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GLOSSARY






	AATTV


	Australian Army Training Team Viet Nam







	Albatross


	RAAF callsign for 9 Squadron slick helicopter







	Albatross Zero One


	RAAF callsign for the leader’s aircraft in an insertion







	Albatross Zero Two


	the slick that actually carries the SAS patrol on insertion guided by Albatross Zero One







	ANPRC-25


	very high frequency, man portable, radio set







	AO


	area of operations







	APC


	M113 armoured personnel carrier tracked vehicle







	ARVN


	Army of the Republic of South Viet Nam







	Bird Dog


	propeller-driven aircraft used by forward air controllers and for reconnaissance







	BT


	British tropical (rations)







	Bushranger


	RAAF callsign for the helicopter gunships armed with mini-guns and FFAR rockets







	casevac


	casualty evacuation







	clacker


	the firing device which generates the power to detonate the Claymore mine







	Claymore (mine)


	a shaped anti-personnel mine capable of devastating results fired singly or in banks







	click


	one kilometre







	CMF


	Citizen Military Forces







	CO


	Commanding Officer, in RAAF terms, the commander of the squadron







	comms


	communications







	covert


	an act conducted in secrecy or disguise







	CP


	command post







	CS (gas)


	a disabling explosive powered chemical agent designed to render the opposition incapable of resisting in a fire-fight. Causes coughing, weeping and runny noses. Can be lethal in a confined space such as a tunnel or bunker







	CW


	continuous wave







	C4


	composition explosive







	DCM


	Distinguished Conduct Medal







	Digger


	an Army soldier, rank indeterminate







	DOBOP


	Directorate of British Operations







	EW


	electronic warfare







	exfil


	exfiltrate, covertly depart an area







	FAC


	forward air controller, usually airborne







	FARELF


	Far East Region Land Forces







	FFAR, rocket, 2.75 inch


	(folding fin aerial rocket) a rocket fired in pods of seven from the sides of the Bushranger gunship aircraft







	fleschette round


	a shotgun type of round which fires steel darts instead of balls







	GPMG-M60


	general purpose machine-gun 7.62 mm







	H&I


	harassment and interdiction artillery or air strikes







	HE


	high explosive







	HF


	high frequency







	humint


	human intelligence (sources)







	IA


	immediate action







	infil


	infiltration, covertly enter an area







	Int(el)


	Intelligence (officer, staff, sources)







	Intrep


	intelligence report







	J


	jungle







	jungle penetrator


	a device lowered from a helicopter to extract people from the thick vegetation when landing was not possible







	karabiner


	a roping and climbing device designed to allow one to hook onto a rope for extraction purposes







	Karex


	a term used for karabiner extraction or rope extraction







	LFT


	light fire team, two gunship helicopters







	locstat


	(patrol) location state







	LOH


	light observation helicopter







	LRRP


	long range reconnaissance patrols, usually American forces







	LUP


	lying up position, any place used by the SAS for a halt of some time (see Notes to Chapter 3)







	LZ


	landing zone







	M16


	5.56 mm rifle used by Free World Forces in Viet Nam







	M18A-1


	the Claymore mine designation







	M79


	40 mm grenade launcher







	M203


	5.56 mm M16 rifle with a 40 mm grenade launcher mounted below the rifle barrel







	MG


	machine-gun







	mini-gun, 7.62 mm


	a Gatling type weapon mounted on the side of the gunships capable of firing 6000 rounds per minute, but adjusted to 4000 rpm for 9 Squadron







	NCO


	non-commissioned officer







	NVA


	North Vietnamese Army







	OC


	Officer Commanding, usually a squadron or company sized unit







	OKC


	operator keyboard cipher







	OKRC


	operator keyboard radio cipher







	OPSO


	operations officer, the person responsible for the actual deployment of patrols







	OTLP


	one-time letter pad







	Owen gun


	9 mm, automatic machine carbine, designed as a jungle weapon







	patrol


	the basic group in a troop; can be any size from four-man to troop size







	PE


	plastic explosive







	PIR


	Pacific Islands Regiment (PNG)







	pop (throw) smoke


	request to detonate a smoke grenade for aircraft identification of patrol location







	psyops


	psychological operations







	PW


	prisoner of war







	PZ


	pick-up zone, for helicopter extraction







	RAAF


	Royal Australian Air Force







	RAD


	rope attachment device, the in-board device used to hold the ropes lowered to SAS patrols for rope extraction







	RANHFV


	Royal Australian Navy Helicopter Flight Viet Nam







	rapell


	to belay down a rope suspended from a helicopter







	R&C


	rest and convalescence (leave)







	reconnaissance


	the act of searching an area or location with the intent of determining who or what is at that site. Can be overt or covert







	RF/PF


	Regional Force and Popular Force militia of the ARVN







	RPG


	rocket propelled grenade, the weapon called a B-40 or RPG-2 and larger RPG-7







	RPKAD


	Indonesian parachute commandos, akin to the SAS







	RV


	rendezvous point







	SARBE 9


	Search and Rescue Beacon (see also URC- 10)







	SAS


	Special Air Service







	SASR


	Special Air Service Regiment, comprises three sabre squadrons each of about 120 men







	sched


	scheduled radio report time







	SEAL


	(US Navy) Sea Air and Land teams







	SHQ


	squadron headquarters







	SI


	senior instructor







	sitrep


	situation report







	slick


	slang term for troop-carrying helicopter







	SLR


	7.62 mm, self-loading rifle, semi-automatic (but usually converted by the SAS to fully automatic)







	SOP


	standard operating procedure; the norm







	squadron


	a company sized group consisting of three troops







	SSM


	squadron sergeant major, the senior NCO of the squadron







	Sten gun


	9 mm, automatic machine-gun







	Stirling


	9 mm, automatic machine-gun







	surveillance


	the act of observing a known location in order to deter- mine exact numbers, activities and the routine of those enemy being observed. Usually covert.







	Swiss seat


	a rope belt designed as a body harness for rope extraction







	2IC


	second-in-command







	tiger suit


	camouflage uniform worn by ARVN Ranger units







	troops


	a platoon sized group consisting of at least four six-man patrols







	UH-1H


	the Utility Helicopter used by the RAAF; 1H is the model designation







	UHF


	ultra high frequency







	under and over


	the M16 Armalite rifle with a 40 mm grenade launcher under the rifle barrel, also known as the XM148 or the M203







	URC-10, URC-68


	a small UHF radio beacon, also capable of voice transmission







	UW


	unconventional warfare







	UXB


	unexploded bomb







	VC


	Viet Cong, the main fighting arm of the National Liberation Front







	VC Main Force


	enemy troops who were extremely well trained and equipped







	VHF


	very high frequency







	VR


	visual reconnaissance







	WHAM


	winning hearts and minds (program)







	white phosphorus


	usually in grenade form for identification or as a weapon to deter follow-up







	XM148


	the precursor to the M203 ‘under and over’, a 5.56 mm rifle with 40 mm grenade launcher underneath the rifle barrel










 


Sabah, Sarawak and Brunei













This map shows the two areas where the SAS served in Borneo. 1 SAS Squadron generally operated in the area marked as Map 2 in 1965, while 2 SAS Squadron operated in the area marked as Map 3 in 1966. (Map courtesy David Horner, author of SAS: Phantoms of the Jungle)
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PREFACE


When I was approached by my publishers to write a book about the Australian Special Air Service (SAS) it was very clear right from the outset that it would not be a history of the SAS. That task had already been done most capably by the well-known historian and fellow author Dr David Horner, in his very highly regarded book SAS: Phantoms of the Jungle.1 Indeed, I commend serious students of Australian Special Forces to read David Horner’s book as it is a very faithful and complete work.


My intention in this book is to take you, the reader, on patrol with the SAS. The most recent operations which allow a look at what the SAS do on a patrol are those in Borneo and in South Viet Nam. The chapter headings will show you where we are going but, before we take this long patrol, it is important that we briefly look at the purpose and role of the SAS and quickly debunk a few myths, lies and legends about the men and the organisation.


When people use the phrase ‘Special Air Service’ many images immediately spring to mind of the men who are entitled to wear a sandy-coloured beret with the winged dagger emblem of the Special Air Service Regiment and its motto ‘Who dares wins’. It is a badge of honour in the Australian Army and one coveted by many but only worn by a very select few.


Since 1957, when the regiment was formed, Australian SAS personnel have operated with the British SAS everywhere from Northern Ireland to Bosnia. The Australian SAS was modelled on the British SAS Regiment formed in 1940 in the darkest days of World War II. Major Alf Garland, later to become a brigadier, led the SAS into its first operation on 16 February 1965 in Borneo.2 During that deployment the regiment suffered one of its losses on active duty when Paul Denehey was gored to death by a rogue elephant. The squadron was involved in various operations during Konfrontasi with Indonesia, the most notable being cross-border operations into Indonesian territory known as ‘Claret’ operations and highly secretive for political reasons.


The Special Air Service Regiment (SASR) deployed a squadron to Viet Nam in June 1966. The role of the squadron was originally designed to be that of providing reconnaissance and surveillance for the 1st Australian Task Force. This role changed fairly dramatically later in the piece when the patrols were assigned harassing and other offensive tasks. The squadrons which deployed to the second Indochina war were most successful. During its Viet Nam experience it had 298 contacts with the enemy for 492 kills, 106 possible kills, 47 wounded, 10 possibly wounded and 11 prisoners. Australian and New Zealand SAS casualties in Viet Nam were one killed in action, one died of wounds, one killed in a grenade accident, two accidentally shot, one missing and one died of illness.3


Today the regiment is structured around 400 men in three sabre squadrons and one administration squadron. Each SAS squadron has three troops—a boat troop trained to operate off submarines, parachutists trained in high-opening, long-range drops and mobility specialists skilled in desert warfare and demolition. All members in the sabre squadrons are ‘cross-trained’ to cover other disciplines. Redundancy is a highly motivating factor in small group operations, as will be illustrated later in this book.


The SAS organisation is one based on skill and merit. The regiment is extremely self-critical of its members and its methods of operations. It never rests on its laurels. There is a deep and heavily ingrained desire to excel and to exceed previous levels of expertise. That is achieved through realistic and arduous training designed to take those who have never experienced combat as close as humanly possible without mishap. But unfortunately, realism carries a high price and the regiment has lost almost 40 men in training incidents. Fatalities have included two killed in a ‘killing house’ practising counter-terrorism, four parachuting, two shot by colleagues, several drownings and fifteen in the Blackhawk tragedy in north Queensland in 1996.4


Many people might think that this elite force is composed of incredibly fit, competent, macho fighting men with incredibly high tolerance levels of pain and endurance. To a point that is correct; they are for the most part very fit, confident, competent and blessed with a sense of humour, but they are not all big, hairy-chested macho men with steely eyes and bulging biceps. Rather, they are fairly average in height and generally, I repeat generally, wiry in build. Most of them are under 183 cm in height and have a very good weight-to-strength ratio.


They very rarely talk about themselves or what they do. That is part of their training and part of the ethos of the SAS Regiment, which is based in Swanbourne Barracks in Perth, Western Australia. Braggarts have no place in this type of force, nor do men who cannot laugh at themselves. To use the term ‘closed shop’ is not too far from the truth; indeed, there were some members and ex-members of the SAS Regiment who were opposed to this book being written for fear that it might bring discredit to the regiment or cheapen the esteem and honour the SAS have worked so hard to attain. This was especially so as I have never been a member of this elite group. They spend much of their waking day training for their specialist roles—water operations, surveillance operations, parachute operations, long-range vehicle patrolling, counter-terrorism training, or a mix of all these activities.


The role of the SAS is not about raiding enemy positions or lurking behind enemy lines killing as many enemy as possible. In fact, it is the Australian Defence Force’s information- and intelligence-gathering force, which relies on stealth to get in, get close and get out without being compromised or tipping off the enemy that they have been observed. That stealth is achieved through the use of small groups, which are easier to insert or infiltrate and can move faster and hide more easily than larger groups relying on massive support for their mission. Once the information on the enemy has been gained and then analysed to become intelligence, it then allows more conventional forces to deal with the enemy.


The fact that the SAS were sometimes used on harassing tasks in Borneo and in Viet Nam was simply a bonus. In the classic model of the creator of the British SAS forces, Lieutenant David Stirling, the attacks were ‘based on the principle of the fullest exploitation of surprise and of making the minimum demands on manpower and equipment’.5 To achieve this type of military operation requires men of a very high calibre who earn and deserve the clichéd title of ‘elite’. They are that in the truest sense of the word, but not surprisingly do not like to use the term themselves.


The SAS deployed to Borneo and Viet Nam as squadrons which were roughly numbered at about six officers and 100 men. They deployed on four- or five-man patrols most of the time and their principal method of transport once they were in their area of operations was on foot. I asked one member of the SAS what he saw as the role of his squadron in Borneo and later in Viet Nam. His reply was:


The policy was, with us, if you were compromised you came out. You only engaged the enemy if you had to, whereas later on they were encouraged that, if the patrol was almost over, whatever, have a go, give ’em a touch-up. But we were mainly reconnaissance, which is what SAS really was all about. One of the tasks was to carry out recon and surveillance and then either give enough information for conventional forces to go in or lead the conventional forces in. And in Borneo, Corporal John Robinson did the recce and conventional forces went in afterwards, and that’s the classic employment of SAS.6


To gather the material for this book, I relied on first-hand accounts from the men who had ‘been there and done that’. While I have some experience as an infantry officer, I am not of the SAS ‘brotherhood’. Therefore I am especially and deeply indebted to those men who allowed me to interview them at length and to let me look inside the SAS organisation. This book could not have been written without the assistance of those men who appear in the bibliography and to a few others whose names I am unable to release for personal and security reasons.


Throughout this book I have spelt the country of Viet Nam as two words as it translates into ‘people from the south of China’ or ‘the land south of China’. Western usage has combined the two words especially since the mid-1950s, however I feel that the more correct spelling should be used out of courtesy to that nation.


I must also thank my editor, Mark Evans, for turning my writing into English and readable prose and my publisher, Ian Bowring, for his continued support. My wife and two kids have once again stood by patiently while I banged away on the keyboard as they coped with university and Year 12 exams.





1. THE SAS TROOPER


A soldier who wants to be an SAS trooper can come from any corps in the army; some have even come into the regiment from the navy, especially diving personnel. A strong desire and personal commitment are required to enter this elite force, but there are some qualities that must exist within the individual which have proved essential to his meeting the very high standards and demands of SAS work. The role of the SAS requires that men must be capable of working in small teams, under very difficult and arduous conditions, and be capable of making difficult—and sometimes life-threatening—decisions under extremely stressful conditions.


Reconnaissance and surveillance of the enemy is not an activity that can be done from afar and in jungle warfare it can get very up-close and personal. This close proximity of the five-man patrol to the enemy, often out of supporting artillery or mortar range, calls for men who are not only physically capable of carrying heavy loads to support their mission, but also of carrying the enormous mental burden that such known immediate danger brings. To use the cliché of ‘going deep’ is not an understatement. Even though at times in Viet Nam the distances were not so great, the number of enemy in the area made up for the distance to be travelled to a likely target. An SAS patrol launching into enemy territory must take everything it needs with it. The soldier will be carrying his house on his back—his ammunition, water and food—and this can be an awesome burden.


The trooper must be able to withstand a lot of pressures both physical and mental. To meet these demands the regimental selection board which preselects and then critically examines and tests the men on a formal selection course is looking for some indicators from aspirants who are seeking entry to the SAS. I spoke to several men who had spent decades in the regiment, like Major (later Colonel) Reg Beesley, who commanded a squadron in Viet Nam. Reg is one of many characters in the SAS who is affectionately referred to as ‘The Beast’. He is typical in build to most of the SAS men I have met in my 30 years of military experience. He is a little shorter than average height, quietly spoken—unless riled—has a wiry and sinewy build, and when he was younger could run all day and all night if required. He said of the qualities he looked for in a trooper:


In essence, there are three major qualities: intelligence, mental tough ness and physical toughness. Other qualities are self-reliance, responsibility, reliability, confidence, loyalty, moral courage, unselfishness, a sense of humour, honesty, a high degree of integrity; together with an above-average ability to navigate by day and night, to communicate, possess a high level of endurance and leadership; have the ability to shoot accurately and to be able to march with heavy operational loads.1


That is quite a list but I found it was often repeated when seeking the basic qualities of a trooper. I asked another soldier who has spent most of his adult and military life in the SAS Regiment what he thought of Reg Beesley’s list. Ian ‘Connie’ Conaghan, a trooper who saw action in Borneo and then on two tours of Viet Nam as a patrol sergeant, replied:


I agree with all of them. I think all of those go hand in glove and I think it’s very difficult to identify one as being the predominant one without the others being involved, but I do believe that mental toughness should take precedence over physical toughness.2


The mental toughness Conaghan refers to is that ability of an individual to put the physical hurt he is experiencing out of his mind and concentrate on the job at hand. It also refers to a soldier’s need at times to make hard decisions to ensure that the task is carried out. Another Borneo veteran who went on to serve as a patrol and troop leader in Viet Nam, where he won a Military Cross, was Peter Schuman. He saw the basic ingredient of a trooper as requiring a lot of deep individual character and believed that:


You’ve got to be able to drive yourself. You’re the guy that can’t sleep when you’re tired. You’re the guy that’s got to keep his eyes open when you’re absolutely buggered. So, it’s that pushing yourself, it’s that mental toughness. It’s being able to adapt in changing circumstances. Don’t get bogged down with doctrine, look at changing circumstances and apply new thought to it, take other people’s advice, have an open mind.3


The types of operations that involve the SAS are more often than not going to be out-of-the-ordinary situations for what is considered conventional warfare. There is very rarely any such animal as a ‘routine’ patrol in the world of the SAS, otherwise they would not be doing it in the first place. Consequently, one former officer, Ron Dempsey, who served as a troop and patrol leader in Viet Nam, thought that a trooper should be someone who, when given a problem, will come up with a novel way of solving it.4 Indeed, problem-solving is an essential part of the selection course and the ability to keep a clear head when all around you is turning to poop is absolutely vital.


Jim Hughes, a Military Cross winner from Korea, was a squadron commander in Borneo and later went on to command a rifle battalion in Viet Nam. This Royal Military College graduate had a very distinguished career and rose to the rank of major-general. He put together a list of soldierly qualities that he wanted from his troopers:


A team player, physically and mentally fit, a man who grasps the initiative and is a lateral thinker. He has got self and corporate discipline, is efficient in all skills, infantry firstly and SAS specialist secondly.5


Hughes has raised a very important point about several issues in his ‘wish list’. Many outsiders to the regiment believe that SAS types have to be ‘loners’ in the genre of men being able to withstand privation and able to maintain their focus when ‘cut off’ from support and other patrol members. However, there is a very heavy emphasis placed on a man’s capacity to work in a team, especially a small team. Jim Hughes added that


I had one of my men who had to operate that way as a loner when on operations with B Squadron 22 SAS, when he was separated, and he survived as a loner. He had enough initiative, enough knowhow to operate as a loner. But being a loner wasn’t his basic training; he was a team player. His strengths were being with a team.6


The teamwork required in an SAS patrol is extremely critical, as there is no spare capacity to carry a bludger or someone who is not prepared to give his all. Everyone in an SAS patrol is vital to the success of a mission and everyone must be able to work competently with every other member of that patrol. There is no room for personal conflict or disharmony. The team has to work like a perfectly machined Swiss timepiece, and under extreme pressure and arduous conditions. One particular man I interviewed is one of the characters of the SAS Regiment and a Military Medal winner from his tour of Viet Nam as a patrol leader. Joe Van Droffelaar’s thoughts were oriented towards the person being able to work in a team, but also:


He must be determined to achieve a common goal. Secondly, he must show a high level of integrity, and thirdly, he must have strong self-discipline and the ability to command—if need be—to complete a mission. And fourthly, he is never to give up—even under adverse conditions, whether starving, cold, stuffed, even misplaced.7


So, what is the difference between your normal infantry-type soldier and this man who has been selected to be one of Australia’s finest warriors? Often the tag ‘Super Soldier’ is placed on the SAS and it is highly detested by those within the organisation and is looked upon as almost derogatory by them. Joe Van Droffelaar was fairly straightforward in his response to the question on the difference between a trained infantryman and an SAS trooper: ‘I don’t think there is much of a difference. The difference lies between the mental attitude and the will to succeed and never give up.’8 Other troop leaders, like Bill Hindson, who completed one tour of duty with a regular rifle platoon and then a second tour as a patrol and troop leader—winning a Military Cross in the process—emphasised a slightly different aspect:


You have got to have somebody who is really able to think for themselves, who has got all the attributes that make a good soldier. He is good at his infantry-craft; he’s good with weapons; good with his field-craft; but, beyond that, and regardless of what rank he is, can think independently, can think laterally and can work as an individual and as part of a small group. He must really be able to fit in with a small group and cope with tasks which are both stressful and probably a bit terrifying at times.9


The slight understatement of Hindson’s—‘probably a bit terrifying at times’—sums it up succinctly. These men who venture out in four- or five-man patrols into what is basically the enemy’s ‘backyard’ without the normal supporting agencies afforded regular combat units—apart from their long-range high frequency (HF) radio—definitely need a lot of confidence and an ability to control their fear. None of my respondents thought that there was anything wrong with being afraid; it was being able to control their fear that was critical. Jim Hughes offered the comment that an SAS trooper has to have controlled fear: ‘I want him to be fearful but he has to be controlled.’10 Strangely enough, while many regular infantrymen serving in Viet Nam conceded that the SAS in their opinion were ‘absolutely insane’11 because of the likely dangers they faced as a matter of routine, the SAS patrol members who became used to operating in small quiet groups where everyone could see everyone else and where everybody knew exactly what was going on—especially in a contact—had reciprocal misgivings, as Ian Conaghan explained:


When I had been married up with infantry companies, where we were leading them into doing something or other, I was absolutely terrified because all of these people were around us and they’re going to draw all the crabs! And I felt that we were going to get in the shit!12


The officers in the Australian Special Air Service are trained and expected to lead patrols, unlike their counterparts in the British SAS who usually only command certain larger activities for which they might have the special skills required. The officers in the SAS undergo exactly the same type of training as their soldiers, which is understandable in such a small force which is quite egalitarian in nature. One officer, Dan McDaniel, who had commanded a squadron of the SAS when on counter-terrorist duties, sought something extra from the men who were likely to be troop leaders in the officer ranks:


As far as the officers are concerned, I wouldn’t have rated mental toughness as the most important characteristic. I would have been looking for creativity, flair, ability to think ‘outside the square’. People skills are very important.13


One characteristic that everyone agreed was on their list of personal attributes required of an SAS soldier was a sense of humour. It might seem a strange quality to list but, as will be amply shown throughout this book, these men undergo such extreme pressures—both physical and mental—that there needs to be some kind of pressure-release mechanism and a sense of humour, no matter how macabre, will often allow that pressure to be eased. McDaniel was required to train men at a frenetic pace and under extremely demanding conditions for very hazardous ‘real-life’ operations in counter-terrorism and he thought:


I think a sense of humour is critical and I say that with all sincerity—being able to release yourself from stress and pressure on operations which is fairly intense and a very, very difficult environment in which to work.14


Troop Leader Bill Hindson thought that, for a man to serve with the SAS, this sense of humour was


absolutely essential. Especially when you’re sitting out there in the middle of the wet season and it’s night, it’s pissing down rain and you’ve got nothing but a poncho so you wrapped yourself in it—we never put up tents. They were bloody hot inside and we would sweat. So we were wet no matter what happened. We had to cope with being wet all night, day after day, putting in ambushes and not seeing anybody—and you have really got to see the funny side of life.15


We can see from what has been said above, by the men who have been there and done it, that the type of soldiering the SAS are chosen to conduct requires a certain breed of soldier. To get into the SAS Regiment requires the successful completion of a very, very tough selection course, often referred to as ‘the longest six weeks of their lives’. Why do they enlist to put themselves through the whole process? I asked these men who all went on to make the SAS and Special Forces their chosen military career path and the answers were often surprising. Indeed, it could be argued, after speaking to many of the men who made the SAS their life, that when they joined they were blessed with a great deal of ignorance about what they were letting themselves in for. Interestingly, despite that initial ignorance and the tremendous rigours and the ordeal of selection, they stayed and then themselves passed into SAS folklore and history.


A few chose the SAS because they wanted something different from normal infantry soldiering—like Ian Conaghan, who was serving in a rifle battalion and working at the Jungle Training Centre at Canungra in the Gold Coast hinterland when he made the leap into this different world of soldiering:


We were rehearsing for a company attack on this feature for a Staff College demonstration, and we attacked this same hill every day for about five days, and I was getting thoroughly pissed off at this stage of the game. I remember seeing an aircraft and thought, SAS would be beaut, wouldn’t it, because they fly everywhere and just parachute in and don’t have to do any of this walking crap!16


The irony of Ian Conaghan’s remarks should not be overlooked, as he then went on to serve with the SAS in Borneo, where he walked forever on several patrols across the Indonesian border carrying at least fourteen days’ rations on his back and hardly ever saw an aeroplane except to take him to the point where he would start walking.


Another soldier who served with the SAS in Borneo and then did a couple of tours as a patrol leader with the SAS was another infantryman, Neville Farley. He was enticed by another SAS soldier who showed him a collection of photographs from the SAS training exercises. He recalled that they were


blokes out in the desert in bloody jeeps, and wearing desert boots and shorts and bush hats. And I said, ‘Do you do guards and all of that stuff?’ and he said, ‘Nah, none of that shit’. ‘What about pickets out in the bush?’ ‘Nah, don’t do any of that shit either.’ And I thought well that sounds pretty cool, and he had all these photos and talking about being out in the desert and riding around in vehicles and all that and parachuting and I thought, ‘Shit, I’ll have a go at this.’17


Nev Farley’s desire to get away from the tedium of everyday infantry soldiering was also the enticement that led another soldier who started his career as a Digger in the SAS and then went on to become an officer and troop leader in Viet Nam. Trevor Roderick had no hesitation in answering that it was


just what they did—parachuting, diving, rock climbing; but probably more than that was the individuality and the small-group thing of the SAS which was the big attraction. Even now, when I think back on it, I liked being in small groups. The smaller the better. I think it was that that appealed.18


Some soldiers, however, are simply out-and-out mercenaries and are just in the ‘game’ for the booty. Peter Schuman explained his motivation for enlisting into this elite force this way:


After recruit training I was posted to the First Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment, and the SAS was offering an extra 7s 6d [75 cents] per day for parachute allowance or specialist allowance and that appealed to me.19


Some men like Barry Standen had ulterior motives for signing up to have a crack at the selection course. Standen, who goes by the nickname of ‘Muka’, was a soldier in the Corps of Signals and serving in the eastern states in what was known as the Combat Ops Signal Squadron when his interest was aroused:


It was from a flyer that came through which said someone was coming around to give a lecture. I attended the lecture and thought, well at least I can do some diving—which I was interested in—and it was a home posting. There was no romance about SAS sneaking through the boonies with a knife in my teeth or any of that. It was just a way to get back to Perth and do some diving, at the time.20


But in the end the realisation is that the men of the SAS are a breed apart and are employed to undertake military operations which are beyond the capabilities of normal infantry and combat arms soldiers. Bill Hindson recalled when he was attracted to sign up for the SAS, even though it would be some years and a tour of duty as a second lieutenant before he would be attempting his selection course and trying to ‘cut the mustard’ and become one of the elite:


During Exercise NUTCRACKER in October–November 1962, the then SAS Company was involved and, as an infantry soldier at the time, I was impressed by a group of the SAS Company soldiers running around unburdened by all of the military paraphernalia that we had—and looking terribly fit and awesome.21





2. CUTTING THE MUSTARD


The soldiers who wish to join the Special Air Service Regiment must appear before a preselection board composed of officers and senior NCOs of the regiment seconded for recruiting duties. The aspirants must be recommended by their own unit commanding officers before they can apply to attempt the rigorous selection course. Once they have been interviewed by the selection board, they are told to report at a specified time, when the next selection course will be conducted. If a soldier is looked upon by the recruiting panel as likely material, he is asked to pass a basic fitness test and other specialty SAS barriers and then attend a selection course at Swanbourne Barracks in Perth, Western Australia. And so the screening and filtering process begins.


A selection course is conducted to ensure that only men with the ‘right stuff’ get through because the training demands and the nature of SAS operations are very demanding—and expensive. In days gone by, the selection courses were conducted in the eastern states by a cadre of men from the SASR and were commonly known as cadre courses. The men interviewed for this book attended a mix of courses, varying in nature, as the SAS grew from an SAS Company to a regiment of three sabre squadrons to meet the requirement for service in Borneo and later South Viet Nam.


When the SAS Company first came into existence, men like Neville Farley signed up for what they thought was the chance of a lifetime. Neville was serving with 3 RAR at Enoggera Barracks close to Brisbane in Queensland when:


They did this bloody selection—they made us climb the tower at the ABC studios on Coronation Drive to see if we were scared of heights. They made us climb up to the top and I was shit-scared of heights—I hated them. I had to climb up this ladder. I had my eyes closed and they said, ‘Now take a look around and tell us what you can see.’ I did a quick 360, told them, closed my eyes again and came back down.1


The aim of the selection courses was thought by many to be a barrier test to see if aspirants had the physical stamina to be able to partake in SAS operations. Others thought the course was to see whether an individual’s breaking point was high enough. But Barry Standen, who was the Senior Instructor (SI) for three years on selection courses conducted in Swanbourne and other Western Australia environs, had a different perspective and one supported by several other selection course SIs like Jim Hughes and Reg Beesley:


Principally it’s not tied up with the physical side. What they’re looking for to the greater degree is someone with a little bit of individuality; a bit of initiative; someone who can be relied upon in a tight spot; definitely a team player. Even though you’re looking for individuality, it’s got to be an individual who can fit into a team. And I guess you’re looking for someone who is a bit of a misfit. Someone that doesn’t want to polish his boots and march in line—but he wants to be a soldier. Someone with a little bit more flair, someone that’s looking for something more in life than marching in line and perhaps going to war with a company or a battalion.2


One man who served as a troop and patrol commander in Viet Nam vividly recalled his course and what he thought the aim of the whole process was:


I think it was two things. One was to push you to the limit—but not push you over the limit, just to see how much you could take. And the other one was to see whether you had the ability to actually learn more about what the regiment did. Whether you could take it all in and use it or if that was your limit. If it was a certain level, and that wasn’t the level they were looking for, then they didn’t take you on. And I think it was more an exercise in actually establishing what level you were, so that they knew once you got into the regiment, what you needed to learn from there on.3


Another of the officers who conducted what was known as the Recondo Course and also ran many of the initial selection courses said that


during the selection course a number of objectives had to be met in determining suitability and unsuitability. Of course, a degree of subjectivity, or gut feeling if you like, had to be taken into account. This had to be recognised, monitored and controlled. Soldiers who failed the set objectives were normally returned to their units. For example: passing the swimming test in either warm or cold conditions was mandatory; likewise, the 9-miler in 90 minutes and the 20-miler in 5 hours (the former was done as a group whilst the latter was done as a measure of individual endurance). It should be noted that the staff were required to do these tests with the course.4


The officers who applied for service with the SAS were treated—for the most part—the same as the Diggers who were trying out for selection. This egalitarian approach has been the root cause for much concern over the years, most criticism stemming from the fact that, in the very early days of the regiment, officers did not have to attend a full selection course like the Diggers and consequently some officers were posted into the regiment who lacked some of the necessary qualities that the selection course was endeavouring to determine.


Reg Beesley, who commanded 3 Squadron in Viet Nam in 1969–70, was adamant that the same entry conditions should apply to all:


Unlike the Brit SAS, who rarely used their officers as patrol commanders, we expected our officers to have the capacity to lead a patrol, having completed both the selection and the patrol courses. Not only were they trained as patrol commanders but as troop commanders as well. Indeed, there was a great degree of pressure exerted on these young officers. They were required to do the selection course, for which an element of ‘Digger recognition’ was given.5


The Digger recognition which Reg Beesley talks about is essential for harmonious operations in a high-pressure environment where trust and reliance between patrol members are absolutely essential.


One man thought that teamwork was a big part of it because of that very factor on SAS operations of being a small group against the odds. He recalled one incident which he thought was significant for him from a personal perspective:


I had a patrol down in the Collie area. I knew my guys were absolutely stuffed and I was too, but being the patrol commander I had things to do. So I let them sleep and I sort of kept my eyes and ears open, as much as I could anyway. I think to this day that it was probably something that helped me get through.6


Some of those who have attended the selection courses had different viewpoints on what they thought the course was seeking and had varying thoughts on what was hardest about the course, principally because everyone is different both physically and mentally. Dan McDaniel, who was over 30 years of age when he attended the course, thought:


A lot of the stuff has nothing to do with what the regiment actually does. Patrolling was just purely a vehicle for testing and putting stress and pressure on the participants. The obvious things that they did were sleep deprivation, so you didn’t get a lot of sleep. Very hard physical stuff, runs. And a bit of sensory deprivation in terms that you were never quite sure what was going to happen next. And there were deception plans involved, for example a copy of our course program was left lying around the night we had the alleged ‘night off’ and a couple of beers. We knew that there was probably a trick in there somewhere. It became ‘them and us’.7


The adversarial nature of the courses often led to the ‘them and us’ attitude between the course staff and the soldiers vying for selection, but it also drew the aspirants together as a team.


The types of activities, tests and benchmarks will be covered in the barest detail in this book, principally for ethical reasons and to ensure that the element of the unknown is retained in the selection procedure, as that is one of the basic elements of the process. I asked everyone who volunteered to be interviewed for this book whether they thought the selection course was about physical or mental limits and capacity. Their responses were naturally varied and some were quite interesting. Most of the men who served in Borneo were imbued with a built-in requisite for physical stamina as a result of their experience in lugging very heavy operational loads across mountains and valleys in that campaign. But all those who saw operational service with the SAS agreed that a soldier in the SAS has to be very fit because:


If you are fit, the mind is more active. The work is physically demanding—even normal infantry work is physically demanding and then you put an extra demand on the guy with extra weight on his back and being out on your own in a small group of fellows. If the body can take it, the mind has a chance of grappling with the problems. But when the body collapses, the mind collapses with it.8


Soldiers definitely do need to be fit for operational service because of the extreme demands made on their bodies as well as their mental state. They are subjected to long periods of work without rest and may be required to eat hard rations for long periods on end. For example, in Borneo, one of the SAS patrols led by Arch Foxley was out for a period of 89 days. The enemy rarely send you a copy of their planned activities and consequently the working hours are never set to a schedule. Long periods without sleep may have to be endured and, especially in the case of the SAS patrols, they are carrying everything they need on their backs as they are unable to take a resupply without compromising their position and their security.


Barry Standen did four operational tours of duty with the SAS—two in Borneo, back to back, and two tours in Viet Nam. He conducted many selection courses and thought that it was primarily the mental attitude of men that would get them through the physical aspects of the course:


I would have to say that probably 80 per cent of the selection course is mental; because if you say to yourself, ‘Shit, this nine-mile run is going to hurt’—well, it will hurt. But if you say, ‘This nine-mile run is going to last 90 minutes’, that’s how long it will last. It’s your focus and knowing your capabilities, and there is nothing superhuman about it. But it’s hard; it’s something that can be achieved with a little bit of effort. I think mental toughness and focus is very much the greater majority of a selection course. Being able to do your two-mile run, your nine-mile run, being able to do your chin the bars, and being able to get up and do bloody silly things in the water—swimming around with blacked-out face masks and all that sort of shit—it’s all about being mentally tough and being focused on what you are doing—what you’re here for, what the job is and how to achieve it—rather than, ‘Shit, this is going to hurt’.9


Standen believes that if the mental attitude is right then half the battle is won. And it is a battle; there is nothing easy about the selection course because the selection board want to know what type of man they have out there. They want a bloke who will not quit, will think of the task before his own personal comfort and physical condition and, along with all of that, think of his team-mates as well.


Bill Hindson was a platoon commander on his first tour of duty in a rifle company and then returned to Viet Nam for a stint as a troop and patrol leader. His opinion is:


Certainly you need the fitness to assist in being able to be mentally alert and to be able to plan and carry out your operations under extreme conditions when you’re physically just stuffed. You also need to be imbued with an inner driving force that compels you to maintain your own level of fitness. As we discovered later when we got up to Viet Nam where the demands of patrolling, contrasted with inactivity back in the camp, required you to constantly work at your own level of fitness to be able to stand up to the rigours of operations.10


PASS/FAIL?


The course is not a pass/fail course per se. But it is very hard not to think of it in those terms. For the men slogging their guts out when they are absolutely exhausted and have not had a decent sleep in two weeks, not graduating into the ranks of the SAS would hardly be called anything else than failing. Indeed, during the early 1960s, many officers who did not make the grade on the selection course resigned from the army rather than return to their units. Those who do not get selected for further training in the SAS are advised that they are ‘not suitable’, or not what the SAS is looking for. Barry Standen had to tell many men that they hadn’t made the grade and in his words:


What you have got to say is, ‘Hey, the fact that you didn’t make what we were looking for doesn’t make you any less of a soldier. You can be an exceptionally good soldier at what you’re doing, but you just didn’t fit the mould that we are looking for.’11


One very real consequence of the selection course is opening a man’s eyes to his own physical and mental limitations. As a Senior Instructor on the course, Barry Standen admitted that it really is something the instructors have to come to grips with because it is difficult to reject someone when they have tried so hard.12 So why do these men who know more or less what they are letting themselves in for not get accepted? What are the reasons for not making the grade?


Trevor Roderick thought that in his day it was


mainly on the physical side. Either they just couldn’t hack the physical side of it, or they were so bloody tired they couldn’t handle the thinking side of it. When I say ‘physical’, you know, the mind takes over, ‘This is hurting too much; it’s midnight; I can’t handle this any more’ and that’s that. Farewell. So, it’s a physical/mental thing.13


Naturally, other men had different experiences and one that was well remembered was by an officer who later went on to work as an interrogator on a selection course. His recollection was that moral courage, the courage of one’s convictions, is an important facet of a man’s character. He remembered one incident that led to a man’s downfall:


I was pulled out of bed about two o’clock in the morning, having been told we were having a night off—of course, part of the deception plan. And I was asked to give my personal position on females in the army, and then I had a team of interrogators who tried to change my mind. I sort of thought about it—and I can remember this reasonably clearly—I thought about it and put my position and I stuck to it. And I argued with them. But when I worked on a course later myself and I had a young officer, and we got him out of bed, and we got him to state his position on a subject, and later we got him to change his position, and then we got him to change it back to his original position. He didn’t make it.14


The aspect of how strong a man’s character is should not be treated too lightly. After all, these men are one day possibly going to be told that they are to be inserted deep into enemy territory with a radio as a lifeline and no other means of support, and that they are to accomplish a mission most normal units are incapable of completing. If a man did not have a strong belief in what he thought he was capable of and the mental nerve and moral courage to complete the task, then he would most likely become a weak link in a tenuous chain. When I asked Bill Hindson what he thought the selection process was about and why people didn’t cut the mustard, he answered:
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