that Giap jokes that it takes 21 kilograms of rice to give the porters enough strength to push one kilogram of rice to the front line! To pull off a chain of supply is not impossible, just incredibly improbable and this is exactly what Giap relies on: the French will not conceive of what they are doing because it is ridiculous. Just as his hero Lawrence of Arabia stunned the Turks by attacking the impregnable Aqaba from an uncrossable desert while all guns were trained on the sea, Giap will surround the French with a sea of men.


When completed, all of the artillery of the ‘People’s Army of Viet Nam’ is so well dug in that only their muzzles are exposed to counter-fire from the French as well as aerial bombardment. And now come the Viet Minh troops themselves.


Cao Xuan Nghia is one typical infantryman travelling for 45 days just to meet his unit here on the hills over Dien Bien Phu. The closer he gets, the more companions from his unit he meets, all of them converging from distant parts: ‘We had to cross mountains and jungles, marching at night and sleeping by day.’16 After nine years in the Viet Minh, Cao Xuan Nghia has become used to living and fighting by stealth. What he is not used to is seeing so many men joined in the open; commandos combined and co-ordinated; thousands of trails, men and miles leading to five divisions of Giap’s Viet Minh army – 50,000 combat soldiers and 15,000 logistics personnel – assembled, with supplies, in one of the most remote parts of Vietnam.


By early March, all is in position with the Viet Minh secreted on the heights of what General Giap will describe as a geographical ‘rice bowl’ while some 16,000 French soldiers are in their main fortress and seven outposts on the valley floor.


Courtesy of the Vietnamese servants the French have seconded to do their menial domestic duties, the Viet Minh know exactly where both the French artillery and their ammunition dumps are situated, and have trained their guns accordingly – while also reserving some fire for the French airstrip to ensure that its runway is destroyed. This will mean that the invaders can only be resupplied by air, which will be a problem in itself as the Red Napoleon also has hundreds of anti-aircraft guns equally well dug in, all with secure supplies of ammunition.


At precisely five o’clock on the sultry afternoon of 13 March 1954, it begins.


As one, the big guns of two Viet Minh batteries of 105-millimetre and another two batteries of 120-millimetre mortars fire, their shells and mortars crashing into the north-eastern French outpost of Béatrice held by the 3rd Battalion of the 13th Foreign Legion Demi-Brigade. A direct hit is scored on the French command post, killing the outpost’s commanding officer and most of the HQ staff.


The most astonishing and truly galling thing for the Gauls? This devastating attack was just hors d’oeuvres! For the Viet Minh attack is only warming up and becomes still more intense in coming hours as more and more French soldiers are killed. The thought dawns slowly: this is a siege! We, the French overlords, are under siege from the very people we have rapaciously ruled for nearly a hundred years!


Though the Viet Minh have the upper hills and the upper hand, they do not bring the battle on. Why? Because Giap does not want a quick victory, he wants a slow spectacle; a Goliath pecked by pebbles until all the world will watch in fascination. The Viet Minh have the French tiger in a cage and will take their time to kill it, first ensuring its total isolation.


Yes, the French artillery does its best to destroy the Viet Minh batteries with their counter-fire but the batteries have been too well dug in.


Desperate, the French launch sorties and patrols in the hope of revealing the true strength of their enemies. The results are devastating. For the first time they realise just how massive the forces encircling them are.


But what was that line about the man who kept reading that smoking caused cancer so … he gave up reading?


Well, from Hanoi, General René Cogny – one-time hero of World War II, now French Commander of the Forces Terrestres du Nord – directs his commander at Dien Bien Phu, Colonel Christian de Castries, to … make no more such sorties. In other words; attack is off la table. It will be a siege. Hold your nerve, mon brave. We are but the tip of an imperial spear; France will send supplies and forces soon.


It’s just not clear yet how they will do that.


For, in a manner that would do Lawrence of Arabia proud, Giap has chosen his battlefield with great thought. Landing planes on the Dien Bien Phu airstrip is tough at the best of times, so swirling are the winds, so narrow the approaches, let alone when under heavy ack-ack fire and when trying to dodge recently blown shell-holes.


The worst thing of all for the French?


The Viet Minh are not content with artillery alone but are soon sending whole waves of Viet Minh soldiers of the 312th Division from the heights to attack them.


Mon Dieu! No sooner is one wave cut down than the next wave appears. The French shell them, wiping out whole chunks of a wave at a time. But the survivors go to ground and join the next wave as it comes through. These are not just brave soldiers, they are possessed!


And yet, the siege has only just begun, as no fewer than 40,000 ‘guerrillas’ continue to assault the French positions over coming weeks, registering victory after victory as the outposts of Gabrielle and Anne-Marie also fall. The demoralised Gauls continue to fall back, shocked at how well organised the enemy is, how brave the soldiers are, and how unrelenting.


It is a display of military might, of planning, tactics, manpower and logistics that the French did not think their enemy possessed; a checkmate being constructed by pawns alone, an impossibility that the nobles of France cannot conceive of but now must experience before the astonished world.


The Viet Minh are supposed to be a vanishing army, guerrillas who flit in and out of fitful fray. But now they stand steady for all to see, and the French begin to feel like the British in the Zulu wars: uniformed, stiff, still and hopelessly waiting for a sea of foes to drown them with sheer numbers.


Before the eyes of its former Allies of World War II – all of whom decline to send help – the French twist slowly in the tropical breeze, the once mighty Indochina overlords in a slow agony of destruction, with no way out. They are left to fight their own battle; a battle that is a cautionary tale unfolding and unending day after day.


For their part, the Viet Minh continue their feverish attacks, pausing only momentarily when, out of a clear blue sky one day, a case of French champagne drops on them by parachute. The explanation? They have no clue. Back to work! More guns, more munitions, more men, all of them being put into place.


The crisis for the French is duly reported in Australian newspapers. In an irony that cannot help but be noted, the French are appealing for allies to join in a new Asian war while they are attending peace talks in Geneva to end an old Asian war; the Korean conflict is being concluded by diplomats and statesmen. It is while attending the peace talks that President Eisenhower lays out his new ‘Domino’ theory. Australian newspaper readers learn how this child’s game is now a very serious metaphor:


‘The President devoted most of his press conference to explaining why the loss of Indochina would be incalculable to the free world. Some 450,000,000 people in Asia had already come under Communist dominance, and President Eisenhower cited what he called the “falling domino” principle.


‘He mentioned the importance of Burma, Thailand and Indonesia, and said the Communist conquest in this area would threaten the defensive chain of which Japan, Formosa and the Philippines were a part. Australia and New Zealand would also be threatened, Mr Eisenhower said. The loss of Indochina could be the beginning of a process of disintegration that would have most profound effects on the whole free world.’17


The battle at Dien Bien Phu goes on, and the French grow weaker each day as the Viet Minh tighten their tiger noose.


The US at least lend a logistical hand by providing air support for dropping supplies. Major General Chester McCarty of the 315th Air Division gives tactical advice but is amazed to see the French attitude to ‘supplies’. For example, when, at the height of the battle Colonel de Castries had been promoted to Brigadier General de Castries, his first order had been to have champagne and ice delivered by parachute. Alas, the report soon came in that although the ice landed, the champagne had not, and could the Americans do something?


No.


The fact that the Viet Minh will be drinking room-temperature champagne strikes Chester McCarty as perhaps the smallest victory ever recorded but symbolic of the curiously, ludicrously antiquated French customs of war.


7 May 1954, Dien Bien Phu, mind the Giap


At last, all is in readiness. There are fewer than 12,000 exhausted French troops left in the major garrison, running low on ammunition, while General Giap has amassed no fewer than 25,000 Viet Minh to execute the coup de grâce.


By now three of the French outposts of the Dien Bien Phu valley have been captured and the Viet Minh continue to advance in relentless waves on the others.


The fighting is now hand to hand and though the French fight with great courage, the fact is there are 10 sets of Viet Minh hands to every set of French hands, and there is simply no overcoming that incontrovertible calculus of catastrophe.


And now General de Castries is back on the radio, his voice breaking as he speaks to his old comrade General Cogny: ‘I’m blowing up the installations. The ammunition dumps are already exploding. Au revoir.’


‘Well, then,’ General Cogny replies calmly, ‘au revoir, mon vieux.’18


The radio is almost silent, only a fading, sputtering static remains until it manages a final, strangled cry – the last gasp of the original operator. ‘The enemy has overrun us. We are blowing up everything. Goodbye to our families. Vive la France!’19


(Finis.)


Ho Chi Minh, of course, orders that the French humiliation is recorded on film so that the entire world will be able to see the 12,000 French prisoners – count ’em, twelve thousand – meekly submitting to his forces.


For just as Waterloo came to symbolise the fall of the Emperor Napoleon, so too will Dien Bien Phu become a synonym for the fall of the French Empire. It is a humiliation so unexpected and so complete; a mighty Western power mightily defeated by a foe previously thought too insignificant to merit serious notice. Yet the Viet Minh have routed the French not in a chaotic day, but in careful months, a vice tightened into victory, deliberate, decisive and definitive.


True, it is something that the French had never been so reduced as to raise the white flag of surrender, and had fought to the very end, but now, late on this day of 7 May 1954, it is the red flag of the Viet Minh that flutters over the former French command bunker in the tropical twilight. It doesn’t matter that, at the conclusion of the battle, the 8000 Viet Minh dead dwarf the French fatalities by a factor of five. All that counts is that the once mighty Gauls have suffered a public defeat at the hands of a ragtag army of guerrillas. It is exactly as Ho Chi Minh has proclaimed: they can lose 10 soldiers for every one the enemy loses and still win.


The timing of the Viet Minh feat and French defeat is exquisite for the Viet Minh and excruciating for the French, as it is the very next morning that nine delegations including from France, China, the USA, the UK, the Soviet Union, the Viet Minh and the State of Vietnam are meeting in Geneva to discuss the fate of Indochina.


After 12 weeks, a treaty is agreed; oui, the French will leave. They will be replaced by Ho Chi Minh ruling a Communist regime in North Vietnam, while the puppet Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem will rule a nominally democratic regime in the South, with the puppet Vietnamese Emperor Bao Dai – currently living in Paris – as Head of State. Under this peace deal, Vietnam will be temporarily split either side of the 17th Parallel. Those believing in Communism will congregate in the North. Those who believe in anything from capitalism to Catholicism to anything but Communism, head to the South.


But never fear: North and South Vietnam shall be reunited after a free election is held in a year; a nation finally allowed to self-determine.


(As it turns out Diem proves to be more than a dab hand at running elections, as witness his garnering no less than 98.2 per cent of the vote against Emperor Bao Dai for the position of Head of State! Certainly there are troubling reports of Diem’s thugs using swinging clubs and pepper spray to scare off Bao Dai supporters but – the Devil you know, and can control – he remains the American choice.) When Diem goes on to declare that the national election involving the North will not take place, as they cannot in his words be ‘absolutely free’,20 it is clear he means free of opposition.


Once installed as President, Diem wastes no time in attacking any Communist agents in the South. There are plenty of these to be sure, but Diem allows suspicion, rather than certainty, to be the basis for death. Peasant farmers with an eye to the main chance are happy to denounce their neighbours as ‘sympathisers’ with their land confiscated and handed over to the informer as a reward. At the trials, for those lucky enough to be given them, defendants do not have counsel and are tortured while giving evidence, to ensure the evidence is as the court would desire it. Prisoners are ‘interrogated’ in front of watching American journalists, so laissez faire is the Diem regime’s attitude to the rule of law. While reporting for Time Magazine the legendary journalist Stanley Karnow is even told he may watch a VC prisoner being ‘interrogated’. With notebook in hand, Karnow watches expectantly as a reedy teenage youth in black cotton ‘pyjamas’ is led into the square of a village in the Mekong Delta. And what are the soldiers with him doing now?


Good God, no?


Are they really … ?


They are. As the boy sits passively, the soldiers are attaching wires to his fingers, and now flick a switch, which sees the lad’s face shudder and judder, before an officer with a shockingly calm face asks him some questions. Receiving no answer, the officer ensures the switch is flicked again, which sees a repeat. No answer. The electricity is increased and the questions continue, slowly, smoothly. We have all day.


Karnow faces the journalist’s dilemma when faced with outrage. Is he an observer, or a participant? Is he here merely as an observer to the outside world or, as a fellow human, is it his sacred duty to protest and use his journalistic clout to get them to stop this atrocity and …


And now, at last, the prisoner surrenders a short phrase and the power is cut. What did the boy say? The officer smiles and refuses to translate it. Karnow watches as the scorched and shaking youth is led away.


What happened to him? ‘He may have been released. He may have been executed.’21


It clearly doesn’t matter much to the officer.


It is clear to Ho Chi Minh and Blind Freddy that there will be no peaceful reunification process with the South; there will be no progress whatsoever. Korea stands as a model of what Diem wants and expects: a land divided, North and South, permanently split, each with a foreign sponsor to prop it up ‘independently’. The remnants of the Viet Minh in the South are destroyed and in 1957 Diem visits the United States to be saluted as Asia’s ‘miracle man’22 by President Eisenhower. (Privately, Ike acknowledges the truth: in a head-to-head election, America’s man Diem would be lucky to garner 20 per cent of the vote.)


Ho Chi Minh knows that Diem, with strong American support, can only be removed by force and so – with the patience that is his hallmark – gives the orders. In training camps across North Vietnam, those Communist cadres from South Vietnam who have fled North from the attacks of the Diem regime begin to be trained in the violent art of guerrilla warfare, in preparation for being sent back into South Vietnam.


In the meantime, Uncle Ho is far from avuncular in his approach to those north of the 17th Parallel, as his government launches a program of land redistribution which sees all successful farmers with more than two acres of land framed as ‘enemies of the people’ who must hand over their land to poorer peasants or die – often doing both. No fewer than 15,000 of them die, with at least 100,000 being thrown into prison or deported.


•


In Australia, the saga of Dien Bien Phu and its aftermath has been watched with a certain shocked amazement. Once again, as had happened in Singapore in 1942, the white man has been humiliated, brought to his very knees by the Asian man. And there is no sign of it ending any time soon.


It is the Minister for External Affairs, Richard Casey, who puts it most starkly. ‘With the black cloud of Communist China hanging to the north,’ he says, ‘we must make sure that our children do not end up pulling rickshaws with hammer and sickle signs on the side.’23


But at least, even in the absence of other Europeans in Asia, the scourge of Communism might be contained?


The Queensland paper the Daily Mercury spells out the situation.


‘Tragic as it is, Dien Bien Phu is not the end in Indochina. The real strategic prize remains. The rich rice bowl of the Red River delta is still Vietnam property, and the object towards which all Viet Minh energies will now be directed, with the vigour and the morale of the victor, and in a race against the monsoons. The Viet Minh success here will pose a problem of far greater magnitude than Dien Bien Phu for the Pacific nations and their Western allies. As the diseased carry their scourge with them the Viet Minh, in their victory, would complete the submission of Indochina to the cancer of Asian Communism, and pave the way for the rich offerings of the Malay Peninsula – and beyond.’24


•


The government of Ngo Dinh Diem does not pretend to be anything other than what it is: effectively a puppet government, supported by Western powers, starting with the Americans. At least Ho Chi Minh and his government in the North have genuinely fought their way to power by kicking out the French and Japanese. And while they accept arms and munitions from the Soviets and Chinese, there is no sense of them answering to their diktats.


The last façade of the ‘peace’ engendered by the Geneva agreement is ripped away in 1959 when Ho gives new orders: mass assassination of all traitors who have co-operated with Diem’s regime, starting with local mayors, head men of hamlets and the higher ranks of Diem’s military.


In the Mekong Delta in the South, particularly, waves of bloody violence are soon unleashed. One night in the small settlement of Thanh My Tay, the villagers are suddenly woken in the wee hours by armed men, who oblige everyone to assemble in the village square.


The names of four young men are read out, and they are required to step forward, whereupon they are not only accused of crimes against the people by co-operating with the Diem regime, but also tried, convicted and beheaded. Their heads are nailed to a nearby bridge.


Let this be a warning to all: this is the deserved fate for all who stand against Uncle Ho.


No fewer than 1200 such ‘traitors’ are killed in the first year. The result? Diem appoints more military men to these bureaucratic positions, which in turn results in 4000 of these men being killed in a year. The local bureaucrats of the South now live in fortified homes, surrounded by troops (and soon with US ‘advisers’ to aid them).


And so this war that is not a war begins; a target wave of assassination that becomes an open state of war denied by both sides. Ho Chi Minh orders regiments in the North Vietnamese Army across the southern border, even as boats move down the coast and drop off thousands more newly trained operatives on South Vietnamese shores in the moonlight. The war is to be fought in earnest now, until there is no North or South left to fight it.


1 June 1961, Versailles, courted French


Of course the dashing young President John F. Kennedy is celebrated wherever he goes. But this is a little different. For the first time since becoming President he must play … second fiddle to … his wife! Yes, on his first official visit to France, it is clear that while the French are happy to see him, they are completely besotted by Jacqueline Kennedy. Entranced by her glamour, delighted by her fluent French, it is for good reason that Jack Kennedy will drolly remark, bemused and proud, ‘I am the man who accompanied Jacqueline Kennedy to Paris’.25


France’s foremost military hero, the former Prime Minister and current President, Charles de Gaulle, joins the legion of French singing Jackie’s praises – but on this grand evening, he wishes to speak privately to Monsieur le President Kennedy about Indochina. Oui, he knows that the American leader has vowed to help the Diem regime fight off North Vietnamese incursions. But de Gaulle has, to his regret, starred in this same movie himself and it did not end well. Donc, ecoutez, s’il vous plait, Monsieur le President:


‘For you, intervention in [Vietnam] will be an entanglement without end … The ideology that you invoke will not change anything. Even more, the masses will confuse it with your will to exert power. This is why the more you commit yourself there against Communism, the more the Communists will appear to be champions of national independence, the more they will receive help and first of all, that which comes from desperation.’26


Kennedy listens, rapt, as the great man speaks with the weariness of age, the age he has lived through; with the weight of history, the history he has helped steer and too often suffered through. And here in the halls of Versailles, his words have a particular resonance. How many times have warnings here gone unheeded as the circle and cycle of years repeats and retreats?


De Gaulle continues, his finger stabbing each syllable into being. A lecture? Mais, non!


It is a warning, worn into his face, and you must listen!


‘We French have experienced this … I predict to you that you will, step by step, become sucked into a bottomless military and political quagmire despite the losses and expenditure that you may squander.’27


President Kennedy nods in firm agreement. The New Frontier has no intention of repeating the folly of Old Empires. Les hommes rejoin the ladies; the evening and the world moves on.


Just six weeks later, however, there is another old military man – and that rarest of figures, one who has actually led a victorious war effort in Asia – who also wants to have a word with President Kennedy in the Oval Office.


It is none other than General Douglas MacArthur, most recently the supreme commander of the Korean conflict and before that a commander of the World War II Pacific forces, where Kennedy himself had served with distinction as a PT boat commander. With such a résumé, when General MacArthur makes his grand entrance into the very office he once thought he would occupy as President himself, Kennedy expects a barrage of can-do bravado from the old war dog. And yet, once the legend removes the famous corn-cob pipe from his mouth MacArthur begins where he wants Kennedy to end: do not send troops to Vietnam.


‘There is no end to Asian manpower,’ MacArthur warns. ‘Even if you pour a million American infantry soldiers into that continent, you would still find yourself outnumbered on every side.’28


Again, President Kennedy assures an old man he has no intention of sending troops to Vietnam, and true to his word, by May 1961, President Kennedy sends military ‘advisers’ instead – military men who will nominally take no active part in actual fighting, and advise only. They will, nevertheless, reserve the right to defend themselves and the South Vietnamese troops they are advising from any enemy attack. It is a frankly farcical situation; a fig leaf that allows John F. Kennedy to say that they are not at war; but the Jesuitical distinction will be lost on the enemy being shot by advisory bullets or strafed from an advisory chopper.


Australia watches with alarm, as the traditional ‘Yellow peril’ and ‘Red menace’ combine into one multicoloured nightmare.


For after the shock of losing China in 1949, now Vietnam is in danger of turning fully Communist, unless the Americans can lead an action to stop them?


It is deeply troubling.


Fighting fascism in faraway Europe in World War II had been one thing. And even fighting the Communist North Koreans in the previous decade had been in the Northern Hemisphere. But this is different. This looks like naked Communist aggression right on Australia’s own doorstep.


And it is all happening while Australia has no more than three regular infantry battalions – less than 3000 men in all, under arms – one of which is already committed in Malaysia, supporting Britain in fighting Communists. In World War I, with half the population, Australia had boasted 60 infantry battalions.


In such extreme circumstances, the words of former Prime Minister John Curtin’s dictum on 27 December 1941, just after the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor, resonate like a slow drumbeat marching as to war. When it comes to military alliances to keep our country secure, ‘Australia looks to America …’29


And that means if the Americans now require support, the Australian Government of Robert Menzies feels it has no choice but to support them, in whatever manner the Americans see fit.


One way or another for Menzies, the ‘strange malignant demon’30 of Communism, must be defeated.


June 1962, Vietnam, rose-coloured eye of the beholder


The Commanding Officer of the Australian Army Training Team Vietnam (AATTV), Colonel Ted Serong – who is to lead the Australian advisers in Vietnam and is now conducting reconnaissance for this impending task – is a no-nonsense lifelong military man from Melbourne with a unique mind, a steely will and a rare résumé. A staunch Catholic who had been at school with Australia’s most famous and relentless anti-Communist B. A. Santamaria, Serong had served Australia with distinction in World War II fighting against the Japanese in the Pacific, before returning to Australia to take over as the Head of the Jungle Warfare Training Centre at Canungra, and then leading Australia’s counter-insurgency campaign in Burma.


On this day Serong is in Vietnam and focused on another military man who is unlike him in every way. A very loud American, General Paul D. Harkins, the highest ranking American military man in Vietnam, is doing what he does best: telling reporters just how wonderfully well President Diem and South Vietnam are doing in the face of North Vietnamese aggression, and all because of American assistance! The reporters, exhausted from listening to such endless … to use the technical term … bullshit, listen with glazed eyes.


In truth, General Harkins would not know of the situation for instead of getting out among the nitty-gritty and the blood ’n’ guts of the front lines he stays happily ensconced in Saigon, where he is often seen strolling the streets in an immaculate uniform and smiling; mostly due to the fact that he has been devouring carefully crafted memos worded to ensure his perpetual optimism. Not for nothing have a couple of reporters composed a special song in his honour, to be sung late at night in a bar with fellow scribes, to the tune of ‘Jesus Loves Me, This I Know’:




We are winning, this I know, General Harkins tells me so


In the mountains, things are rough,


In the Delta, mighty tough


But the V.C. will soon go, General Harkins tells me so!31





But Serong is clear: God help South Vietnam if they think military leaders of the likes of General Harkins will do anything but steer them merrily into defeat whilst proclaiming victory.


Serong’s own duty is clear: to write a clear-eyed report on the situation in Vietnam for the Australian Government. Just the facts, ma’am. The paper sits in the typewriter as he smashes the keys into coherence:




General Situation …





Well, that is a perfect title and succinct summation of the problem. The General is the situation that needs to be changed. Either he is lying or his staff is lying to him and he’s too stupid to see it. Serong lays out with simple clarity the illusion he was promised and the reality he sees:




Worse than I had been led to believe, and worsening. VC plan is steadily developing. Govt. plan is developing – on paper! In fact?


Strategic policy is passive and reactionary. Not active. No unified control. General Harkins has not grasped the nature of his task. Let’s hope he does soon, for all our sakes.





The truth is that the VC are growing ever stronger, gathering ever more peasants into their force and shrinking the real territory under Diem’s control by the day. If Australians become part of a war led by a General like Harkins, there is no way around it, we will be part of a long, slow defeat. The most tragic irony of the lot is that while the US is here acting as ‘advisers’ the truth is they have little clue of fighting against guerrillas in the jungle and they have no interest in taking advice from people like Serong who have actually fought guerrilla wars in this region and succeeded.


But if they won’t listen, the least that Serong can insist on is that whatever Australian soldiers are committed to this must fight in the Australian way. In Serong’s words ‘conventional soldiers think of the jungle as being full of lurking enemies. Under our system, we will do the lurking.’32


Serong insists that Australia cannot be a mere component of the expensive, noisy, costly-in-lives American war machine in Vietnam. They must fight their own war, if it comes to that.


•


Listen closely. Aboard the big Qantas charter jet, 30 men who are highly trained in destruction are obliged to lean forward as the stewardess gives a safety demonstration. In case of emergency …


Funny she should say that. For that’s what these 30 ‘advisers’ of the AATTV are doing now – answering an emergency call from Vietnam, put out by the Americans. The US need help to put steel in the South Vietnamese military spine, train their officers up, and give them the tools they need to stave off Communist forces.


Lifting off from Kingsford Smith Airport, the gleam of the bright wintry Sydney morning bounces through each window on the eastern side as this charter flight of 29 July 1962 starts to gain altitude. Up the front, his head buried in a newspaper that has no news of their departure, is Colonel Ted Serong, determined to bring Australian tactics to South Vietnam – deep probe patrols and intel to correct the advice they just got from General Harkins.


Serong is relishing another opportunity to match wits with a wily enemy – just the way he likes them – and make proper soldiers in the field. The AATTV are a unit made to be dispersed; they will join briefly with their US counterparts before being broken up into smaller groups, and spread among the South Vietnamese Army and various spots all over the country, teaching modern techniques of jungle warfare and the lessons they have gleaned from fighting in Malaya, particularly. All of the Australian advisers have been formally told not to take part in combat missions, but to simply observe and advise unless actually fired upon themselves – though all understand that the line is so blurry not even Coke-bottle glasses smeared with Vaseline would do it justice. There are US troops in South Vietnam. Now there will be Australian troops in South Vietnam. And we are here to win a war.


Other key allies? Not many …


Despite being pressed, the French prefer, refer and defer to the advice already given by Charles de Gaulle to President Kennedy – ‘You will, step by step, become sucked into a bottomless military and political quagmire’ – and decline to send any advisers of their own. Great Britain feels the same. Already deeply immersed in fighting the Indonesians in Malaya and Borneo, the Brits have no stomach to add another Indochina war ‘emergency’ to the books, and will leave Vietnam as a US problem. Britain’s Labour PM, Harold Wilson, will be resolutely against it, though is shrewd enough not to criticise American involvement. When asked why he is not more forthright, he famously replies: ‘Because we can’t kick our creditor in the balls!’33


•


Voices in the night.


Late into every evening, usually at the village dinh lang, meeting house, the elders and the young bucks gather.


For each settlement in South Vietnam is facing the same agonising choice: are we with Diem or the Viet Minh? And what are the consequences of each decision? If we choose Diem will the Viet Minh leave us alone? And the reverse? What is our best chance of stability?


It’s obvious that the Viet Minh can now reach into the South at will, their forays co-ordinated by the ‘National Liberation Front’, the NLF, a shadowy political body entirely devoted to bringing down the Southern puppets by having revolutionaries strike constantly and with extreme violence.


The raging civil war, for it is now no less than that, goes on.


No choice is final, each village knows that whatever decision they take will likely bring violent consequences, either at the hands of Ho Chi Minh’s Southern Army – the Viet Cong – or Saigon’s South Vietnamese Army. Inevitably some villages are divided in their opinion, which means they become a bit of both, with the South Vietnamese Army patrolling and controlling by day, while the VC arrive by night, using some houses as safe harbours and supply depots. Other villages which give themselves over to the Viet Cong entirely become a veritable warren of tunnels, and underground rooms, secretly secreting supplies and weapons.


2 January 1963, Ap Bac, guerrillas in the midst


American ‘advisers’ have so advised the South Vietnamese Army that, courtesy of US Intelligence, they have detected radio transmissions in the tiny hamlet of Ap Tan Thoi, just 60 kilometres south-west of Saigon.


Meaning?


The VC are there, and you have to go and get ’em, before they get away!


The terrible surprise, however, is that that the radio transmissions are simply a lure.


The VC lie in wait at nearby Ap Bac, waiting for targets in the sky. David is taking on Goliath today and the results are extraordinary.


The key is to get close.


Like they are now.


Awaiting their moment, the VC guerrillas secreted close to the killing field, who have held their fire to this point, allow the US choppers to come into range and now fire furiously. A chopper comes down, cartwheeling to catastrophe. And another and another, while the other choppers desperately try to escape the ambush. Too late for some. In the end no fewer than five American choppers are downed, a catastrophe and a humiliation larger than the USA has faced to this point in Vietnam.


Like the French, like the Japanese, they had seriously underestimated the power of this enemy. They might be Gulliver but the Lilliputians are armed, dangerous and everywhere.


Never again will chopper pilots feel at ease in Vietnam; their flying machine is a puzzle that has been solved and now they are a permanent target.


From now on, choppers will descend and rise with incredible speed from battlefields in Vietnam, to linger any longer in the sky is to tempt destruction; the roar of helicopter blades now signals a prize in the offing for the North Vietnamese.


Today, the VC vanish from Ap Bac and Ap Tan Thoi after the battle is won, because that was the object of the temporary occupation in the first place. They have no interest in holding ground for the sake of it. It is you they want. They want to destroy you. After you are defeated, and humiliated before your own people, you will leave Vietnam, and all the land will be theirs.


•


In reality Thich Quang Duc has had no home to call his own since the first years of the century. At the age of just seven he had left his mother and father to be a Buddhist disciple. In the course of his life since he has had a part in building no fewer than 31 temples – not for the glory of Buddha, for that is not the Buddhist way, but to honour his teachings and to further the way. In the entire life of this quiet holy man that way has never been under such attack as now, and all because of the actions of the American puppet, President Diem. Buddhists have been forcibly converted to Diem’s Catholicism, just as the only way for an officer in Diem’s army to survive has been, if he is not already, to become a Catholic. Catholic lands are untaxed, Buddhist land is seized for the state. South Vietnam itself had become officially dedicated to the Virgin Mary in 1959, despite the fact that 90 per cent of the country is Buddhist.


The Buddhists protest as do the students – collectively out on the streets for an entire month – but the world is very nearly as indifferent as Diem himself, which is saying something. And yet Thich Quang Duc has come up with a plan to get their attention, and has the word spread to journalists in Saigon: something very newsworthy is to happen today, 11 June 1963, directly outside the Cambodian Embassy in Saigon and you need to bring cameras.


Most of them don’t care. After all, who bothers about another protest? We’ve already covered them and American readers are indifferent about another solemn march, or yet another barrage of prayers. And what is even going to take place outside the Cambodian Embassy? The mystery just adds a further level of obscurity that Americans won’t bother to wade through.


In the end, there is just one eager young American journalist with the New York Times, David Halberstam – relatively new to his Vietnam posting – who feels obliged to attend.


And so Halberstam on this hot-dog day afternoon waits, notepad dutifully in hand, as a procession of 300 or so Buddhist monks and nuns carrying placards, and chanting, heaves into view. So far, so dull. He has seen it all before, and could have written this story from memory without leaving the office. Another journalist, Malcolm Browne, from the AP, is barely stifling a yawn while dutifully readying his camera to capture the stock shot.


But what now?


Unusually, a car is slowly coming to the front of the march, an old, clapped-out Austin Westminster sedan. It stops and out steps one very calm, barely blinking old monk, while with him are two other monks who are clearly agitated. And now, after one of the upset monks gets a cushion from the car and places it upon the ground in front of the embassy, the first monk sits down and assumes the lotus position, with each foot placed on the opposing thigh, the hands down and open.


The third monk opens the boot of the car and takes out … a five gallon can of petrol.


Halberstam and Browne exchange looks. This doesn’t look good. Browne brings his camera to bear, and focuses.


And now the first monk starts an unearthly chant, even as the third monk drenches him in petrol. Halberstam is frozen in horror.


He’s not going to …


Surely to God he’s not going to actually …


Oh yes, he is.


Within seconds Quang Duc reaches into his robes, takes out a box of matches and, with no hesitation, strikes it. In an instant, he is engulfed in flames, a live pyre burning there on the pavement as the stench of a melting man fills the air. A flash.


Malcolm Browne’s camera has just taken a shot that will haunt the annals of history ever after.


Despite it all, the old monk sits completely still, completely calm as the flames envelop him. History is littered with the ashes of Catholic martyrs who were burned by Protestants, and died screaming at the stake. But that is not his way, and it is not the way.


And as it happens there is no way for even the fire trucks to get to him to put him out, as young monks calmly lie down on the road in front of their wheels.


Quang Duc is martyred by his own hand, uninterrupted, and accepts the fate that he has created in silence. Behind him a monk chants, in English, into a microphone, so the world may hear: ‘A Buddhist priest burns himself to death. A Buddhist priest becomes a martyr.’34


Halberstam is profoundly shocked, it will be only an hour later that he will write the words that convey just how horrific and other-worldly the whole experience is:


‘Flames were coming from a human being; his body was slowly withering and shrivelling up, his head blackening and charring. In the air was the smell of burning human flesh; human beings burn surprisingly quickly.’35


Through his self-sacrifice, Quang Duc has lit a fire of horror for the world. What is happening in Vietnam? What is America allowing to happen in Vietnam? Every Buddhist hopes to achieve enlightenment, a concept hard to even explain to Westerners. Awakening; that is enlightenment. You were asleep, now you have woken.


Quang Duc has taught his final lesson. The West is enlightened to suffering. Vietnam is not just an anonymous place; it is a vivid nightmare. It is here, now. Wake up.


The whole shocking episode highlights the sense that this is a conflict like no other that the West has been involved in, that these people are like no other.


All is strange, surreal, like nothing people of the West have ever experienced. It is one of several events which convinces Kennedy that the warnings of both President de Gaulle and General MacArthur have been proven correct – it would be a mistake to commit American forces too heavily in Vietnam – and he is determined to find a way that the USA can withdraw with honour.


Privately, though, Kennedy is already confident he will have US forces leave Vietnam within two years; regardless of the state of the war. His sceptical aide O’Donnell puts the riddle to his boss: ‘How can you manage a military withdrawal without losing American prestige in Southeast Asia?’


‘Easy,’ replies the grinning President. ‘Put a government in there that will ask us to leave!’36


They just need to get rid of the one they’ve got.


•


As coups against corrupt despots go, this one starts off in the traditional manner. The threatened leader and his closest lieutenants and lackeys fill their pockets with as many riches as they can. They appeal for help from all those forces still loyal to them. They race for the exits.


On this occasion, after slipping away from the Gia Long Palace, President Diem and his brother Nhu re-emerge at the nearby Cha Tam Catholic Church where they hope to find sanctuary. Alas, word of their flight has reached those leading the coup, and they are soon confronted by coup leaders backed by armed soldiers bearing handcuffs – which are quickly fastened around their wrists. In short order, the two brothers are in the back of an Armoured Personnel Carrier being driven back to Tan Son Nhat, the Joint General Staff Headquarters, in the tight company of two of the coup leaders, Major Nghia and Captain Nguyen van Nhung, who are under orders to deliver the fallen President and his brother safely, so they can be put on trial for their crimes.


But now, as the wagon slows to a halt at a train crossing, Captain Nhung springs forward and stabs Nhu with a bayonet! Not five times, nor even ten. He does not want to grievously wound him. He wants to kill him, and then wreck the corpse. Captain Nhung stabs President Diem’s brother no less than 20 times. President Diem shouts at the first thrusts, trying to stop the attack, but he will keep. For once Captain Nhung is done, he draws his pistol, points it at the corrupt dictator’s head, and pulls the trigger.


Under the circumstances it is not surprising that Major Nghia decides the time is not right to give Captain Nhung an earnest lecture on following the chain of command. Rather, it is time for them to work out an explanation for what has happened: why they will be delivering two dead bodies, one of them with 20 stab wounds and one bullet-hole.


The image of the murdered President Diem, the key American ally in Asia, is flashed around the world. President Kennedy is aghast to see such an uncivilised assassination. Diem had been a bad man, and the Americans had wanted to be rid of him, but not like this. Assassinations are so barbaric in this day and age, but it is apparently an Asian specialty. Kennedy’s Vice President, the blustery Texan, Lyndon Baines Johnson feels the same and reads the headlines in the papers with disgust. What outrages him even more, however, is that once again he has been left out of the loop and no-one in the rest of the Kennedy Administration had bothered to inform him that a coup was about to take place. To see Diem, a man LBJ had sat with and been photographed with as Kennedy’s emissary, gunned down ‘like a dog’, with a wink and nod from the Administration that he is nominally a part of, is sickening.


The Canberra Times – cognisant of the fact that Australia still has 30 ‘advisers’ in the country, to go with the 16,000 US military ‘advisers’ helping prop up the Diem regime – gives Australian readers the news of Diem’s death but adds a strange twist, proffering a rather unlikely official cause of death …


‘… The picture of Diem showed him lying beside a personnel carrier with a soldier leaning over him. His body was bullet-riddled. He seemed to have been shot in the head. Nhu’s body bore bruises as though he had been beaten. He was stabbed to death, informed sources said. The official explanation of the men’s deaths was that they had committed suicide …’37


•


Less than three weeks later a former marine by the name of Lee Harvey Oswald stands at a window on the sixth floor of the building where he currently works, the Texas Book Depository. As all of his fellow employees have gone downstairs to wave at President John F. Kennedy and his wife, Jackie – the Camelot couple who are due to drive by in their open-topped four-door Lincoln Continental – Oswald is alone.


And here are the Kennedys now! As the car enters Dealey Plaza, Oswald aims his Mannlicher-Carcano rifle and … pulls the trigger three times.


The first shot misses. The second shot hits just to the left of the base of President Kennedy’s neck, passes through his body and into Texan Governor John Connally. The third shot blows the President’s skull open. Oswald hides the rifle under some empty carboard boxes and walks downstairs into the depository lunchroom drinking a can of Coke. A Dallas Police officer, Marrion Baker, holding his gun in a firing position, is running towards him, with another man, Oswald’s supervisor, Roy Truly. Truly tells Baker that Oswald works here and they both run past, upstairs to where the shots have been fired by some crazed assassin. Oswald looks a little startled, having had a gun pointed at him and all. Another employee, a clerk, Mrs Reid, steps forward and tells him the news. ‘The President has been shot!’38


Desperate for a place to hide, Oswald decides to watch a movie in The Texas Theatre. No matter that he doesn’t have enough money on him, he can see that the box office cashier – one Judith Postal – is distracted by a magazine she is reading. He sneaks past without paying and sits with the other 24 people in the session, feeling relatively safe for the first time in 30 minutes. But he has been seen. A shoe store employee next door, Mr Brewer, had noticed him sneaking in, and liking Judith, alerts her.


Did that guy who just went in pay?


‘No, by Golly, he didn’t!’ Judith Postal replies.


She calls the police! You can’t break the law like that in Dallas!


What does the man look like?


Miss Postal is not sure, but Mr Brewer is: a weedy, nervous-looking guy with dark hair …


Lee Harvey Oswald is arrested while watching War is Hell, a movie about US soldiers fighting a battle against impossible odds in an Asian land war, the Korean War.


•


At 2.38 pm Dallas time, with the blood-splattered bride of his predecessor standing next to him on Air Force One, Lyndon Johnson takes the Presidential oath and command of the US military. South Vietnam will have three different administrations in his first three months as President, and three more before his first year is done. It is rolling chaos, and Johnson is furious to find himself stuck with the mess created by his now sanctified predecessor. Still, Vietnam is a problem for policy wonks, it is not a country or a problem that the average American or Australian ever thinks of, at least not for long.


•


In Newcastle, a troubled young labourer by the name of Peter Kocan – more anonymous than a wrong number – is fascinated by both of the assassinations and more particularly the attention it gives their assassins. All day and late into the night he keeps thinking what it would be like to have that level of fame.


•


Out in far western Queensland, a likely sort of bloke by the name of Geoff Kendall, a former half-back for the Wynnum Manly rugby league team in the Brisbane comp, has just come off a tough season as captain–coach of the Tara league team in south-western Queensland on 12 pounds a week and is now making ends meet, just, flogging televisions in his elder brother’s electronics shop, when he happens upon an advertisement in the local paper.




Would you like to be an officer in Australia’s Army?39





As Kendall reads the details of the ad and gazes at the accompanying photo of a dashing officer, he forms the distinct impression that ‘all one had to do was spend a year at a sort of holiday resort called Portsea, with sport, a hectic social life and eventual graduation as a dashing Lieutenant’.40


Well, it doesn’t take too long to think about it. Yes, he bloody well would like to have a go at that! Whatever else, it has to be more interesting than selling TVs on weekdays and trying to knock over rampaging jackaroos on Saturday afternoons. So he writes away, and is soon given his chance. After filling out some aptitude tests he is asked to appear before a Brisbane selection board for an in-depth interview to see if they think he has what it takes to be an officer. On his way down the ol’ Moonie Highway he is trying to pick up some music on the local radio station, but all he can catch for now is the news. He notes something about a curiously named general in Vietnam called ‘Big Minh’ who has just taken over the military after a coup.


Sure. Drive on. Toowoomba up ahead. And Brissie a couple of hours after that.


‘And what,’ the selection panel asks him the next day, ‘do you think about the current state of affairs in Vietnam?’


Well, I am concerned about the tactics and policies of Big Minh, I presume you gentlemen are familiar …


His listeners beam. Clearly, they are looking at officer material.


Well, they certainly are when it comes to hoodwinking brass.


‘Luckily, they didn’t ask me to show them on a map where Vietnam was. I wouldn’t have had a clue!’41


A week later Geoff gets the news in the mail. He is going to be trained up to be an Australian Army Officer, at the Officer Cadet School at Portsea in Victoria. Visions come of making a whole bunch of new mates in Victoria, learning stuff, playing football, and graduating in a year as a spiffing brand-new Lieutenant of the Australian Army!


2 March 1964, The Oval Office, pressed to decide


When President Lyndon Baines Johnson is upset, he has a tendency to yell louder than his ordinary conversation, which already threatens to deafen. He glowers and towers his massive frame over friend and foe alike, either will do to exorcise his displeasure. On this afternoon he is more than usually upset. It’s about this gung-ho hawk journalist for The Washington Post, name Joe Alsop, who has been seriously proposing in his column that the United States should be at war with Vietnam!


Sarcastically – another LBJ specialty – he tells National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy to ask Alsop to outline just what his ‘program’ is and if, maybe, he would like to start another Korean War?


‘What is your own internal thinking on this, Mr President?’ Bundy asks frankly. ‘That we’ve just got to stick on this middle course as long as there’s any possible hope … ?’


(Bundy doesn’t know it but every word of their conversation is being recorded, courtesy of a practice started by President John F. Kennedy, on the grounds the transcripts would be useful for a future memoir while also enabling him to deal with those turncoats who shifted their positions in public from what they had already agreed in private.)


‘There may be another coup,’ Johnson says, ‘but I don’t know what we can do if there is … What alternatives do we have then? We’re not going to send our troops in there are we?’42


Of course not! That would be unthinkable. It is obvious to both men that Alsop is mad and sending a mass of troops into an Asian quagmire, so far from home, so difficult to supply, against an implacable foe, would be madness.


Everything that President Johnson has learned about the situation, and everything that has happened since, has confirmed the wisdom of General de Gaulle’s previous warning to President Kennedy. Vietnam would be an unwinnable war.


And yet, ere three months have passed, the New York Times breaks the news.


‘The White House announced today that Gen. Paul D. Harkins, military assistance commander in South Vietnam, would return to the United States within 10 days. Lieut. Gen. William C. Westmoreland, the deputy commander, will take over full responsibility immediately. President Johnson plans to promote him to full general. General Harkins’ recall to Washington, prior to retirement, and his succession by General Westmoreland were not surprising but appear to have been ordered at least a few weeks earlier than contemplated.’43


One way or another, LBJ has had enough of negative press reports and wants action on the ground, and reports of victorious American battles to fill the airwaves. ‘Westy’, as he is known to all, is hopefully the man to deliver precisely that.









CHAPTER ONE


THE APOCALYPSE BECKONS




He cried in a whisper at some image, at some vision – he cried out twice, a cry that was no more than a breath – ‘The horror! The horror!’


Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness





4 August 1964, The Gulf of Tonkin: ‘Riders on the Storm’


It is, yes, a dark and stormy night.


And the darkness comes not just from the lack of light, nor even the forces at play, but in the confusion that abounds all around. The physical storm is all too real, but there is now a lot more at play than mere thunder, lightning and howling winds.


Among other things Captain George Stephen Morrison, the commander of the entire US fleet in the Gulf of Tonkin, off the coast of North Vietnam, misses his son Jim, a film student at UCLA with rough ambitions to write lyrics and maybe one day front a rock band. Jim Morrison just needs some of the right doors to open for him.


An extraordinary radio message reaches Captain Morrison now, that the USS Turner Joy, a US destroyer, has had 20 torpedoes fired at it! There have been recent small ‘advisory’ skirmishes and warning shots fired from both the Americans and North Vietnamese sides but this is another level; this is an act of war if true. At 7.40 am Washington time on 4 August 1964, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara receives the news, and a meeting of the Joint Chiefs is hastily held. Admiral Grant Sharp in Honolulu confirms the reports and at 11.06 am McNamara calls President Johnson, entirely unaware that Johnson records all incoming calls to his office.


‘Mr President,’ McNamara says, ‘we just had word by telephone from Admiral Sharp that the destroyer is under torpedo attack.’1


Johnson replies with something between a groan and a sigh, before asking the obvious question.


LBJ: ‘Now where are these torpedoes coming from?’


McNamara: ‘We don’t know …’2


Well, find out, Admiral Sharp. Admiral Sharp calls Captain Morrison.


A ‘flash’ message is sent in reply to Honolulu and Washington arriving at 1.27 pm Washington time: ‘Review of action makes many reported contacts in torpedoes fired appeared doubtful. Freak weather effects on radar and overeager sonarman may have accounted for many reports.’3


In short, quite possibly a false alarm.


McNamara needs to know if it’s real or not and calls Admiral Sharp in Honolulu at 4.08 pm.


McNamara: ‘What’s the latest information we have on the action?’4


Sharp: ‘The latest we have, sir, indicates a little doubt on just exactly what went on …’


McNamara shakes his head as he hears Sharp talk of ‘freak radar echoes’ and jumpy sonar operators, which is to say ‘young fellows … apt to say any noise is a torpedo, so that, undoubtedly, there were not as many torpedoes …’5 It might even have been dolphins.


The Secretary of Defense cuts to the chase.


McNamara: ‘There isn’t any possibility that there was no attack, is there?’


A pause.


Sharp: ‘Yes, I would say that there is a slight possibility.’6


A slight possibility! They are about to start a war, Admiral, a retaliatory strike of US forces is planned.


McNamara: ‘We obviously don’t want to do it before we are damned sure what happened.’7


At 5.23 pm Admiral Sharp calls with the latest and the last word: ‘No doubt now exists that an attack on the destroyers had been carried out.’8


Thank God for that.


Just two days later, the ‘Gulf of Tonkin Resolution’ is passed by the US Congress – 88–2 in the Senate, 416–0 in the House – authorising President Lyndon Johnson to ‘take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression’9 by North Vietnam’s Communist government.


Only two Senators had spoken against it, with one of them, Senator Wayne Morse, a Democrat from Oregon, putting it in the starkest of terms.


‘I believe this resolution to be a historic mistake. I believe that within the next century, future generations will look with dismay and great disappointment upon a Congress which is now about to make such a historic mistake.’


The warning is lost in the fury and fuss of the moment, with both the political and media class clear swept away with the need to now act on the Resolution.


No, it is not an official declaration of war, but it does give the President the authority to combat the Communist threat in Vietnam, without seeking further leave from Congress.


As the New York correspondent of the Canberra Times makes clear to Australian readers on 11 August 1964, the move is nothing if not popular with American voters as the US leader visits Syracuse University in upstate New York in the days after the Resolution is passed:


‘Tall and grave in a dark pin-striped suit, President Johnson moved slowly along the fence holding back a big crowd, at the airport shaking eagerly-thrust-out hands. As he did so a voice shouted: “Give ’em hell, Lyndon!” The voice, ringing out in the brisk morning air, and the 100,000 cheering people lining the route of his motorcade into the city, confirmed what has since become apparent: that Americans were solidly behind him in his determination to show resoluteness in the face of Communist attack …


‘The President told a crowd of 20,000 that the US was not a country divided during the presidential campaign. His words were met with long applause. Instinctively, the US had closed ranks. It had taken North Vietnamese torpedo boats in the Gulf of Tonkin to do it, but it had been done.


‘As matters stand, the US has been attacked where it is strongest – at sea. The Seventh Fleet is the mightiest single unit of sea-power in the world, it will stay in South-East Asian waters, come what may. But on land, the US is in more difficulty. US military personnel in South Vietnam are officially only “advisers,” not organised fighting units. There are 16,000 of them, soon to be boosted to 21,000. Against 40,000 well-trained guerrillas and Ho Chi Minh’s army, it is not much.’10


And the gap in numbers will have to be made up, both from the USA, and allies. In the meantime, however, Lyndon Baines Johnson has the wind in his sails as never before, what with the 1964 presidential election looming. So far he has been running on a corpse, promising to fulfil the promises of the slain JFK. But now he has a platform and a war of his own, Vietnam.


Johnson eschews Kennedy’s ambivalence about Vietnam. LBJ is his own man, his own President, and he is certain. We’re going in, and we’re going in hard. Kennedy had forged his reputation with his unwavering steeliness during the Cuban Missile Crisis.


Well, this will be Johnson’s moment.


When President Johnson’s popularity surges by 10 points in the wake of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, there is no more talk of dolphins.


10 November 1964, Canberra, Ming the merciless


Luckily, the US has a loyal ally like Australia, an ANZUS partner, with an enthusiastic Prime Minister by the name of Sir Robert Menzies to provide manpower.


Addressing the Federal Parliament on this day, the Australian Prime Minister has some good news, and some bad news for the nation.


To the good news first.


‘Global war – that is, unrestricted conflict between the major world powers – has receded in probability because of the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons, and we continue to believe that it is unlikely except as a result of miscalculation.’


Against that?


‘[But] armed conflicts short of general war could develop at any time in areas of tension throughout the world. Communist powers will continue to press their aims through all the varied Cold War techniques of subversion and insurgency …


‘In particular, in South Vietnam the continued instability of government has made the task of resistance more difficult and to some extent frustrates the massive efforts of the United States and our own necessarily small contributions.’11


Australia, after all, is in the direct path of the dominos that shall fall, as Sir Robert will explain in a later speech: ‘The takeover of South Vietnam would be a direct military threat to Australia and all the countries of South-East Asia. It must be seen as part of a thrust by Communist China between the Indian and Pacific oceans …’12


‘After an examination of all the factors, and in full consultation with our military advisers, we have reached the conclusion that the Regular Army should be built up as rapidly as possible from the present 22,750 to an effective strength of 33,000 men, which means a total force of 37,500 …


‘It seems clear, on our military advice and our own carefully formed judgment, that we cannot expect by voluntary means to achieve a build up in the Army’s strength of the order we require and to the timing which is necessary … The Government has therefore decided that there is no alternative to the introduction of selective compulsory national service.’13


Indonesia has a regular and guerrilla army that already absorbs the fighting forces we have at the ready for foreign service. Vietnam will require a new force, and an old method to get them if necessary.


Sir Robert continues.


‘Both the Government and the nation would urge that as high a percentage as possible of those in our armed services should be those who, of their own choice, and in the spirit of a great national tradition, have joined one or other of those Services.’


And now the Honourable Member for Hindmarsh, Clyde Cameron, of the ALP interjects rather pointedly. ‘I know one who dodged it in 1914!’


In World War I, Sir Robert had been the only one of three eligible Menzies brothers who had not served.


Sir Robert replies: ‘You do not. You must not repeat other people’s lies.’


Cameron, backs off, just a little: ‘Well, 1915 …’14


Along with almost every paper and journal of note, The Bulletin backs Australian troops being sent to fight in Vietnam as: ‘it has been plain to the whole world in South Vietnam is Australia’s front line and the South Vietnamese have been fighting and dying for what are Australia’s interests as much as their own’.15 Of course, there will always be those who say the US should withdraw from Vietnam but any such retreat ‘has been impossible; for America it will be a colossal set back in the world, for Australia it would be close to suicide’.16


8 March 1965, Da Nang, and the thunder rolls


Send in the Marines?


Yes. And this event is precisely what General Douglas MacArthur and Generale Charles de Gaulle had warned against. For on this day, at the very spot the French had come ashore at Da Nang 107 years ago, American troops make their landing – the vanguard of a massive force that President Lyndon Johnson is sending to South Vietnam.


The job of these 2000 Marines of the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade will be to secure the nearby air base to make sure it is in shape to receive the planeloads of men and materiel which will soon be on their way.


Of course, under the circumstances, the South Vietnamese authorities have ensured that the whole thing will look like anything but an invasion – women and children are there to greet them on the beach offering flowers, and a sign says ‘Welcome, Gallant Marines’ – but no matter what you call it, the effect is the same. American troops are now arriving, en masse, to stop the domino of South Vietnam falling.


In the meantime, Operation Rolling Thunder has now begun, a relentless American bombing campaign intended to drive the North staggering back to Hanoi. Targets in the North – ammunition dumps, barracks, radar sites – are destroyed in LBJ’s attempt to cripple the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) and force Ho Chi Minh to the negotiation table.


To a visiting Australian officer, Colonel Oliver Jackson, such an occurrence seems unlikely. Touring around South Vietnam, trying to get a feel for the situation, he is distinctly underwhelmed.


‘I saw almost every important government post,’ he will recount. ‘I certainly saw every place where Australians were deployed. The impression I gained, a very real impression, was the war was lost from a military point of view. Wherever I went there were Vietnamese Army forces on hilltops, behind barbed wire. They very rarely went outside that wire. If they did go outside to relieve one post by another they were frequently ambushed in strength by the VC – and it was nothing for a whole battalion or more of South Vietnamese troops to be butchered. There was very little in the way of offensive action from anywhere in the Vietnamese Army; the Viet Cong were thoroughly on top from a military point of view. I would have said that it was just a matter of weeks or months before the war was militarily lost in Vietnam – it was as bad as that in my opinion, and a lot of people agreed with me.’17


10 March 1965, Melbourne, birthdate with destiny


It’s called the first ‘National Service birthday ballot’, the day when the birthdates of those about to be conscripted is to be decided. A fortunate few of us specially selected gentlemen of the press have been allowed to enter into the boardroom of the Department of Labour and National Service in Melbourne where we first see the Federal Member for Corangamite, Mr Dan Mackinnon, MHR, himself a World War II veteran, standing beside a barrel with a lid on the side, placed horizontally on two pivots either end that allow it to spin. Inside are a whole mess of wooden marbles, each marked with a number from 1 to 181, and each representing a date between 1 January and 30 June 1945.


After the barrel is turned, we are allowed to see Mr Mackinnon reach in and pull out the first marble, which is carefully put into a basket, but now we are ushered from the room.


Oh, and just in case anyone is wondering if the ballot is going to be fair, don’t you worry about that, sunshine: ‘The barrel used in the ballot was one which has been used for more than 50 years to draw horses for Tattersalls’ sweeps on important Cup meetings.’18


If it’s good enough for Phar Lap, it’s good enough for you, mate.


The politician will, we know, go on to pick out 95 more marbles, each corresponding to the specific birthdates of 4200 20-year-old men around the country. Those young men will soon have registered letters sent to them, informing them they are in the one-in-twelve section of men their age required for National Service for the next two years of their lives – subject to their health and qualifications for deferment.


Of course, they could always just print their names in the paper, but this might lead to embarrassment, as Mr Mackinnon explains by proffering the example of a hypothetical famous footballer: ‘If this man happens to be a conscientious objector, or did not pass the required medical or aptitude tests, there would be a certain odium. People would want to know why he had not been called up.’19 So a discreet letter will be sent.


The first half will enter the training camp at Puckapunyal in Victoria, and Kapooka near Wagga Wagga, in late June. After Mum and Dad see the passing-out parade at Puckapunyal and Kapooka, the second intake will go in mid-September, replacing them.


Still not old enough to vote, these 20-year-olds will be trained up to be ready to kill. Outside the building, two young men and a young woman parade up and down the footpath, wearing sandwich boards proclaiming WE DON’T WANT TO KILL, DON’T BALLOT OUR LIVES and NO WAR.20


(They are clearly oddballs, and only mentioned in the press by way of novelty. Students will protest about anything these days, the army will make a man of them. Well, the male students anyway … As to the cowardly so-called ‘conscientious objectors’, well, don’t get us started. Not to worry about it. We of the press barely mention them.)



29 April 1965, Parliament House, Canberra, the call is coming from inside the House …


When it comes to co-operating with the US President Johnson, Prime Minister Menzies is generous to a fault. When LBJ asks for some more Australian advisers, Mr Menzies offers him a battalion.


True, there is the problem that the South Vietnamese Government hasn’t actually asked for an Australian battalion to arrive on their shores but Sir Robert is able to rise to the occasion. Via diplomatic channels he asks them if they would mind asking Australia to come, and a plea dutifully comes … at least sort of. It is not quite from the South Vietnamese Government, but certainly from South Vietnam – even if the cable is sent from the Australian Embassy in Saigon. No matter, Australia accepts its own invitation. It is all just a bit of political theatre, before the theatre of war is entered.


In his entire time as Prime Minister, across two stints, the only announcement that Sir Robert Menzies has made of more import than this one was the Declaration of War, back at the beginning of World War II in 1939.


And this speech comes with clear echoes of that …


‘The Australian Government,’ he begins in his stentorian tones, ‘is now in receipt of a request from the Government of South Vietnam for further military assistance. We have decided – and this has been after close consultation with the Government of the United States – to provide an infantry battalion for service in South Vietnam. In case there is any misunderstanding, I think I should say, Sir, that we decided in principle some time ago – weeks and weeks ago – that we would be willing to do this if we received the necessary request from the Government of South Vietnam and the necessary collaboration with the United States. This is not to be regarded as something that has suddenly arisen out of more recent events …’


Aware of the stirring in the House, particularly from the Opposition benches where there is dismay, and even disgust at the Prime Minister’s words, he goes on.


‘Assessing all this, it is our judgment that the decision to commit a battalion in South Vietnam represents the most useful additional contribution which we can make to the defence of the region at this time.’21


•


There is one radical rag that is against the move – The Australian, that creation of young Rupert Murdoch, whose father, Keith, had been such a mover and shaker as a journalist and the man most responsible for sounding the alarm to get the Diggers evacuated out of Gallipoli before winter had set in. Sensible Australians will shake their heads as they read this one voice in the wilderness.


‘The Menzies government has made a reckless decision on Vietnam which this nation may live to regret,’ the paper thunders. ‘It has decided to send Australian soldiers into a savage revolutionary war in which the Americans are grievously involved – so that America may shelve a tiny part of her embarrassment … It could be that historians will recall this day with tears.’22


They say that Rupert Murdoch feels so passionately on the subject, he wrote it himself.


And he is not the only one who feels so strongly against it.


1 May 1965, Sydney Domain, mayday, mayday, mayday


Like most of the May Day rallies all over the country, bringing the workers together, this one in Sydney is the biggest seen in 30 years. What has brought them out is the news of Australia getting involved in the burgeoning conflict in Vietnam.


After assembling in Hay Street, Chinatown, the parade of 21 bands, 26 floats and thousands of workers, led by drum majorettes and marching girls, snakes down George Street, right on Market Street – their placards rising just above the mob, ‘STOP THE WAR!’ ‘END CONSCRIPTION!’ ‘AUSSIE BLOOD FOR YANK DOLLARS’23 – and follows the contours of Hyde Park until it gets to St Mary’s Cathedral, where it makes its way to the vast flat green expanse of the Domain, so people can listen to the speeches. The key speaker is the Federal President of the Sheet Metal Workers’ Union, Mr T. Wright, and he makes no bones about it, shouting into a loud-hailer that sending the 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (1RAR) to South Vietnam will be forever regarded as ‘an everlasting disgrace to Australia’.24 Not only is South Vietnam not democratic, he insists, but it has been run by a series of military-fascist dictatorships since 1954, all of them propped by the so-called exemplar of liberty and democracy, America.


‘The US,’ he thunders, ‘is using Hitler tactics – the Big Lie – to continue its policies in South Vietnam.’25


He finishes by calling for three cheers for ‘the people of Vietnam’s fight for peace’.26


Three hip-hips roll over the Domain, each one followed by a hooray and each one louder than the last.


The cheers are so strong they are heard on Macquarie Street and as far away as Pitt Street.


4 May 1965, House of Representatives, Canberra, Calwell calls well


Arthur Calwell, Leader of the Opposition, is about to give a speech that will ensure he will never become Prime Minister of Australia, nothing less than a political suicide note. Yes, there has been outrage over the government’s decision to send troops to Vietnam – the May Day marches around the country boasting protests were only a part of it – and yet there is equally no doubt that a majority of Australians are on Menzies’ side of the argument. That much can be seen by Letters to the Editor, the word on the street and the sudden surge in patriotic fervour.


But can he, as Opposition Leader, support something which he is certain will be a disaster for his country and, beyond everything else, is just wrong?


He cannot. And he must say so, rising now in Parliament to give Labor’s response. He is an old man now, close to 70, a veteran of bruising politics for nigh on half a century and it all shows in his craggy face, the timbre of his rusty corrugated-iron voice.


‘On behalf of all my colleagues of Her Majesty’s Opposition,’ he says, ‘I say that we oppose the Government’s decision to send 800 men to fight in Vietnam. We oppose it firmly and completely …


‘We do not think it is a wise decision. We do not think it is a timely decision. We do not think it is a right decision. We do not think it will help the fight against Communism … We do not believe it will promote the welfare of the people of Vietnam …’


Parliament stirs, aware of the significance of this speech, an absolute rebuttal of the government’s position at a time when it has full support. Does Calwell have a political death wish? No, but he is saying things that must be said. Through his thick glasses, he stares down the few hecklers on the government benches, and keeps going, an old torpedo in an ill-fitting suit aimed straight at the Menzies Government.


‘Our men will be fighting the largely indigenous Viet Cong in their own home territory. They will be fighting in the midst of a largely indifferent, if not resentful, and frightened population. Our present policy will, if not changed, surely and inexorably lead to American humiliation in Asia …


‘To exhaust our resources in the bottomless pit of jungle warfare, in a war in which we have not even defined our purpose honestly, or explained what we would accept as victory, is the very height of folly and the very depths of despair.


‘Humiliation for America could come in one of two ways – either by outright defeat, which is unlikely, or by her becoming interminably bogged down in the awful morass of this war, as France was for ten years. That situation would in turn lead to one of two things – withdrawal through despair, or all-out war, through despair …’


How bad could things get? That is the very question he seeks to pose now, to draw the parliament and the people’s attention to the horror before them all.


‘How long will it be,’ he says, his voice rasping with emotion, his right index finger stabbing the air, ‘before we are drawing upon our conscript youth to service these growing and endless requirements?’27


Oh, the horror! Conscripted men sent to fight a war by force of the law? It is unthinkable.


The Bulletin, as ever, couldn’t disagree more.


‘The decision to send the First Royal Australian Regiment to Vietnam has been welcomed throughout Australia,’ it editorialises, ‘although enthusiasm will be tempered by a heavy heart since Australian casualties in that dirty war are inevitable. But it has been plain to the whole world that South Vietnam is Australia’s front line and that the South Vietnamese have been fighting and dying for what are Australia’s interests as much as their own.’28


•


Just one month after Menzies tells a surprised Australia it is joining a war, HMAS Sydney sets sail in the dead of night for Vietnam. On board are troops from 1RAR, all of them Regular Army, of course. True, it is a bit odd to be leaving their home port at such an ungodly hour – 0100 hours – as the lights of Sydney fall behind and they swing to the north, but that’s the Army for you. Or maybe it’s the Royal Australian Navy. All they care is, they are on their way!



6 June 1965, Enoggera Barracks, Brisbane, fall in


It is an exceedingly odd thing to create an entirely new battalion, remarkable for its bloodless, bureaucratic nature – all sealed orders, endless signed forms and tedious triplicate.


But such is the way of this day, as the 6th Royal Australian Regiment is formed at Enoggera Barracks, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Colin Maurice Townsend, a lifelong soldier from Duntroon by way of Ingham, whose nickname of ‘Mousey’ is a reflection of his physical stature and mild manner. (Though he had been a fine soldier himself, and no mistake, particularly shining as a Platoon Commander in Korea, including a notable action in the Battle of Apple Orchard on 22 October 1950, where he had led his men on a raid to rescue a besieged American parachute battalion.)


With him he has several experienced officers like Officer Commanding Administration Company 6RAR, Major Owen O’Brien … and Major Harry Smith commanding D Company, and a veteran Regimental Sergeant Major in George Chinn.


The nucleus of 6RAR’s soldiers comes by transferring half the Regular Army soldiers from the 2nd Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment, some 300 in all. Their task for the moment – placed in Bravo and Charlie Companies – will be to continue some training while also preparing for the arrival of another 300 or so men after the current harvest of newly recruited National Service conscripts have completed their Basic Training and 6RAR can get its fair share. That will include, perhaps, some of the Nashos that might prove worthy of being officers in these new companies.


Late June 1965, Sydney, lights, cameraman, action!


Still others head off to the intake, with great reluctance. Not so far away in Sydney, young Gordon Sharp is more than a little underwhelmed when his number comes up. Enlisting for National Service on 30 June 1965 had not remotely been a part of his plans. At 21 he is currently holding down a dream job as a television cameraman on the smash hit Mavis Bramston Show in Sydney, and has plans to one day perhaps move into production or even acting himself. Yes, the government has legislated that all permanent employees who are conscripted must be able to resume their positions on return, but he’ll still miss out on all the fun of The Mavis Bramston Show and two whole years of TV experience.


But short of being – what’s that phrase again? – a ‘conscientious objector’, he has no choice. Look, given his proximity to a certain level of renown, courtesy of the hugely popular show he is working on, it is no surprise the press takes interest in him and he is honest enough to tell them he is opposed to the whole concept of conscription.


His mate, John O’Halloran, is not remotely surprised that Sharpie stays with it anyway, and makes no effort to get out.


‘It was not within Gordon’s makeup to disobey the law,’ he will recount. ‘In an analogy from his favourite pastime, playing poker, he would have felt obliged to play with the cards he had been dealt.’29


O’Halloran and Sharp go way back. They have known each other since their first day at primary school and been with each other all through their time at secondary school, Christian Brothers College in Tamworth. Their parents had become great friends and had even been married on the same day.
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