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A US Army Chinook CH-47 helicopter delivers an M2A2 105-mm howitzer of 102 Field Battery, RAA, to FSB Coral, under construction in May 1968 (AMW P01770.007).




Introduction


Since the mid-1990s, increasing numbers of tourists have flocked to Vietnam, among them many veterans keen to revisit the country in which they once fought. Since the fall of Saigon — now Ho Chi Minh City — in 1975, many of the towns and villages familiar to Australian veterans of the conflict, their street names and the major routes or highways that criss-cross southern Vietnam, have been renamed as the nation sheds its wartime memories.


While researching my first book, Viet Nam Diggers’ Language, I faced the growing realisation that the sites of military base installation areas used by Australian and Allied forces in the former Phuoc Tuy Province are now all but gone. There are still a few roads and landmarks visible around the old Fire Support Base Nui Dat and 1 Australian Logistic Support Base areas, but much of what was a thriving digger community has now merged into the landscape. The same is true of the locations of former fire support bases and battlefield areas that comprised the Australians’ area of operations. There is now very little tangible evidence to mark the almost decade-long Australian involvement in the Vietnam War.


Thus it is that this book — while primarily focused on the role of the fire support base — is also intended to serve as a guide to those wishing to visit the Vietnam battlefields and reclaim some sense of the way the Australian soldier lived and fought. The fire support base locations provide an excellent reference point for locating battlefield areas because they were generally sited close to the centre of the area of operations. Find the fire support base sites and the battlefields themselves invariably unfold to the front and flanks.


Perhaps the main objective of this book, however, is to examine the way the fire support bases, in particular the artillery gun areas, supported infantry field units during operations in South Vietnam from an operational infantry point of view. The text of FSB Vietnam provides details including the names, grid references and physical locations of the fire support bases, both Australian and Allied, that supported Australian operations between 1965 and 1971, including the main support units. The name, date and a brief account of the operation for which the fire support base was employed are also supplied.


The primary sources for this account are the Australian Unit War Diaries. Given the existence of many differing accounts in the plethora of publications concerning the role and locations of the fire support base, the need to rely on one official source quickly became apparent to me. The details of fire support base locations have been derived from the Operational Orders, After Action Reports, Commander’s Diary Narrative and the Unit Operational Logs. These sources were used in conjunction with Unit Operational Tour Books and various other unit history publications listed in the bibliography at the end of the book.


The Phuoc Tuy Province military maps I used to provide precise locations and grid references were: XA BINH BA – Sheet No. 6430, Series L7014 Edition 2-AAS and XUYEN MOC – Sheet No. 6430 11, Series L7014 Edition 2-AAS and the 1 Australian Task Force Special Overprint (Sheet 1) map showing the approximate location for the majority of fire support bases that were deployed in Phuoc Tuy Province during this period.


The physical location references for the fire support bases are based on the names of prominent towns and villages (as they were known at that time), roads (e.g. Route 2, now Provincial Route 764 or National Route 56) and natural features such as Nui Dat Hill (1 Australian Task Force base area), Nui Dat 2 (northern Long Tan battlefield area), Nui Dat 3 (western Xuyen Moc area) and the Horseshoe (northern Dat Do area).


I have made every endeavour to ensure that these references are accurate, but they can only indicate the approximate (centre) base location or the location of the supporting artillery battery/infantry unit area for a particular operation, as some base areas could be covered by a radius of up to 300 metres. During 1 Australian Task Force operations, two or more fire support bases could be employed to cover the area of operations.


The Australian term ‘fire support base’ — abbreviated to ‘FSB’ — has been used throughout this book. Other terms used in conjunction include ‘deployed’, ‘sited’ and ‘set’. The term ‘set’ is used to distinguish between permanent fire support base areas and those fire support base areas located (or ‘set’) in a temporary base area within the area of operations to cover a particular operation.


When the 1st Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment (1 RAR), was first deployed in support of the US 173rd Airborne Brigade (Separate) in 1965 at Bien Hoa airbase, Australian forces had to adapt to American operational procedures and military terminology. At that time those American forces with forward artillery and mortar support were conducting brief operations lasting from two to ten days and required a ‘forward fire base’ for short periods only. Thus the term ‘fire support patrol base’ was used by American forces and adapted by Australians to ‘fire support base’.


When referring to fire support base areas, only the main supporting elements of the base are described in any detail. Generally speaking, elements of the following units could be found in the fire support base area: a headquarters group (company, battalion or 1 Australian Task Force), the Fire Control Centre group, artillery units, divisional locating unit (artillery listening posts and survey units), mortar platoon, anti-tank platoon (with 106-mm recoilless rifles), assault pioneer platoon, field engineers, signals elements, armoured personnel carriers (APCs) and Centurion tank units, infantry units (platoon, company or battalion), 161 (Indep) Recce Flight helicopters and a landing zone area for heavy lift helicopters.


Appendix 9 lists those Australian units that served from 1965 to 1973 and their tour of duty dates. This list is provided to assist veterans, their families and friends to locate a particular fire support base or area of operations. For example, if the veteran served with the 3rd Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment (3 RAR) between December 1967 and November 1968, information on fire support base areas and operations conducted by 3 RAR would be found in Chapters 3 and 4 which describe operations during that period.


The dates of service (unless otherwise stated) provided in Appendix 9 are those used officially under the Repatriation Act and do not necessarily reflect the shorter periods of operational duty of individual units in Vietnam. Overseas service was calculated from the date units departed Australia to the date they returned.
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Aerial view of 1 ATF base at Nui Dat in 1971 looking from the north-east towards the south-west (AWM EKT/71/0648/VN).




What is a Fire Support Base?


The arrival of Australian forces in Phuoc Tuy Province in May 1966 heralded a change in Australian military operational procedures. Over the years that were to follow, 1 Australian Task Force (1ATF) and battalion operations became longer in duration (two to six weeks) and the need for semi-permanent ‘forward fire bases’ —simply referred to as ‘fire support bases’ (FSB), but often written as ‘fire support patrol bases’ (FSPB) — became increasingly apparent.


The abbreviation FSPB was used by American forces for a base area used for one operation only. When the base area was used to cover a number of operations, it was termed an FSB or base camp. In early 1968, the 3rd Marine Division, based in the northern provinces of South Vietnam, adopted the term ‘fire support base’ for its more permanent base areas.


In its simplest sense, the FSB was a rapidly constructed fortified artillery base position (gun area), usually sited near the centre of the area of operations (AO) and used as a support base for task force, battalion or company operations. The role of the FSB was to bring artillery and mortar fire within range of friendly forces operating in depth.


The location of the FSB was determined once the battalion commander had been assigned his AO. Then, with the advice of his senior artillery adviser, usually the battery commander (BC), he would select a site, liaising also with a senior officer from the engineer field squadron deployed with the artillery battery to supervise the construction of the FSB.


In selecting the site for the base, the battalion commander initially consulted a range of maps, reconnaissance information obtained from previous operations, aerial photographs of the area and intelligence reports. A visual air reconnaissance of the AO was also conducted by both the battalion commander and BC to determine the location and optimum siting for the guns to cover the AO.


Another vital factor to consider was the location of other friendly artillery units which could be operating in the same AO or in adjoining AOs. An unequivocal Task Force rule stipulated that ground troops must operate within range of the guns (or mortars) which, in the case of Australian artillery units equipped with 105-mm Howitzer field guns, meant within (an operational range of) 9,000 metres of the gun position. Only on rare occasions did Allied forces in Vietnam operate beyond the range of friendly artillery and, on these occasions, the units involved were supported by armoured units from 3 Cavalry Regiment (APCs) including a section of armoured mortar carriers (AMCs) and/ or 1 Armoured Regiment (Centurion tanks) and air support.


The After Action Report covering 7 RAR operations from 3 August 1970 to 3 January 1971 noted:


Not necessary for companies in depth to be within artillery range particularly when the battalion is stretched over an AO of approximately 25,000 metres by 20,000 metres. Response of armed helicopters and flexibility of current range of organic infantry weapons is generally sufficient for particular tasks.


This differed from the US approach to the use of the FSB as Randy Foster explains in Vietnam Firebases 1965-73:


The range of a 105-mm Howitzer was 11,000 metres, and a 155-mm Howitzer was 14,600m. These ranges represented the radius around each firebase within which sustained, high-volume fire could be laid down. Hence if two fire support bases were 22,000 metres apart with 105-mm Howitzers, or 29,200 metres apart with 155-mm Howitzers, they could engage any enemy located in the whole of the ground between them.1


Australian Task Force operations in Phuoc Tuy Province saw FSBs established with a more symbiotic placement; that is, FSBs were sited so that they could fire in support of one another as well as cover their own AO, rather than set apart at maximum gun range. For example, in Operation Nathan from 13 July to 2 August 1970, FSB Nui Dat fired in general support of FSB Le Loi which, in turn, could fire in support of NDP (night defensive position) Kylie with mortars mounted in a section of AMCs as well as heavy machine-guns. NDP Kylie was in direct support of 17 Construction Squadron, RAE, supported by an anti-tank platoon with 106-mm recoilless rifles, a section of APCs and one rifle company.


The American forces relied on self-propelled field guns to provide in depth support for a group of FSBs, particularly the 175-mm self-propelled field gun which had a staggering range of 33,000 metres — although its accuracy was often questionable. American forces also used different names for defensive positions; for example, main base or base camp; combat operational base or forward operating base; fire support patrol base, patrol base or forward fire support base; and night defensive position, only some of which were used by Australian forces.


The operational procedures of the FSB are best explained using excerpts from 1 ATF Operation Duntroon (known as Akron in US operations) from 10 to 21 January 1968. Operation Duntroon was supported by FSB Berryman and FSB Nui Dat. The unit concerned in the first excerpt is the 2nd Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment (2 RAR):


At 1030 hours on 10 January, 2 RAR provided one company to move with a troop of A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment and secure Route 2 from Nui Dat to Xa Ngai Giao. The company and troop were to secure a landing zone (LZ) at Xa Bang, and then at 1430 hours 2 RAR commenced the fly-in to the LZ at Xa Bang. On arrival at Xa Bang 2 RAR occupied the defensive area with A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment under command 2 RAR for base defence.


The CO of 2 RAR was to coordinate all defences west of Route 2. At 0630 hours on 11 January, 2 RAR provided one company under command for movement with A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment for the capture and securing of FSB Berryman. This company come under command of the 2IC of 4 Field Regiment (RAA) on his arrival at FSB Berryman for local protection.


This excerpt describes the role of the 7th Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment (7 RAR), in the same operation:


At 1130 hours on 10 January one company and one mortar section of Mortar Platoon 7 RAR moved with a troop of A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment and one battery of 4 Field Regiment to FSB 1 at grid square YS 4578. The 7 RAR company secured the base area while the Field Battery deployed in that location. At 1230 hours 7 RAR provided one company and one mortar section to move with a troop of A Squadron and one battery of 4 Field Regiment to secure FSB 2 in the vicinity of Xa Bang.


The company also secured the LZ for fly-in of 7 RAR (minus) and on arrival at Xa Bang the battalion was to occupy the defensive area. The CO of 7 RAR was to coordinate all defences east of Route 2. Then at 0630 hours on 11 January, 7 RAR provided one company under command for movement of A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment for the move to FSB Berryman. This 7 RAR company on arrival at FSB Berryman moved and established a blocking position facing west astride a trail 1,000 metres west of FSB Berryman.


The role of 1 Field Squadron Royal Australian Engineers is also described:


At 0630 hours on 11 January, 1 Field Squadron RAE with 2 RAR provided one company under command for movement with A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment for the capture and securing of FSB Berryman. Upon arrival at FSB Berryman commence construction of gun emplacements once the guns were surveyed and the fire support base defensive works in conjunction with the Assault Pioneer Platoons.


The engineers provided one dozer size 4 (D4) for movement to FSB Berryman by transporter to FSB 2 and then ‘walks’ escorted by A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment. 1 Field Squadron was to provide combat engineer teams to 2RAR and 7RAR and mini teams (for mine detection) to A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment.


This excerpt outlines the involvement of 4 Field Regiment, RAA:


Twenty 5 ton vehicles were provided on 10 January and 18 January for road movement of 4 Field Regiment RAA elements from Nui Dat to FSB 2. On 11 January, three Chinook helicopters (CH-47s) were deployed for air movement to FSB Berryman from FSB 2 in support of Operation Duntroon.


On the morning of 11 January, 108 Battery and 161 Battery fired a landing zone (LZ) preparation on LZ Cook YS 3682 (aka FSB Ash area YS 367823) for the insertion of 2 RAR. 7 RAR was inserted into the secure LZ Dampier YS 3686 (aka FSB Dampier area YS 365867). Both insertions were completed without contact.


FSB Berryman (aka Coolah) - YS 398862 set here 11 to 21 January in AO Buller for 161 Field Battery (RNZA) in direct support of 7 RAR, 108 Field Battery (RAA) with B Battery 2/35 US Artillery in direct support of 2 RAR, and in support of 1 ATF operations, located 5,500 metres due west of Route 2, 18.5 kilometres north north-west of Nui Dat and 13 kms north north-west of Xa Binh Ba.


FSB Nui Dat – YS 435677 set here 10 to 21 January for A Battery 1/83 US Artillery remaining in general support reinforcing 1 ATF Operation Duntroon, located 28 kilometres north-east of Vung Tau on Route 2, 9,000 metres north-east of Ba Ria and 8,000 metres north-west of the Horseshoe.


Base defence and protection were provided by:


One company 2 RAR and A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment (minus) came under command of the 2IC of 4 Field Regiment (RAA) on his arrival at FSB Berryman for local base protection. One section of the mortar platoons each of 2 RAR and 7 RAR were to remain in the base location. All troops in the area were placed under command of the 2IC 4 Field Regiment for local protection while in the FSB Berryman location.


The first task for the engineers when they arrived in a base area was to clear and prepare the site for the artillery and support elements. Their other major task comprised the construction of gun emplacements once the guns were surveyed, which involved the construction of bunds or semi-circular earth walls built around each of the gun emplacements. The engineers used one dozer size 4 (D4) for earth-moving and heavy construction tasks. Bunkers, fighting pits and latrine pits had to be constructed and sandbags had to be filled.


Other tasks included the digging and construction of command posts and defensive works in conjunction with the Assault Pioneer Platoons. This also included the laying of around 1,200 metres of triple concertina barbed wire supported by 8-foot steel pickets for base perimeter defences, along with claymore mines and flares.


In Operation Duntroon, no documentation of the actual physical layout for the base defensive elements was provided, so it was assumed that 4 Field Regiment RAA batteries were sited in the primary position on the base perimeter that covered the AO. Protection for the remaining base perimeter was the responsibility of three platoons of the 2 RAR Company and A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment. Additional support was provided by the mortar platoon sections from 2 RAR and 7 RAR sited in the fire base area.
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Typical layout of a battalion fire support base area 
Key: 
A-tk Pl: Anti-tank Platoon Support Company 
Aslt Pnr Pl: Assault Pioneer Platoon Support Company 
Mor Pl: Mortar Platoon Support Company 
Admin: Administration Company 
Bn HQ Gp CP: Battalion Headquarter Group Command Post 
Fd Bty CP: Field Battery, RAR 
OH-13: Observation Helicopter — Bell OH Model, Type 13, light helicopter pad 
UH-1: Utility Helicopter — Bell UH-1 Iroquois (Huey) or twin rotor Chinook CH-47 helicopter, heavy helicopter pad


The Operation Duntroon excerpts continue:


Situated within the base area would be: Headquarters 1 ATF (including a Fire Control Centre), Forward TFMA, Forward Echelon group, Regimental Aid Post, landing zones (LZs) for 161 (Indep) Recce Flight and heavy lift helicopters, Arty Tac (Artillery Tactical Control) and Detachment 131 Locating Battery.


Aviation units were also involved, including 161 (Indep) Recce Flight (Australian Army Aviation Reconnaissance Flight):


Prior to D Day for each visual reconnaissance flight conducted in the operational area, at least one deceptive visual reconnaissance sortie will be flown to the east of Route 2.


No visual reconnaissance will be flown north of the 83 Northing unless operational clearance has been given. From 10 January, 161 (Indep) Recce Flight was to provide one H13 Bell helicopter in direct support of each 2 RAR and 7 RAR and to provide one H13 Bell helicopter in direct support of A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment and one H13 on call for manual radio relay.


The Royal Australian Air Force’s (RAAF) 9 Squadron also provided support to the operation:


To be prepared for a maximum effort on 10 and 11 January for tactical troops lift, and for tactical and logistic support as required, including Dustoff back-up.


United States (US) Army Aviation Companies were also used in support of Operation Duntroon:


To provide a Dustoff (casualty evacuation helicopter) with winch, daily from 10 January and provide daily a light fire team LFT (2 heavily armed helicopter gunships) with the exception of 11 January when a Heavy Fire Team (3 to 4 heavily armed helicopter gunships) will be required.


As was the US Air Force (USAF):


Maintain visual reconnaissance and air support as required. Prior to D Day the normal pattern of activity is to be maintained in the operational area.


Material and services were also detailed in the requirements for the operation. This excerpt concerns the provision of ammunition:


1,760 rounds 105-mm HE rigged for heavy lift helicopter delivery was positioned on the Kiwi helipad by road from 1 ALSG on 9 January for forward air movement on 11 January to FSB Berryman. 1,440 rounds 105-mm HE rigged for heavy lift helicopter delivery to be moved forward by road to FSB 2 on 10 January for forward air move on 11 January to FSB Berryman. 480 rounds 105-mm HE is to be moved by air to FSB 2 on 11 January for forward move to FSB Berryman once it is established.


After 11 January, resupply by heavy lift helicopter on demand. 960 rounds 105-mm HE, rigged for heavy lift helicopter delivery, is to be positioned as an emergency reserve on the Kiwi helipad by 12 January. Rigging was the task of 4 Field Regiment RAA under supervision of detachment 176 Air Deployment Company RAASC.


A Task Force Maintenance Area (TFMA) was also established:


A restricted Forward Task Force Maintenance Area (TFMA) was established at FSB Berryman. The Forward TFMA was to provide rations, water (to be tested by a Hygiene Officer), dieseline (dieso), and AVGAS for units operating within and from FSB Berryman. All other routine re-supply items were a unit responsibility from 1 ATF base echelon areas. This was the first time that a restricted Forward TFMA had been deployed forward in a fire support base area.


Defensive stores included:


1,200 metres of triple concertina barbed wire, 400 x 8 foot steel pickets (for base perimeter defences) and 16,000 sandbags will be delivered by heavy lift helicopter to FSB Berryman on 11 January. A further 16,000 sandbags were to be delivered by air on 12 January.


The main task of any FSB was to provide artillery and mortar fire to support friendly units operating in depth. To maintain base security, pickets were manned day and night and forward listening posts (LP) were set about 30 metres from the base perimeter and manned during the day.


Clearing patrols were conducted at first light and just prior to last light, exiting and entering base perimeter defences at the gun positions in the allotted area. These patrols aimed to sweep and clear the area of any enemy in close proximity to the FSB. Tactical areas of responsibility (TAOR) patrols were conducted in the immediate vicinity of the FSB in allotted TAORs and usually lasted from one to five days.


From its inception, the FSB existed in a constant state of ongoing defensive construction, with extra sandbags to be filled, extra concertina wire to be laid, extra claymore mines and flares to be set and so on. During the wet season, which lasted from May to November, the monsoonal rains turned the FSB area, which was virtually stripped of all natural vegetation, into one gigantic maintenance task. In addition, there were always administration, maintenance demands and resupply tasks to be completed.


Troops deployed within the FSB area were issued combat rations on the same five-day resupply cycle as the infantry companies operating outside the base area. Occasionally, a ‘hot box’ meal was flown in, depending on how actively the FSB was involved in artillery fire missions.


To help maintain personal health and hygiene, the Forward TFMA supplied a shower point, which usually consisted of two sheets of perforated steel plate set on sandbags with a multi rose-head shower stand placed above the plate area and water supplied from a large rubber water bladder via a pressure pump. Privacy was non-existent.


During Operation Duntroon, FSB Berryman experienced only minor contacts concentrated at the southern end of the 2 RAR blocking force in the area YS 3281. Here, V Company 2 RAR engaged Viet Cong parties attempting to escape to the south-west. Artillery was used extensively in contacts, with B Battery 2/35 US Artillery deployed at FSB Berryman providing valuable assistance with blocking fire and illumination.


There were no mortaring incidents directed against 1 ATF forces, but a Listening Post (LP) at FSB Berryman reported mortar fire to the east of the FSB which resulted in the discovery of an enemy location. This point was bombarded by the155-mm guns of B Battery 2/35 US Artillery. The next day a cavalry patrol found a hurriedly evacuated Viet Cong base camp at the grid reference of the location reports.


On 16 January at 0195 hours, 108 Field Battery engaged a target at GR 327825 when V Company contacted three Viet Cong, resulting in the killing of one Viet Cong. Again, on 17 January at 1743 hours, 108 Field Battery engaged two Viet Cong at YS 342820 with no known results and, at 1925 hours, a clearing patrol from FSB Berryman sighted one Viet Cong and engaged without result.


The following day, at 1610 hours, 108 Field Battery and 161 Field Battery engaged a former rice cache and bunker complex. The area was well covered. Artillery support was prompt and effective throughout Operation Duntroon. The majority of contact missions involved defensive fire tasks which had been adjusted in advance; this enabled effective fire to be brought to bear very quickly and safely.


Operation Duntroon excerpts also cover the closure and recovery of the FSB:


FSB 1 (aka Allanbrooke area) – YS 454788 set here 21 January 1968 at 1200 hours for RHQ and 161 Field Battery RNZA moving by road to FSB 1 where the battery came into action to cover the FSB Berryman extraction and, at 1500 hours, RHQ and 161 Field Battery RNZA moved by road to Nui Dat. The base area was located 900 metres west of Route 2, 1,500 metres north-west of the intersection of Routes 2 and 327, 11 kilometres north of Nui Dat and 7,500 metres south of Xa Cam My (south) (YS 464850).


FSB YS 4489 (GS) set here 21 January for B Battery 2/35 US Artillery at this temporary gun position to cover the extraction from FSB Berryman. The gun area was located 1,300 metres west of Route 2 and 21.8 kilometres north of Nui Dat.


The final task of closing FSB Berryman was left to the engineers of 1 Field Squadron with 2 RAR providing one company under command and A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment in direct support for protection of the engineers during the dismantling of the base area. Once again, a D4 dozer was brought in to level and fill in the Command Post and all bunkers and pits etc.


When the FSB was to be closed, it was important that all recoverable items and materials were removed from the area prior to the site being levelled. These included concertina wire, steel pickets, claymore mines, flares, corrugated iron, and perforated steel plate used in the gun emplacements or any other materials that might be deemed useful to the enemy.
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Map A. The tactical area of III Corps 1962–1972.





 


1   Randy E.M. Foster, Vietnam Firebases 1965-73, Osprey Publishing, UK, 2007, Introduction.




A Chronology of Australian Military Involvement in South Vietnam


1962–1973


1962


24 May: Australian government announces the deployment of the Australian Army Training Team Vietnam (AATTV), a group of 30 officers and warrant officers, as instructors to be employed at training installations in South Vietnam.


31 July: Commander of the AATTV, Colonel F.P. ‘Ted’ Serong, arrives in Saigon.


3 August: AATTV arrives in Saigon — 29 personnel, to be deployed principally in the northern provinces of South Vietnam.


1963


1 June: Sergeant Billy Hacking, aged 30, the first Australian soldier (AATTV) to be killed in South Vietnam.


1964


8 June: Australian government announces increase in AATTV to 80 advisers to be employed in South Vietnamese field units.


6 July: Warrant Officer Class 2 K.G. Conway is the first Australian adviser (AATTV) to be killed in action while serving with US Special Forces.


14 August: six Caribou aircraft provided in the RAAF Transport Flight and later renamed No 35 Transport Squadron (35 Squadron).


10 November: Australian government introduces selective conscription of 20-year-old men by ballot, under the National Service (Conscription) Act.


24 November: the National Service (Conscription) Act is passed by the government.


1965


January: AATTV increased to 100, comprising officers and warrant officers.


29 April: Australian Prime Minister Menzies announces the commitment of an infantry battalion to South Vietnam.


5 May: Headquarters Australian Army Force Vietnam (HQAAFV) opens in Saigon under the command of Brigadier O.D. Jackson.


26 May: 1 RAR Advance Party (200 men) arrived at Bien Hoa airbase, South Vietnam.


8 June: B Company 1 RAR (first battalion sent to South Vietnam) and support forces, including 1Troop A Squadron 4/19 PWLH, totalling about 1,100 men, arrives at Bien Hoa airbase.


10 June: the last flight ferrying 1 RAR troops arrives at Tan Son Nhut airport, Saigon, and moves to Bien Hoa airbase.


27 June: Australian-American relations harmed when a hand grenade is accidentally detonated with three Australian and one US servicemen killed, while one American dies later of his wounds and nine Australians and two Americans are wounded.


July: induction of National Servicemen — first conscripts train at Singleton, Puckapunyal and Kapooka Army Camps.


14 September: 105 Field Battery (RAA), engineer troop (3 Field Troop RAE), RAAF Element 161 Reconnaissance Flight (from 1 April 1966 to 8 March 1972, Australian Army 161 Independent Reconnaissance Flight) plus logistic support elements arrive at Bien Hoa airbase: Australian strength now about 1,400 men.


5 November: first ‘Nashos’ placed in regular army units.


13 November: Warrant Officer Class 2, K.A. (Dasher) Wheatley, AATTV, is killed in action and awarded a posthumous Victoria Cross (the first of four VCs awarded, all to members of the AATTV).


1966


8 March: Australian government announces the commitment of an additional battalion group to comprise a task force of two battalions with combat and logistic support (totalling about 4,500 men, including about 500 National Service conscripts).


1 April: 1 Australian Task Force (1 ATF) and 1 Australian Logistic Support Group (1 ALSG) arrive in Vietnam and are deployed to the 1 Australian Logistic Support Group (1 ALSG) base area established at the nearby port and airfield facility (RAAF base area) of Vung Tau. Other arrivals include 3 SAS Squadron, 1 Field Regiment (RAA), 131 Divisional Locating Battery (RAA), 30 Terminal Squadron RAE, and the 103 and 130 Signals Squadrons, 17 Construction Squadron and 1 Field Squadron RAE and 161 (Indep) Recce Flight.


4 May: 5 RAR main body arrives at Vung Tau and awaits the arrival of subsidiary units.


13 May: 1 RAR completes its tour of duty and returns to Australia, relieved by 5 RAR.


16 May: first National Servicemen sent to South Vietnam with 5 RAR and later with 6 RAR.


23 May: 6 RAR advance party arrives in Saigon.


24 May: Operation Hardihood commences when 173 Airborne Brigade with under command 5 RAR are airlifted to an area north-east of FSB Nui Dat to clear the new base area.


24 May: Private Errol Wayne Noack becomes the first Australian National Service conscript to die in South Vietnam.


29 May: 6 RAR advance party arrives at Vung Tau.


31 May to 9 June: 6 RAR main body arrives at Vung Tau.


31 May: 1 APC Troop (formerly 1 Troop A Squadron 4/19 PWLH) returns to Australia, relieved by 1 APC Squadron.


5 June: 1 ATF moves to FSB Nui Dat.


6–9 June: 1 APC Squadron main body arrives in South Vietnam.


12 June: RAAF provides Iroquois helicopter squadron to support 1 ATF operations.


17 August: Nui Dat comes under enemy mortar fire, the first attack on ‘the Dat’.


18 August: Battle of Long Tan, D Company 6 RAR supported by artillery, beats off attacks by a VC Main Force Regiment and a VC Provincial Battalion in the rubber plantation immediately north-west of the abandoned village of Xa Long Tan. D Company 6 RAR later awarded the US Presidential Unit Citation.


22 December: Australian government announces further increases in the military contribution to South Vietnam.


1967


15 January: 1 APC Squadron becomes A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment with a total strength of 117 men.


17–18 February: Operation Bribie — 1 ATF Reaction Force (6 RAR and 1 APC Squadron) clashes with D445 VC Local Main Force Battalion in battle at Ap My An.


March: RAN provides a guided missile destroyer to operate with the US Seventh Fleet in the Gulf of Tonkin.


6 March to 1 June: 1 ATF Operation Leeton, a barrier operation to establish a company-defended locality immediately north of Dat Do at the Horseshoe and an eleven-kilometre minefield and barrier fence system to be erected on a 200-metre wide cleared strip of land from the Horseshoe to the sea at Lang Phuoc Hai, parallel to and east of Route 44. A total of 20,292 anti-personnel mines (12,700 of them fitted with anti-lift devices) were laid within the fence system.


7 April: Major Peter Badcoe, AATTV, killed in action, awarded the Victoria Cross posthumously (second to be awarded).


19 April: RAAF provides a squadron of Canberra jet bombers to operate out of Phan Rang airbase.


30 April: 5 RAR relieved by 7 RAR which arrives in South Vietnam on 19/20 April.


30 May: 6 RAR relieved by 2 RAR, later to become 2 RAR/NZ (ANZAC).


6 August: 7 RAR clashes with Viet Cong 3/274 (Dong Nai) Main Force Regiment in Battle of Suoi Chau Pha (valley) on Operation Ballarat.


16 October: RAN HFV provides aircrew and ground staff for a helicopter flight with the US Army 135 Assault Helicopter Company (AHC).


17 October: Australian government announces an increase in 1 ATF with the addition of a third battalion and a tank squadron.


27 December: 3 RAR joins 1 ATF, total commitment of service personnel close to full strength.


1968


23 January to 1 March: Operation Coburg — 1 ATF reconnaissance in force operation; battle in Bien Hoa Province involving all three battalions (2 RAR, 3 RAR and 7 RAR), especially 3 RAR around FSB Andersen.


29 January: arrival of 1 Armoured Regiment (1 AR) with a squadron of 15 Centurion tanks, first Australian tanks to operate in South Vietnam.


12 February: Prime Minister John Gorton indicates Australia will not increase its commitment to South Vietnam.


1 March: 2 RAR becomes the first ‘ANZAC Battalion’, retitled 2 RAR/ NZ (ANZAC) recognising the attached New Zealand rifle companies plus attachments and continued through 2 RAR, 4 RAR and 6 RAR.


9 April: 7 RAR relieved by 1 RAR.


12 May to 6 June: Operation Toan Thang (Phase 1), units of 1 ATF called out of Phuoc Tuy Province to take part in the operation; the final phase, the Battle of Coral (FSBs Coral, Balmoral and Coogee — blocking force).


13 May: 141 and 165 North Vietnamese Regiments launch a concerted rocket and mortar assault on FSB Coral.


13 May: 3 RAR takes up a blocking position at FSB Coogee, 30 kilometres north-east of Saigon.


16 May: NVA regiments launch another attack on FSB Coral as the enemy breaches the base perimeter and are repelled.


23 May: Centurion tanks from C Squadron 1 AR arrive at FSB Coral and provide much-needed fire support.


24 May: 3 RAR moves from FSB Coogee to FSB Balmoral.


25 May: 3 Troop C Squadron 1 AR tanks make contact with an enemy force in a bunker system while moving to FSB Balmoral.


26 May: action widens to include FSB Balmoral (mortar and RPG bombardment), now supported by 1 AR tanks.


28 May: FSB Balmoral under another attack from enemy mortar and RPG bombardment.


30 May: Centurion tanks from 1 Troop C Squadron and APCs from 1 APC Squadron support infantry during a fierce contact in an enemy bunker system 3,000 metres from FSB Coral.


1 June: 2 RAR/NZ (ANZAC) relieved by 4 RAR/NZ (ANZAC).


6 June: from 12 May to 6 June Australian casualties during Operation Toan Thang (Phase 1) amount to 26 killed and 110 wounded.


17 June: HMAS Hobart hit by three missiles from a USN aircraft carrier north of Cape Lay.


5 November: 9 RAR Advance Party arrives at Nui Dat.


20 November: 3 RAR relieved by 9 RAR; Australian troop strength now 7,171.


1969


January: a peak of 8,300 Australian service personnel (7,171 Army) deployed in South Vietnam.


15 February: 1 RAR relieved by 5RAR.


11 May: Warrant Officer Class 2 R.A. Simpson, AATTV, awarded the Victoria Cross (third to be awarded).


13 May: A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment becomes B Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment.


24–25 May: Warrant Officer Class 2 K.A. Payne, AATTV, awarded the Victoria Cross (fourth and last to be awarded in South Vietnam).


19–21 May: 4 RAR/NZ (ANZAC) relieved by 6 RAR/NZ (ANZAC).


6–8 June: Operation Hammer — the Battle of Binh Ba; 5 RAR routs a battalion of 3/33 NVA Regiment occupying the village of Xa Binh Ba on Route 2, some 8,000 metres north of the 1 ATF base at Nui Dat.


8 June: President Nixon announces the beginning of the withdrawal of American combat forces; first reduction 25,000 troops — the start of Vietnamisation.


28 November: 9 RAR relieved by 8 RAR.


1970


27 February: 5 RAR relieved by 7 RAR.


22 April: Prime Minister Gorton announces the reduction of Australian forces in South Vietnam; one battalion will not be replaced in November; 1 ATF to be reduced to two battalions and SVN Army (ARVN) to take a greater combat role in the war.


8 May: first Moratorium demonstration in capital city streets of Australia as 120,000 march to call for an end to Australian involvement in the Vietnam War.


28 May: 6 RAR/NZ (ANZAC) relieved by 2 RAR/NZ (ANZAC).


June: AATTV commences build-up of personnel in Phuoc Tuy Province.


26 August: last Australian adviser leaves US Special Forces.


18 September: second Moratorium demonstration as 100,000 march in Australian cities; over 300 people arrested.


31 October: 8 RAR returns to Australia and is not replaced.


1971


9 February: AATTV opens Jungle Warfare Training Centre at Nui Dat, Phuoc Tuy Province.


25 February: 7 RAR relieved by 3 RAR.


30 March: Prime Minister William McMahon announces withdrawal of 1,000 personnel during the following three months.


23 May: 2 RAR/NZ (ANZAC) relieved by 4 RAR/NZ (ANZAC).


4 June: RAAF Canberra jet bombers stationed at Phan Rang withdrawn from South Vietnam.


5–14 June: Operation Overlord — the Battle of Long Khanh — as 1 ATF and US forces attack D445 Main Force Provincial Battalion and 3/33 NVA Battalion; 3 RAR takes the brunt of the battle.


30 June: third and final Moratorium march sees 110,000 demonstrate in Australian cities.


June: 1 Troop C Squadron 1 AR decommissioned and crews fly home.


July: 2 Troop C Squadron 1 AR decommissioned and crews fly home.


28 July to 5 August: Operation Iron Fox — 1 ATF attacks 274 VC Regiment.


18 August: Australian government announces 1 ATF will be withdrawn before Christmas 1971 and the logistic support forces shortly thereafter; a reduced AATTV is to stay.


August: Squadron HQ and 3 Troop 1 AR withdrawn in late August.


14 September: tanks from 1 AR leave South Vietnam aboard the Japanese freighter Harima Maru.


15 September: OC, C Squadron 1 AR and remaining crew members (the rear party) fly back to Australia.


21-22 September: Operation Ivanhoe — the Battle of Nui Le — 4 RAR/NZ attacks 2 and 3 Battalions and Headquarters of 33 NVA Regiment during 21 September and the night of 21/22 September 1971; 33 NVA Regiment withdraws from Phuoc Tuy Province.


4 October: Jungle Warfare Training Centre closes at Nui Dat.


15 October: RAN withdraws guided missile destroyer from Gulf of Tonkin operations.


15 October: Jungle Warfare Training Centre reopens at Van Kiep in Phuoc Tuy Province.


6 October: 3 RAR boards HMAS Sydney for the return journey to Australia and, on the same day, control of all operations in Phuoc Tuy handed to Provincial Chief.


7 November: 4 RAR/NZ (ANZAC) Battalion the last unit to withdraw from the Task Force base at Nui Dat; relocated to 1 ALSG Vung Tau.


19 November: RAAF 9 Squadron (helicopters) fly their last operation; personnel and helicopters return to Australia in December.


6 December: AATTV awarded the Vietnamese Cross of Gallantry with Palm unit citation.


9 December: 4 RAR/NZ (ANZAC) Battalion departs minus D Company Group, the last of the ANZAC battalions to see active service in South Vietnam, not replaced.


1972


3 January: detachment of AATTV joins US Training Centre in Phuoc Tuy Province for training of Cambodian battalions.


February: RAAF 35 Squadron withdraws from South Vietnam.


29 February: D Company Group 4 RAR, including 1 Troop A Squadron 3 Cavalry Regiment (plus) and 1 Field Squadron RAE, along with 1 ALSG close the Support Base at Vung Tau and withdraw from South Vietnam.


12 August: last US combat (ground) troops withdrawn from South Vietnam; over 43,000 airmen and support personnel remain.


18 December: HQ AAAGV, AATTV and support units withdraw from South Vietnam leaving a small embassy guard.


1973


11 January: Governor-General Sir Paul Hasluck proclaims the cessation of hostilities in South Vietnam by Australian forces.


26 February: Prime Minister Gough Whitlam announces the establishment of diplomatic relations with the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, but retains diplomatic recognition of RVN (South Vietnam).


29 March: last US military forces leave South Vietnam.


June: Australian Embassy guard withdrawn from South Vietnam.


1975


30 April: Thirteen years after Australia’s involvement in the war began, South Vietnam falls to the Communist forces.
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MAP B. 1 RAR operations, 1965 to 1966, centre of areas of operations only.





American Self-Propelled Artillery
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A 155-mm self-propelled howitzer of A Battery, 2/35 US Artillery, in an FSB area located on a sixty-metre hill near Dat Do (AWM P01657.013).
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An American M42 Duster equipped with twin Bofor guns and towing a trailer arrives at FSB Coral. Their primary role was that of a night defensive weapon and used in conjunction with an infra-red searchlight (AWM P01635.005).
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MAP C. 173 Airborne Brigade (US) base area and TAOR including 1 RAR base area (from a sketch by Brigadier J. Essex-Clark, Retd).
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Chapter 1


1 RAR at FSB Bien Hoa


Operations from June to December 1965


The 1 RAR Reconnaissance Party arrived at Tan Son Nhut Airport, Saigon, on 26 May 1965 and was met by Colonel O. D. Jackson, Commanding Officer (CO) Australian Army Force Vietnam (AAFV), accompanied by a group of Vietnamese dignitaries. The party then travelled to Bien Hoa airbase where its members were welcomed by US Brigadier General Ellis C. Williamson, Commander 173 Airborne Brigade (Separate), to which the battalion was to be attached.


On 27 May, HMAS Sydney sailed from Garden Island bound for South Vietnam with 347 officers and men from B Company, Support Company, and Administration Company, 1 RAR, under command of Major McFarlane, Officer Commanding (OC) B Company. The advance party had departed earlier on a Qantas charter flight for Saigon via Manila.


At 0530 hours on 8 June, HMAS Sydney anchored at Vung Tau and, by 0800 hours, was ready to unload its cargo. CO 1 RAR, Lieutenant Colonel I.R.W. Brumfield, welcomed his officers and men as they set foot on Vietnamese soil for the first time. They were also met by US General Westmoreland, the Australian Ambassador, David Anderson, and Colonel Jackson.


On 9 June at 0610 hours, the fifth and final chalk — some 110 personnel under command of the Battalion Second-in-Command (2IC), Major H.M. Lander — departed Richmond airbase on another Qantas charter flight. They landed at Tan Son Nhut Airport at 0900 hours the next day, and were soon in transit to the 173rd Airborne Brigade area at Bien Hoa airbase


When the last flight ferrying 1 RAR troops arrived at Tan Son Nhut on 10 June, the battalion was complete. Led by their CO, the 400 officers and men paraded outside the Bien Hoa airbase where General Nguyen Van Thieu, Minister of National Defence, Republic of Vietnam (RVN), officially welcomed 1 RAR to South Vietnam. Australia’s fighting commitment to the war in Vietnam, initiated by the work of the Australian Army Training Team Vietnam (AATTV), had begun to take shape.


With the arrival of 1 RAR at Bien Hoa airbase, located 35 kilometres north-east of Saigon, its job as the third manoeuvre battalion of the 173rd Airborne Brigade could begin. The battalion immediately commenced daily clearing patrols with an emphasis on essential training and acclimatisation.


1 RAR had been deployed at short notice and was under-trained and underequipped for the war it was about to fight. The men of 1 RAR quickly discovered that they had to depend on the experience of combat veterans to offset the training shortfalls and commandeer items from the US supply system to make up for deficiencies in equipment and stores. It was an inauspicious start to what was to be a gruelling and protracted campaign.


On 20 June, 1 RAR assumed responsibility for a tactical area of responsibility (TAOR) extending 4,000 metres north-east to the Song Dong Nai (river) and approximately 3,500 metres from east to west. The battalion was tasked to conduct a three-stage plan while deployed at FSB Bien Hoa.


The first stage of this plan saw 1 RAR construct and secure its battalion defence base position within the FSB Bien Hoa base area (on the north-eastern side of Bien Hoa airbase). The Australians also secured the intermediate zone, assigned sectors and airfield defence and began patrolling the outer TAOR.


During the second stage, the battalion conducted deep patrols, offensive operations and contributed to the security of the Bien Hoa airbase to prevent the enemy massing for a surprise attack. The US 2/503rd Infantry Battalion was responsible for the TAOR to the east of 1 RAR and a Regional Force company covered the TAOR to the west.


The third stage saw 1 RAR continue with the tasks associated with stages one and two as well as conduct search and destroy or reserve reaction operations in conjunction with the forces of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN).


For the next two months 1 RAR defended Bien Hoa airbase while the remainder of 173 Airborne Brigade fought in the central highlands. During this time the Australian patrol program reduced Viet Cong activity around the airbase to an all-time low.


The battalion was employed as an independent ‘battlegroup’, divorced from an Australian tactical headquarters and under command 173 Airborne Brigade (Separate). The composition of the battlegroup saw 1 RAR allocated a number of units under command for most operations. These included 1 APC Troop, 4/19 Prince of Wales’s Light Horse Regiment (PWLH) which basically comprised a headquarters and three other sections. Other units comprised an 81-mm mortar section mounted in tracks (the troop was capable of lifting a complete company); 3 Field Troop (engineers) which, when operating without plant equipment, comprised an element of six engineers to each rifle company and a group to Battalion Headquarters consisting of approximately one officer and 15 other ranks. The battalion was also allocated an armoured cavalry unit (E17) and a radio relay unit from 173 Airborne Brigade. Throughout most of the approximately 20 different operations the battalion conducted, it had 161 Field Battery RNZA and RAAF Element 161 Recce (Reconnaissance) Flight in direct support, with 105 Field Battery, RAA, in support. Also deployed were 708 Signal Troop and 1 Australian Logistic Support Company (1 ALSC).


Given the availability of large numbers of helicopters in Vietnam, the airmobile assault had become the usual method of inserting Australian and Allied troops into operational areas. Airmobile movement also provided the optimum solution to the problem of using a limited number of troops over a restricted period of time for the enormous task of constantly harassing the Viet Cong.


Most operations in Vietnam included extensive patrolling — the major task of the soldier. Patrols were conducted at section, platoon or at company strength and usually took the form of fighting patrols by day and ambush patrols by night.


The provision of fire support to infantry troops on operations against the Viet Cong highlighted some problems which were peculiar to this theatre of war. Some of these problems were specific to 1 RAR while under command of 173 Airborne Brigade, which was not a normal infantry brigade but was on a special establishment as a separate (or independent) brigade. On arrival in South Vietnam, 1 RAR was not fully prepared for the planning of air support and had only limited knowledge of the use of artillery. These flaws became starkly apparent during the battalion’s early operations.


One of the characteristics of this theatre of war was the use of fire support patrol bases (FSPB) and/or fire support bases (FSB) deployed in depth to bring fire units (artillery and mortars) within range of forward troops. Depending on the size and composition of the fire units, protection for the FSB was provided by a battalion, rifle company or, in several instances, the armoured personnel carriers (APCs) of 1 APC Troop or D Troop 16 Armour (US). An FSB was a lucrative target for the Viet Cong, and its protection was critically important.
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1 RAR deployed at FSB in the Bien Hoa area; the battalion was allotted a flat area with a low ridge protecting it from direct observation by the enemy to the north (AWM P1496/03).


The descriptions of the battalion tasks and actions that follow are based on the 1 RAR deployment summaries, unit war diaries and CO’s diary for the period.


Operation 1/65: 1 RAR 25 to 26 June 1965


The battalion’s first operation comprised a battalion shakedown operation as it joined 173 Airborne Brigade at Bien Hoa airbase. The operation was conducted in west central Bien Hoa Province and was designed to clear a base area for the incoming 2 Brigade, 1 US Infantry Division. 1 RAR, supported by FSB Bien Hoa, conducted a search and destroy operation between the convergence of Routes 1 and 15 near Bien Hoa village.


FSB Bien Hoa – YT 014144 deployed here from 25 to 26 June for 3/319 US Artillery Battalion less one battery in direct support and in support E/17 Cavalry (US) of 1 RAR operations, 11 kilometres south-east of base area. The base area was located 28 kilometres north-east of Saigon, 50 kilometres west of Xuan Loc and 62 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat (FSB units YT 013155 (1 RAR) YT 012152 (161 Field Battery RNZA) YT 024147 (105 Fd Bty RAA).


MBPP YT 086118 (aka Objective 12) – deployed here from 25 to 26 June for 1 RAR Mortar Platoon as a mortar base plate position in support of Operation 1/65. The base area was located 900 metres south of Route 1 and 9,250 metres south-east of the Bien Hoa airbase (XT 995135).


1 RAR operations in west central Bien Hoa Province


The first helicopter airlift of Operation 1/65 left Bien Hoa airbase on 25 June after a delay of 2½ hours due to bad weather. Later that day the mortar platoon fired its first shot in anger at a suspected Viet Cong village. On 26 June, the last helicopter lift of the extraction left the LZ, with the battalion operation conducted as planned.


At 1600 hours on 25 June, B Company, on the east flank of the search area, located two Viet Cong camps of up to platoon strength, one at grid references YT 104075 located by 6 Platoon, the other at YT 103074 by 5 Platoon. At the first camp, five Viet Cong were sighted but escaped before a cordon could be laid around the camp. Viet Cong documents and books were found in both camps. The AO of 24 square kilometres lay astride a likely Viet Cong line of approach to attack the airbase. This operation was conducted in undulating terrain covered in jungle.


The accidental detonation of a grenade in the C Company lines on return from the operation killed two Australian soldiers and one American soldier with another soldier dying of wounds; 10 soldiers were injured including two American soldiers.


On Operation 1/65 the main supporting units were 1 RAR with in direct support 3/319 US Artillery Battalion and in support E/17 Cavalry (US) and one Army Aviation Company (US).


Operation 2/65: 1 RAR 173 Airborne Brigade (16/65) 29 to 30 June 1965


A brigade search and destroy operation was conducted in the brigade AO north of Tan Uyen in the western area of War Zone D in northern Bien Hoa Province. During this operation 1 RAR was the security element for the 173rd Airborne Brigade FSB. The operation was designed to prevent a concentration of the Viet Cong threat to Bien Hoa airbase. One battery of 3/319 US Artillery deployed at FSB XT 988328 was in support of the operation.


FSB XT 988328 – set here from 29 to 30 June for one battery of 3/319 US Artillery Battalion in direct support of 173 Airborne Brigade and 1 RAR operations. The base area was located 19.3 kilometres north of Bien Hoa airbase, 24 kilometres north-east of Saigon, 55 kilometres west of Xuan Loc and 78 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat.


1 RAR operations in northern Bien Hoa Province


The operation in northern Bien Hoa Province commenced with the airlift of the battalion into the AO which consisted of undulating terrain covered in jungle and brushwood. On arrival, A Company received five rounds of 60-mm mortar fire resulting in three casualties that were evacuated by air.


B Company commenced a clearing search of the area up to 600 metres south of the road leading west south-west from the battalion location in preparation for the movement of a convoy at 1600 hours. They rendezvoused at grid reference XT 964315 at 1300 hours with nothing to report. C Company commenced a similar clearing search 600 metres north of the road and also rendezvoused at the same grid reference. A Company conducted a search and destroy operation up to 700 metres north-west of the battalion until 1200 hours with nothing to report.


A Company, Battalion Headquarters and elements of Support Company left Area B and proceeded towards the rendezvous with the transport elements at road junction XT 922287. D/16 Armour (US) and E/17 Cavalry (US) were detached from under command at this time. D Company and the mortar platoon remained in location as protection for the remaining units and moved out with them in the convoy at 1600 hours.


On 30 June, A, B, C Companies and Support Company with Battalion Headquarters moved out in road transport from the rendezvous point to the FSB area at Bien Hoa. This was the first combined US-RVN combat operation of the war and, at that time, comprised the largest heliborne troop lift. The lift included the movement of a complete ARVN brigade.


On Operation 2/65 the main supporting units were 173 Airborne Brigade, one battery of 3/319 US Artillery Battalion with under command 1 RAR, D/16 Armour and E/17 Cavalry (US) and a complete ARVN Brigade.
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FSB Bien Hoa (Bien Hoa airbase area) July 1965: land rovers (jeeps) belonging to 161 Field Battery RNZA shortly after the battery’s arrival at its Bien Hoa base area (AWM P01686.010).


Operation 3/65: 1 RAR 6 to 9 July 1965


173 Airborne Brigade conducted a search and destroy operation within its TAOR with 48 ARVN Regiment conducting search and destroy operations on the west flank of D Company, 1 RAR, from 6 to 9 July. 1 RAR was also tasked with a search and destroy operation within the battalion boundaries to find, fix and destroy enemy forces, supplies and equipment in an AO east and northeast of Tan Uyen which was part of the south-west area of War Zone D in north central Bien Hoa Province. FSBs Bien Hoa and YT 033175 were in direct support of the operation.


FSB YT 023264 (Objective 16) – set here from 6 to 9 July for 3/319 US Artillery (minus) in support of operations in 173 Airborne Brigade’s outer TAOR area. The base area was located 11 kilometres north-east of the 1 RAR FSB Bien Hoa base area.


FSB Bien Hoa – YT 014144 deployed here from 6 to 9 July for one battery of 3/319 US Artillery Battalion in direct support of 1 RAR operations. The centre of the AO was 12 kilometres north north-east of the base area. The base area was located 28 kilometres north-east of Saigon, 50 kilometres west of Xuan Loc and 62 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat. [FSB units YT 013155 (1 RAR) YT 012152 (161 Fd Bty RNZA) YT 024147 (105 Fd Bty RAA).]


1 RAR operations in 173 Airborne Brigade’s outer TAOR area


The operation commenced with an air assault by 1 RAR into Objective 16. After the air assault, the rifle companies moved into the northern sectors of the TAOR and commenced operations from 6 to 8 July. On the following day, the rifle companies moved into the southern sectors of the TAOR and linked up with 1/503 Battalion Task Force in Objective 3. 1 RAR was extracted by helicopter from Objective 3 at grid reference YT 015227 on 9 July with 1/503 Battalion Task Force providing security for the LZ.


Artillery support was available throughout the operation from Position 33, with air support available on call. A section of mortars from the 1 RAR Mortar Platoon plus 60 rounds of high explosive (HE) was deployed and remained in the 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters location for the duration of the operation.


The battalion AO was generally rectangular, extending north from the Song Dong Nai some 6,000 metres long and approximately 4,000 metres wide. The brigade anticipated that enemy forces in the area could range from squad to regimental size. 48 Infantry Regiment (ARVN) was also used to block the Viet Cong escape routes to the west of the brigade operational area. The terrain was hilly and mostly covered in jungle.


On Operation 3/65 the main supporting units were 173 Airborne Brigade (D Company) with under command 48 ARVN Regiment, 1 RAR and 3/319 US Artillery Battalion.


Operation General Artillery Support: 15 July to 12 August 1965


FSB Bien Hoa – YT 014144 deployed here between 15 July and 18 August ‘Single Gun Ready’ for one battery of 3/319 US Artillery Battalion and 161 Field Battery RNZA in direct support of 173 Airborne Brigade with1 RAR under command. 3/319 US Artillery Battalion was to provide close fire support for 173 Airborne Brigade including 1 RAR operations for the Bien Hoa airbase TAOR areas. The base area was located 24 kilometres north-east of Saigon, 50 kilometres west of Xuan Loc and 62 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat. [FSB units YT 013155 (1 RAR) YT 012152 (161 Fd Bty) YT 024147 (105 Fd Bty).]


Operation 4/65: A Company 1 RAR 17 July 1965


This was a search operation by A Company 1 RAR which conducted a sweep from north-west to south-east into a stop position in a portion (1 RAR Battalion TAOR) of 173 Airborne Brigade TAOR to intercept and destroy the Viet Cong who were using this part of the TAOR (Sector J) for movement. Artillery support for the operation was provided by FSB Bien Hoa.


FSB Bien Hoa – YT 014144 deployed here from 17 July for B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion in direct support of 1 RAR operations 6,000 metres northeast of base area. The base area was located 28 kilometres north-east of Saigon, 50 kilometres west of Xuan Loc and 62 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat. [FSB units YT 013155 (1 RAR) YT 012152 (161 Fd Bty RNZA) YT 024147 (105 Fd Bty RAA).]


FOBP YT 023268 – deployed here on 17 July from 0615 hours at the old rubber factory area for 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters (from 0715 to 1900 hours) as a forward operational base position in support of Operation 4/65. The base area was located 11 kilometres north-east of the 1 RAR FSB Bien Hoa base area.


1 RAR operations in the 1 RAR Battalion TAOR


The operation commenced at 0715 hours when A Company 1 RAR was deployed into its search area within the battalion TAOR. By 1700 hours A Company had completed its search without any contact or incident and retuned to base. 2 Platoon A Company remained on operations in Sectors A, C, F, G, H, and K of the battalion TAOR. The platoon returned to the battalion location at 1600 hours on 19 July with nothing to report.


The enemy was also setting — or had set — booby traps in the area. 1 APC Troop (PWLH) was reportedly fired at from this area on 13 July. During the night of 16/17 July, the Assault Pioneer Platoon 1 RAR established a patrol base and ambush position at grid reference XT 021165.


The AO was situated in central Bien Hoa Province on a gently sloping ridgeline rising from the north-west to the south-east and covered in jungle.


On Operation 4/65 the main supporting units were 1 RAR less C and D Companies on base and support tasks, with under command 1 APC Troop (PWLH) in direct support B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion.
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An L5 Pack Howitzer is manhandled into the back of an M113A1 APC. Carriers were sometimes used to covertly insert L5 Howitzers on ‘shoot and scoot’ deployments, allowing gunfire range to be extended into areas not accessible from the main base (AWM P05655.129).


Operation 5/65: Headquarters 2 Infantry Brigade (US) 29 July to 3 August 1965


This was a combined battalion operation in which both 1 RAR and 2/503 Infantry (US) were in the 173 Airborne Brigade TAOR to provide warning and defence of Bien Hoa airbase 6,000 metres north-east of the base area, while 173 Airborne Brigade was conducting operations in Phuoc Tuy Province.


FSB Bien Hoa – YT 014144 set here from 29 July to 3 August for B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion in direct support and 161 Field Battery RNZA in support of 1 RAR operations. The base area was located 28 kilometres northeast of Saigon, 50 kilometres west of Xuan Loc and 62 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat. [FSB units YT 013155 (1 RAR) YT 012152 (161 Fd Bty RNZA) YT 024147 (105 Fd Bty RAA).]


MBPP YT 054164 – deployed here on 30 July between 0630 and 1815 hours for a section of mortars from 1 RAR Mortar Platoon sited at this mortar base plate position in support of C Company search operation and protected by the Anti-tank Platoon. The base area was located 3,500 metres north-east of the 1 RAR base area YT 013155 and 1,700 metres south of Route 24.


1 RAR and 2/503 Infantry (US) operations in 173 Airborne Brigade TAOR


On 30 July, C Company 1 RAR moved out by APC with 9 Platoon commencing a search of the area where a Viet Cong headquarters had been reported. A section of mortars from 1 RAR Mortar Platoon with the Anti-tank Platoon as escort moved to grid reference YT 054164 in APCs to support the search. The mortar section returned to Bien Hoa at 1815 hours with the Anti-tank Platoon in APCs. The AO consisted of undulating to flat terrain with rice, rubber plantations, vegetable farms and jungle.


On Operation 5/65 the main supporting units were Headquarters 2 Infantry Brigade (US) with under operational control C Company 1 RAR, with under command 1 APC Troop (PWLH), in direct support B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion.


Operation 6/65: 1 RAR 7 to 11 August 1965


This was a battalion search and destroy operation conducted in the south-west area of War Zone D, 13 kilometres north of Bien Hoa airbase. The AO was generally hilly and covered in jungle. The enemy force expected during the operation was the A11 Main Force Regiment, with a Local Force unit acting as a screen. Although the AO was only 13 kilometres north of FSB Bien Hoa, a forward base area was set to control operations.


FSB Bien Hoa – YT 014144 deployed here from 7 to 11 August for B Battery 3/319 US Artillery in direct support and 161 Field Battery RNZA in support of 1 RAR operations, 13 kilometres north of the base area. The base area was located 28 kilometres north-east of Saigon, 50 kilometres west of Xuan Loc and 62 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat. [FSB units YT 013155 (1 RAR) YT 012152 (161 Fd Bty RNZA) YT 024147 (105 Fd Bty RAA).]


FOBP XT 983248 – deployed here from 7 to 11 August in Area A1 for 1 RAR operation with 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters and Anti-tank Platoon set here during Phase I and II. The base area was located 9.3 kilometres north north-west of 1 RAR Bien Hoa base area and 1,500 metres north of the Song Dong Nai.


LZ YT 030266 (Objective 6); at 1030 hours on 11 August the extraction of the battalion commenced from Objectives 6 and 7. The base area was located 12 kilometres north of the 1 RAR FSB Bien Hoa base area.


LZ YT 014235 (Objective 7); at 1030 hours on 11 August the extraction of the battalion commenced from Objectives 6 and 7. The base area was located 8,000 metres north of the 1 RAR FSB Bien Hoa base area.


1 RAR operations in the south-west area of War Zone D


On 7 August the first elements moved out from the battalion location by APCs on Operation 6/65 with APCs commencing to ferry the companies across the Song Dong Nai (river) to grid reference XT 957228. Due to the difficulty encountered with the river’s currents, this took longer than expected; the crossing was completed by 0920 hours.


A Company (fourth) and C Company (third) were the companies in order of move, following the Battalion Headquarters Group. They were carried by 2½ ton trucks to a debussing point at grid reference XT 972226 (aka Misty Court) and crossed the Song Dong Nai by motor launch and then by APCs to Tan Uyen at XT 972230 (aka Adams Apple). The companies rendezvoused with Task Force D/16 Armoured Company (US) at XT 972230 after crossing the river (aka Fence Post) and moved by APCs into Sector A1 and commenced patrolling. C Company commenced patrolling into Sector D3.


B Company (second) and D Company (first) companies in order of move, were carried by APCs to a debussing point at road junction XT 977257 (aka Copper King) and B Company moved into Sector B1 and D Company into Sector D1 and commenced patrolling. D/16 Armoured Company (US), after debussing B and D Companies, rendezvoused at Tan Uyen and carried the Battalion Headquarters Group with A and C Companies into Sector A1.


The activities of 9 August were typical of the platoon patrol activity that occurred throughout the operation. At 1130 hours, 12 Platoon D Company located a camp which had been rebuilt after being partially destroyed on a previous brigade operation. An engineer team from the brigade was brought in to complete the destruction of the tunnels and bunkers, and a small cache of ammunition was located. At the same time, 4 Platoon B Company engaged three Viet Cong in a large camp. One of the Viet Cong was shot in the chest; pools of blood later confirmed this. All the Viet Cong disappeared into (presumably) well-concealed tunnels. The camp, which had 18 huts with pits, bunkers and tunnels, was destroyed. An air strike was to be carried out on the camp sometime later.
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Gunners of 161 Field Battery, RNZA, settling into the base area at Bien Hoa airbase where 1 RAR is also deployed. At the centre is one of the battery’s 105-mm L5 Pack Howitzers (AWM P01686.012).


On 11 August at 1030 hours, the extraction of the battalion commenced from Objective 6 at grid reference YT 030266 and Objective 7 at grid reference YT 014235. By 1115 hours the battalion was complete at its FSB Bien Hoa location at YT 013155.


On Operation 6/65 the main supporting units were 1 RAR with under command D/16 Armoured Company (US) plus 1 APC (PWLH), in direct support B Battery 3/319 (US) Artillery Battalion with in support 161 Field Battery RNZA.


161 FIELD BATTERY RNZA


161 Field Battery RNZA arrived by Hercules aircraft at Bien Hoa airbase on 16 July under command of Major D.R. Kenning. Its strength of 99 included the first thirteen reinforcements. The battery had been raised on 2 June as an air-portable battery of four guns. Already it included engineers, signallers, service corps personnel, medics and electrical and mechanical engineers, as well as gunners. The unit was equipped with five L5 Pack Howitzers. One was intended as a spare, but was often deployed in Vietnam to strengthen the fire support. This was the first time a New Zealand unit with full equipment had moved into a war zone by air.


161Field Battery was located in FSB Bien Hoa at grid reference YT 012152 on the northern side of Bien Hoa airbase, under the operational control of 3/319 US Artillery Battalion as part of 173 Airborne Brigade. The battery was to provide close fire support for the brigade’s three infantry battalions, including 1 RAR, which joined 173 Airborne Brigade in June 1965.


By the time 161 Field Battery arrived, its camp area in FSB Bien Hoa was well advanced. This was due primarily to the efforts of the 30-man New Zealand Army Engineer Team which had been the country’s first contribution to Vietnam in June 1965. Now replaced by the battery, the team moved to Bien Hoa airbase in July and, from there, returned to New Zealand, its job done. The battery was given one month to acclimatise, during which it concentrated on the use of helicopters and moving its small Pack Howitzers in the Australian APCs. The New Zealanders conducted their first operation on 18 August, a one-day practice shoot to check procedures and to become familiar with the experience of being ‘outside the wire’.


L5 PACK HOWITZER


The 105-mm L5 Pack Howitzer was used by 105 Field Battery RAA and 161 Field Battery RNZA when they first deplyed to South Vietnam in 1965. It was replaced by the longer ranged and more durable, albeit heavier, US M2A2 105 Howitzer on 2 July 1966. Until the arrival of Chinook helicopters in large numbers, the L5 used by the Australians and New Zealanders was the only Howitzer deployable by Bell UH-1H Iroquois helicopter (the ‘Huey’).


Operation 7/65: 173 Airborne Brigade (Rear) 12 August to 8 September 1965


Operation 7/65 comprised the Base Camp Defensive Plans (dated 25 July 1965) for the Task Force Organisation, 173 Airborne Brigade (Rear), to provide warning for and defence of Bien Hoa airbase during 173 Airborne Brigade (Main) operations in the area of Pleiku, II Corps Tactical Zone (IICTZ). As part of Task Force Brumfield (Australian and New Zealand) operations, 1 RAR was to conduct battalion patrolling operations in both its own and 2/503 Infantry (US) TAORs. The American operations were controlled through Task Force Carmichael.


FSB Bien Hoa – YT 014144 deployed here from 12 August to 8 September for 161 Field Battery RNZA in direct support and B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion in support of 1 RAR company operations in both its own and 2/503 Infantry (US) TAORs north-east of the base area. The base area was located 24 kilometres north-east of Saigon, 50 kilometres west of Xuan Loc and 62 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat. [FSB units YT 013155 (1 RAR) YT 012152 (161 Fd Bty RNZA) YT 024147 (105 Fd Bty RAA).]


MBPP YT 000218 – deployed here from 13 August between 0900 and 1545 hours for elements of D/16 Cavalry (US) and 1 RAR Mortar Platoon which moved out to fire from these mortar base plate positions on specific targets in War Zone D. The base area was located in the Ap Long Loc (2) area, 300 metres west of the Song Dong Nai and 7,800 metres north north-west of the 1 RAR base area (YT 013155).


MBPP YT 065183 – deployed here on 13 August between 0900 and 1545 hours for elements of D/16 Cavalry (US) and 1 RAR Mortar Platoon which moved out to fire from these mortar base plate positions on specific targets in War Zone D. The base area was located 400 metres south of Route 24, 1,500 metres south-west of Xa Thien Tan and 6,000 metres north-east of the 1 RAR base area (YT 013155).


173 Airborne Brigade Base Camp defensive plans


During the operation, three artillery raids were conducted, namely Operation 8/65, Task Force Lander, Operation 9/65, Task Force Tattam and Operation 10/65, Ben Cat area operations.
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An L5 Pack Howitzer of 161 Field Battery, RNZA, on 18 August. The howitzer is set up in a temporary firing position in a field on the southern side of the Song Dong Nai six kilometres north of Bien Hoa airbase. This deployment was in support of Operation Task Force Lander which was a ‘gun raid’ to cover the two ARVN battalions operating in the area (AWM P1500.007).


173 Airborne Brigade (Rear) was to continue defence of Sectors C1, C2, and C3 of the Bien Hoa airbase complex and to maintain the capability to conduct limited mobile operations in defence of the airbase complex or to undertake counterinsurgency operations as directed. On 12 August, the rear elements of 2/503 Infantry Battalion and D/16 Armour came under operational command of 1 RAR for the period 173 Airborne Brigade forward elements were in the II Corps area.


The concept of operations was for Task Force Brumfield and Task Force Carmichael to shift forces as necessary for the defence of the assigned sectors. They would conduct defensive aggressive patrolling and other offensive operations as required for defence of the brigade TAOR. Brigade units would be employed to assist in the defence of Bien Hoa airbase in areas outside the brigade TAOR and to conduct counter-insurgency operations.


The AO, which covered the combined battalions’ TAOR, was roughly rectangular in shape and featured undulating to flat terrain with rice, rubber plantations, vegetable farms and jungle, and covered 30 square kilometres.


On Operation 7/65 the main supporting units were: Task Force Brumfield — 1 RAR, 2 Battalion 503 US Infantry (Rear), 3/319 US Artillery Battalion (Rear); D Company 16 Armour (US) and 161 Field Battery RNZA. Task Force Carmichael — 173 Support Battalion, 1 Battalion 503 Infantry (Rear), 173 Engineer Company (minus), E Troop 17 Cavalry (Rear) Headquarters and Headquarters Company 173 Airborne Brigade (minus).


Operation 8/65: 1 RAR Task Force Lander 18 August 1965


This operation was an ‘artillery raid’ in which the guns of 161 Field Battery RNZA were established in a temporary gun position forward in the TAOR on the southern side of the Song Dong Nai in north central Bien Hoa Province. From this advanced position they surprised the Viet Cong by firing on a target in depth. The target was a suspected Viet Cong regiment-size assembly area north-west of Tan Uyen. The Task Force was commanded by 1 RAR 2IC, Major H.M. Lander.


FSB XT 998214 – set here on 18 August for 161 Field Battery RNZA in direct support and B Battery 1/7 US Artillery Battalion in support of Task Force Lander including under command C Company 1 RAR for operations. This was the first recorded operation involving 161 Field Battery RNZA in direct support of 1 RAR. The base area was located 6,000 metres north of the base area (FSB Bien Hoa YT 013155 – 1 RAR) on the southern bank of Song Dong Nai and 4,000 metres north of Route 24.


161 Field Battery RNZA artillery raid


The mission was to move to an area in grid square XT 9921 on 18 August from which the guns could be fired into grid square XT 9329 while remaining protected. 161 Field Battery RNZA moved in APCs by road with C Company, 1 APC Troop (PWLH) detached from 1 RAR and D/16 Armoured Company (US) from Bien Hoa to protect the gun position in grid square XT 9921. After the guns had fired into the area of XT 9329, the battery returned to the Bien Hoa base area.


The AO was located in the immediate vicinity of the gun position so as to provide close-in protection and extended northwards 1,000 metres to the banks of the Song Dong Nai in terrain that was flat with rice, grasslands and cultivation. This was the first time the L5 Pack Howitzer 105-mm guns of 161 Field Battery RNZA had been deployed concealed inside APCs to achieve an element of surprise.


On Operation 8/65 the main supporting units were: Task Force Lander with under command C Company 1 RAR, 1 APC Troop (PWLH), element D/16 Amour (US), in direct support 161 Field Battery RNZA, in support of B Battery 1/7 US Artillery Battalion.


Operation 9/65: 1 RAR Task Force Tattam 27 August 1965


Task Force Tattam was another ‘artillery raid’ in which the guns of 161 Field Battery RNZA were established in a temporary gun position forward in the TAOR 2,400 metres south of the southern bank of the Song Dong Nai in north central Bien Hoa Province. This advanced position allowed them to surprise the Viet Cong by firing on targets in depth. The Task Force was commanded by Major J.J. Tattam, OC C Company 1 RAR.


FSB YT 025199 – set here on 27 August for B Battery 1/7 US Artillery Battalion in support of Task Force Tattam. The base area was located on the southern bank of the Song Dong Nai, 4,500 metres north-east of Bien Hoa and 2,000 metres north of Route 24 (LTL 24).


FSB YT 023178 (aka FSB Concord area) – set here on 27 August for 161 Field Battery RNZA with 1 RAR Mortar Platoon and 1 APC Troop in direct support of Task Force Tattam including under command C Company 1 RAR with Battalion Headquarters at Bien Hoa base area. The base area was located 2,400 metres south of the Song Dong Nai beside Route 24, 2,200 metres east of Xa Tan Phu and 2,200 metres north-east of the 1 RAR FSB Bien Hoa base area.


161 Field Battery RNZA artillery raid


C Company moved on foot into protective positions in Sector C. 161 Field Battery RNZA followed in APCs into selected gun positions and fired into the Free Fire Zone of War Zone D. On completion of the shoot, the battery returned to its Bien Hoa base area.


The AO was in the immediate vicinity of the gun position so as to provide close-in protection and was situated in undulating terrain among rubber plantation and jungle. The Viet Cong activity was in an area of War Zone D immediately north of the TAOR.


On Operation 9/65 the main supporting units were: Task Force Tattam comprising under command C Company 1 RAR, 1 APC Troop (PWLH) and D/16 Amour (US), in direct support 161 Field Battery RNZA, in support of B Battery 1/7 US Artillery Battalion.


Operation 10/65: 1 RAR 3 September 1965


This was a follow-up ‘artillery raid’ in which the guns of 161 Field Battery RNZA and C Battery 1/7 US Artillery Battalion were established in a temporary gun position forward in a TAOR east of the 2/503 TAOR on the eastern flank of Bien Hoa Province. This advanced position allowed them to engage elements of the A11 Main Force Regiment.


FSB YT 127144 (aka Objective 9) – set here on 3 September for 161 Field Battery RNZA and C Battery 1/7 US Artillery Battalion with 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters, C Company, Mortar Platoon, Anti-tank Platoon, Assault Pioneer Platoon and D/16 Armour (US) deployed here in support of Operation 10/65. The base area was located 11.5 kilometres east of 1 RAR Bien Hoa base area and 2,200 metres north of Route 1 north of a Catholic village.


161 Field Battery RNZA artillery raid


On 2 September A Company made a preliminary move to a position on the eastern boundary of 2/503 TAOR in preparation for securing Objective 9. B Company then withdrew from the 1 RAR TAOR to the operational base area with C Company moving into the 1 RAR TAOR.


On 3 September, D Company moved by APCs to Objective 9 and commenced patrolling in Sectors 1 to 6. 1 RAR and 161 Field Battery RNZA were airlifted to Objective 9, the remainder travelling by road. The AO protecting the gun position was 46 square kilometres with undulating terrain covered in jungle, with areas of rice and clear forest.


On Operation 10/65 the main supporting units were 1 RAR (Battalion Headquarters with C Company, Mortar, Anti-tank and Assault Pioneer Platoons deployed at Objective 9), with under command elements of D/16 Armour (US), in direct support 161 Field Battery RNZA and C Battery 1/7 US Artillery Battalion.
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The gunners of 105 Field Battery, RAA, set up their base in a water-soaked area at Bien Hoa airbase in September 1965 (AWM SHA/65/0015/VN).


105 FIELD BATTERY RAA


On 14 September 1965, 105 Field Battery RAA left Australia aboard HMAS Sydney bound for South Vietnam to commence its first tour of duty. Arriving on 28 September, the Sydney dropped anchor off Vung Tau. Wheeled amphibious landing vehicles (DUKWs) were used to ferry the troops from the Sydney to landing craft (LCMs) for the run to the shore. At Vung Tau airfield the troops boarded a C-130 aircraft for the short flight to Bien Hoa airbase where 105 Field Battery RAA came under operational control of 3 Battery 319 US Artillery Battalion.


As 161 Field Battery RNZA was already allocated in direct support of 1 RAR, 105 Field Battery became the general support battery. On 23 October, the battery was first deployed outside Bien Hoa airbase in direct support of 1 RAR on Operation 13/65 (23 to 26 October 65) in the Iron Triangle. On 5 November, 105 Battery RAA was deployed in War Zone D for the first time in direct support of a major (brigade-size) operation known as Operation Hump. The battery’s tour of South Vietnam finished on 31 August 1966 and the battery returned to Australia.


Operation 11/65 Ben Cat I: 173 Airborne Brigade (Separate) 14 to 28 September 1965


A brigade search and destroy operation was conducted 40 kilometres north-west of Bien Hoa airbase in Binh Duong Province, and 1 RAR acted as the reserve battalion for 173 Airborne Brigade in the brigade AO north and north-west of Ben Cat. A pro-Viet Cong area lay between the Viet Cong routes east-west between War Zone C, War Zone D and the Iron Triangle south-west of Ben Cat. This was a potential concentration area capable of holding a Viet Cong Main Force Division and additional troops. During this period seven forward FSB areas were set to cover the operation.


FSB Ben Cat I – XT 756330 set here from 14 to 23 September for A Battery 1/7 US Artillery Battalion in support of 1/7 US Artillery Battalion less A Battery with 161 Field Battery RNZA from 14 to 16 September. The base area was located on Route 13, 34 kilometres north-west of Bien Hoa and 44 kilometres north north-west of Saigon.


FSB XT 723353 (LZ Buster) – set here from 14 to 28 September for 3/319 US Artillery Battalion with 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters Group (sited at XT 724348), A Company and B Company airlifted here. From 16 to 18 September, 161 Field Battery RNZA was deployed here. The base area was located 7,200 metres south of FSB XY 714424 and 4,000 metres north-west of FSB Ben Cat I.


FSB XT 788162 (aka Position Boom) – set here from 19 to 28 September for A Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion and the vehicles of 2/503 Battalion and 3/319 US Artillery Battalion. The base area was located 17 kilometres south southeast of FSB Ben Cat 1 and 21 kilometres north north-west of Bien Hoa airbase.


FSB XT 714424 – set here from 18 to 23 September for 161 Field Battery RNZA with Battalion Headquarters 1 RAR, A Company and B Company airlifted from LZ Buster on 19 September. On 22 September, 161 Field Battery RNZA and B Company were airlifted to FSB Ap Bau Bang with Battalion Headquarters 1 RAR deployed to FOBP XT 740453 on 23 September. The base area was located 3,900 metres south-west of FSB XT 740453 and 10.3 kilometres north-west of FSB Ben Cat 1.


FOBP XT 740453 – deployed here on 23 September for 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters Group with the Mortar Platoon then moving to FSB Ap Bau Bang XT 788462 on the same day. The base area was located 3,900 metres north-east of FSB XT 714424 and 12.4 kilometres north north-west of FSB Ben Cat 1.


FSB Ap Bau Bang – XT 788462 set here from 22 to 27 September for 161 Field Battery RNZA with B Company 1 RAR airlifted here from FSB XT 714424. On 23 September, 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters with the Mortar Platoon were airlifted here from FOBP XT 714424 and were in support of 1 RAR operations. The base area was located 13.4 kilometres north-east of FSB Ben Cat 1, 5,000 metres west of FSB XT 740453.


FSB Lai Khe – XT 761383 set here from 27 to 28 September for the road convoy. C Company 1 RAR moved as the road convoy escort with 1 APC Troop, 161 Field Battery RNZA, B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion, Mortar and Assault Pioneer Platoons 1 RAR. The convoy deployed to FSB Lai Khi for the night. The base area was located 6,000 metres south-east of FSB XT 714424, 7,300 metres south-east of FOBP XT 740453 and 8,300 metres south-west of FSB Ap Bau Bang.


1 RAR operations as the Brigade Reserve Battalion in Binh Duong Province


The FSBs had alternative positions to occupy to ensure continuing artillery support. 1 RAR, 161 Field Battery RNZA and 1 APC Troop moved into the area by road convoy and airborne insertion. During the road move, a command-detonated mine destroyed one of the New Zealand vehicles killing two soldiers and wounding one — the first New Zealand casualties in South Vietnam. On arrival in the AO, companies commenced sector patrolling.


This was a complicated operation for 1 RAR as it involved a number of moves and changes of mission. The differing requirements demanded reorientation and quick adaptation on the part of the companies. In driving monsoonal rains the battalion conducted heavy patrolling by platoons during the day and concentrated in a tight perimeter at night. As well as clearing patrols, 1 RAR performed duties as the brigade reserve and conducted road clearance and escort for the guns.


The battalion was assigned AOs successively in a line from south-west to northeast within the brigade AO, in generally undulating terrain, with mostly jungle in the south-west, clear forest in the centre and a mixture of vegetation in the north-east. Twenty Viet Cong camps or defensive positions were located and some were destroyed, one home-made plant for making ammunition was destroyed and three weapons captured.


At 0700 hours on 20 September, 6 Platoon B Company 1 RAR fired on movement which proved to be a buffalo. As a result of the firing, one Viet Cong surrendered in the battalion harbour position (XT 716414). He was unarmed and the resulting interrogation revealed that he was a political company commander of the Phu Loi Battalion.


On 27 September at 1500 hours, the battalion commenced extraction from the AO by helicopter to Bien Hoa in the following order: A, B and D Companies, Battalion Headquarters and the Anti-tank Platoon. C Company moved as the escort to the road convoy which consisted of 1 APC Troop, 161 Field Battery RNZA, B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion, with Mortar and Assault Pioneer Platoons 1 RAR. The convoy proceeded to Lai Khe (XT 761383) then, with 173 Airborne Brigade Headquarters, moved onto FSB Bien Hoa. At 1215 hours the next day, C Company and all the remaining elements were complete in the battalion base position at FSB Bien Hoa.


On Operation 11/65 Ben Cat I the main supporting units comprised 1 RAR with under command 1 APC Troop (PWLH), 161 Field Battery RNZA and in support B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion with 173 Airborne Brigade Headquarters.


Operation 12/65 Iron Triangle (Ben Cat II): 173 Airborne Brigade 8 to 14 October 1965


The Iron Triangle


The objective was to conduct brigade search and destroy operations commencing on 8 October, 1 RAR being the manoeuvre element of 173 Airborne Brigade. The brigade AO was directly south-west of FSB Ben Cat, covering the Iron Triangle, a known Viet Cong headquarters, transit camp and supply installations base area. Artillery and mortar fire support was provided by two FSB positions and one mortar base plate position.


FSB Ben Cat II (aka Position Red) – XT 777276 set here from 8 to 14 October for 3/319 US Artillery Battalion including 161 Field Battery RNZA to provide continuous support of 173 Airborne Brigade and 1 RAR operations. The base area was located 38.2 kilometres north of Saigon on Route 13 and 28.2 kilometres north-west of Bien Hoa airbase.


FSB ARVN Military Compound – XT 745326 deployed here on 8 October for two sections of mortars from 1 RAR Mortar Platoon and the 4.2-mm mortars of D/16 Armour deployed into the ARVN 155-mm Artillery compound to cover the deployment of the 1 RAR into Phase I positions. They were then prepared to move forward on order to a location near the 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters Group.


The Mortar Platoon moved in convoy between A and D Companies and was prepared to come into action en route. The base area was located 1,200 metres south-west of FSB Ben Cat II (aka Position Red) – XT 756330 and 3,000 metres north-east of FSB XT 716317.


FSB XT 716317 – set here from 8 to 14 October for the Battalion Headquarters Group 1 RAR (Command Post Group), Battery Commander’s Party (from 161 Field Battery RNZA) with the two sections of mortars plus the Mortar Command Post, Support Company Group with Assault Pioneer Platoon. The base area was located 4,200 metres south-west of FSB Ben Cat II (aka Position Red) – XT 756330 and 3,000 metres south-west of MBPP ARVN Military Compound – XT 745326.


1 RAR operations in the Iron Triangle


The first 1 RAR AO was 14 square kilometres of the north-east section of the brigade AO and directly south-west of FSB Ben Cat. The second AO of 10 square kilometres was to the east of the brigade AO between the Song Thi Tinh (river) and Route 13 and due south of FSB Bien Cat in west central Binh Duong Province. The terrain was flat to undulating and traversed by the Song Thi Tinh, with jungle, rubber, grasslands and rice areas adjoining the river.


A second objective was to continue clearing the area for the arrival of 1 Infantry Division (US). 1 RAR entered the area by road convoy, C Company clearing the way with D/16 Armour and B Company following with 1 APC Troop. 161 Field Battery reinforced the brigade guns at a centrally located FSB.


1 RAR conducted search and destroy operations in its sector which took the form of a blocking position. 1/503 and 2/503 Battalions assaulted into the operational area by helicopter and swept towards 1 RAR. Resupply differed from previous arrangements in that a logistic base and administration area was established in the AO.


The 1 RAR search area was significant for the number of booby traps found causing five detonations which accounted for most of the battalion casualties during the operation. These were caused by several adapted mines (home-made devices) and some Viet Cong command-detonated mines.


On Operation 12/65 Iron Triangle (Ben Cat II) the main supporting units were 173 Airborne Brigade (1/503 and 2/503 Battalions) with under command 1 RAR with under control 1 APC Troop (PWLH) and D/16 Armour (US) in direct support 161 Field Battery RNZA and a 155-mm ARVN battery.


Operation 13/65: 1 RAR 23 to 26 October 1965


This was a 1 RAR battalion search and destroy operation to extend the 173 Airborne Brigade area of influence beyond 18 kilometres north-east of its TAOR, based on the Bien Hoa airbase area and to the south-east of the junction of the Song Be and Song Dong Nai (rivers). From 23 to 26 October, 105 Field Battery RAA was deployed in direct support of 1 RAR. 105 Field Battery RAA was deployed forward at FSB YT 106211 to cover the operation.


FSB YT 106211 – set here from 23 to 26 October for 105 Field Battery RAA in direct support of 1 RAR operations. 105 Field Battery RAA had to cover a base frontage of 120 metres. The base area was located on the south side of Route 24, 14.5 kilometres north-east of Bien Hoa airbase, 11.5 kilometres north-east of Xa Tan Phu.


1 RAR operations within the base area of War Zone D


The 1 RAR Battalion Group moved out of FSB Bien Hoa in the troop-carrying vehicles and APCs of 1 APC Troop (PWLH) to commence operations in the brigade TAOR. B Company and vehicles of the Battalion Group deployed at a creek crossing for one hour at grid reference YT 104212, with 1 RAR Mortar Platoon, including two mortar tracks from 1 APC Troop — in action for the first time in South Vietnam — deployed at grid reference YT 103211. C Company commenced moving into Sectors 6, 7 and 8 and B Company secured the LZ for the insertion of 105 Field Battery RAA in direct support of the battalion’s search and destroy operations.


Deployment of 105 Field Battery RAA was by helicopter into the gun area immediately to the rear of the 1 RAR Headquarters area while B Company continued to provide security for the FSB. A few minor errors aside, the operation was an excellent orientation exercise for the battery’s first deployment outside FSB Bien Hoa base area in operational support of 1 RAR. The AO was 38 square kilometres, most of which was within the Viet Cong base area of War Zone D and situated in generally hilly terrain covered with jungle.


On Operation 13/65 the main supporting units were 1 RAR with under command 1APC Troop (PWLH) and 3 Field Troop RAE, in direct support 105 Field Battery RAA, 161 Field Battery RNZA and in support 161 (Indep) Recce Flight and E/17 Cavalry (US).
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A US Army Iroquois helicopter delivers a resupply of ammunition for 105 Field Battery, RAA. The Australian and American forces mounted a combined operation against the Viet Cong in the Cong Thanh district in 1965 (AWM SHA/65/0114/VN).


Operation 14/65 Hump: 173 Airborne Brigade 5 to 9 November 1965


The Battle of Nui Gang Toi Mountains


On 5 November, 1 RAR participated in a brigade search and destroy operation as one of two manoeuvre elements of 173 Airborne Brigade. Operation Hump was a five-day operation conducted in the brigade AO which was in the Viet Cong base area of War Zone D, astride the Song Dong Nai to the north-east of Bien Hoa. This operation was supported by 105 Field Battery RAA deployed at FSB YT 132258 (aka LZ Queen) and 3/319 US Artillery deployed at FSB Ace.


FSB YT 132258 (aka LZ Queen) – set here from 5 to 9 November for 105 Field Battery RAA in direct support of 173 Airborne Brigade and 1 RAR operations; 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters was sited at YT 139256. The base area was located 20 kilometres north-east of Bien Hoa airbase and 20 kilometres east north-east of Tan Uyen.


FOBP YT 139256 – deployed here for 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters as a forward operational base position in support of Operation Hump. The base area was located 750 metres south-east of the FSB area.


FSB Ace – YT 107224 set here from 5 to 9 November for 3/319 US Artillery Battalion in direct support of 173 Airborne Brigade and in support of 1 RAR operations. The base area was located 17 kilometres north-east of Bien Hoa airbase and 23 kilometres east north-east of Tan Uyen.


105 Field Battery RAA


This was the first Australian artillery battery committed to operations by air. Operation Hump was also the first brigade operation for 105 Field Battery RAA. This was a difficult deployment. In the hot and humid atmosphere of Vietnam where payloads were greatly reduced, the battery required 50 helicopter loads using the B model Iroquois. These carried the six guns with each gun broken into three helicopter loads and approximately 100 rounds per gun. A rapid airborne resupply of ammunition was also required. Later, at Phan Rang, 105 Field Battery RAA practised its airmobile sequences with 1 Brigade (US).


In December 1965 the first Chinook medium-lift helicopters were used on operations in Vietnam. These had the capacity to take guns inside or as slung loads, as well as carry a heavy payload of ammunition. 105 Field Battery RAA made an important contribution to airmobile operations by filling a gap in the arsenal of the US Army.


1 RAR operations in the Nui Gang Toi Mountains


1 RAR was operating in an AO of 32 square kilometres south-east of the river in undulating to hilly terrain covered in jungle. This was the first brigade-size operation for the newly arrived 105 Field Battery RAA, 3 Field Troop RAE (engineers) and 161 Recce Flight, all of which operated in support of 1 RAR.


The Viet Cong forces known to be in this area were Q762 (aka 274) VC Main Force Regiment and D800 Main Force Battalion. The operation was especially notable because it was the first time that Viet Cong Main Force units stood their ground in front of the brigade, which came in contact with the Viet Cong units in a damp, leech-infested forest near the junction of the Song Be and Song Dong Nai (rivers), 20 kilometres north-east of Bien Hoa airbase. Less than two months before Operation Hump commenced, and unknown to 173 Airborne Brigade, the enemy had stationed a new headquarters known as U1 in the hills which happened to be 1 RAR’s target AO.


On 9 November, as the operation unfolded, CO 1 RAR ordered A Company to return to a rendezvous with the remainder of the battalion for extraction back to Bien Hoa. On the morning of 8 November, following its new instructions, the company moved out on a compass bearing which would take it across the northern edge of the Gang Toi plateau towards Sector 7. Throughout the day the company had intermittent contacts with small enemy groups. From their side of the river the Australians knew that 1/503 Battalion had run into deep trouble. But neither they nor 2/503 at Bien Hoa had been called as reinforcements.


That afternoon, from 1630 hours, A Company 1 RAR fought a heavy contact with VC Company 238. This unit had been formed under the direction of U1 Headquarters from a nucleus of enemy mobile forces from the Bien Hoa region. Its mission was to protect the headquarters of U1 and conduct military raids in the U1 area, including the planning and execution of attacks on the Bien Hoa airbase.


At 1830 hours, two hours after the battle had commenced and with dusk approaching, Major Healy, OC A Company, realised that the whole battalion could not be concentrated against the target before the following day and decided to withdraw. With extreme reluctance at leaving two of his men behind, Healy gave the orders to start moving back down the hill.


On Operation 14/65 Hump the main supporting units were 173 Airborne Brigade (minus) with under command 1/503 Battalion (US), US Special Forces, 3/319 US Artillery Battalion, USAF, 145 and A/82 Aviation Battalions and 1 RAR with under command 3 Field Troop RAE, in direct support 105 Field Battery RAA and 161 Field Battery RNZA, in support 161 (Indep) Recce Flight.
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Gunner Charles Geljon of Inala, Brisbane, tests his light machine-gun (L2A1 – a fully automatic SLR, L1A1) in a weapon pit protecting the perimeter of 105 Field Battery RAA. In November 1965 the battery was in support of 1 RAR during an operation in War Zone D to the north of Saigon (AWM SHA/65/0119/VN).


Operation 15/65 1 RAR cancelled


GUY FAWKES NIGHT


The New Zealanders first celebrated Guy Fawkes night on 5 November in 1965, when 161 Field Battery RNZA fired 240 rounds of illumination, smoke and HE into the air above War Zone D. The puzzled US Command, ignorant of the significance of the event, urgently queried the nature of the contact, then told the higher US Headquarters that ‘the Kiwis are celebrating some guy named Fox’.


PHAN RANG


On 20 November, 105 Field Battery RAA moved by C123 aircraft to Phan Rang base and came under the operational control of 1 Brigade 101 Airborne Division. This brigade was in reserve for Operation New Life, conducted by 173 Airborne Brigade around Vo Dat. The battery remained at Phan Rang until 1 December and was integrated with 2/320 Battalion. No operational moves were made from Phan Rang.


The battery conducted command post exercises and course shooting, one observation post assistant having the distinction of firing the complete battery of 24 guns.


Operation 16/65 New Life: 173 Airborne Brigade 21 November to 16 December 1965


The objectives of this operation were to seize and secure the La Nga Valley during the rice harvest, and to clear, develop and maintain key sections of roads within the brigade AO in Bien Hoa Province, including National Route 1, as well as conduct of associated search, control and destroy operations. The aim was to deny Viet Cong access to the rice harvest in the rice-growing areas of the La Nga Valley (near the villages of Vo Dat and Vo Xu) and restore local government control. Three FSB areas were set to support this operation along with a number of night defence positions.


FAA YT 723327 (Vo Dat Airstrip aka Steel Arrow) – on 21 November, units in support of Operation New Life deployed through this forward assembly area commencing at 0800 hours. B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion was moved by fixed wing aircraft to the Vo Dat airstrip. Order of introduction into the airhead was 161 Field Battery RNZA, 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters element, A and C Batteries 3/319 US Artillery Battalion.


FSB YT 714336 – set here between 21 November and 22 December for the 1/503 Mortar Platoon moving by helicopter to Vo Dat airstrip and establishing an FSB area at this location. B Battery 3/319 assumed the general support role for 173 Airborne Brigade and, with the arrival of 161 Field Battery RNZA, assumed the direct support role for 1 RAR. A Battery 3/319 assumed the direct support role for 2/503 Infantry and C Battery 3/319 in direct support of 1/503 Infantry on introduction into the airhead. These movements were completed by 1800 hours on 21 November.


161 Field Battery RNZA was deployed here between 21 and 25 November, then between 13 and 16 December. The base area was located in the rubber plantation 1,500 metres north-west of the Vo Dat airstrip, 2,100 metres west of Vo Dat (YT 735335) and 2,100 metres south-west of Nui Vo Dat (YT 7213440).


NDP YT 755346 (aka Elephant Walk) – deployed here on the night of 21/22 November. The 1 RAR rifle companies moved from the Vo Dat airstrip at 0900 hours and proceeded through Vo Dat village to a harbour area at Elephant Walk. The base area was located 2,250 metres north-east of Vo Dat (735335), 2,000 metres north-west of Nui Rinh and 300 metres north of the Vo Dat/ Vo Xu road.


NDP YT 774339 Nui Rinh (aka Brass Monkey) – deployed here on the northeast side of the hill feature at YT 780350 on the night of 22/23 November. At 0734 hours on 22 November, 1 RAR commenced movement towards the assault and supporting positions around the Brass Monkey feature.


This was preceded by air and artillery fire, with B Company commencing an assault on the Brass Monkey feature at 1137 hours. The feature was deserted and there was no sign that the enemy had occupied the position at any stage.


The action was completed at 1411 hours. The base area was located (NDP YT 780350) 1,250 metres north-east of Nui Rinh, 1,400 metres south of the Vo Dat/Vo Xu road and 4,700 metres north-east of Vo Dat (YT 735335).


NDP YT 792368 – deployed here on the night of 23/24 November. At 1125 hours on 23 November, 1 RAR moved to the new overnight position without incident. As the battalion arrived at the harbour area, a Viet Cong walked towards C Company’s position, but fled when fired on, and was not captured. The base area was located 700 metres south of Vo Dat/Vo Xu road, 6,500 metres north-east of Vo Dat (YT 735335) and 3,300 metres north-east of Nui Rinh.


NDP Chinh Duc – YT 786375 (Duc Hanh YT 778387, the northern area of the village) deployed here between 24 and 29 November at YT 786377 in Chinh Duc village area. 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters and all sub-units harboured in this location in support of 1 RAR company operations. 1 APC Troop linked up with 1 RAR and provided extra security during the night of 24/25 November. The base area was located in Duc Hanh 450 metres north of Route 334, 2,600 metres north-west of FSB Vo Xu and 4,200 metres north-east of FSB Vo Dat.


NDP YT 815371 – deployed here on 25/26 November for B and D Companies which moved south-east from Chinh Duc and harboured at this location. They were then in a position to conduct an assault on Vo Xu village (YT 815380) the following day. The base area was located 5,200 metres north-east of Nui Rinh, 900 metres south of Vo Xu (YT 815380) and 2,90 metres east south-east of NDP YT 786377 (Chinh Duc).


FOBP Vo Xu – YT 815380 deployed here from 29 November to 13 December for 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters Group in support of company operations. This forward operating base position was located 900 metres south of Vo Xu and Route 334. The base area was located 9,200 metres north-east of Vo Dat (YT 735335), 4.600 metres north-east of Nui Rinh and 8,200 metres north-east of Vo Dat (YT 735335).


FSB Vo Xu (aka Position Bravo) – YT 812366 set here between 29 November and 13 December for 161 Field Battery RNZA with all sub-units and units under command of 1 RAR harboured south of Vo Xu. The base area was located 1,400 metres south south-east of Vo Xu (YT 815380), 4,600 metres north-east of Nui Rinh and 8,200 metres north-east of Vo Dat (YT 735335).


NDP YT 723323 – deployed here from 13 to 16 December. The battalion commenced its move from the position south of Vo Xu to a new location immediately south of Vo Dat airstrip where it was tasked to defend the airfield. By 0900 hours on 16 December, all companies had closed on this area, having commenced their move at 0800 hours.


At 1945 hours standing patrols were posted around the battalion area and preparations made for Operation Smash. The base area was located 1,700 metres south-west of Vo Dat (YT 735335), 2,100 metres south of Nui Vo Dat and 5,300 metres south-west of Nui Rinh (aka Brass Monkey).


THE PROVINCE OF BA RIA


Prior to 1956, Binh Tuy, Long Khanh and Phuoc Tuy provinces were all contained within the province of Ba Ria. At the same time, the Rice Bowl was little more than a large swamp with a few cultivated areas. In 1957 the government of South Vietnam moved 40,000 refugees from the areas adjacent to the 17th parallel to this region to develop the area.


By November 1965 this area had become the fifth-largest rice-producing area in Vietnam. November 1964 saw the Viet Cong gain control of the region with the exception of the hamlets of Vo Dat and Tan Linh. The Viet Cong utilised the population in the hamlets for forced labour, conscription into the Viet Cong ranks and forced contributions of food and equipment.


1 RAR operations in the La Nga Valley


After a heliborne landing on the Vo Dat airstrip (YT 723327) on 21 November, 1 RAR proceeded to clear the 10-kilometre route to Vo Xu in preparation for 10 ARVN Division. This involved a series of attacks on fortified villages and features along the way, the most notable being a battalion attack on the hamlet of Chinh Duc on 24 November. The attack, the first of its kind by 1 RAR, achieved surprise and routed the enemy with no casualties to the assaulting force.


Clearing of Chanh Duc village 24 to 26 November


On 24 November at 0707 hours, the battalion commenced movement towards Chanh Duc village with D Company arriving in position outside the village at 0830 hours. D Company was fired on when entering the village. Mortar and artillery fire was brought to bear on the enemy positions within the village and the company moved forward clearing down the line of the road (Vo Xu/Vo Dat).


C Company supported D Company as it moved into the village. Tunnels were discovered in the village and tear gas was used inside these. The Viet Cong in the village fled north and seven were killed as the village was cleared. The battalion harboured in the village and linked up with 1 APC Troop which provided extra security during the night. During the night of 25/26 November, two Viet Cong were sighted by C Company and A Company received light sniper fire into its position at Chanh Duc.


Clearing of Vo Xu village 26 to 30 November


1 RAR secured the road between Vo Xu and Chanh Duc on the morning of 25 November and 3 Field Squadron RAE completed repairs to that section of road. They were then in a position to conduct an assault on Vo Xu village on the following day.


At 0650 hours the following morning, C Company moved off in APCs of 1 APC Troop to carry out a frontal assault down the road. A Company was to move north-west of the village to provide support if required. B and D Companies were to provide diversionary fire from positions near the southwest corner of the village.


On entering Vo Xu village, C Company met light fire but quickly managed to secure the south-west of the village (the objective area). Two Viet Cong were understood to have escaped through tunnels as the leading elements of C Company advanced.


On 29 November at 0930 hours, the Battalion Headquarters Group moved from Chanh Duc to Vo Xu. Fifty-two Viet Cong were captured and seven rallied to sub-units. During the afternoon the remainder of Vo Xu was cleared. Machine-gun fire was encountered near the eastern end of the village, two soldiers were wounded and one later died of his wounds.


The following day, D Company carried out a clearing action in Vo Xu. A total of 40 Viet Cong suspects were back-loaded. C Company located a total of 20 tons of rice that had been cached by the Viet Cong. This rice was later back-loaded to Vo Dat for distribution to the local people.


Clearing of Duc Hanh village 27 November


On 27 November, the northern area of Chanh Duc, known as Duc Hanh village, was cleared of Viet Cong with the use of Eagle Flights of helicopters and an advance down the road linking the northern section of the village with the southern section. Thirty-nine Viet Cong suspects were captured during the drive and, of these, 20 were confirmed as Viet Cong and six as ralliers.


Clearing patrols through the village during the day yielded one panji workshop and two tons of rice. Intelligence was received on the location of rice caches within the 1 RAR TAOR.


Operation New Life had the potential to turn into a major battle given the forces at the enemy’s disposal and the expectation that the Viet Cong would fight for at least part of the harvest. Tunnels and earthworks had been constructed and, in recent weeks, extra effort had been devoted to improving these defences and building up the guerrilla force in each village to one company.


The Dong Nai Regiment (aka 274 VC Main Force Regiment) and a regiment of PAVN were believed to be in the area and capable of providing a rapid response if needed. This brought the immediate enemy recourses to a total strength exceeding 2,000 troops; these troops could be reinforced from elements of 325 PAVN Division in the latter stages of the operation.


Operation New Life’s success, however, was short lived. The ARVN took over the valley’s protection but could not hold it and La Nga was soon once again under Viet Cong control.


In Operation 16/65 New Life the main supporting units were 173 Airborne Brigade (2/503 and 1/503 Infantry Battalions), B and C Batteries of 3/319 Artillery Battalion, with under operational control 1 RAR, in direct support 161 Field Battery RNZA, 1 APC Troop and 3 Field Squadron RAE.


Operation Checkerboard: 1 Brigade 101 Airborne Division 11 December 1965


105 Field Battery RAA moved to the Ben Cat/Lai Khe area by road and took part in Operation Checkerboard south-east of the Michelin Rubber Plantation in Bien Hoa Province. The battery was not used in its airmobile role and remained at Ben Cat, much to its disappointment.


FSB Ben Cat – XT 756330 set here from 9 to 19 December for 105 Field Battery RAA in support of 1 Brigade 101 Airborne Division operations. The base area was located 44 kilometres north of Saigon on Route 13 and 34 kilometres north-west of Bien Hoa.


105 Field Battery RAA operations south-east of the Michelin Rubber Plantation


The battery was to provide fire support to the protection elements surrounding Brigade Tactical Headquarters and 2/320 Battalion approximately 8,000 metres away. The Battery Commander’s party was not deployed forward of the gun position as the battery was not placed in direct support of any particular unit. On 19 December the brigade returned to Bien Hoa by road and was released from operational control of 1 Brigade 101 Airborne Division.


During Operation Checkerboard the main supporting units were 173 Airborne Brigade Tactical Headquarters and 2/320 Battalion in direct support 105 Field Battery RAA.
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1 RAR tents in an FSB area in the north central area of Phuoc Tuy Province during operations in 1965 (AWM P01686.017).


Operation 17/65 Smash: 1 RAR 16 to 21 December 1965


Operation Smash was a brigade search and destroy operation conducted around Bien Hoa, Long Khanh and Phuoc Tuy near the junction of the provincial boundaries. The mission for Operation Smash was to disrupt the Viet Cong’s program of attacks to be launched in the holiday season in the Xuan Loc, Ba Ria and Ham Tanh areas. Artillery units deployed at FSB Buffalo were in direct support of this operation.


FSB Buffalo – YS 440888 set here from 16 to 21 December with the artillery batteries of 3/319 US Artillery Battalion with under command A Battery 8/6 US Artillery and 161 Field Battery RNZA. 161 Field Battery RAA was in direct support of 1 RAR company operations on Operation Smash in southwest Long Khanh Province. The base area was located 3,000 metres south of Route 320, 9,000 metres south-west of the intersection of Routes 2 and 320 (US FSB Blackhorse sited at this intersection) and 23 kilometres north northwest of Nui Dat.2


NDP YS 373929 – deployed here from 17 to 19 December for the 1 RAR battalion harbour area. The harbour area was located within a Viet Cong camp that still contained many structures suitable for accommodation and messing. On the night of 17/18 December, all four rifle companies were sited within this harbour area.


NDP YS 372917 – deployed here from 19 to 20 December for the 1 RAR battalion harbour area. All companies and Battalion Headquarters began to move south through the TAOR. The movement was conducted by company groups with the exception of D Company which moved immediately in front of Battalion Headquarters. The base area was located 1,200 metres south of NDP YS 373929 and 3,000 metres north north-east of NDP YS 364888.


NDP YS 364888 – deployed here on the night of 20/21 December for all 1 RAR callsigns harboured in this vicinity. The base area was located on the northern bank of the Suoi Ca (river), 9,250 metres due west of Route 2, 8,750 metres west southwest of Courtenay Hill and 10 kilometres north-west of Xa Cam My (south).


LZ Courtenay airstrip – YS 454914 deployed here on 21 December for the extraction of the main elements of Operation Smash. At 1100 hours, all companies and 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters were complete on the extraction LZ. The lift commenced at 1300 hours and the extraction LZ was secured by 2/503 Battalion (US). The base area was located 1,000 metres due east of Route 2, 1,400 metres south-west of Xa Cam My (north), 4,600 metres north northwest of Xa Cam My (south) and 24 kilometres north of Nui Dat.


1 RAR operations in the Bien Hoa, Long Khanh and Phuoc Tuy border region


On 17 December, the first phase of Operation Smash commenced with the movement and pre-positioning of the battalion at Xuan Loc (YT 451009) and was completed by 1300 hours, with the rifle companies commencing a heliborne assault into LZ Vixen at grid reference YT 364928. The battalion was then inserted into an LZ from Xuan Loc. 1 RAR was in the south-west of Long Khanh Province acting as the manoeuvre element of 173 Airborne Brigade. The brigade AO was centred 23 kilometres south-west of Xuan Loc and west of the Courtenay Rubber Plantation, between Route 2 and the more distant Route 15 to the west.


The second phase was the establishment of the battalion base areas in the assigned sectors and, during the third phase, the battalions were to conduct multiple patrols in each of their sectors. The short time allowed for the operation and the enormous distances to be covered limited company movement almost to a ‘point to point’ search on each day, with clearance patrols in the late afternoon doing most of the searching. Targets in the general area were the villages of Xuan Loc Ham and Tan Ba Ria. The terrain in south-west Long Khanh Province was hilly to undulating and the majority of the area was covered in jungle.


On Operation 17/65 Smash the main supporting units were 1 RAR with under command 3 Field Troop RAE (minus), 3/319 US Artillery Battalion with under command A Battery 8/6 US Artillery and 161 Field Battery RNZA.
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Map D. Phuoc Tuy Province showing 1 ATF locations.


COMMANDER’S DIARY NARRATIVE


UNIT: 1 RAR: COMMANDING OFFICER LT COL M.V. PREECE


Bien Hoa: 25 December 1965


0745 Hours: 11 Platoon D Company patrolling their TAOR reported that they had intercepted a bearded bloke and six reindeers – not identified – when interrogated he says Ho Ho – request advice.


LANCE CORPORAL RICHARD PARKER AND PRIVATE PETER GILLSON


For several years a group of Australian Vietnam veterans, members of an organisation known as ‘Operation Aussies Home’, had been attempting to locate the remains of those Australian soldiers killed in action in the Vietnam War whose bodies had not been recovered. In total, six Australians were lost in Vietnam. In April 2007, after much investigative work, including considerable time spent in Vietnam, Operation Aussies Home, led by former 1 RAR officer Lieutenant Colonel Jim Bourke, finally found the makeshift grave that contained the suspected remains of two of the Australian soldiers. The two, Lance Corporal Richard Parker and Private Peter Gillson, were killed during a contact between A Company 1 RAR and a Viet Cong force (Company 328) in the area north-east of Bien Hoa Province in November 1965. Private Gillson’s dog tags were found on Anzac Day 2007 in the Nui Gang Mountains 60 kilometres north-east of Saigon, now Ho Chi Minh City.


As a result of the discovery, the Australian Army History Unit’s then Deputy Head, Brian Manns, led a team of forensic experts to the site to recover and identify the remains. The team of six included forensic odontologists, a forensic anthropologist and an archaeologist. The identification was confirmed and the remains were handed over to officials of the MIA department of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam so that its experts could verify the team’s identification.


On 31 May, the Vietnamese government confirmed the identity of the remains and handed them to the Army History Unit delegation. On Monday 4 June the remains were loaded aboard a RAAF C130 by 1 RAR soldiers in a moving ceremony and commenced their long flight back to Australia. The aircraft touched down in Darwin on the morning of Tuesday 5 June and, for the first time, members of the Parker and Gillson families were able to spend some time with their lost loved ones. The next day, the RAAF C130 flew from Darwin to Richmond airbase near Sydney. On 6 June 2007, Lance Corporal Richard Parker and Private Peter Gillson were returned to Australian soil.3


2    Route 320 was located in the south-eastern border region of Bien Hoa Province. This road carried US troops between the Blackhorse base in the east to Bien Hoa airbase and Long Binh in the west.


3    This account is based on Army History Unit e-mails dated 25-01-08, Department of Defence, Canberra.
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Chapter 2


FSB Nui Dat, Phuoc Tuy Province


Operations from January to July 1966


During the period of operations from January to July 1966 the population of Phuoc Tuy Province was approximately 138,000 with some 38,000 living in the Vung Tau area. Of the total population, 87,000 lived in the areas controlled by the Government of South Vietnam (GVN), 22,000 lived in areas undergoing pacification, 12,000 lived in areas considered relatively free of Viet Cong and 17,000 lived in Viet Cong-controlled areas.


The major populated areas comprised Phuoc Le (Ba Ria), Long Dien and Binh Gia. Approximately 32% of the population were pro-GVN, 12% pro-Viet Cong and 56% were neutral. Most people were either Buddhist or Catholic with the former comprising 70% of the population and the latter 25%. Agriculture (including rice production) and fishing comprised the main occupations, with some additional rice imported into the province to supplement production.


The Viet Cong Infrastructure Group (VCI) — the covert political apparatus which paralleled the South Vietnamese government organisation — was established down to village and hamlet level. It was controlled from the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN) through the People’s Revolutionary Party (PRP).The Viet Cong aimed to have a complete government in place ready for the final declaration of victory.


March and April comprised the warmest months of the year with a mean maximum temperature varying from 85°F (30°C) along the coast to 71°F (22°C) inland near Xuyen Moc. April marked the onset of the south-west monsoon with the mean monthly average rainfall inland of two to four inches, arriving as mid or late afternoon showers or thunderstorms. Fog, when it occurred, formed around 0500 hours and dissipated between 0800 and 0900 hours.


Two mountain complexes dominated the south-west portion of Phuoc Tuy Province. These mountains, rising abruptly from the plains, were the Nui Ong Cau and Nui Thi Vai Mountains. The remainder of the terrain in the province was flat to gently rolling with most elevations under 150 metres.


The terrain favoured small enemy unit operations, allowing them to move undetected, to establish ambushes and conduct surprise attacks. During the dry season the Viet Cong usually camped near water sources. The direction of friendly vehicular traffic along existing roads encouraged the enemy to sabotage and mine roads and bridges and to employ ambushes along lines of communication.


Throughout most of Phuoc Tuy Province friendly vehicular traffic was restricted to existing roads and trails. Fields of fire and ground observation were restricted in jungle areas and the majority of the area was unsuitable for airborne operations. Friendly forces could expect little support from the local people who had previously suffered reprisals from the Viet Cong for lending assistance to Allied forces.


On 8 March, Prime Minister Harold Holt announced that 1 RAR would return home by June 1966 and Australia’s commitment to the Vietnam War would increase to a two-battalion task force. This would involve combat and logistic support totalling around 4,500 troops, including 500 National Service conscripts. 1 ATF would be based in Phuoc Tuy Province, south-east of Saigon.


Between 30 March and 9 April, 1 RAR was involved in Operation Abilene, detached from 173 Airborne Brigade and under the operational control of Headquarters 1 Infantry Division (US). The battalion was to secure 1 Infantry Division’s logistic support bases, initially at the Courtenay Rubber Plantation in AO Queensland, later in the Binh Ba Rubber Plantation adjoining Route 2 (6,500 metres north north-east of the Nui Dat base area) in AO Victoria. This was 1 RAR’s only operation in Phuoc Tuy Province during its first tour.


On 4 May, the 5 RAR Advance Party arrived at Vung Tau and, on 13 May, 1 RAR was relieved by 5 RAR and several subsidiary units. Once the battalion was complete on the ground in Vung Tau, it then remained in the area for training and familiarisation. On 24 May, 5 RAR, under the operational control of 173 Airborne Brigade, was air-lifted into an area north-east of the Nui Dat site and commenced brigade clearing operations to secure the new base area.


The 6 RAR Advance Party arrived in Saigon on 23 May to act as the second 1 ATF battalion. The battalion then departed for Bien Hoa airbase to receive stores and equipment from 1 RAR. The 6 RAR Advance Party plus 100 reinforcements from 1 RAR proceeded to Vung Tau on 29 May to await the arrival of the 6 RAR Main Body between 31 May and 9 June. The AV Vernon Sturdee (LSM) completed 18 round trips ferrying 1 RAR stores and equipment from Saigon to Vung Tau along a 79-kilometre river system.


By 1 April, 1 ATF had arrived in Vietnam and deployed to the 1st Australian Logistic Support Group (1 ALSG) base established at the nearby port and airfield facility (RAAF base area) of Vung Tau in Phuoc Tuy Province. At 1800 hours on 5 June 1966, 5 RAR passed from under operational control Headquarters 173 Airborne Brigade to under command Headquarters 1 ATF when the Commander 1 ATF, Brigadier David Jackson, moved his tactical headquarters to FSB Nui Dat and assumed command.


Operation 18/65 Marauder: 1 RAR 1 to 8 January 1966


Operation Marauder was a brigade search and destroy operation with 1 RAR acting as the manoeuvre element of 173 Airborne Brigade. The AO was situated in west central Hau Nghia Province which included areas east and west of the Song Vam Co Dong (the Oriental River) and the village of Bao Trai (aka Khiem Cuong) and its airstrip, 34 kilometres north-west of Saigon. This operation was large and complex and involved a number of fire base area redeployments.


FSB Boa Trai Airstrip (LZ Whiskey) – XT 539049 1 RAR Battalion Group staged through here on 1 January for seven hours before the assault landing into LZ Scotch. 105 Field Battery RAA was in support of 1 RAR company operations from LZ Whiskey. The base area was located on the north side of the road, 1,400 metres north-east of the road intersection at Ap Go Cao and 8,200 metres east of the Song Vam Co Dong.


FSB XT 483035 (new LZ Scotch) – set here from 1 to 4 January for 105 Field Battery RAA sited at XT 483038 in support of 1 RAR company operations with 1 RAR Battalion Group deploying through the LZ on 1 January. Old (original) LZ Scotch was to be set at XT 485038 in a swamp.


An air strike was conducted at the old LZ Scotch. Air Control refused to strike the new LZ and continued to strike what was a future battalion harbour position. When the air strike concluded, the artillery conducted the preparation for the new LZ Scotch. A helicopter then landed in an LZ which had neither air nor artillery preparation. The base area was located 1,500 metres east of the Song Vam Co Dong and 4,300 metres west south-west of the road intersection at Ap Go Cao.


NDP XT 485044 – deployed here on the night of 1 January for 1 RAR Battalion Group and on 3 January redeployed to LZ Collins. The base area was located 1,000 metres north-east of FSB XT 483035 (new LZ Scotch), 2,100 metres east of the Song Vam Co Dong and 4,100 metres west of the road intersection at Ap Go Cao.


FSB XT 486049 (Bao Tri area) – set here from 1 to 7 January for 161 Field Battery RNZA (sited at XT 48650497) and in support of 1 RAR company operations. The base area was located 4,200 metres west north-west of the road intersection at Go Cao, 3,000 metres east of the Song Vam Co Dong and 40 kilometres north-west of Saigon.


FSB XT 471019 (LZ Collins) – deployed here at 1400 hours from 3 to 7 January with A and C Companies providing security. By 1715 hours all subunits of 1 RAR were deployed with the exception of 3 Field Troop RAE which was assisting in the extraction of 1 APC Troop which was bogged near the new harbour area. From 4 to 6 January, 105 Field Battery RAA with C Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion (from 4 to 7 January) were sited here in support of 1 RAR company operations.


The brigade FSB forward location was sited around the Bao Trai airstrip XT 539049 and the associated units were protected only by the equivalent of two armoured cavalry squadrons. The base area was located 600 metres east of the Song Vam Co Dong, near the Cambodian border in central Hua Nghia Province, 53 kilometres west north-west of Bien Hoa airbase, 2,900 metres south-west of FSB XT 483035 (new LZ Scotch) and 6,300 metres south-west of the road intersection at Ap Go Cao.


FOBP Boa Trai – XT 550049 deployed here from 6 to 8 January for C Company 1 RAR (XT 550044) as base security for 105 Field Battery RAA sited here on 6 January followed on 8 January by a helicopter lift from the Bao Trai area for the remainder of 1 RAR Battalion Group. This move was in preparation for Operation Crimp to be conducted in Binh Duong Province. The base area was located on the south side of the road, 2,800 metres east of the road intersection at Ap Go Cao and 1,800 metres south-east of the Boa Trai airstrip.


161 Field Battery RNZA placed in Brigade General Support


On 31 December, 161 Field Battery RNZA was placed in Brigade General Support when 105 Field Battery RAA assumed a direct support role to 1 RAR. This changeover immediately preceded Operation Marauder and 161 Field Battery RNZA moved to and remained with 3/319 Artillery Battalion at Bao Trai in support of the brigade’s clearing operations in the Upper Mekong Delta.


1 RAR operations in west central Hau Nghia Province


This operation was the first in the area by an Allied force, its aim to find and destroy the Viet Cong 506 Local Force Battalion. Surprise had already been lost as ARVN units were flown to their areas of responsibility on the flanks the day before; ground fire was received and two Hueys were damaged.


During Operation Marauder, 105 Field Battery RAA was first deployed to LZ Scotch, then, with C Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion, moved by CH-47 Chinook helicopters to the 1 RAR defensive position around LZ Collins to become part of the 1 RAR defensive perimeter. The 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters and Support Company base was moved by helicopter to keep the company patrols within 81-mm mortar range and economical movement distance. The terrain was generally flat and covered by sugar cane plantations, areas of rice and some swamp land.


On Operation18/65 Marauder the main supporting units were 1 RAR with under command 3 Field Troop RAE, 105 Field Battery RAA at FSB Bao Trai with 3/319 US Artillery at FSB Bien Hoa.


Operation 1/66 Crimp: 1 RAR 7 to 14 January 1966


The Hobo Woods


Operation Crimp began on 7 January with 1 Infantry Division airlifted south-west of the Iron Triangle to Phu Loi. The mission was to destroy the Viet Cong Military Region politico-military headquarters. The prime target was the enemy headquarters of the Saigon-Cholon Gia Dinh Special Sector Committee which was known to be in the area, and which controlled all Viet Cong activities in the Capital Military Region (Saigon and surrounding area), probably the most vital area in the Republic of Vietnam (RVN). This committee was reported as operating from several hidden bunkers in the vicinity of grid reference XT 630270. Both 105 Field Battery RAA and 161 Field Battery RNZA with 3/319 US Artillery Battalion were deployed forward in support of the operation.


FSB Boa Trai – XT 550049 1 RAR Battalion Group staged through here on 8 January before the assault landing into LZ March with 105 Field Battery RAA sited here in support of 1 RAR company operations. The base area was located on the north side of the road, 1,400 metres north-east of the road intersection at Ap Go Cao and 8,200 metres east of the Song Vam Co Dong.


FOBP XT 646283 (LZ March – Hobo Woods region) – deployed here on 6 January for C Company 1 RAR followed on 8 January by a helicopter lift to the Hobo Woods region for the remainder of 1 RAR Battalion Group. This move was in preparation for Operation Crimp which was to take place in Binh Duong Province. The base area was located 500 metres west of Route TR15, 600 metres south-west of FOBP XT 651286 and 5,800 metres north-east of Position King.


FSB Hobo Woods (Position King) – XT 612241 set here from 7 to 14 January for A, B, and C Batteries of 3/319 US Artillery Battalion sited at XT 609243 and A Battery 8/6 US Artillery sited at XT 605242. On 7 January, 105 Field Battery RAA was sited at FSB Boa Trai (XT 550049) until 8 January to cover the deployment of elements on Operation Crimp, then deployed here with the battery sited at XT 615240.


Between 7 and 14 January, 161 Field Battery RNZA was deployed here sited at XT 611243 within the 3/319 Artillery base area in support of 1 RAR operations. The base area was located in Binh Duong Province within the general area of Solirene Plantation, 9,000 metres west south-west of Ben Cat (on Route 13) in the Hobo Woods, 37 kilometres west north-west of Bien Hoa airbase.


FOBP XT 648286 (Hobo Woods region) deployed here from 8 to 14 January for 1 RAR in its forward operating base position in support of Operation Crimp. The Viet Cong resisted the entry of 1 RAR into the area, but a measure of surprise had been achieved and 1 RAR was able to bring superior firepower (artillery and air as well as normal infantry weapons) onto the Viet Cong positions.


1 RAR had suffered four killed and 18 wounded during the advance into the area. The base area was located on the eastern side of road (TL15) at Ap Nhon Tay, 5,750 metres north-east of LZ King.


1 RAR operations in the general area of Solirene Plantation


The operation was centred near the general area of Solirene Plantation in west central Hau Nghia Province, 9,000 metres west south-west of Ben Cat. This operation revealed an extensive tunnel complex in the Iron Triangle and the Cu Chi areas. Cu Chi, west of the Iron Triangle, was one of the most heavily fortified redoubts in the Saigon area. Its population, with the exception of a number of Catholic hamlets, was controlled by the Viet Cong.


On 8 January, 1 RAR deployed as the lead element of 173 Airborne Brigade and quickly made contact with the enemy, capturing many weapons, including four new 12.7-mm anti-aircraft guns.


1 RAR penetrated an extensive multi-level tunnel system which included a headquarters complex, reproduction centres, dispensaries and a hospital. A major arms cache and a rice store of fifteen tons were located. The operation was notable for the 7,488 documents captured, primarily by 1 RAR. At 0725 hours on 14 February, the battalion and all sub-units under command closed at LZ YT 651286 for extraction to Bien Hoa base area which was completed by 0955 hours.


The tunnels would continue to be a problem and serve as a staging area for the attack on Saigon during the January 1968 Tet Offensive. The problem would not be solved until 1970 when B52 bombers, using ground-penetrating delayed-fused bombs, destroyed the tunnels by creating 10-metre-deep craters in the laterite clay.


On Operation 1/66 Crimp the main supporting units were 1 RAR with under command 3 Field Troop RAE, in direct support 105 Field Battery RAA and 161 Field Battery RNZA and 1 APC Troop (PWLH) at Hobo Woods, with A, B, and C Batteries of 3/319 US Artillery Battalion and A Battery 8/6 US Artillery. Units participating were 1/503 and 2/503 US Infantry, D/16 Armour, E/17 Cavalry, 173 Engineer Company and 173 Support Battalion.


Operation 2/66 Peabody: 1 RAR cancelled


Operation General Artillery Support: 161 Field Battery RNZA 29 to 30 January 1966


161 Field Battery RNZA operations in support of 1 RAR


The concept for this deployment involved 161 Field Battery RNZA, sited at FSB Tan Uyen, providing general artillery support to 1 RAR operating in the 173rd Airborne Brigade TAOR in Bien Hoa Province, with the battery in direct support of brigade operations.


FSB Tan Uyen – XT 957228 set here from 29 to 30 January for 161 Field Battery RNZA in support of 1 RAR operations north-west of the 173 Airborne Brigade TAOR in Bien Hoa Province. The base area was located 37 kilometres north north-east of Saigon, 14 kilometres north-west of Bien Hoa and 54 kilometres north-west of Xuan Loc set on the Song Dong Nai along the western edge of War Zone D.


[image: image]


Prime Minister Harold Holt visits 1 RAR at Bien Hoa airbase in April 1966. This image shows him discussing the Battalion Civic Action Program with the new CO, Lieutenant Colonel A.E. Preece. Lieutenant General Sir John Wilton (left) and Colonel O.D. Jackson look on (AWM P1487/01).


Operation 3/66 Roundhouse: 1 RAR 4 to 9 February 1966


This was a task force operation with 1 RAR conducting a search and destroy operation in the western area of War Zone D, covering areas of eastern Binh Duong and northern Bien Hoa provinces between Phuoc Loc (XT 9832) north to the Song Be, in an AO of 30 square kilometres with undulating terrain covered in jungle. The Viet Cong units thought to be operating in this area were two Viet Cong Main Force Regiments, moving from the west into War Zone D. This operation was supported by FSB XT 0021 (GS) and FSB XT 993331 (LZ Phoenix).


FSB XT 0021 (GS) set here at 1700 hours on 4 February for 161 Field Battery RNZA in support of the road convoy moving from Bien Hoa base area to Phuoc Loc on Operation Roundhouse until the battery was out of range. The battery returned to FSB Bien Hoa that day on completion of its mission. The base area was located 6,000 metres north of FSB Bien Hoa.


FAA Phuoc Loc – XT 987325 deployed here on 4 February at the commencement of Operation Roundhouse with the road movement of B Company 1 RAR, 1 APC Troop and elements of E17 Cavalry (US) to secure this forward assembly area for the first phase of the operation. At 1150 hours movement of all elements to the operational area was complete. The base area was located 4,500 metres south of FOBP King Pin.


FSB XT 993331 (LZ Phoenix) – set here from 4 to 9 February for 105 Field Battery RAA sited at XT 988327 with B Battery 3/319 US Artillery in support for 1 RAR operations. The base area was located 18 kilometres north of Bien Hoa airbase, 51 kilometres north-west of Xuan Loc and 65 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat.


FOBP King Pin (harbour area) – XT 985370 deployed here from 4 to 9 February for the forward elements of 1 Infantry Brigade (US) at this forward operational base position in support of Operation Roundhouse. The base area was located 3,800 metres due north of FSB Phoenix and 1,400 metres north-east of FSB Golden Gate.


NDP XT 989323 – 1 RAR Battalion Group (minus) was deployed here 600 metres south-west of the FSB Phoenix base area from 4 to 6 February, with B Company deployed 200 metres north at grid reference XT 989325 and A Company deployed 250 metres north-west at XT 985330. The base area was located 900 metres south-west of LZ Phoenix and 3,300 metres south-east of FOBP Golden Gate.


FOBP Golden Gate (harbour area) – XT 978354 deployed here from 6 to 8 February for 1 RAR Battalion Headquarters Group (minus A Company Group) in support of Operation Roundhouse. The base area was located 22 kilometres north of Bien Hoa airbase, 52 kilometres north-west of Xuan Loc and 64 kilometres north-west of Nui Dat.


NDP XT 969363 (LZ extraction area) – deployed here for the night of 8/9 February for the complete 1 RAR Battalion Group including the rifle companies. The base area was located 1,300 metres north-west of FOBP Golden Gate and 1,800 metres south-west of FOBP King Pin.


FSB protection


1 RAR was the only infantry unit deployed during this operation. The gun positions for 105 Field Battery RAA and B Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion were protected by and under command for administration and movement of B Company 1 RAR with 1 APC Troop (PWLH) and E/17 Cavalry (US) providing additional protection. 105 Field Battery RAA shared part of the perimeter and provided ambush and standing patrols at night.


1 RAR operations in the western area of War Zone D


Little contact was made with Viet Cong elements during the operation, although a total of 250 tons of rice was discovered, along with large quantities of salt, peanuts, cooking oils and other Viet Cong supplies. In addition, five 2½ ton trucks which had been stolen from ARVN forces a few days prior to the operation were recovered.


1 RAR Group had clearly entered an area which was being used by the Viet Cong as a staging base for the resupply of units in War Zone D to the northeast and north-west. The capture of these supplies in the period 4 to 9 February would have affected the Viet Cong’s ability to adequately feed a number of Main Force Units.


On 8 February, the decision was made to leave the 1 RAR Group in the Phuoc Loc area for a further day based on the belief that additional Viet Cong supplies might be located given the finds of the previous day.


On Operation 3/66 Roundhouse the main supporting units were 1 RAR with under command 1 APC Troop (PWLH), E/17 Armoured Cavalry and 3 Field Troop RAE, in direct support 105 Field Battery RAA, B Battery 3/319 US Artillery and in support 161 (Indep) Recce Flight.


Operation Entree: 1/503 Infantry Battalion (US) 12 to 18 February 1966


On 12 February, Task Force elements of 1/503 Infantry Battalion were to cross the Song Dong Nai (river) with APCs and engineer assault boats, then attack the area to the north of the river and seize the high ground in the vicinity of YT 135280 and establish a battalion base area. Two FSB areas and one mortar base plate position were set to cover the operation.


FOBP YT 135280 – deployed here from 12 to 18 February for Task Force 1/503 Infantry Battalion (US) as a forward operating base position with the 1/503 Mortar Platoon sited here in support of 1 Battalion (US). The base area was located 700 metres west of the Song Dong Nai, 5,150 metres north north-east of Dai An (Xa Dai) YT 117232 and 20 kilometres north-east of FSB Bien Hoa airbase.


FSB Dai An (Xa Dai) –YT 117232 set here from 12 to 18 February for Task Force 3/319 US Artillery Battalion and 161 Field Battery RNZA (from 12 to 16 February) reinforcing C Battery 3/319 US Artillery with C Battery 3/319 in direct support of 1/503 Infantry Battalion on Operation Entree. The base area was located 5,150 metres south south-west of FOBP YT 135280, 6,900 metres north-east of FSB YT 065187 and 15.4 kilometres north-east of FSB Bien Hoa airbase.


FSB YT 065187 – set here on 12 February for 105 Field Battery RAA in support of Task Force 3/319 US Artillery (C Battery 3/319 US Artillery Battalion) and 161 Field Battery RNZA to cover the motor convoy from Bien Hoa to the river crossing at Dai An. This base covered Phases I to III of Operation Entree during the daylight hours of 12 February.


This was the location (YT 065183) used for elements of 1 RAR Mortar Platoon on 13 August 1965 between 0900 and 1545 hours in support of D/16 Cavalry (US) which moved out to fire from this mortar base plate position on specific targets in War Zone D. This base area was located beside Route 24, 6,900 metres south-west of FSB Dai An and 8,600 metres northeast of Bien Hoa airbase.


161 Field Battery RNZA operations in support of Task Force 3/319 US Artillery


161 Field Battery RNZA was in general support of 1/503 US Infantry Battalion’s operations in the Song Dong Nai and Song Be areas. The operation saw many Red Haze missions fired. These missions were prompted by intelligence study of infrared photographs of the operational area in which red heat spots were thought to identify possible Viet Cong equipment or personnel hidden under the jungle canopy.


105 Field Battery RAA operations in support of Task Force 3/319 US Artillery


Once the base area was secure, the battalion was to conduct search and destroy operations in the AO. Tactical support elements assisted with the river crossing by laying a smokescreen along the west side of the Song Dong Nai at the main crossing point and one at an alternative crossing point.


105 Field Battery RAA provided fire support for the road movement elements proceeding to the FSB for Operation Entree. This involved deploying along Route 24 to Dai An in the vicinity of grid square YT 0618 prior to the departure of the road column. The battery’s part in Operation Entree lasted the daylight hours of one day.
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