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        	AATTV



        	Australian Army Training Team Vietnam

      




      

        	AFV



        	Australian Force Vietnam (Saigon)

      




      

        	AHQ



        	Army Headquarters (Canberra)

      




      

        	AIF



        	Australian Imperial Force

      




      

        	AK47



        	7.62 mm assault rifle of Soviet bloc or

      




      

        	 



        	Chicom manufacture

      




      

        	ALSG



        	(First) Australian Logistics Support Group

      




      

        	AO



        	Area of operations

      




      

        	APC



        	Armoured personnel carrier

      




      

        	A/Q



        	Administration and Quartermaster

      




      

        	Armalite



        	See M16

      




      

        	ARU



        	(First) Australian Reinforcement Unit

      




      

        	ARVN



        	Army of the Republic of Vietnam (South

      




      

        	 



        	Vietnam)

      




      

        	ATF



        	(First) Australian Task Force

      




      

        	AWL



        	Absent without leave

      




      

        	AWM



        	Australian War Memorial

      




      

        	B52



        	US heavy bomber

      




      

        	BC



        	Body count

      




      

        	CCOSC



        	Chairman, Chiefs of Staff Committee

      




      

        	CG



        	Commanding General

      




      

        	CGS



        	Chief of the General Staff

      




      

        	Chicom



        	Chinese communist

      




      

        	Chieu Hoi



        	Psychological warfare program aimed at

      




      

        	 



        	encouraging VC to rally to the South

      




      

        	 



        	Vietnamese side

      




      

        	Claymore



        	Command detonated directional mine

      




      

        	CO



        	Commanding Officer

      




      

        	COMAFV



        	Commander Australian Force Vietnam

      




      

        	Comd



        	Command or commander

      




      

        	COMUSMACV



        	Commander, United States Military Assistance

      




      

        	 



        	Command Vietnam

      




      

        	CORDS



        	Civil Operations and Revolutionary

      




      

        	 



        	Development Support

      




      

        	CP



        	Command post

      




      

        	CQMS



        	Company Quartermaster Sergeant

      




      

        	CRW



        	Counter-revolutionary warfare

      




      

        	CSM



        	Company Sergeant Major

      




      

        	CTZ



        	(III) Corps Tactical Zone

      




      

        	DAQMG



        	Deputy Assistant Quartermaster General

      




      

        	DCGS



        	Deputy Chief of the General Staff

      




      

        	DOW



        	Died of wounds

      




      

        	FFV



        	(II) Field Force Vietnam

      




      

        	FGA



        	Fighter ground attack

      




      

        	FO



        	Forward observer

      




      

        	FORS



        	Field Operational Research Section

      




      

        	FSB



        	Fire support base

      




      

        	FSPB



        	Fire support patrol base

      




      

        	FWMAF



        	Free World Military Assistance Forces

      




      

        	GP



        	General purpose

      




      

        	GVN



        	Government of Vietnam (South Vietnam)

      




      

        	H&I



        	Harassing and interdiction

      




      

        	HC



        	Hoi Chanh; one who has rallied to the South

      




      

        	 



        	Vietnamese side under the Chieu Hoi program

      




      

        	HE



        	High explosive

      




      

        	HMAS



        	Her Majesty's Australian Ship

      




      

        	HQ



        	Headquarters

      




      

        	KIA



        	Killed in action

      




      

        	Lcpl



        	Lance Corporal

      




      

        	Lt



        	Lieutenant

      




      

        	LZ



        	Landing zone

      




      

        	M1 carbine



        	Light, semi-automatic rifle of World War II

      




      

        	 



        	vintage manufactured by the US

      




      

        	M1 Garand



        	Semi-automatic rifle of World War II vintage

      




      

        	 



        	manufactured by the US

      




      

        	M16



        	Lightweight 5.56 mm automatic rifle, also called

      




      

        	 



        	Armalite

      




      

        	M16 mine



        	Anti-personnel mine of the jumping-jack variety

      




      

        	M26



        	HE hand grenade of US manufacture

      




      

        	M60



        	General purpose machine gun of US manufacture

      




      

        	M72



        	Light anti-tank rocket with a 66 mm warhead

      




      

        	 



        	of US manufacture often used against bunkers

      




      

        	 



        	or in an anti-personnel role

      




      

        	M79



        	40 mm grenade launcher

      




      

        	M203



        	M16 rifle fitted with a 40 mm grenade launcher

      




      

        	MACV



        	Military Assistance Command Vietnam

      




      

        	MATT



        	Mobile Advisory and Training Team

      




      

        	MID



        	Mentioned in Dispatches

      




      

        	MM



        	Military Medal

      




      

        	Nasho



        	Commonly used contraction of National

      




      

        	 



        	Serviceman

      




      

        	NCO



        	Non-commissioned officer

      




      

        	NDP



        	Night defensive position

      




      

        	NLF



        	National Liberation Front

      




      

        	NVA



        	North Vietnamese Army

      




      

        	OC



        	Officer commanding

      




      

        	PF



        	Popular Force (RVN territorial units)

      




      

        	Picquet



        	Sentry

      




      

        	PSDF



        	People's Self Defence Force (RVN local units)

      




      

        	Pte



        	Private

      




      

        	PTSD



        	Post-traumatic stress disorder

      




      

        	PW



        	Prisoner of war

      




      

        	RAAF



        	Royal Australian Air Force

      




      

        	RAE



        	Royal Australian Engineers

      




      

        	RAR



        	Royal Australian Regiment

      




      

        	RAR/NZ



        	Royal Australian Regiment/New Zealand

      




      

        	 



        	(signifying a battalion of the RAR with an

      




      

        	 



        	attached NZ company)

      




      

        	R&R



        	Rest and recreation

      




      

        	R&C



        	Rest and convalescence

      




      

        	Reo



        	Soldier joining a unit as a reinforcement

      




      

        	RF



        	Regional Force (RVN regional units)

      




      

        	RPD



        	Light machine gun of 7.62 mm calibre of

      




      

        	 



        	Soviet bloc or Chicom manufacture

      




      

        	RPG



        	Rocket-propelled grenade (the VC/NVA

      




      

        	 



        	equivalent of the M72)

      




      

        	RNZA



        	Royal New Zealand Artillery

      




      

        	RSM



        	Regimental Sergeant Major

      




      

        	RVN



        	Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam)

      




      

        	RVNAF



        	Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces

      




      

        	SAS



        	Special Air Service

      




      

        	SKS



        	Semi-automatic 7.62 mm rifle of Soviet bloc or

      




      

        	 



        	Chicom manufacture

      




      

        	SLR



        	Self-loading rifle (of 7.62 mm calibre)

      




      

        	SOP(s)



        	Standing operating procedures

      




      

        	TAOR



        	Tactical area of responsibility

      




      

        	VCI



        	Viet Cong Infrastructure

      




      

        	VC/NVA



        	Viet Cong/North Vietnamese Army

      




      

        	VD



        	Venereal diseases

      




      

        	VVAA



        	Vietnam Veterans Association of Australia

      




      

        	WIA



        	Wounded in action

      




      

        	WO



        	Warrant Officer
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  Introduction




  The infantry’s role in combat is to close with the enemy and to kill or capture him. Behind this cold appraisal of the infantry’s brutal task lies the flesh and blood of men. Despite the popular fascination with military technology it is the men—and particularly the men of the infantry—who must go forward in combat and exert their will over their enemy. The human factor is an essential ingredient of successful infantry combat operations. Yet an understanding of the human factor in combat has seemed strangely absent from Australian military historiography of the Vietnam War.




  Many of the unit histories of the Vietnam War tend to recount a series of operations without attempting to explain their implications for the men who fought through them. Some are the battalion Operations Log and Commander’s Diary turned into running text. To this limited foundation is sometimes added the recollections of those who were there. But typically these histories follow the chronology of the Commander’s Diary in lock-step: detail piles upon detail according to chronological order. Though particular incidents scream for a digression that would provide context or deeper analysis, the authors find it impossible to escape the tyranny of chronology. This approach may form a useful record for those who served with the batallion and whose memories provide the context, but it fails to explain to a broader readership what infantry operations in Vietnam were really like. The personal dimension is often overlooked.1




  Some oral histories do deal with the human face of war. Gary McKay’s Vietnam Fragments: An Oral History of Australians at War3 and Delta Four: Australian Riflemen in Vietnam4 are good examples. But these tend to dispense with documentary evidence altogether, often leaving the contributors’ statements beached without a broader context to float in. Others, like Deborah Challinor’s Grey Ghosts: New Zealand Vietnam Vets Talk About Their War,5 draw on numerous interviews and published sources but apparently make no use of records held in either Australian or New Zealand archives.




  There is also a tendency for the unit histories published so far to memorialise the units that are their subject.6 But history is not a memorial. Good history requires that critical and fearless evaluations be made and that understanding, not memorialisation, is the aim. It demands that an attempt be made to confront reality because, no matter how depressing or negative this may be, it is the first step towards coming to terms with it.




  This book offers an account of the men of a particular Australian infantry battalion—the Eighth Battalion—in combat in Vietnam from November 1969 to November 1970, at the height of the Australian commitment there. It aims to provide the soldiers’ witness together with the documentary evidence. While the record of those who participated in the events is important, their view can often be narrow and their memory faulty. Memory provides an imperfect record: the object of memory is not to record events but to make emotional sense of them. Therefore the accounts given by eyewitnesses need to be treated cautiously. In this book, as far as possible, I have used the recollections of several eyewitnesses to each of the events I describe so that each verifies the recollections of the others. I have also drawn upon records held by the Australian War Memorial to provide depth and perspective.7




  As I interviewed ex-members of 8RAR for this book many said they wanted the book to ‘tell the truth’ about combat in Vietnam. The truth is notoriously difficult to pin down. I took this plea to mean that they wanted their role in Vietnam to be explained; that the book should penetrate beyond the description of operations typical of many unit histories and that it should not avoid the unpleasant incidents that accompany war and which occasionally were part of their experiences in Vietnam. I have written the book with these aims in mind but the truth remains elusive. Whatever truth is to be found here is mine. It may not represent the truth as others see it.




  Still, I have done what I can to provide an accurate account of 8RAR soldiers in combat. Many 8RAR soldiers will find here events that they remember; they will also learn for the first time of other events that influenced their lives. They will see the battalion’s operations set within the broader contexts of US strategy and the politics of the Australian high command. They will see their performance compared to other Australian battalions and also to that of the US Army. They will see their experience of combat recorded so that later generations of Australian soldiers can learn from it.




  This book approaches the history of 8RAR in Vietnam not chronologically but thematically. In so doing, it attempts to give the reader a better understanding of both the nature of land warfare as it was conducted in Vietnam and the central part that the human factor plays in it.




  1


  Getting ready:


  8RAR’s genesis


  and makeup




  Raised on 14 July 1966, 8RAR was one of those battalions of the Royal Australian Regiment that were created specifically for the war in Vietnam. The Australian Army’s commitment to the war began modestly in 1962 with the dispatch there of 30 members of the Australian Army Training Team Vietnam. But by 1965, as the political and military situation in Vietnam deteriorated, the Australian government decided to increase its commitment. In January 1965 Senator Shane Paltridge, the Minister for Defence, announced the expansion of the AATTV to 100 men.1 In April the government announced the deployment to Vietnam of 1RAR and in August the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Menzies, said that Australian combat forces in Vietnam would be expanded to a battalion group comprising an infantry battalion and supporting artillery, engineer, medical, logistics and other units. In March 1966 the government stated that the battalion group would be increased to a Task Force.




  Meanwhile, the government decided that the Army’s voluntary system of recruitment would not produce sufficient new recruits in time to meet the Army’s growing commitments. On 24 November 1964 the National Service Act was passed by parliament and a few days later it was amended to permit the overseas deployment of conscripts. The new scheme was selective: birthdates were used to select, from the population of 20-year-olds, those who were to serve in the Army. Of 804 286 young men who registered for National Service, only 63 790 would actually serve in the Army. Under the scheme, conscripts were required to serve two years full time in the Australian Regular Army, followed by a period of further service in reserves.2 Initially, Aborigines and non-naturalised migrants were exempted from call-up but, following strong public criticism of the exemption of migrants, the government made migrants liable for conscription in January 1967. The first conscripts under the scheme began training on 1 July 1965.




  Against this background, 8RAR was raised. Under the command of Lieutenant Colonel J. O. Langtry, a small nucleus of officers and NCOs gathered to which, in time, were added drafts of private soldiers, NCOs and officers, as what began as a mere collection of individuals developed into the makings of a battalion. A critical part of this transformation was the arrival of a draft of over 100 men from 1RAR. Many of these men brought with them the high standards of professionalism of 1RAR and the experience of recent service in Vietnam. Many had served together for years before the Vietnam War and they formed a foundation for the new battalion’s esprit de corps. A second, smaller draft, mainly of corporals and some sergeants, came to the new battalion from the Infantry Centre where they had been instructors. These men were to be invaluable in training the battalion for its role in Vietnam. Their quality was remarkable. By the time 8RAR was deployed to Vietnam most had been promoted to sergeant or staff sergeant. Later in their careers several would be commissioned while others achieved promotion to warrant officer class one. One man, ‘Lofty’ Wendt, was to become RSM of the Army. Together with Colonel Langtry’s personality, these men were to leave their stamp on the early character of 8RAR.




  The early days of the battalion were tumultuous. Langtry was to write of them:




  Companies were commanded for months by second lieutenants, and away from base for months on end. Wonderful work was done by our senior NCOs, many of whom commanded platoons for twelve months and more. We trained seemingly endlessly through the rain forests around Canungra; put up and pulled down tented camps at Greenbank . . . looked after cadets. We raised and trained specialist platoons, only to have them reposted to higher priority battalions preparing for Vietnam. Months were spent at Greenbank training almost all of our junior NCOs and conducting Corps training for national servicemen. It was a time for endless innovation, improvisation and hard work.3




  Figure 1 Organisation of an Australian Infantry Battalion




  [image: 23]




  In January 1967 the battalion was warned for service in the Far East Strategic Reserve and preparations began for the move to Ter-endak Garrison near Malacca, Malaysia. By late 1967 the move had been completed and the battalion had begun training at its new home. The move was fortuitous. It removed the new battalion from the turbulence and disruption of the rapid expansion of the Australian Army in the early years of the Vietnam commitment and allowed it to focus, with few interruptions, on preparation for eventual combat.




  When it arrived in Malaysia, the new battalion was not performing well. It had had insufficient time to properly shake down, its administrative and quartermaster (stores) systems were not yet working properly and it had still to develop a set of standing operating procedures, or SOPs. Langtry, together with Major Max Mules, OC Admin Company, Captain Gerry Woodrow, Quartermaster, and later on Major Adrian Clunies-Ross, who was initially Operations Officer but subsequently battalion second in command, set about organising the battalion. Faulty administration could cause friction within the battalion which might waste valuable time and disrupt training for operations. Langtry and his team placed high priority on ensuring that the battalion had smoothly functioning standing orders for A/Q work. Battalion SOPs were adopted from 3RAR and modified by those in the battalion who had Vietnam experience. The battalion also received and widely circulated ‘lessons from Vietnam’ documents produced by other battalions, particularly 7RAR, after their Vietnam tours.4




  Langtry encouraged members of the battalion to see the unit as a family. This was assisted by the battalion’s isolation from Australia and by its membership of a Commonwealth Brigade in which the other battalions, against which the men of 8RAR would naturally judge themselves, were from Britain and New Zealand. He endeavoured as far as possible to fill vacant NCO positions by promoting soldiers within the battalion rather than accepting NCOs posted in from Australia, some of whom, in Langtry’s experience, lacked quality. This did not go unnoticed by the soldiers who saw that good performance was valued and rewarded. This approach was extended to discipline, and in time most soldiers came to adopt a sense of individual responsibility and to recognise the battalion as a team; offences committed by one man reflected badly on the battalion as a whole. Throughout, Langtry’s emphasis was on a low-key professionalism.




  By the time the battalion completed its tour in Malaysia it had transformed itself into a well-trained, cohesive and smoothly functioning unit. Clunies-Ross recalled:




  When I arrived in January 1968, the battalion was in an early stage of development and had not fully settled down. By the time we left Malaysia even the Brits conceded that we were the best battalion in the Brigade. On the final Divisional exercise we performed better than anyone else. An officer at Brigade Headquarters said to me: ‘You fellows have had a transformation from quite shaky when you arrived to without a doubt the best battalion in the field.’ This was a great tribute from my point of view, particularly to the CO, but also to the battalion as a whole.5




  Warned for service in Vietnam, the battalion returned to Australia in April 1969. The tempo of training and preparations for deployment to Vietnam quickened. Langtry relinquished command to Lieutenant Colonel Keith O’Neill. Those who would go with the battalion to Vietnam replaced other officers who had nurtured the growth and development of the battalion through the early days and the Malaysian deployment. Some foundation members of the battalion, like RSM Joe Lee, Captain Gerry Woodrow and the second in command of A Company, Captain John Dwyer, were to stay with the battalion through its deployment to Vietnam. The battalion was brought to near full strength with drafts from the 13th, 14th and 15th National Service intakes.6 Unlike previous drafts, the 148 men of the 15th intake were posted direct to 8RAR following their basic training, and 8RAR rather than the Infantry Centre conducted their Corps training. 8RAR was to be manned to meet a Vietnam establishment of 795 all ranks of whom 50 per cent were to be National Servicemen. Generally, support and administrative companies, with their specialists who required more lengthy training, had greater than 50 per cent of regular soldiers, while rifle companies had a compensating greater than 50 per cent representation of National Servicemen.




  A program of intense training was begun. Specialist training for the battalion’s mortarmen, signallers, assault pioneers and anti-tank platoon members was conducted while the rifle companies concentrated on fine tuning their skills in infantry minor tactics and marksmanship. The ‘lessons learnt’ documents that came to 8RAR from battalions already in Vietnam, as well as O’Neill’s own discussions and observations during a reconnaissance visit to Vietnam, helped to focus the battalion’s training on the particular tactical problems the men were likely to encounter there. Training particularly dealt with attacking the enemy in his fortified jungle camps or ‘bunker systems’, patrolling, ambushing and security. Personal skills of weapon handling, marksmanship and concealment were honed.




  Intensive training at Enoggera and in the State forests and Army training areas around Brisbane culminated in company and battalion tactical exercises. During this period of preparation, each company underwent intensive training at the Jungle Training Centre, Canungra, ending in an arduous week-long exercise in the rainforest of the Wiangaree State Forest. The battalion command post group fine-tuned its procedures by deploying to Wiangaree for five weeks of on-the-job training while it controlled each company’s final exercise. Training climaxed in a major battalion exercise in the Shoalwater Bay Training Area designed to test the battalion under conditions as close as possible to those it would find in Vietnam.




  The [exercise] area was designed to represent Phuoc Tuy Province with the complex at Samuel Hill representing the Task Force Base at Nui Dat. Exercise Tropic Glow began on 27th September with 4RAR acting as enemy, preparing the Battalion for exercise Straight Kris which was designed to finally mould the unit into a cohesive force. From this final exercise the Battalion received excellent reports praising the fitness and morale of what was considered a highly trained, confident and professional force.7




  It had been a long, hard road from July 1966, but the battalion was now ready for combat.




  On 17 November 1969 the main body of the battalion boarded HMAS Sydney at Hamilton Wharf in Brisbane for the journey to Vietnam. The next day the advance party departed from Eagle Farm airport to arrive in Vietnam the same day.




  BATTALION PERSONALITIES




  The commanding officer of 8RAR, Lieutenant Colonel Keith O’Neill, 43, had joined the Army in 1945. He was a Duntroon graduate and had held appointments in a number of infantry battalions including 1RAR, where he had been a company commander and second in command during that battalion’s deployment to Malaya for operations in the Malayan Emergency. Fluent in French, he had served as Services Attaché in Cambodia from December 1964 till January 1967. Later he had served in the Directorate of Military Intelligence. O’Neill felt that, together with his service as a company commander during the Malayan Emergency, his experience in Cambodia had been invaluable for his later understanding of the Vietnam War.




  As a military attaché in Phnom Penh, I did a lot of work . . . with civilians, trying to get information, working with local Army of Cambodia officers, and I found that in Phuoc Tuy it was just the same sort of thing. Trying to get information from the HUMINT [human intelligence] side . . . You see, as a company commander in Malaya you were starting to think intelligence-wise. [The two postings were] absolutely invaluable.8




  Graham Walker worked closely with O’Neill as both Adjutant, and later, company commander. He thought O’Neill was the ideal commander for the type of war 8RAR was to face in Phuoc Tuy Province. It was a complex war that demanded an intellectually rigorous approach— that of a thinker rather than a warrior. Particularly after 1968, the counterrevolutionary warfare (CRW) of the type Australia was fighting in Phuoc Tuy Province involved mostly small scale combat at the platoon or company level. Larger scale combat did occur from time to time but it was rare. These small scale combats did not usually require the intervention of the CO; they were best left to the platoon or company commander. Instead, the CO devoted most of his effort to planning future operations. This war called for subtlety, political as well as military acumen and, above all, thought. Walker remembered:




  [O’Neill] was what I always considered a thoughtful commander . . . His style was also one which . . . was very economical on casualties, because he was much more concerned about out-thinking the enemy than with confronting them . . . He had a good intellectual understanding of the war. He understood what kind of war it was and I think he operated accordingly, and therefore, I think, for that war he was an excellent commander.9




  Walker contrasted O’Neill with other COs who possessed more overtly aggressive, even ‘gung-ho’, personalities perhaps more suited to large scale conventional operations:




  He wasn’t your classic battalion commander. He wasn’t your bloke who out-drank his company commanders at the bar or kept them there till the last one dropped . . . He didn’t have that kind of personality and . . . that’s why I say that he was a really good commander for that war. [There were disagreements but] the disagreements didn’t seem to me to affect anything operationally.10




  O’Neill’s thoughtful approach to the war was given a relatively free rein in the absence of close oversight by the Task Force. O’Neill recalled:




  There was no Task Force concept [of operations], so battalions were let go to do what they wanted up to a point. As long as they were chasing the enemy and showing a certain amount of aggression they’d be let go. No-one pulled you up. But people would criticise you if you failed or something went wrong.11




  A strong and highly experienced team supported O’Neill. Major Adrian Clunies-Ross, O’Neill’s second in command, was highly regarded throughout the battalion, competent and efficient. He had served previously in Vietnam as Senior Australian Advisor in the AATTV, he understood the war better than many and he had a strong tactical grasp. Major Noel Williams, the Operations Officer, coordinated the operational planning of the battalion and was responsible to the CO for the running of the battalion CP. Williams was the ideal foil for O’Neill. While O’Neill’s mind was on the broader issues and the conceptual analysis of operations, Williams paid meticulous attention to the details. Painstaking and thorough, Williams was adept at transforming O’Neill’s concepts into practical plans which ensured smooth operations.




  Like the commanding officer of a battalion, the personality of the company commander shapes the style of his command. A Company began the tour under the command of Major Vin Murphy, with Captain John Dwyer as second in command and Warrant Officer ‘Dusty’ Miller as the CSM. The three men worked together to weld the company into a highly cohesive unit. Murphy had previously served in the AATTV and had commanded a small battalion of Montagnard and Nung mercenaries he had recruited and, with a small team of Australian warrant officers, trained and led in combat. Murphy had been a free agent during his tour with the AATTV and he found that the more conventional, regimental soldiering of 8RAR was frustrating by comparison. Because of his extensive experience in Vietnam, in April 1970 he was posted as Task Force liaison officer to Headquarters II FFV. Murphy was replaced temporarily by Major Phil Pritchard; later by Major Graham Walker. Since joining 8RAR in December 1968, Walker had been the Adjutant and so had an intimate understanding of how the battalion and particularly O’Neill’s command group worked. Taking over a company and leading it on operations without the opportunity to mould its character through training is difficult, but Walker managed the process without problems.




  Major Mike Jeffery, OC of B Company, had served in the SAS as a platoon commander and later on detachment to the SAS Regiment in the United Kingdom as Operations Officer. He also possessed extensive experience in 2RAR, 3RAR and with 1PIR. An excellent company commander, he was O’Neill’s favourite. Major David Rankine commanded C Company. Rankine was tactically skilled and despite his firm approach to discipline was much loved by his soldiers. He was perhaps less outgoing than other company commanders and his relationship with O’Neill was not as close. Responding to his strong leadership and perhaps as a result of his relationship with O’Neill, C Company tended to be rather self-contained. That was the way Rankine liked it. Major Mal Peck, a nuggety, feisty character, was the flamboyant commander of D Company. For a time, Peck went armed with a pump-action shotgun, but when that was ruled contrary to the Geneva Convention he switched to an M79 40 mm grenade launcher. His choice of weapons seemed to match his command style: aggressive, full bore, always willing to try the unusual. He was an excellent tactician but some of his idiosyncrasies, like banning the use of hexamine stoves on operations because the enemy might smell cooking fumes, were misunderstood by his soldiers and clouded their relationship with him. Major Phil Pritchard commanded Admin Company and, for short periods, A and C companies. Aged 46, Pritchard was a tough and experienced company commander. He had risen through the ranks and had previously served in Vietnam, briefly commanding a company of 1RAR. He was greatly respected throughout the battalion.




  Apart from Murphy’s replacement by Walker, these commanders remained in place from mid-1969 during pre-deployment training and throughout the battalion’s tour in Vietnam. They provided a stable, experienced platform on which the cohesion and professionalism of the battalion would rest. Each man’s career was strongly oriented towards Australia’s region, particularly Southeast Asia. Of these nine officers, all had previous service somewhere in the region. Eight had served in Malaya (or Malaysia) and four had already served in South Vietnam.12 Three, Williams, Jeffery and Walker, had served in other parts of the region including Sarawak, Sabah, Brunei, Borneo and Cambodia. Five had served in Papua New Guinea where, if they had not been at war, they were at least familiarised with the difficulties of jungle operations in areas with poor infrastructure. The professional orientation of these men was towards the conduct of counter-revolutionary warfare in Southeast Asia.




  Junior officers filled the roles of company second in command, Adjutant and platoon commanders. The Adjutant was the CO’s staff officer and attended to administrative issues, leaving the CO free to focus on operational planning. The role of the company second in command was to understudy the company commander and to oversee the smooth functioning of company A/Q work. Platoon commanders were usually lieutenants or second lieutenants (although the commanders of the signals and mortar platoons were captains). Mostly they were freshly minted infantry officers produced from the Officer Training Unit at Scheyville if they were National Servicemen, or from the Officer Cadet School at Portsea or the Royal Military College, Duntroon, if they were regulars. In either case they were young and eager but inexperienced. They were matched with platoon sergeants who were often older and more experienced than their officers. Platoon sergeants frequently commanded platoons when their officers became casualties.




  While company commanders frequently described the war as a company commander’s war, platoon commanders knew it was a platoon commander’s war. The latter were the officers who led their men into combat against the enemy. For men aged 20 to 24 or thereabouts they had tremendous responsibility. In contact with the enemy they fought the battle. They manoeuvred their sections, applied their tactical skills and called for fire support and, in the long days of patrolling with no contact, they kept their men motivated and ready for action. Platoon commanders took the orders of their company commanders and carried them out.




  The battalion’s NCOs were led by the RSM, WO1 Joe Lee, an impressive and gentlemanly figure who spent most of the battalion’s tour detached to a Military Assistance and Training Team and so was unable to influence the battalion during its tour. Each company had a company sergeant major (CSM) and a company quartermaster sergeant (CQMS). CSMs were their company commanders’ right hand men. They were responsible for discipline and the control and distribution of ammunition, but they also provided leadership to the junior NCOs and soldiers; all were experienced men whom the soldiers respected. The CQMSs performed the unglamorous but vital role of keeping their companies supplied with rations, water and the myriad other stores that were often needed.




  Section commanders had perhaps one of the most difficult tasks. As a corporal, each lived and identified with the nine other men in his section, yet he faced the onerous responsibility of personally leading them into combat. His decisions and actions might place their lives at risk. He was at the end of the line, required to carry out the orders issued by his platoon commander.




  SLICE OF AN ARMY




  While the battalion’s leaders were important, its soldiers were its foundation. Nominally a ‘regular’ unit, the battalion was heavily populated with ‘citizen soldiers’—National Servicemen—and so (perhaps) in some ways it was closer to the AIF tradition than 1RAR had been when it deployed to Vietnam in 1965. These ‘civilian’ connections were reflected in several ways.




  The 50 per cent of National Servicemen in the battalion changed the battalion’s profile. Nashos were generally older, more mature and better educated than regular soldiers. However, although legislation of the time permitted 19-year-old regular soldiers to serve overseas on operations, some regulars were what was known at that time as ‘professional privates’—men who had joined the Army at 18 or 19 but who continued to serve as private soldiers into their late twenties or even thirties. Private Joe Nally, aged 32, and Lance Corporal Bob Venables, aged 28, were typical examples. Another, Gordon Hewett, enlisted in the Australian Army in 1968 aged 32, but he had served in the British Army in Suez, Borneo and Malaya before coming to Australia. Sometimes these men were father figures to their fellow privates, their maturity lending a steadying influence. But most regulars were much younger, usually 19 or 20. National Servicemen on the other hand were aged between 21 and 22, with a few, who had for one reason or another deferred their National Service obligation, aged between 23 and 25.




  In contrast to their regular army colleagues, almost all National Servicemen had been employed in some capacity before call-up. Les Wicks of D Company had been a butcher, Barry Stephens of C Company a policeman, Rod Scutter of B Company a plumber, Wayne Maschette of Support Company a teacher.13 These men had been plucked from their lives and flung into the Army yet they had bought with them a broader experience of the world than many regular soldiers had. In what seems a contradiction in terms some, like Neil Roberts, Noel Herbert, Paul Gallagher, Peter Crump, Peter Buxton and Keith Carl, had volunteered to be conscripted. And they were proud of the fact. Others, like Neville O’Shea, had extended their National Service obligation so that they could go with the battalion to Vietnam.




  Many National Servicemen recalled that in various ways they were given the option of avoiding a tour of duty in Vietnam. Peter Ball, a reinforcement who joined B Company, said that members of the 16th National Service intake were invited to allocate themselves to groups including those who wanted to go to Vietnam and those who didn’t. Peter Cousins who served in Support Company believed that every Nasho could have avoided service in Vietnam but that exercising the option might require some radical action like joining the Communist Party of Australia, becoming a practising homosexual or assaulting one’s platoon commander. He volunteered for service in the infantry: ‘The placement staff didn’t realise I was mad. [They] put me in infantry and sent me to a unit earmarked to go [to Vietnam].’ David Jones, who joined 8RAR as a reinforcement, recalled: ‘We were lined up and told that if we didn’t wish to go we didn’t have to. I would think that 95 per cent, apart from a few married men, wanted to go.’ Andrew Roberts, also a reinforcement, was officially warned for overseas service at Reinforcement Wing, Ingleburn. ‘The officer taking the parade stated that if for any reason we objected or didn’t want to go to Vietnam we could be exempted and each case would be considered.’




  Those who had joined 8RAR before its deployment to Vietnam also had a choice. Jeffrey Sculley remembered: ‘There was a battalion parade about six to eight weeks before we went over and we were told if we didn’t want to go [we should] report to [our] platoon commander after the parade and they would have you replaced.’ But by then the cohesion created within the battalion during the lengthy period of intensive training had all but made it impossible for soldiers to opt out. While he felt that all Nashos had the option of not going if they chose to exercise it, one Nasho recalled: ‘There was a general feeling of great mateship and wanting to stay together and go.’




  However, other Nashos have claimed that they had no option but to go. Rod Scutter who served in B Company tried to avoid going but went anyway. Derek Walsh of Support Company was given a range of options but he thought they were loaded against the Nasho. Allocated to the infantry, he was given the choice of joining one of three battalions, all of which were liable for service in Vietnam. ‘I chose 8RAR as I believed no-one could be so cruel as to bring a battalion home from Malaysia and then, shortly afterwards, send them to Vietnam’, he recalled. But Walsh hadn’t reckoned on the Army. And Bruce Neal felt he’d been caught in the same trap: ‘After Corps training I had a choice of four units. Each one was assigned to tour [Vietnam] at some stage during my National Service commitment.’




  When they went to Vietnam, most 8RAR soldiers were politically conservative, favouring the Liberal and Country Parties.14 However, nearly one quarter had formed no political allegiance. Of those who favoured a particular political party, most believed that their participation in the war had not altered their political views though some, perhaps through the combined effects of their Vietnam experience and added maturity, found that their political views had changed. Paul Simson recalled being ‘very right wing’ before going to Vietnam, but confessed that after the war he was much more confused about its political complexities and inclined more towards the middle ground of politics. A few were highly politicised by their experience. Trevor Lynch, who reinforced 8RAR from 9RAR, was apolitical before Vietnam but he has always voted ALP since returning: ‘I believe in retrospect that Australian soldiers killed in Vietnam did not die for their country; they were murdered by the [Liberal/Country Party] government of the day.’ Others, like Tex Lyons who served in D Company, felt that one government was very much like another.
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  Departure. Hamilton wharf, Brisbane. While these two unidentified C Company soldiers appear pleased at the prospect of their imminent departure for Vietnam the faces of their loved ones reflect both pride and concern. (Photo courtesy of David Rankine)




  Most soldiers reported that religious belief was not of great importance to them; they were predominantly nominal, not practising Christians.15 Nevertheless, most did claim a religion. Reflecting the historical patterns of the Army, in which Anglicans have been over-represented compared with the civilian population,16 most men belonged to the Church of England. Roman Catholics were also well represented within the battalion.17 It is often said that ‘there are no atheists in the foxholes’, but while the prospect of combat may have resulted for some in a temporary turning towards faith, few men felt that their service in Vietnam changed their religious commitment in the long term. For every soldier who thought he had become more committed to religion as a result of the war there was another who claimed to have become less so. For example, Corporal Bob O’Callaghan of Support Company thought that if anything he was ‘less committed to religion after seeing that inhumanity’, but Corporal Brian Partridge of D Company felt that his participation in the war had strengthened his faith.




  8RAR was well served by its two spiritual guides, Stan Hessey, the battalion padre, and Don Woodland, the Salvation Army representative. Both men performed outstanding service in assisting soldiers to cope with the disturbances of combat. Hessey held the classic Anglican view of war and peace which saw war as part of the human condition which cannot be legislated or wished into non-existence but must be faced and dealt with in a practical way. Hessey certainly did that. He moved frequently from company to company, meeting and talking with the soldiers, going on operations into the jungle, supporting the soldiers and comforting the wounded where he found them. Woodland, too, made frequent contact with the soldiers and his ‘Red Shield’ Landrover came under enemy fire several times as he travelled about the Province to contact platoons deployed on operations. But Hessey and Woodland could not be everywhere and, in widely dispersed operations, they were unable to visit many platoons. ‘Where were our padres in Vietnam?’ lamented Gordon Hewett. ‘You hardly ever saw them, and never around the lines.’




  In January 1967 the National Service Act was amended to make non-naturalised migrants liable for the call-up. As a result, from 1967 till conscription ceased in 1972, the Australian Army tended to more closely reflect the changing patterns of ethnic origins of the Australian population following the post-World War II immigration program. If 8RAR was indicative of the Army as a whole, immigrants from northern Europe seemed particularly drawn to service in the Regular Army. Lance Corporal Joe Danyluk, born in Subiaco after his mother had emigrated from Poland in 1949, probably spoke for many when he said:




  The biggest thing from a Polish point of view was . . . we had a lot of pride being in the services, you know. To us, to serve your country was one of the big things. It’s not like something that you’ve got to do. We find it integrates you into that society.18




  Other northern European immigrants seemed to agree. For example, regulars such as Corporals Ulf Liebich, Bruno Jaudzemis and John Smigowski and Lance Corporal Rudi Schwarschnik, were born in Germany, Corporal Paul Zaat and Private Wilhelm Veldkamp in Holland, Private Franz Hatzel in Austria and Private Timo Pesonen in Finland.19 But the full range of migrant origins tended to be represented among the Nashos. Lance Corporal Gerardus Van Haren and Private Weren Van Loon were born in Holland; Private Costas Constantinides in Cyprus; Privates Fabio Barcovich and Bozidar Ristic in Yugoslavia; Privates Carl Piazza, Carl Vassarelli, Luciano Sartori and Tito DiGiovanni in Italy; Private Alain Cossardeaux in France; Privates Helmut Gommermann, Alexander Dimitrijevic and Hans Katala in Germany. Black Australians were there too. Corporal Cliff Bond, an Aborigine from Eidsvold, Queensland, and Corporal Stewart Yow Yeh, a South Sea Islander, led their sections with distinction.20




  Many of the private soldiers and NCOs of the battalion were of very high quality. Some were to give lengthy and exemplary service to the Army well beyond their time in 8RAR. By 1997 the Army’s Soldier Career Management Agency recorded that NCOs or private soldiers who had served with 8RAR in Vietnam had gone on to produce one lieutenant colonel, four majors, five captains, 20 warrant officers class one and 18 warrant officers class two.21 Private David Bennett of A Company, who entered the Army as a National Serviceman, and Private Raymond Salmon of Support Company, who was a regular, both rose to the rank of WO1. Private Peter Crump of D Company, also a Nasho, attained the rank of WO2. Sergeant Peter Buckney of D Company achieved the rank of lieutenant colonel and Corporal Klaus ‘Tanky’ Scheuermann of A Company rose to the rank of major. All these men displayed the outstanding professionalism and leadership during their time in 8RAR that was to later take them to senior NCO or commissioned rank.




  Many 8RAR men, like me, had fathers who had served in World War II. By strange coincidence, my father had served in the 2/8th Battalion from which 8RAR drew its heritage. Like many other 8RAR men I was raised on a diet of war stories about the attack on Bardia, the evacuation from Greece, the struggle in Crete and on the Kokoda Trail. The immigrant soldiers added a particular poignancy to these recollections. Major Phil Pritchard, the OC of Admin Company, had joined the British Army in 1942 and landed in Normandy on D Day as a private soldier in Number 6 Commando, which had 22 of its 64 men made casualties on the first day. Pritchard was later wounded himself. Warrant Officer Alex Von Kurtz of Support Company began his military career as a member of the Hitler Youth, defending Germany against Pritchard’s British Army. Joe Danyluk’s mother had survived six years in the Nazi concentration camps before migrating to Australia, where Joe was born. They joined many Australians who also bore an emotional legacy, albeit vicariously, of World War II. One man, Private Douglas MacArthur Hazell, even carried the memory of that war in his name. Whatever their origin, whatever their myths about combat and World War II, Vietnam was to measure them against their fathers.
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  By November 1969, when 8RAR arrived in Vietnam to replace 9RAR, the pattern of operations conducted by the First Australian Task Force (1ATF) was well established. Eight battalion tours had already been completed and 8RAR joined 5RAR and 6RAR, both nearing the end of their tour, to make up the three infantry battalions of the Australian Task Force. However, by 1969, the commanders, including those at battalion level, found that the war had become increasingly politically sensitive. The 1968 Tet offensive had so demoralised the American public that ‘Vietnamisation’—the progressive turning over of the war to the South Vietnamese and the phased withdrawal of American forces—had become US policy. It was clear that Australia would inevitably follow the US lead and withdraw its forces as well. The revelation of the My Lai massacre had undermined the moral authority of US and, by implication, Australian involvement in the war. Finally, domestic political opposition to the war in both the USA and Australia had increased considerably since the deployment of 1RAR to Vietnam in 1965. Not surprisingly, Major General K. Mackay, Commander Australian Forces Vietnam (COMAFV) from May 1966 to January 1967, thought that ‘the really important changes in command after the Second World War were in the political implications of command, and this development was most evident in Vietnam’.1 In addition to the usual complexities of their area of operations and fighting the enemy, commanders now needed to consider the Australian public and their political representatives, the US command and the reactions of Australian soldiers.




  THE POLITICS OF COMMAND




  COMAFV commanded all Australian forces in Vietnam, but 1ATF—of which 8RAR was a part—was under the operational control of the (US) Commanding General, II FFV. A directive issued by the Chiefs of Staff Committee spelt out broad conditions and roles of the employment of Australian forces, but its key paragraph described COMAFV’s role in relation to preserving the security of the Australian force and the actions that COMAFV could take if that security were threatened. It read:




  You are responsible for the safety and well-being of your force, and are to ensure that it is employed in accordance with the provisions of this Directive. Should you be allotted a task which in your opinion is contrary to the provisions of this Directive, endangers the national interests of Australia, or is likely to imperil unduly units of your command or any part of it, you are to report the situation at once to the Chairman, Chiefs of Staff Committee, with copies to the Australian Ambassador to the Republic of Vietnam and to each of the Chiefs of Staff, having first informed COMUSMACV of your intention and the reasons for doing so.2




  Although the directive empowered COMAFV merely to report tasks which he thought not in the best interests of Australia or of his force, the political ramifications of doing so meant that in effect he possessed the power to veto such tasks. Frank Frost has pointed out that ‘given the close liaison maintained between the Australian headquarters in Saigon and the US command, it was no doubt possible for the Australian commander to make his views clear before the stage was ever reached of the US making a request to the Australians which was then formally vetoed’.3




  COMAFV was likely to interpret this paragraph of his directive in accordance with his understanding of the political sensitivities being felt in Australia. For example, his assessment of tasks that might ‘imperil unduly’ the units under his command called for fine judgements about what might be an acceptable risk in a war fought for diplomatic ends rather than the defence of national sovereignty and in connection with which there was a rising tide of popular dissent at home. By 1969 the best commanders—at Task Force and COMAFV level—were those who understood that the war was a lost cause.4 They saw Australia’s involvement for what it was: a diplomatic gesture rather than a military necessity. They conducted operations accordingly, keeping casualties as low as possible while aiming to achieve limited military goals. A COMAFV who acknowledged to himself that the war was a lost cause would be more likely to use his power of veto over Australian operations in order to hold casualties down.




  Several senior Australian commanders doubted that the war would be won. Mackay, COMAFV from May 1966 to January 1967, had a better understanding of the war than most (including the Australian Ambassador) and according to D.M. Horner, ‘by the time he left the country at the beginning of 1967 had grave doubts about the outcome of the war’.5 Major General A. L. MacDonald, COMAFV from January 1968 to February 1969, had initially felt that the war was being won ‘but following Tet [1968] he had lost confidence in American intelligence assessments and had begun to doubt the outcome’.6 By the end of his tour he believed that the Department of Defence and the government were working to extract the Australians from Vietnam. MacDonald was replaced by Major General R. A. Hay, who considered that the Vietnamese could not survive on their own if the Americans pulled out as they had announced they would. His Chief of Staff, Colonel A. B. Stretton, returned to Australia at the end of his tour in 1970 ‘with the firm conviction that we had lost the war and that America was looking for a face-saving device to get out’.7




  Commanders at battalion level had also to concern themselves with the politics of Australian involvement in the war and their conduct of operations. Keith O’Neill found himself dealing with political issues even before 8RAR had departed for Vietnam. On 17 November 1969, as 8RAR soldiers boarded HMAS Sydney for the trip to Vietnam, journalists hounded O’Neill seeking interviews with soldiers they thought were being sent to Vietnam against their will. To quash the idea O’Neill arranged with the ship’s captain that the journalists be allowed on board to interview any soldier they chose. He told the journalists that if they found any soldier who did not want to go he would have the soldier taken off the Sydney, without punishment. The journalists searched but could find no reluctant soldiers.8




  In this climate of growing opposition to the war the government, and therefore the Australian higher command, was sensitive to adverse publicity surrounding the war. Most likely to attract adverse media attention were high battle casualties, casualties resulting from friendly fire, unlawful killings such as accidents, fraggings9 and ‘atrocities’, and other behaviour such as excessive drinking or drug use that suggested that discipline and control might be lax. But how and whether these issues would impact upon operations would depend on the politics of command.




  PHUOC TUY PROVINCE




  Phuoc Tuy Province was to be the focus of 8RAR operations.10 The province (see Map 1) and the adjoining district of Vung Tau were located on the coast south east of Saigon. The geography of the province was in some ways ideally suited to the waging of revolutionary guerilla war: the major population centres (the provincial capital, Baria, and the major villages of Hoa Long, Long Dien and Dat Do), together with their surrounding rice paddi and gardens, were clustered centrally in the basins of the Song Dinh and Suoi Da Bang. Except for some isolated pockets of population—Xuyen Moc in the east and Binh Ba and Binh Gia along Route 2 to the north—the remainder of the province (about three-quarters of it) was largely unpopulated.11 The unpopulated bulk of the province was for the most part flat. It was covered in part by scrub similar to the vegetation of Queensland’s Shoalwater Bay training area that most Australian soldiers were familiar with. But mostly it was covered with a thick blanket of jungle, ideal for the concealment of the base camps and advanced camps of guerilla fighters. In some places this had been defoliated by ‘Ranch Hand’ missions, which had largely been phased out in Phuoc Tuy by November 1969. In other places land-clearing operations had cut ‘fire trails’ through the jungle in an effort to make the movement patterns of the Viet Cong more visible. Occasionally the infantrymen patrolling this vast sea of jungle would come across the sites of earlier battles where artillery and air attack had cratered the earth and blown down the trees. Opened to the light, these areas would be quickly reclaimed by the jungle, forming a tangle of water-filled craters, fallen trees and new growth for the soldiers to negotiate.




  Out of this flat, jungle-covered plain rose three main hill features. The May Tao hills to the north east of the province were about 30 kilometres from its main population centres and lay astride the border of Phuoc Tuy Province and the provinces of Long Khanh and Binh Tuy. The remoteness of the May Tao hills and their location at the intersection of three province boundaries, where coordination between GVN (South Vietnamese) or allied forces would be complex, made them ideal locations for Viet Cong support bases and training areas. To the north west of the provincial capital and only five kilometres distant was a hill complex made up of the Nui Thi, Nui Dinh and outlying Nui Thi Vai features. About nine kilometres south of the major population centres of Long Dien and Dat Do were the infamous Long Hai hills. Each of these hill features included rugged, jungle-covered terrain, dense undergrowth, boulders, cliffs and caves as well as many streams providing year-round water. They provided the Viet Cong with ideal protection from observation and attack—many of the caves were impervious to even the heaviest air strikes—and both the Nui Dinh and Long Hai hills were within easy striking distance of the major population centres of the province. Along the south western border of the province were mangrove forests, also providing excellent concealed approaches to the populated centres. The Viet Cong and before them the Viet Minh had used the hills and mangrove forests for many years as base areas.
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