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I stand alone in silent darkness
Screaming out aloud
From another frightening and terrifying nightmare
With my body shaking and sweating in terror
Wondering
‘Why Me?’
and
‘Why Wars?’
With no answers


Dave Morgan
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THE WRAITH WITH THE FOUR LETTER NAME





In darkest night there comes a wraith to knock upon your door,
clad in tattered, twisted memories of a time you lived before.
 It demands you open up that door and expose a wounded soul,
to live once more that nightmare time that nothing can console.


That wraith that others cannot see controls your tortured mind.
Its evil garb of times of war, by your demons … well designed.
It wraps you with that dreaded shroud ‘til scarce your breath will come
‘til tight your heart, so wet your sweat, until your screams succumb.


Then finally clad in such mawkish garb it leaves you in dawn’s light,
a light that brings no comfort from those memories … No respite.
You live your day’s life clothed like that wraith, tattered, twisted, bare,
to wait in fear for coming nights, full knowing who’ll be there.


This wraith that comes now has a name … Four letters … Christened fear.
It’s not only yours, it knows many more, and it won’t just visit here.
It knows your mates, those ones who’ve suffered, and others that still do.
And though it feels like yours alone, it haunts many more than you.


A single twig is not hard to break but if you bind a few together,
A bond like this will confuse the wraith, those garments will cease to tether.
PTSD, that dark night wraith, must never own your soul.
Discard that shroud of darker times and let this new time make you whole.


© Graham McLoughlin 2020




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




I want to thank a few special people for their support.


David Murphy, a mate who served with me in Vietnam, contributed one of the ‘Forewords’ and edited the book. David has a wealth of experience editing other veterans’ stories. His help was invaluable, and I believe I could not have completed my story without him.


I feel overwhelmed with the contributions of three doctors to the ‘Foreword’ section. A special thank you to Dr Michael Naughton –  SMO Australian Army Force Vietnam (1965-66) and CO 1st Australian Field Hospital (1969-70) –  whom I met at a GMRF breakfast seminar for veterans’ sleep therapy study in 2019; to Dr Justine Evans –  Clinical Psychologist GMRF – whom I met while attending a PTSD Programme at Greenslopes Private Hospital in 2015; and Dr Paul Cadzow, my Consultant Psychiatrist since 2009. I am very grateful for the effort and research Dr Sarah Hampton at GMRF put into her very clear explanation of CBT-I and IRT therapies and the benefits they offer sleep disorders. Her work appears in Chapter 29.


A special thank you to Graham McLoughlin, a very gifted poet and singer for contributing a poem which really hits the spot.


Also, thanks to the veterans for their contributions. I am profoundly grateful to Maureen Bronjes (MOZ) –  we met at Cooinda Mental Health Service PTSD programme; Andy Fermo –  I did a podcast for him on ‘Invisible Injuries’; Ian Fraser –  Dawson River Retreat; Michelle Fraser (daughter of Ian) – Dawson River Retreat; and Jeanette Holland –  Cooinda Mental Health Service PTSD programme. Their personal stories –  ‘My Experience’ –  on PTSD, added extra depth to my account of PTSD. I know it was not easy to write about your traumas and issues, so I admire you all.


My children, Michelle and David have been coping all their lives with my PTSD. They have now written here about how they’ve been affected by it. My pride in them can’t be put into words.


Finally, my wife, Debbie, has been my life-support for so many years. It was great that she was able to contribute ‘The Last Word’.


Dave Morgan
Sunshine Coast, Queensland
2022




FOREWORD





Dr Michael Naughton,


SMO Australian Army Force Vietnam 1965-66
and CO 1st Australian Field Hospital 1969-70



In any war the health of a fit soldier can drastically change in an instant and so it was for the men and women in the Vietnam war. While the consequences of major physical injury from a high velocity gunshot wound or from shrapnel from an exploding anti-personnel mine or from the explosive effects of an artillery shell or mortar were obvious, the effects of psychological injury were not.


Adverse psychological effects resulting from war have been known for many years and labels such as Shell Shock or Battle Fatigue were applied. However since the Vietnam experience and subsequent research, those adverse psychological effects are now known as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. PTSD can result from experiencing a near death incident, or the violent injury or death of a mate or from treating the major wounds of battle casualties. A high percentage recover from the acute effects of psychological injury but for many, the experience may be the start of a chronic disorder that can affect the well-being of sufferers for the remainder of their lives.


In Vietnam there was a concentrated effort to save the lives of battle casualties. First aid in the field and rapid evacuation by helicopter to sophisticated medical facilities was a major factor in the survival of many battle casualties who would not have survived in previous conflicts. The helicopter ambulance provided smooth and rapid transport so that a casualty could arrive at a surgical facility in a matter of hours and in some cases in only one hour. The medical teams were primarily involved in saving life and restoring the highest level of function that the wounds allowed. The medical services in Vietnam were also heavily engaged with the management of tropical diseases especially malaria which was causing significant loss of manpower.


What was not obvious and possibly more sinister was the impact of the psychological injury incurred not only by the wounded battle casualties but by men and women who were not physically injured. However, the impact of psychological injury was not neglected. The Walter Reid Army Institute Research, Vietnam was stationed in Saigon and was actively involved in research of diseases encountered by American troops in Vietnam. One of the Walter Reid researchers was Dr Peter Bourne1 who studied the psychological and physiological effects of combat stress. In 1966 he was invited to visit 1st Battalion Royal Australian Regiment, 1RAR to study the psychological health  of our troops. He readily agreed to our request and stayed for a short time. 1RAR was coming to the end of its tour of duty and there was obvious evidence of physical fatigue and the “winddown syndrome” but the psychological health of the unit and the morale was high. Army commanders have always been concerned about the effects of the morale of units under command and good morale was considered essential for a fighting force to be effective in its mission.


In the years following, an Australian psychiatrist was available to our troops. These psychiatrists were private practitioners but were also members of the Army Reserve and volunteered for 3 months service at 1st Australian Field Hospital stationed at Vung Tau. The psychiatrists visited 1st Australian Task Force which was located at Nui Dat to gauge the psychological well-being of the soldiers. They also conducted individual consultations with men and women referred by Army medical officers who were posted to front line and supporting logistical units. The number with psychological problems was small and no obvious trends in trauma-related psychological injury were observed.


But Post Traumatic Stress Disorder has now emerged as a major problem effecting both veteran and civilian communities. First it was seen in Vietnam veterans but now it has been recognized in more recent conflicts in Somalia, Iraq, Afghanistan and in military interventions such as the Rwanda genocide or from natural disasters such as the Indian Ocean tsunami.


Many Vietnam veterans returning to Australia did not receive a warm welcome home. There were of course memories of trade union bans disrupting delivery of mail and essential supplies and in Vietnam the troops took action to ridicule those responsible by printing “Punch a Postie” and “Wallop a Wharfie” slogans on envelopes of homeward bound mail. Much worse, on return to Australia there were the anti-War Demonstrations in which even a few politicians participated. Some veterans even suffered personal insults such as being spat on or being reviled as ‘baby burners”. A veteran Army nurse tearfully reported that protestors assembled outside a military hospital and abused the men recovering from the effects of their wounds. In one case the staff and patients of a military hospital had to be evacuated because of a viable bomb threat.


Incidents such as these caused anger and dismay to veterans and may have added to the psychological stress already present.


In his book “The Invisible Trauma” Dave Morgan gives a detailed and clear account of his battle with PTSD. He describes his traumatic experience in Vietnam and how PTSD gradually emerged after his return to Australia. He experienced negative thinking, confusion, intense anger, alcohol abuse, and thoughts of suicide. This caused great distress. He expresses his experience frankly and opens a window to understanding the problems of a man suffering from PTSD.


Remarkably, he commenced a long and successful career with the Bureau of Meteorology and he progressed through the ranks while all the time forced to deal with problems which he struggled to contain. His accounts of life at Giles in the remote Gibson Desert and later experiences with the ANARE Meteorology program, first on Macquarie Island (as Officerin-Charge) and then Davis Base Antarctica, are wonderful and exciting. His ambition to work at Casey Base Antarctica was finally in his grasp but ended suddenly when he suffered a head injury and brain trauma. This ended his career with the Bureau of Meteorology.


So finally, after 40 years of suffering, he sought treatment for his PTSD. In this he was lovingly supported by his wife and family, a support often denied veterans whose relationships do not survive the domestic upheaval caused by PTSD.


I first met Dave in 2019 at a meeting sponsored by the Gallipoli Research Foundation at Greenslopes Hospital which was chaired by Professor John Pearn, a colleague from our shared service at 1st Australian Field Hospital. The Gallipoli Research Foundation and the Returned and Services League (Queensland Branch) have established project “PTSD Initiative” which provides support to veterans and which Dave as a participant describes in this book.


I was impressed by Dave’s account of his long fight with PTSD. I am also impressed by his writings and his willingness to assist fellow veterans. In this he has made a valuable contribution and his book is well worth a read by those who are interested in this chronic disorder.


There is no completely effective treatment for PTSD, but people like Dave Morgan are doing all they can to reach that goal.





1 Bourne, P. Men, Stress and Vietnam. Little Brown, Boston 1969. Bourne, P (ed) Psychology and Physiology of Stress, Academic Press, New York 1970




FOREWORD





DAVID MURPHY,


RADIO OPERATOR 104 SIG SQN 1969



PTSD is a debilitating mental illness which has been around forever but only relatively recently been seriously tackled because of its prevalence among Vietnam veterans. There has always been a general reluctance for anyone with mental illness to parade it publicly –  who, after all, wants to be tagged a “loonie” or “weak in the pants”? –  but veterans can take credit for persisting in demanding proper treatment. Some, like Dave Morgan, have taken the battle a step further by exposing their personal traumas in an effort to help others.


Military conflict is an ugly, dangerous, deadly activity generally carried out on a grand scale so it is easy to forget that many individuals have to do the dirty work. Those individuals can’t exactly “down tools” and get on with life in society when the war is over, yet Vietnam veterans were expected to do just that.


I was one of them, a Nasho just 15 months out of a seminary when I boarded a jet for Vietnam with Dave in early January 1969. The government allowed others like me to return early to Australia for Christmas but Regular soldiers like Dave had to complete their full 365 days there. Cruel? I think so.


The worst cruelty, though, was the government’s assurance to Nashos that we would be able to take back our lives after 2 years as though nothing had happened in that interval –  sort of “hold your breath and it’s gone”! Well, plenty had happened; all of us had been through the ultimate life-changing experience.


Governments are often prone to make promises they don’t keep. This was one of them. We were used, abused and then, job done, refused assistance when we sought help. Veterans came home to find themselves unwelcome, ostracised and alienated by a vocal anti-war minority. It is said that those who stay silent in the face of wrong are equally guilty of committing that wrong. Veterans took that on board.


Unable to discuss our problems, blocked from any help with them, we locked them away where they festered and grew as you will see in Dave’s account. 50 years on, I know of veterans on acreages west of Bundaberg (probably in many places around Australia) who are still at war, living isolated lives, surrounded by trenches, barbed wire and booby traps and keeping automatic assault rifles at hand. What an indictment on the nation that is!


Don’t expect this book to be PTSD 101. If you’re looking for something like that, you’ll need to search the medical literature – there’s plenty to choose from there. This is a very painful, personal account of an individual intent on self-medicating, believing his difficulties are his alone and therefore, his to overcome. It’s a book for all those suffering similarly, not solely veterans either. You will see yourself on every page.


Morg has put himself through agony recording many painful examples of the difficulties posed by his condition. By detailing his treatments, he offers hope to fellow sufferers and encouragement for them to seek professional help.


A real soldier would never leave a mate behind on the battlefield. Morg is still doing his best to bring his mates home.




POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER





Dr Paul Cadzow


Consultant Psychiatrist



Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder has been Dave’s companion for decades. I say companion because although it has been a significant part of most of his adult life, it hasn’t defined him and Dave has lived a life characterised by loving family relationships, intellectual curiosity, commitment to helping others and an interesting career. Some of those life experiences, specifically the pursuit of a career that led to him living and working in isolated, environmentally extreme places like Antarctica, he attributes to his adaptations to living with PTSD.


In one sense, it is not possible to live a full-life without experiencing losses and exposure to potentially traumatising experiences. Not all experiences like this however lead to problematic stress reactions or proceed on to the development of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Indeed, two-thirds of people exposed to traumatic events will not develop PTSD. Both the nature of the incident and personal characteristics of the individual can contribute to the development of PTSD. PTSD is mostly often associated with military service, but occurs in emergency personnel, civilians and in response to both manmade and natural disasters. For military veterans, around 8% will experience PTSD throughout their lives and 5% are likely to have PTSD at any time.


One of the important things to understand is that PTSD, although distressing, is a treatable condition. There are a range of possible treatments and Dave has had many of these. Trauma-focussed cognitive behavioural therapy (TF-CBT), describes treatments that employs the principles of CBT with some form of trauma processing. Generally, TF-CBT includes components of exposure therapy, including imaginal exposure2 and graded in vivo exposure3.


When Dave was first being treated for his PTSD, he underwent a treatment course of TF-CBT with prolonged exposure. This produced a reduction of his symptoms for some years. He has subsequently done a CBT-based group trauma program. The work of processing traumatic experiences can be challenging and exhausting, and this was certainly Dave’s experience. On one occasion, he travelled home from his session feeling completely exhausted and having to lie down in the back of the car. The taxi driver had to assist him into his house. But the benefit of doing it is a reduction in symptoms and in Dave’s case there was a clear objective evidence of this because he tracks the frequency of his nightmares and was able to see a reduction in them after the treatment course.





2 imagining feared images or situations


3 Directly facing a feared object, situation or activity in real life. For example, someone with a fear of snakes might be instructed to handle a snake, or someone with social anxiety might be instructed to give a speech in front of an audience. 




VALUE OF DAVE MORGAN’S PTSD INSIGHTS





Dr Justine Evans


Clinical Psychologist
Gallipoli Medical Research Foundation



I have had the privilege of meeting Dave Morgan on multiple occasions in my work as a Clinical Psychologist at Greenslopes Private Hospital and at the Gallipoli Medical Research Foundation.


Dave has always been generous with his time and willingness to share his personal experiences of living with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). In this book (particularly the chapter on PTSD Programs and Challenges) Dave provides incredibly beneficial information on his experiences of treatment through the lens of someone who has lived with PTSD since the Vietnam War.


It provides an honest and hopeful account of the benefits he has experienced through his long-term commitment to psychological treatment. Last year, Dave agreed to talk at a Breakfast Seminar supporting GMRF’s Veteran Sleep Therapy study about the impact that nightmares have had on his sleep. Dave’s willingness to do this speaks to his bravery and generosity in sharing his story for others’ benefit and his belief in the potential for improvements to be made through high-quality research.




INTRODUCTION




How does taking a trip down memory lane make you feel?


Your memories are a part of you, reflections of the adventures you’ve had, the choices you’ve made, the lives you’ve touched. Memories should not feel like a prison. Sadly, it only takes one moment, one awful memory, to cause a lifetime of suffering.


I am 73 years old, served in Vietnam for 366 days, and have spent the last fifty-two years (18,993 days to 7th January 2022) suffering from the experience as a result of severe post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). My aim is to share my story with the hope of shining a light on this devastating condition for the benefit of younger veterans and anyone who suffers from PTSD.


What is PTSD?


PTSD, or post-traumatic stress disorder is a set of reactions that can occur after someone has experienced a traumatic event. About two thirds of Australians will experience at least one traumatic event in their lives such as a car crash, fires, mining tragedies, air and maritime disasters, floods or earthquakes, domestic violence, robberies, rape and wars.


After a traumatic experience most people will develop an acute stress reaction such as feeling frightened, sad and disconnected for a few weeks but after about a month they come to terms with it and their stress reactions dissipate. However, for some people like me, these symptoms never go away.


The main symptoms of PTSD are as follows:


• Re-living the traumatic event through distressing, unwanted memories, vivid nightmares, and flashbacks. This can also include feeling terribly upset or having intense physical reactions such as heart palpitations or being unable to breathe, hyper-ventilating, nausea, sweating and muscle tension when reminded of the traumatic event.


• Avoiding reminders of the traumatic event, including activities, places, people, conversations, thoughts, or feelings that bring back distressing memories of the trauma.


• Negative thoughts and feelings such as fear, anger, guilt, or feeling flat or numb. Distorted thinking about the causes or consequences and blaming themselves or others for what happened during or after the traumatic event, feeling cut off from friends and family, and losing interest in day-to-day activities.


• Feeling overly alert and wound up, causing trouble sleeping or concentrating, feeling angry or irritable, taking risks or indulging in self-destructive behaviour, being easily startled or being constantly on the lookout for danger.


People with PTSD also experience other mental health problems like depression and anxiety and some may look to using alcohol or drugs as a way of coping.


Over the years PTSD impacted every aspect of my life, made it difficult to function normally at work, at home and socially. It also affected my own family’s lives. I couldn’t sleep for more than two hours a night, I drank heavily at times, I would quickly lose my temper, or spiral back into depression and begin contemplating suicide.


As a Vietnam war veteran there was no less PTSD at the end of the Vietnam War than there would have been at the end of the First World War. It was then known as ‘shell shock’, and in the Second World War as ‘battle fatigue’. When I first sought help from a doctor in the mid-1970s, the term ‘posttraumatic stress disorder’ did not exist. The doctor diagnosed me with severe ‘war depression’, gave me medication and sent me on my way. There was no recognition of the extent of my suffering, no treatment options, no help at all. I was alone.


Something I’ve always struggled with is the question ‘why me?’ Why did I get this horrible thing when other people who experienced trauma didn’t?


Maybe I was vulnerable to PTSD from the earlier days in my life or was it in my DNA at birth?




CHAPTER 1










MY EARLY YEARS




I was born on the 4th of March 1948, in South Yarra, Melbourne, a fashionable seven minutes after my twin brother, Don. We were the new additions to a family which included two other children –  an older brother Gerald George who was 10 years of age and my sister Sybil Patricia, who was 8 at the time of our arrival. On September 9, 1947 –  just after Mum, Sybella fell pregnant with Don and I, my father Gerald Augustine Morgan known as Gus, died unexpectedly. He was in the Merchant Navy for most of his life and served during the Second World War and I wouldn’t be surprised if he had PTSD as he had been a heavy smoker and drinker. I know my Mum suffered from depression, due to not only losing her husband that day, but the inheritance she’d invested in the family café business in Alice Springs after the War vanished with him. With no money and no income, my Mum single-handedly became the backbone of the family, shifting around different States to find work to support her young family. All this uncertainty, pressure and struggle caught up with her, causing depression.


Being a twin is special in my mind. We were identical, and no one could tell us apart. We got used to being called by each other’s name. Growing up we often teased our Mum about getting us mixed up when we were born, but as a mother she knew the difference. We were both born with red hair and blue eyes. Apparently, the difference was I had a chubby face compared to Don. I slept more while he was wider awake, active and alert. We were close in every way. Mum had to be careful to treat us the same; if not, one of us would get upset. We played together, laughed together, cried together, shared our friends together, and felt each other’s pain together.


Don was the boss, leader and more dominant than me, but I did not mind, I just followed him. He was always there for me. I remember when I was going home from school in Echuca one day when an aborigine boy started pushing and hitting me. Don jumped in and protected me and wrestled the aborigine boy to the ground causing him to run off. There were times when both of us got into trouble from Mum, but we always defended each other.


At school Don was more academic than me; he wanted to learn about things and study while I struggled and hated school. I was more of a dreamer. As we got older, we became more competitive with each other in the backyard, playing football, cricket or tennis. I think this started with me as I felt he was better than me at school, so I would try to outperform and beat him in the backyard. It did not work as he was just as determined as me to win. This caused a lot of heated fights, with poor Mum having to break them up.


My days growing up were the happiest days of my life, full of adventures, with my fondest memory being freedom. We were free to roam anywhere for adventure, like to a mate’s place, to the river or creek to go fishing, to the beach and to ride our bikes anywhere. Back then there was hardly any crime. People trusted each other, leaving house doors open and unlocked or leaving car windows down with the keys in the ignition or leaving a bike on the side path. Like all young kids I experienced different incidents like stitches in deep cuts, crushed fingers, haemorrhage after getting my tonsils out and a broken wrist.


At the time all the above incidents caused some stress and fear for me. I crushed my fingers by accidentally putting my left fingers in one of the swinging doors in the dining car on the Ghan train from Alice Springs to Adelaide. Two fingers were crushed so badly that the train conductors were considering a rendezvous with the Flying Doctor at the next siding. However, as luck would have it, there was a doctor on board the train and he stabilised the injury until we got back to civilisation in Adelaide. Two painful days later, my fingers had become infected. Mum took me straight to the Adelaide hospital where their first concern was that one or two of the fingers might need to be amputated. Fortunately, after a week of treatment at the hospital with antibiotics I was given the all clear by the doctor.


During the winters of Grade 3 and 4 at Echuca State School, Don and I came down with tonsillitis. Our family doctor, who did house calls, saw it as an ongoing problem and decided that our tonsils must come out. He booked Don and I into the hospital, with our operations scheduled for a month apart. As Don was older by those all-important seven minutes, he was set to face the operation first. Off he went bravely, apparently making good use of his 7 extra minutes of maturity and the operation was successful.


When my turn came, I was not as cooperative as Mum and the nursing staff would have liked. Understandably, I was scared. Mum took me to the hospital via taxi. At 6am, she tried to drop me off, but I stubbornly refused to go into the building. The old matron, in her sixties, tried to coax me inside but the thought of what awaited me there persuaded me to stand my ground. Having had no luck enticing me, dragging me in was the next strategy employed. I was small but agile and managed to get away. I ran for my life with the matron and the nurses chasing me up the driveway. It would have been an amusing sight I suppose, but at the time I was desperately bent on selfpreservation and for me, there was no humour involved. They eventually caught me and got me back to the hospital where I had my operation later that morning.


The operation was pronounced successful and for the next two days I had ice cream and jelly. When the time came to go home, Mum arrived in the taxi. With my pride a little wounded from being forced to have my tonsils out, I refused to go home in the taxi and instead, I challenged Mum to a race home, her in the taxi and me running. I did not give her the chance to refuse and I dashed off in the direction of home. Admirably, I made it in good enough time to beat the taxi, but it was all too short a victory as about half an hour later, I started vomiting blood in a bucket. The family doctor had to come out to see me again. Back I went to hospital, spending 2 days in the intensive care ward. When I was released into Mum’s care at the end of that second stay, you can believe that I peacefully took the taxi home with her.


The broken wrist incident happened in my third year at Echuca High school when I performed gym work on a monkey bar. I was excellent on the bar, probably due to my light weight. The boys in my group had a competition to see who could swing and jump along the bar the furthest. I was leading the competition until my last try. My hands slipped off the bar and I fell. I landed on my back with my left hand bent up under me. I was winded badly and I could hardly get my breath. That was the least of my worries when I looked down, shocked to see a bone jutting out from my left wrist. The headmaster rushed me to the Echuca hospital. After painkillers and X-rays, the hospital surgeon decided to reset my wrist bone. They put me under anaesthetic late in the afternoon and I came out of it early in the evening with my left wrist and arm in plaster.


But nothing compared to one incident which still haunts and angers me to this day.


Back in my school days in Echuca in the early sixties, I usually walked to school. There was a little special needs girl who lived in the Housing Commission Home just around the corner from our house. She was a couple of years younger than me. She used to get teased quite a lot. This morning, a group of boys and girls had been teasing her when I came across her. The kids had just run away, and I saw her crying, so I stopped and asked her if she was okay.


That was precisely the moment when a well-to-do gentleman who owned one of the local garages came out of his house. He was wearing his dressing gown. He had heard the commotion and saw the little girl crying and screaming and me standing there with her. You can imagine what happened. He put 2 and 2 together and got 5. He assumed that I was the one who had made her cry by teasing her. He yelled out to me. He shouted at me to stop teasing the little girl and come over to him. He wanted to talk to me, he said.


As the saying goes, ‘If you have nothing to hide…’, so I did as he said. As soon as I moved within his grasp, he grabbed me and shook me. “I am sick of you kids teasing this girl,” he yelled. I naturally defended myself telling him that it was the other kids. He didn’t believe me. Summarily tried and found guilty, he dragged me roughly by the arms and neck, forcing me into the laundry of his house. In his robes, not robes of office, but a bathrobe, he had judged me. It was extremely humiliating and frightening. His wife appeared at the back door and he told her that he had finally caught up with one of the kids who always teased that poor little girl.


He instructed his wife to get his clothes ready as he was going to take ‘the brat’ into the headmaster to let him deal out an appropriate punishment. He then locked me in the laundry. By this time, I was shaking and confused. He got ready and collected me, none too gently for a gentleman. He put me in his car. The entire trip to school was spent with me trying to explain the truth, to no avail.


At school, the headmaster and the ‘gentleman’ discussed the matter. The gentleman made it clear that he wanted me punished. I pleaded my innocence to the headmaster but again without success. The headmaster was fuming. My punishment was 8 of the best –  four cuts on each hand while the so-called gentleman looked on. I had to bear the undeserved lashes without any buffer. It hurt more than my hands. My pride, my sense of justice and my respect were hurt more.


At lunchtime I went home, I was so upset and shaken as I told my Mum the whole story. She was outraged that this could happen to me. She went to see the headmaster on my behalf but not even she could shake his conviction that I had done it. It is a terrible thing to be disbelieved. It took me a while to get over the whole incident. If it hadn’t been for Mum’s support and belief in me, I don’t know how I would have moved past the event. I felt a lasting sense of bitterness that the headmaster immediately and irrevocably believed a well-to-do adult over an earnest –  and don’t forget –  innocent, poor kid.


I look back on my life and say, “Yes that definitely is a PTSD symptom from a stressful event”.


Years later when I first joined the Army I’d go to Echuca on leave and often walked by the house, hoping to front this so-called gentleman but I never did. Just as well because I know I would have been up for a serious assault charge.


Due to Mum’s health and looking for work, we lived in a lot of places when I was growing up including Somers in Victoria, Mildura in Victoria, Alice Springs in the Northern Territory, on a farm near Balaclava in South Australia, Launceston in Tasmania, Echuca back in Victoria, and finally Caloundra on the Sunshine Coast in Queensland.


Mum suffered from chronic bronchitis and her doctor advised her to move to Queensland where the warmer climate would improve her health. Mum sought help from Legacy, an organisation that helps dependents of deceased Australian service men and women who served during wars. Legacy found us a house in Caloundra, where we discovered Caloundra was the perfect place to live, not only for Mum’s health but for Don and I, our final school years plus a lifestyle of sun, surf and sand.


It wasn’t all about fun and games as I soon got a job working on a milk run on weekends plus public holidays. I managed to put some money away over two years with the job. Don and I also got jobs as postmen for the Christmas/New Year holiday breaks. After gaining our Junior Certificate, Don and I decided to keep going at school to complete our Sub-Senior year or grade eleven. One of my teachers was an officer in the Citizens Military Force (CMF) at Nambour 9 RQR (Royal Queensland Regiment) and he got me interested in joining. I enlisted in the CMF on the 14th April 1966 at Nambour. My Army number, 123256, was easy to remember – the 2nd 2 was half the 4 in the number sequence. My commitments to the CMF included a weekly parade at the drill hall, and one weekend a month. I enjoyed every moment. The whole experience held newfound adventure for me. So much so, that I began to think I might like to join the Regular Army. I was getting just average marks in Sub-Senior, so I decided it would be my last year at school. I loved the sound and sight of an aircraft. I’d always wanted to fly since the day in my first year of primary school when a biplane came down in a paddock at Somers and all the kids went running out to see it. So I was thinking of trying to pursue a career in either the Army or as a pilot.


I decided to take some flying lessons, so Mum contacted a flying school at Maroochydore airport, Sunland Aviation. Three times a week I took a one-hour lesson, eventually flying solo. I would’ve kept going indefinitely but money I had saved, or rather the lack of it, had become a challenge. After a request to Legacy for help to continue with lessons was denied, I applied to join the Regular Army hoping to get into their aviation program indirectly.


While learning to fly I had two incidents when flying solo. The first happened when returning to the airport from the training area, I entered a large cumulus cloud at four thousand feet and experienced a total white out with strong winds and heavy rain. I panicked and immediately descended. Without completing proper circuit and landing procedure, I overshot the dirt runway and landed in a soft grassy area. My flying instructor was not amused and gave me a tongue-lashing.


The second incident happened when I descended to 200 feet in the ‘Cessna 150’ and flew along the long stretch of Peregian surf beach practising forced landings. I got that fun idea from a young farmer who was learning to fly at the same time as me, but our fun act apparently upset the local surf fishermen who complained to the police. Once again, I got a tongue lashing from my instructor telling me and the young farmer we were on our last chance and were only to practise forced landings in the training area north of the airport.


All up my total hours with flying instructor Kevin Henebery were 21 hours and 5 minutes and my total solo hours 7 hours and 10 minutes. I was keen to continue my flying when I saved more money.




CHAPTER 2










REGULAR ARMY




I entered the Regular Army on the 24th July 1967 at an enlistment ceremony in St Kilda Road, Melbourne. Like other recruits, I took the Oath promising to defend the Constitution of Australia.


My army career started like everyone else’s: the trial of training, the shaping of a soldier and the selection of postings. The training was fast and furious, the days long and exhausting at Kapooka Army Recruit Training Centre, situated outside Wagga Wagga New South Wales. I found the CMF training I’d undertaken as a teenager extremely valuable. In many ways, it helped me cope with the effort expected of me, and I was glad to have it under my belt. Physical training was exhausting, the hills punishing, and the place pushed me to my absolute limits. Kapooka had a reputation for toughness. Our only reprieve was on Sundays or when we had lectures, however if we fell asleep during lectures we had to stand for the rest of them as punishment.


Everything had to be perfect and completed on time. If anyone let the platoon down by failing the inspection, either of their gear or themselves, the whole platoon would be penalised.


Unofficially, we had our own in-house punishments –  the platoon becoming judge, jury and executioner as we took our own disciplinary action. One rookie we’d nicknamed ‘Sad Sack’ let the platoon down countless times. He was scrubbed with icy water and a coarse bristle brush by several platoon members for not keeping sufficiently high cleanliness standards. Another rookie member considered a slacker was dealt with by having laxatives slipped into his Milo drink, tied to his bed and put outside on the parade ground one cold evening. He was in a fair state when he was finally retrieved the next morning. Both rookies’ habits improved dramatically after their treatment. It was a hard lesson learned with harsh punishment, but it reflected the Army culture of the day with even the instructors encouraging and turning a blind eye to the bastardisation and bullying within the platoon.


We embarked on countless runs and forced marches wearing full kit along dusty dirt roads. It made no difference whether it was cold or raining. It certainly improved our fitness as well as encouraged us to work as a team. In retrospect, the runs and marches were essential, not only in improving our physical fitness, but in building the mental toughness to enable us to deal with conditions under duress. This significantly enhanced our chances of survival.


Before graduation I had to complete a 15-kilometre run without gear, followed by, the hardest by far, a 32-kilometre (20 miles) forced march with full gear which included webbing, bum-pack, belt, ammunition pouches, water-bottles, SLR, and taking turns in carrying the M60 machine gun. We were required to complete the march within a specified time. We were dropped off in the early morning at 0600 hours on a quiet country road about 32 kilometres from Kapooka and we started our march in dense fog. The air was still and cold. My frozen fingers wrapped round my SLR as low cloud threatened to engulf us. The first two or three kilometres went well as everyone managed to stay in formation, but as we progressed some rookies fell behind.


The day soon heated up and by midday, the sun was directly overhead. The heat burned into us and, with no breeze to provide relief, we struggled with the rising temperature and dehydration. To make matters worse, my feet slid around in my new boots and started chafing. I tried tightening the laces, but it did not help, and I soon developed blisters. For kilometres I experienced the agony of blisters breaking and redeveloping as I jogged along in full kit, every step forcing my face into a grimace of pain and determination. The platoon Lieutenant could see me struggling and asked if I wanted to quit. “No bloody way, Sir,” I gasped out, gritting my teeth. “I’m not letting this beat me, Sir.”


Half a dozen blokes from our platoon had already dropped out through heat exhaustion, aching feet and blisters, but I was determined not to be one of them. For the remaining kilometres I drew on every ounce of self-determination to rise above the heat and conquer the torture of my feet until, with enormous relief, I saw the main gates of Kapooka Army Barracks.


In my room I sat on the edge of my bed with my feet swollen and throbbing. My whole body screamed in agony as I tried to take off my boots. Two of my roommates, Whitey and Burgess, helped me to remove them and to our amazement, my socks and boots were soaked with blood, my feet a mass of weeping blisters. When I fronted the Army doctor at the Regimental Aid Post (RAP), he even raised his eyebrows as he applied antiseptic lotion and put me on light duties for five days during which time I hobbled around in thongs.


At the end of October 1967, 44 rookies including me graduated as soldiers. I ranked thirteenth in the platoon, felt a real sense of achievement and elected to join the Royal Australian Corps of Signals as my first choice.


The School of Signals was located at Balcombe on the Mornington Peninsula south of Melbourne. I wasn’t due to start my Signal course until the beginning of 1968, so I was put into a Holding Troop where I was assigned various duties. For the next two months I was kept busy with duties such as shovelling dirt at an open dirt quarry into the tipper of a tip-truck, a kitchen hand known as a ‘dixie-basher” in the Officers Mess, a steward in the Sergeants’ Mess and finally a Batman for the Regimental Sergeant Major (RSM). The School of Sigs RSM was so impressed with me, he offered me the job full time with rank of Lance Corporal, but I felt it was boring and I wanted to achieve and learn more than being a Batman.


While working in the Sergeants’ Mess as a steward, I again witnessed the ugly side of Army culture in bastardisation and bullying. The cook in the Mess had been demoted from Sergeant to Corporal, and was a bitter man who snarled out orders to me continuously. He had a grudge against this one Warrant Officer who had complained about the meals he was served previously. One evening I returned to the kitchen with the Warrant Officer’s order for steak, mashed potato, mixed vegies and gravy. As the meal was prepared, I was shocked when the cook, who had a heavy cold, scraped his throat and spat out some yellow muck into the potato and covered it with more mashed potato. I stood beside him shocked and speechless. The cook instructed me, “Okay, you can serve him this meal now and I hope he bloody well enjoys it.”


“But Corporal, this isn’t right, you must be joking,” I said.


“Shut up. Do your job or I will charge you and get the bloody order out,” he shouted back at me. I went out to the dining room, and nervously placed the meal before the Warrant Officer then returned to the kitchen where the cook watched through a small servery window laughing his head off.


A few days after the incident the Warrant Officer came down with a bad case of the flu. It played heavily on my mind and I wondered what life in the Army was about.


The weeks passed quickly, and on Friday 15 December I headed back to Queensland on leave. It was just as well I’d started my leave when I did as two days later the Prime Minister, Harold Holt, disappeared while swimming in rough surf near Portsea. All the signallers and apprentices at Balcombe had their leave cancelled to search for our political leader. On 12 January 1968 my leave finally came to an end and it was time to head back to Melbourne by train. At Brisbane railway station I met another soldier who offered me a ride in his car to Melbourne. I foolishly accepted thinking the trip would be much quicker than the train. It was around 8.00pm when we finally began our journey, travelling through the night on the Pacific Highway at a breakneck speed and I was soon regretting my decision. He refused to slow down and just outside Grafton at around 6.00am in heavy rain our journey ended abruptly when our car veered across on the wrong side of the road hitting another oncoming car. I tried to brace myself by grabbing the back of the seat with my right hand as there were no seatbelts in those days. All I remember or heard was a ghastly crunch of metal. When I came to, I found myself sitting in a ditch by the side of the road with a large gash to my head and cheek, my left eye badly bruised and swollen. I must have been injured when my head hit the windscreen but thankfully no-one was seriously injured, just cuts and bruises. We were very fortunate as our car was still upright while the other car, containing a family of four was on its side. If the other car had not slowed down on the wet road to avoid a head-on collision, we probably wouldn’t have been so lucky. Within a short time, the police, ambulance and tow trucks arrived. After being examined by the ambulance officers and questioned by the police, I grabbed a lift into Grafton, caught a bus to Sydney and then a train to Melbourne. I was still in shock and vomited several times on my way south. On my arrival at Balcombe, I was examined by a doctor and diagnosed with concussion and shock. I was given some tablets and a week off to recuperate.


Once again, I look back on my life and say, “Yes, that definitely is a PTSD symptom from a stressful event”. To this day I still feel uncomfortable sitting in the front passenger seat, preferring the back seat.


The signals course commenced in late January. Soon I was immersed in learning to type telegraphic keyboards, set up telegraphic/radio equipment, operate different radio sets, understand radio and communications centre procedures and read telegraphic tapes. I enjoyed the intense four-month course immensely and in June 1968 I was posted to 139 Signal Squadron based at Enoggera in Brisbane, Queensland.


To my surprise, I learned that my twin brother Don and a close friend had enlisted in the Army. After Basic Training at Kapooka, he was selected for the Medical Corps with training conducted at Healesville in Victoria. It was an unexpected turn of events and this obviously caused our Mum to worry more with both her twin sons in the Army.


In August 1968 I was selected to attend a six-week cipher course back at Balcombe where I would learn to code and decode messages and use cipher machines. The course was held in an old wooden building in a small compound, surrounded by a high barbed-wire fence. The security was strict, and we were not permitted to take anything into the compound including bags, notebooks or pens. When we left for the day, the instructors checked our pockets to make sure we were abiding by the rules.


My cipher course concluded, and I attended a break-up party at the Mount Martha pub with four of our instructors and 11 other graduates. Sadly, this night I will remember the rest of my life. I was sexually assaulted by one of the instructors, a Staff-Sergeant who had spiked one of my drinks. When I complained I felt ill and dizzy he volunteered to take me back to Balcombe. “Come on soldier, I’ll take you home. Reckon you’ve had enough,” I vaguely remember him saying. He helped me to his car, and I must have passed out soon afterwards. When I came to my senses, I was horrified to find the Staff-Sergeant had unzipped my trousers and had his hand inside my shorts. It didn’t take long for me to put two and two together and realised that he had spiked my drink.


“Sick bastard!’ I yelled, shoving him aside. ‘Get away from me, you sick cunt.”


“If you report this, it’ll be your word against mine,” he said smugly. “And I’ll make sure you never last in the Army.”


He obviously hadn’t expected me to wake up so soon. Then it dawned on me. The bloke had clearly done this before. I scrambled out of his car into the dimly lit Balcombe Army Signallers’ car park. I felt sick and embarrassed, shocked by the whole incident. What the hell had he put in my drink? What effect would it have on me? I couldn’t answer either question as I staggered away from his car, still feeling weak and blurry.


I was disgusted and angry, shaken and embarrassed. While I knew the Staff-Sergeant was a sick bastard, I was too embarrassed to say or do anything. I certainly didn’t want to share my experience with anyone, nor did I want people to assume I’d played any willing part. The Army was important to me, and I didn’t want to jeopardise my chances for promotion. Instead, I kept my mouth shut, told myself that his days were numbered and tried to put the whole business behind me. Chaotic thoughts swam through my mind. While I knew I should report the incident, the likely outcome was not encouraging.


That sexual assault affected me for the rest of my life. I question myself, “Why me?” Did I do something to encourage him? Could I have avoided it by coming across differently? Did I have a weak character? Was I at fault? All these questions are still with me to this day. I became angrier as I got older. I could not talk about it to anyone. It affected my relationships with females. I lost all self-confidence within myself when going out socially meeting females. I felt worthless with low self-esteem and when I did get into a permanent relationship, I had periods of emotional numbness, no feelings. The biggest issue for me was feeling dirty after having sex. This reaction has never left me. It seemed to me I have been marked for life. I have flashbacks of the assault to this day especially when I view other victims’ sexual assaults stories on television.


On my return to 139 Signal Squadron my posting to Vietnam was confirmed for January 1969. I was only back at the Squadron for four weeks before going to Canungra to complete a four-week Battle Efficiency Course. Located some 70 kilometres south-west of Brisbane in the Gold Coast hinterland, the Jungle Training Centre was designed to replicate Vietnam. The conditions were physically tough, and we trained in the hot and humid Queensland summer.


We completed training in patrolling, map-reading and navigation in the steep, densely forested hills, learnt ambush and booby-trap techniques and fought mock battles at close range. A traditional Vietnamese village constructed of sticks and flimsy scraps of tin hedged with bamboo added an air of authenticity.


While our instructors lived in comfortable brick buildings, we lived in tents like the soldiers at Nui Dat. We had to run everywhere: to the mess, to the shithouse and to lectures. Every day was gruelling, filled with combat skills training, and obstacle courses in which we scrambled through barbed wire in full kit. Explosions went off during mock battles, and we thrust our bayonets into sandbags. We had endless marches up ‘Heartbreak Hill’ and spent time on the rifle range.


The kilometre-long ‘confidence course’ tested us physically and mentally as instructors bombarded us with smoke grenades and we crawled under and over dozens of obstacles in full kit. There were tunnels to scramble through, barbed wire to negotiate, ropes to climb and at the end, a two-metre drop into a stinking soup of mud and slime populated with rotting kangaroo carcasses and urine. It was called ‘the bear pit’.


Our training was fast coming to an end, but we faced one final operational test. That would be conducted over a period of a week in the Wiangaree State Forest in a semi-tropical forest known to the diggers as ‘The Lost World’. To enter ‘The Lost World’ you had to descend around 200 metres to reach the bottom. The place was lost alright, kilometres of steep, forested, rugged country, deep valleys with thick jungle vines and lantana growing in impenetrable thickets. It rained the entire time we were stationed there, and we became accustomed to wearing wet clothes and dealing with leeches, ticks and mosquitoes. Most of us felt cold and miserable most of the time. The aim of the exercise was to learn to move and survive in the jungle, remain undetected and attack the ‘enemy’ (aka the training instructors from Canungra) when they least expected it.


Finally, our ordeal came to end, and I stepped out of the bush into the bright sunny world of Queensland. I felt exhausted and returned to my unit and soon afterwards was promoted to Lance Corporal. I was surprised and proud of my accomplishment in such a short time.


We got news my twin, Don, a member of the Medical Corps, was going to be posted to Vietnam in early 1969. Devastated to learn that both her twin sons were going to Vietnam at the same time, Mum approached the local Member of Parliament (MP). To everyone’s surprise, the MP discovered some legislation which prohibited members of the same family serving concurrently in a war zone. The law had been introduced shortly after the sinking of the HMAS Voyager in 1964 in which several members of the same family had lost their lives. The MP brought the precedent to the attention of the Australian government which ordered a review of our posting. Don, as the older twin by seven minutes was expected to go to Vietnam. Instead, he went to Townsville while my posting to Vietnam remained. I suppose we’ll never know how that decision was made. Don was visibly disappointed but held no grudges.


I began my pre-embarkation leave in mid-December with a mixture of excitement at being posted overseas on an adventure somewhere exotic in a tropical, undeveloped third world country while also fulfilling my duty to my country. During my two weeks of leave I had to reassure Mum constantly that I would be ok and not to worry but I knew deep down it wasn’t working.


On the afternoon of 1st January 1969, I emotionally said goodbye to my Mum, twin brother, Don and friends and caught an overnight train to Sydney for our preparation for deployment to Vietnam at the Ingleburn Army Camp. At the camp, we sat through lectures on Vietnamese language and culture, had our final medical checks, inoculations, wrote our wills and were issued with our ‘dog tags’ which would stay with us from then on.




CHAPTER 3










TO VIETNAM




On Monday 6th January 1969 at 10.45pm I boarded the Qantas Boeing 707 with adrenalin and excitement coursing through my body for the 14-hour flight to Vietnam including brief stops at Darwin and Singapore.


After we boarded, we were given a white cardboard box containing an assortment of cut sandwiches, an apple and an orange. I sat next to my two rookie Kapooka training mates in Richard Burgess and Bill Scott. It was a high-spirited flight to Darwin. None of us got any sleep. My brain was too active as I thought of home and what Vietnam might be like. We arrived in Darwin in light rain and steamy hot conditions and waited in the empty airport terminal for an hour, before the plane departed for Singapore at 3.00 am.


Three hours later, we touched down in Singapore where we were instructed to change our Army shirts to white civilian shirts to appease the Singaporean officials. The tropical heat hit me like a furnace. Some officials directed us to a restricted area isolated from other passengers where for the next few hours, we played cards, read books or in my case caught up with some sleep on an uncomfortable wooden bench. I was awoken by an Australian Army Officer, “Morgan, you haven’t had the right injections. You can either stay in Singapore or have a smallpox needle right now.” I did not have much choice so I chose the latter, deducing that some medic at Ingleburn must have omitted to record it on my medical card. Three and a half hours later, I felt very inoculated with my double dose of smallpox vaccination as we left Singapore and two hours later, circled over Saigon.


My knuckles whitened around the arm of the seat as we made a steep descent to Tan Son Nhut airport Saigon, where it was hot and humid. As I waited at the terminal for my flight to Nui Dat with my uniform shirt crinkled with sweat, I viewed local Vietnamese people for the first time wearing conical straw hats and what looked like black silk pyjamas. I also could smell something like rotting vegetation and an occasional whiff of aviation fuel as a constant trail of aircraft landed and took off every few minutes.


After waiting about two hours at the terminal, I clambered up the rear-opening doors of the Hercules aircraft for the 20-minute flight to Nui Dat, the Australian Task Force base in Phuoc Tuy Province, 60 kilometres south-east of Saigon. We sat in a line along the fuselage on webbing slings with our gear stacked in the middle. It was like being in the belly of a huge noisy beast as everything creaked and shuddered when we hit pockets of hot turbulent air. Thankfully our flight was only short as at one stage I thought my eardrums would burst. We touched down at Luscombe airfield strip at Nui Dat in the late afternoon.


Nui Dat meant ‘small hill’ in Vietnamese, was known to Australian servicemen as ‘The Dat’, and was the base camp for the Australian forces in Vietnam. It was camouflaged with scrubby growth and abandoned rubber plantations grown straggly and unkempt. The green-clad hill rose 60 metres above the surrounding terrain and provided an excellent view of the VC stronghold to the north-west.


The Vietnam War was a guerrilla war fought by the Viet Cong (VC) in the dense jungles of South-East Asia. It was a war without a front line. Scattered throughout Vietnam, the VC pursued strategies that consisted primarily of surprise attacks, ambushes, the use of booby traps and sabotage. The VC also used an extensive network of underground tunnels that enabled them to make surprise attacks and simply vanish back into the jungle.


My Vietnam experience had begun with 365 days and a wakey to go before I could return home to Australia. Thankfully when I arrived it wasn’t monsoon season, and the base was dry and dusty and criss-crossed with red earthen roads.


I was allocated a bed in the tent city of our unit in the rubber plantation close to the helicopter pad. My tent was at the end of a row of trees which provided me a rare piece of shade. Tents were 2.5 metres apart and 4.5 metres square and neatly lined up in immaculate Army style. They were sandbagged to waist height which provided a blast wall in case of attack and each had a small pit hole or bunker outside the front flap.


All the tents contained four steel beds, a table and four chairs, four lockers, with the floor made of slatted wooden pallets while a single globe dangled from the central pole. My bed was in the far-right corner of the tent facing Kanga Pad. All the tents were connected to the others by duckboards made from disused wooden pallets.


Just by our tent lines was the canteen and theatre. An unpretentious building, the mess and kitchen consisted of an open shed with a tin roof where we had our meals while the theatre was an open-sided large tent.


Nearby was our Communications Centre (ComCen) and our admin building housed in huge steel sheds and protected by blast walls. Across the road from the ComCen was the 1st Australian Task Force (1 ATF) headquarters and the 83rd American heavy artillery battery.


I was shocked when I saw the shower and toilet block sheds. Four concrete dunnies with metal lids were raised on a rough slab of concrete. The dunnies sat side by side with no privacy partitions and the building was strewn with newspapers and magazines. I walked to the dunny at the far end and opened the lid. A powerful stench hit me as a swarm of flies erupted like a bomber squadron in full flight, and I peered down into the biggest shit hole I’d ever seen in my life.


In the shower block shed, I discovered four canvas bags hanging from the ceiling each with a shower nozzle at the base. They were connected by a pulley system to the tin roof trusses with a rope tied to the wall. It was a communal shower, all in together. For a shower you had to fill up a jerry can from a water tank trailer nearby and carry the container into the shower block, fill the canvas bag, pull the full bag up by a rope before turning on the nozzle below the bag.
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