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FOREWORD


This book is a tribute to the qualities of Ian Mackay as a battlefield commander, an international sportsman, a successful businessman and as an entertaining author.


He outlines the difference between leadership and management using many interesting and often humorous examples. Both qualities are vital for successful senior operatives in both civilian and military organisations. But most importantly as Ian explains, is the need for a good leader to be an effective decision maker and a good communicator.


The Phantoms of Bribie is a very readable mix of a rollicking good yarn and a fascinating portrayal of operational service in Vietnam as an infantry company commander, leading some 100 fine young national service and regular soldiers in close quarter jungle fighting. On leaving the Army he then excels in the Australian and international business worlds. A multi-talented sportsman, Rugby Union remained his passion, in which he performed to international level.


Ian’s story begins with his early childhood and schooling where he excelled academically and on the rugby field. His football playing led to various mishaps and injuries but added to his personal resilience and perseverance; traits which he has retained throughout a long, adventurous and successful life.


Ian’s professional military career began as a Duntroon graduate in the 1950s followed by a posting to the 4th Battalion Royal Australian Regiment (4 RAR) as a Platoon Commander. He was then posted to the first Special Air Service Company, a tough but professional band of World War II, Korean and Malaya veterans; the forerunner of today’s magnificent Special Air Service Regiment. He tells of challenging exercises in the hot, remote terrain of northern Western Australia; of driving through sand hills and spinifex and of ‘terrorising’ Darwin with a team of ‘thirsty and raucous men’ who were eventually politely asked to leave town!


Part of this initial SAS training involved realistic resistance to interrogation techniques in order to be better prepared in the event of capture at a time of great instability and conflict in the South East Asia region.


Ian was thus well prepared to serve operationally with 2 RAR in Malaya and subsequently Malaysia. He then returned to Duntroon as a Company Commander and completed a degree at the Australian National University. This was an eclectic degree majoring in Political Science, Asian Civilization and Indonesian and Malay languages.


While serving in South East Asia, Ian taught at the prestigious British Jungle Warfare School and later graduated from the Pakistan Staff College in Quetta. This interlude gave him and his much loved wife Robin, an opportunity to travel into regions now inaccessible due to the ongoing conflicts in them.


Ian’s story includes a picturesque and knowledgeable travelogue for those interested in the central Asian region during the Cold War era. He explored the ancient ruins of Taxila and carried out the traditional ceremony of washing his face and neck in the famed River of Blood, the Oxus River (the great Amu Darya), under the watchful eye of Russian border guards. His audience with the revered Wali of Swat was inspirational and he visited the site of Sir Winston Churchill’s first combat media despatch, the attack on the Malakand Garrison in 1897.


The visit to the Mohenjo-Daro or Mound of the Dead, a 5000 year-old ruin of the most advanced city of its time, was a highlight of his service life in Pakistan.


Ian’s service in Vietnam as a company commander of B Company 6 RAR was a highlight of his adventurous life. His accurate and personal dissertation of his outnumbered ‘B’ company’s desperate bayonet charge, followed by close quarter fighting, against a well dug in and determined enemy on Operation Bribie, sharply illustrated the vicissitudes, the courage, the battle discipline and the indomitable spirit of the well trained combat infantryman. Ian writes poignantly of Lance Corporal Rooney’s gallant and single handed assault on a dug in Viet Cong machine gun post at the willing sacrifice of his own life.


Operation Bribie tested the professionalism and discipline of soldiers and commanders alike and ended with a neutral result with substantial casualties. A lack of accurate intelligence and the absence of good back up support all contributed to the result of the day. However, although neither side could claim victory, as Ian notes, both could be proud of their strong and very brave soldiers.


Even though Ian was not keen on being a peace time soldier, post operational life was not ‘all doom and gloom’. He took up polo, commanded 7 RAR, was posted as an instructor at the Joint Services Staff College and was promoted to Colonel. He finally left the military to pursue a long and successful career in the corporate sector. His dealings at the very top level with international and Australian companies, provided yet another source of interesting and humorous tales to entertain the reader.


It is appropriate for Ian to finish his remarkable life story with a quote from the 18th Century Irish Statesman, Edmund Burke; ‘the only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing’. Through his life journey Ian has made a substantial contribution for the good of mankind and evil will have felt the impact.
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Major General the Honourable


Michael Jeffery AC AO(Mil) CVO MC (Retd)


Governor of Western Australia 1993–2000


Governor-General of Australia 2003–2008




PROLOGUE


The Phantoms of BRIBIE


‘It is foolish and wrong to mourn the men who died. Rather we should thank God that such men lived.’ General George S. Patton


Forty years on from the day Operation BRIBIE was conducted in the Hoi My area of Phuoc Tuy Province in South Vietnam, B Company of the Sixth Battalion The Royal Australian Regiment (6 RAR), gathered for a simple memorial ceremony, as the sun set on Bribie Island RSL Club, north of Brisbane, on 17th February, 2007.


As Officer Commanding B Company on that fateful, hot, February afternoon, in Vietnam in 1967, when almost one-third of the troops under my command were killed and wounded, I was looking forward immensely to seeing the Diggers of the ‘Phantoms’—more about that title later.


As I arrived at the Club, accompanied by my wife Robin, a tough-looking character walked up to me with a low-key opening line,


Sir, I don’t like B Company...


Before I could muster some sort of clever riposte as to why he was attending the ceremony, he continued,


...as a medic I spent ten minutes in your Company and ten bloody months in hospital—I was shot in the leg, just as I came up behind you to report in for orders and then, later on, I lost an eye.


To add to the confusion, to my knowledge I had never met this soldier. There, in the foyer of the Club, the incredible story unfolded as he identified himself as Corporal Doug Henderson, a medical orderly from Administration Company, Battalion Headquarters. At the commencement of the attack, he had been on the Landing Zone with the rest of the battalion, when my Second-in-Command, Captain Ted Stevenson, escorted a wounded soldier back to a safe area with the battalion.


The soldier, Private Adrian Rich, who had been shot by a sniper, died on the Landing Zone. I had earlier refused permission for the stretcher party to leave, as we had just crossed the Start Line in a company attack—we were in such close proximity to the enemy I was about to give the order to fix bayonets. Unbeknown to me, Ted’s party had carried Private Rich back and Ted, quite sensibly, had thought we might have the need for a spare medical orderly. So Corporal Henderson unofficially joined B Company in the attack, on what proved to be a North Vietnamese Army–Viet Cong dug-in position covering the withdrawal of a major headquarters.


Corporal Henderson continued, ‘I was walking up behind Company Headquarters, just about to report in to you, when I was shot in the leg by a sniper and then, later in the attack, I was hit again by fragments from a Viet Cong RPG (Rocket Propelled Grenade), whilst being loaded into an APC (Armoured Personnel Carrier) for medical evacuation.’


The APC driver, Trooper Vic Pomroy, had been killed instantly and Henderson was wounded for the second time in his short stay with B Company, losing an eye and spending ten months in hospital recovering. What a story!


I had visited the wounded in the Australian Hospital at Vung Tau the week after Operation BRIBIE, but nobody identified Corporal Henderson to me. In retrospect I realised he would almost certainly have been evacuated to Australia by that time. Doug turned out to be the son of a sergeant who had served with me while I was Adjutant of the 2nd Battalion The Royal Australian Regiment (2 RAR) in Malaya in the early 1960s.


He also managed to become a racing driver in the Confederation of Australian Motor Sport after winning an appeal in the High Court to get his licence although missing one eye–thus lacking depth perception. Some years ago, he founded a marvellous charity called the Kokoda Youth Foundation. This organisation runs the Kokoda Challenge on Queensland’s Gold Coast throughout the year, involving major trekking events aimed at supporting ordinary young Australians to do extraordinary things.


After reciting this little combat vignette, Doug accompanied us into the Club where some of the soldiers who were aware of aspects of his story greeted him warmly.


On the following evening there was a reasonably formal dinner attended by about one hundred and twenty soldiers, wives, partners and including the then Commanding Officer and Regimental Sergeant Major (RSM) of 6 RAR. I gave an address on major aspects of the BRIBIE battle, and ended by detailing Doug’s story.


I recounted his opening line to me of the previous evening and conceded that he had a pretty good point. He was not a member of the Company and he had just wandered in to help. His subsequent one-eyed life has been a monumental tale of perseverance, achievement and courage. I then asked him to stand up. At this juncture the whole gathering rose to applaud and acknowledge our new-found ‘Phantom’. There was scarcely a dry eye in the house.


Some years later, in the 2013 Honours List, he was awarded the Medal of the Order of Australia for his services to veterans and young people.


My comments did not of course diminish the deep sorrow all present felt for those who did not survive the horror of that desperate, long battle on 17th February 1967, which will forever remain in our memories. However, it was an outstanding and marvellously emotional moment, shared by Doug, his wife Anna and the whole of the B Company group.


The episode epitomised the shared emotions, intensity and camaraderie of these fine brave men of B Company and our supporting troops who had gathered to commemorate the occasion.




INTRODUCTION


I want to be there when everyone suddenly understands what it has all been for.


Dostoevsky – The Brothers Karamazov.


I have not exactly rushed into this book—a project that has ruled my life for the better part of the last twelve months. Forty-nine years have elapsed since the events that triggered this endeavour, which had its genesis in Phuoc Tuy Province in South Vietnam in 1966-67. The aim was to tell the story of the actions of a magnificent group of brave young and not so young men of B Company 6 RAR, supported by infantry, artillery and armoured elements, in a major battle with a determined enemy force near the village of Hoi My. I leave it to the reader to work out why it took me forty of those years to consider even talking about the subject in public, let alone contemplate writing about it. Some inspiration came from a quote by a close colleague who attributed the original thought to E. M. Forster,


How do I know what I think until I see what I say?


However, the principal driver emanated from a marvellous man of many talents and achievements whom I was privileged to call a friend. He had been a mentor of mine since schooldays and a great inspiration for me in later life. We first met when, as a recent old boy of Sydney Grammar School, he coached me in athletics to a win an Under 16 880 yard track event at the Great Public School Championships on the Sydney Cricket Ground, way back in the late 1940s.


The Honourable Mervyn Finlay, QC, was one of the finest men I have had the privilege of knowing. After leaving school during World War 2, he was commissioned as a flying officer in the Royal Australian Air Force shortly before the end of the war. He then entered the Faculty of Law at Sydney University, became a distinguished barrister, Queen’s Counsel and later a Supreme Court Judge. He was a champion athlete and all-round sportsman, rowing for Australia in the Empire (later Commonwealth) Games in Christchurch in 1950 and in the Helsinki Olympic Games in 1952. One of his last official appointments was as Inspector of the NSW Police Integrity Commission when he was well into his seventies. He was much sought after as an after-dinner speaker where his eloquence was much admired. An absolutely devoted family man, Mervyn died in July 2014 at the age of eighty-nine years of age. His funeral was attended by leading luminaries of the Law, the hierarchy of the state of New South Wales and many great Australian sporting identities.


I did give an address in mid-2008 on ‘Vietnam Operations – A Historical Perspective’, to the history group of a leading Sydney club, which obviously had a historical rather than an operational emphasis, but it was a beginning. This was as a result of much prompting and support from Mervyn and another distinguished friend and author, Marsden Hordern. I did follow up with some speaking engagements over the next few years but I still hesitated over the task of committing pen to paper, metaphorically speaking. An interesting link with the Finlay family lies in the relationship of Mervyn’s widow, Prudence Finlay, whose father, Lennox Teece, was a very close friend of one of the major architects of the Australian War Memorial. His name was Emil Sodersten, one of our first architects of the Modern Movement. The idea for an Australian War Memorial in Canberra is attributed to the war historian, Dr C. E. W. Bean and the partnership of Emil Sodersten and John Crust was selected for the project in 1927. The official Register of Twentieth Century Architecture states that, ‘Sodersten’s design stood out fresh and vigorous, drawing on Byzantine imagery, with its solid massing culminating in a domed shrine. The composite Sodersten Crust design was produced in 1928. Owing much in planning to both architects, but in style, the new design was that of Sodersten and drew on American modernism.’


Another strong influence from some years back was a marvellous character, good friend and successful author, David Morris. He somehow simultaneously encouraged and harassed me in the early tentative days to just get on with the writing. He confessed to having used me as some sort of model for military characters in his books for children on the Tobruk and Kokoda campaigns. I actually asked him would he write the story for me and his response was, ‘Mackay, nobody else could write your story–you have to do it yourself.’


My good friend and fellow company commander in 6 RAR, Brian McFarlane, provided strong encouragement and was very helpful in the whole process. Many of the photographs in his excellent book, ‘We Band of Brothers’, were provided by or through me from my Second-in-Command, Ted Stevenson, and some of them appear in this book.


Finally, Major General John Frewen, AM, Head Military Strategic Commitments in Headquarters Australian Defence Force, Canberra, put me in touch with a friend and Canberra publisher, Major General Ian Gordon, AO (Retired). Ian’s valuable advice, combined with some subtle whip-cracking, led me to get organised and start writing and Neil Churches’s painstaking attention to detail, combined with occasional encouragement, has been a great help in keeping my nose to the grindstone. Denny Neave and his crew from Big Sky Publications have been superb in their efforts to get this project over the line and they were ably supported by Dr Andrew Richardson from the Australian Army History Unit, presided over by Dr Roger Lee.


With so much assistance, I can hardly claim credit for much that appears in the project but I am certainly responsible for errors of fact and interpretation that may remain, despite the marvellous support and encouragement that I have received.




CHAPTER 1


EARLY DAYS – RUGBY – THE ARMY


There was very little in my early life that would appear to have destined me to become a soldier and subsequently to spend a high proportion of my military life in South and South East Asia.


Certainly there was nothing to suggest that I would wind up commanding a force comprising the magnificent men of B Company 6 RAR and our supporting arms comrades in one hell of a fight to the death with a strong, dug-in and determined enemy force, near the village of Hoi My in South Vietnam in February 1967.


I was born in Summer Hill in Sydney in August 1934, my father having been one of ten children, eight surviving, of Eliza Jane Savell and James Edward Mackay. His parents were married at St Thomas’s Church, Enfield in 1901. The Mackays traced their lineage back though the town of Tain in Scotland from the early nineteenth century. The Family Holy Bible, in my possession, records the family’s personal histories in Australia in considerable detail from 1855. The Bible, (edited) by the late Reverend John Brown, is titled ‘The Illustrated and Self Interpreting Family Bible’. One slightly unusual aspect is that a colourful, exotic flower display greets the reader on Page One after opening the very heavy leather cover which boasts substantial brass edges and inlaid gold lettering.


I remember very little about my grandparents but two stories stand out. The first concerns an urgent telephone call from my beautiful grandmother, ‘Nana’, to Lilian, my mother, on a quiet summer Saturday afternoon in the early stages of World War 2. Lilian hung up quickly after the call and as she rushed out the door she said to my father, ‘Your mother has just hit your father over the head with a mattock and there is blood everywhere’. As she left, she called back to us, saying that she had not yet called the police, and then drove to my grandparents’ home on the other side of Haberfield, about three kilometres away. Ten minutes later we received a call from her at their home half-laughing, half-crying, at her assumption that the incident had been a form of domestic violence.


Gardening was a quite normal pastime of course and an excellent source of fruit and vegetables during the war. My two sweet old grandparents had been planting strawberries in their backyard garden. Unfortunately Grandpa James had ducked his head down near the plants at just the wrong time, as Nana swung the mattock to loosen the soil. Nana was very concerned that my mother had misinterpreted her words, which were simply, ‘I have just hit George’s father over the head with a mattock–please come over quickly, there is blood everywhere!’


The other story concerns my grandfather’s clever investment strategies. He was a shrewd investor with strong Scottish roots and he had bought up quite a large area of ocean-front land at a distant beach area called Cronulla, south of Sydney. This would probably have been in the 1920s or possibly earlier. Apparently he was delighted to announce proudly some years later, that he had sold the considerable holding in what is now a thriving residential, resort and surfing community, for the princely sum of five pounds an acre–note the unit of area denomination. Knowing my canny grandfather, it would have been a very good result. However it does illustrate the difficulty of grasping the effects of inflation on real estate values in big cities over the past century.


My parents, George Mackay and Lilian Fishman, were married in 1927, in the beautiful St Phillip’s Church in Sydney’s York Street, only about one hundred metres from the southern entrance to the Sydney Harbour Bridge. My sister, Patricia, was born in Sydney in August 1930 and gained her Medical Degree at Sydney University in the early 1950s. Pat married Alan Merrifield, also at St Phillip’s, in 1952. They were in the same year of Medicine at the University and spent much of their later life as psychiatrists together in Canberra.


I attended the excellent Haberfield Demonstration School, a primary school in Sydney’s inner-west, in the 1940s. My sister and I had an interesting variant in our schooling when our parents moved us to the country early in 1942. The Gemmell’s property was at Mirrool, about five hundred kilometres southwest of Sydney. Alex Gemmell, an old school friend of my father, had a very big influence on me at an early impressionable age. He was a very good farmer and ‘Tracton’ was a big property, of about three thousand acres of dry western plains country. Annual rainfall was of the order of eight to twelve inches, with sheep and wheat the main staples. Alex was a progressive thinker and one of the first in the district to contour plough his property, which was a very advanced way of retaining precious rainwater on sloping ground.


Pat, who was of secondary school age, was enrolled in correspondence school and was thus free to work on the farm almost any time of the week and she took to it with great enthusiasm. I attended the small primary school in Mirrool, riding a bike every day about six kilometres each way from the farm to the school in the town. This was a reasonably tough task for an eight year-old. Mirrool was a typical small country town with a railway station, which was flanked by a series of enormous cement silos. These silos were used for storing grain, predominantly wheat, and were very important in a community financial sense. There was also the Mirrool Pub, a store and the school. Sometime after Pat and I left Mirrool the store burned down, so for quite a long time the groceries and fruit were just transferred to the pub counter, for normal sale with the beer. Mirrool life did not miss a beat with this simple practical solution.


There was food and petrol rationing but the food rationing didn’t really impinge on our lives. The property was in an area that was basically sheep country but there were cattle and pigs and I don’t recall hardship or any great austerity. I do remember my mother back in Sydney counting coupons and borrowing them at some stage for food–so it was perhaps serious–but life went on, especially for we carefree youths.


I learned a great deal from Alex about life in the bush that stood me in good stead for the rest of my life—practical aspects of life on a property, one of which was the ever-present threat of bushfires in the searingly hot summers of the country. As an eight year-old I can still clearly recall a fire which roared through some of Alex’s paddocks and threatened the Tracton homestead. Alex, like all responsible property owners, was a member of the Mirrool Volunteer Fire Brigade. Despite their efforts, towards nightfall the fire was blazing within about two hundred metres of the house and some felt it would engulf the property. Ironically, a curse of the district known as skeleton weed, in a crop in a paddock near the house, apparently choked the fire, slowed it down and enabled it to be extinguished by the next morning. It was a very lucky escape but it stayed with me as a frightening experience.


There was a Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) pilot, John Hodgkinson, who was convalescing helping-out on the farm, and there were also Italian prisoners of war. They were housed on Bob Gemmell’s farm nearby, Bob being Alex’s younger brother. Aldo was one of the prisoners and he lived in a shed at the back of the property. The Italians were treated just like normal workers with little apparent restrictions, which was a very good, healthy situation. It must have been an unexpected bonus for the prisoners, with a quiet life in the country as farm workers. Aldo was repatriated to Italy after the war ended but he did return years later to the area to thank the people who had helped him. I believe the quite gentle treatment they received at the hands of Australians changed many of the prisoners’ lives. We are still very close to the children of the Gemmells, Janet Maunsell, who lives with her husband Rob on a property in the Waikato area of New Zealand and Helen Roche, who lives on a property near Tumut in southern New South Wales.


Pat and I returned to our parents’ home in Sydney in 1944. I was fortunate to top the final year at Haberfield, as my sister had done earlier. My father had attended Newington College in Sydney but he decided that the school was not at its best, so at the last minute he managed to get me into Sydney Grammar School in the heart of Sydney. How he organised was not clear–on reflection, I suspect it could have had something to do with the fact that he was known to have a drink or two with the senior teachers at the school, some of whom had returned from war service. It was not based on sporting ability, although I had played junior representative rugby with Drummoyne, where my father had been the coach of the side. There was a strong family association, partly as an accident of geography, with the Drummoyne Rugby Club, known as ‘The Dirty Reds’, continued by Kristiane my daughter, George Mackay’s grand-daughter, who coached a Drummoyne junior team in which her son Harry played.


I was on the Barbarians Rugby Club Committee for many years and Kristiane attended a Barbarians’ lunch with me at The Rugby Club in Sydney in the late 1990s. Dr Sally Loane, the wife of the former Wallaby captain, Dr Mark Loane, was the guest speaker at the lunch and she pointed out Kristiane, saying, ‘We have got a female rugby coach in the audience, Ian Mackay’s daughter, and four generations of Mackays have been involved with the Drummoyne Club’.


My son Hamish missed out on representing Drummoyne but subsequently played with my old club, the Randwick District Rugby Union Football Club, and toured Ireland in the World Cup Year of 1991 with the Randwick Colts team. He called me one evening from Dublin and in the course of the conversation he complained about the cost of living in Dublin. He told me that a slab of beer, twenty-four bottles, cost an astronomical amount of money. I told him I noted his unit of measurement but suggested that perhaps he could cut down his consumption and save some money.


So it was on to Sydney Grammar School, which proved to be a very good all-round experience, whilst not having quite the excellent academic reputation it enjoys today. I was a member of the school cadets, became an Under Officer and subsequently a Company Commander and I enjoyed the taste of cadet life. Sport played a big part at the school and in my first year there we were fortunate enough to have the then current Australian Rugby Union full-back and ex-RAAF pilot from World War 2, Ron Rankin, as a teacher at the school. The photograph of the Lower School ‘A’ XV, shows a diminutive eleven year-old Mackay in the back row (left) and our dashing coach, Ron Rankin, standing in front of me. Among some interesting future identities was my inside-centre partner, Wilfred Rosenberg (right front row), who became an outstanding centre three-quarter for the South African Springboks in the 1950s. I caught up with Wilfred on their Australian tour in the midfifties, but unfortunately was only a reserve for the NSW versus South Africa game, so I did not get the chance to compete against my old friend. Wilfred’s father was a rabbi and they migrated to South Africa at the end of 1946, after Wilfred had spent just one year at Sydney Grammar. The captain holding the ball in the centre is Sammy Sluice. Sammy’s name was actually Sam van der Sluys and he was the son of a famous comedian, Harry van der Sluys, star of comedy theatre and radio. His stage name was Roy Rene, better known as the famous ‘Mo McCackie’. Sammy was about 15 years old at the time of the photo. He also left school at the end of that first year of secondary school. He went straight into what we unsophisticated youngsters felt was a glamorous job, as a ‘bell-boy’ at the St James’ Theatre. It was located in the city’s Elizabeth Street and Sammy would parade outside the theatre, complete with uniform and perky hat. Sydney Grammar did produce some interesting and varied characters.
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Sydney Grammar Lower School A XV 1946.


Although I had gained admittance to Sydney University with a Commonwealth Scholarship in both 1950 and 1951, I was operated on for a fractured kneecap that had gone undiagnosed for six months. It is perhaps of interest, in the modem era of highly specialised medicine, that our family doctor was a close friend of my father and they both enjoyed a drink or two quite often. However, his specialty was actually gynaecology–enough said! After a knee operation in January 1952, I was told that I could not play rugby for twelve months. I might add that I had been the wicketkeeper and captain of the Sydney Grammar 1st XI and had actually kept wickets for the Combined GPS 1st XI with a broken kneecap. The annual highlight game was played the previous November on the Sydney Cricket Ground against a NSW XI, led by a then young Richie Benaud, who later captained the Australian XI with such distinction.
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David Kellaway (The Scots College) and the author walking out to bat at the Sydney Cricket Ground in November 1951, playing for the GPS 1st XI against the NSW Cricket Association XI. A young Richie Benaud was the captain of the NSW XI.


There is a story behind my relatively sudden elevation into some sort of GPS schoolboy cricket status, for lack of a better term. Cam Dezarnaulds, my very close friend from our first day at Sydney Grammar in early 1946, was far and away the best all-round cricketer in the school. He was a competent batsman and an excellent leg break bowler. I was a pretty good fieldsman and only took up the wicket keeping gloves at the beginning of 1951, at our coach’s behest, because of my apparent good eye for the ball. I helped Cam capture heaps of wickets in the competition that year, with the scorebook showing many dismissals ‘caught Mackay bowled Dezarnaulds’ or ‘stumped Mackay bowled Dezarnaulds’ throughout the season. We did work well together and we still do today, well over sixty years later.


While playing against the Old Boys XI at Weigall Oval in Rushcutters Bay in the annual game at Easter that year, my opposing captain, Alan McGilvray, the distinguished former international cricketer and top ABC broadcaster, gave me some batting tips over lunch. This was a friendly gesture, as I was one of the ‘not out’ batsmen at lunch and appeared to have been struggling. I took his excellent advice to heart. Alan decided to bowl the first over after lunch and I managed to connect and hit him for a quite spectacular six over the fence and into the large drain that ran between Weigall and the Rushcutters Bay Stadium. Alan, being still a fine bowler, was not very impressed with this result for two very good reasons. First was that I had done exactly what he had kindly recommended at lunch and secondly, with the ball disappearing into the drain, it was very wet and became difficult to swing. In the competition matches that followed for the rest of the year I managed to keep up the tempo. That innings against the Old Boys XI had set me up for a series of quite big scores in that next year that I had never envisaged or contemplated. At the end of the game I did thank Alan sincerely and he was of course very gracious in his response.


Early in the school’s third term we played Newington College, my father’s old school. Newington was coached by my uncle and former New South Wales fast bowler, Gordon Stewart. I still have a photograph taken of George Mackay, Gordon Stewart and Alan McGilvray standing together outside the Weigall Pavilion as I was returning to the pavilion. I had been clean-bowled for what the ‘Sun’ newspaper reported as ‘110 runs scored in 107 minutes with 17 fours and a six’, the latter shot having cleared the fence and also landing in the Rushcutters Bay drain. The newspaper article went on to say that, ‘Mackay had gone in to bat when Grammar was five wickets down for fifty runs. Mackay sensed the opportunity and ran up a hurricane century, while 180 runs came in the next 90 minutes.’


As I approached the distinguished group of cricketers, I could see my father standing there glowing with pride–he was a nice man and a very good father. Alan McGilvray was also beaming, as I believe he correctly felt some ownership of my unusually successful performance. That left just the reaction of my favourite uncle, the Newington coach. He did not let me down!
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The author at Sydney Grammar School’s cricket pavilion after hitting a maiden century against Newington College. In the background are my father, George Mackay and celebrated cricketer/ broadcaster, Alan McGilvray.


As I approached, there was just one word to me, as one whom he regarded as a renegade non-starter at Newington, now with a maiden century under my belt against his team. It was succinct and is forever engraved in my mind,


‘MUG!’


I could not have received a better compliment, as the whole group broke up with much laughter. The sequel to this was that I continued with some reasonable form for the rest of the year and was selected in the GPS 1st XI. My friend and excellent cricketer Cam had to settle for the GPS 2nd X1, which he took with his usual good grace. I had developed into a pretty reasonable cricketer and rugby player at Sydney Grammar but certainly was not academically-inclined until much later in life.


As a consequence of slightly unusual decision-making, I entered the Royal Military College Duntroon (RMC), for which I had qualified the previous year, in April 1952. During my Sydney Grammar days in the early 1950s, Sir Robert Menzies, as Prime Minister, orchestrated a politically-motivated ‘Call to the Nation’. This campaign co-opted distinguished leaders of the church and the business community to ‘preach’ on the fight for survival of the ‘Christian Way of Life against the Evil Threat of Communism’. I remember being in the magnificent Big Schoolroom at Grammar, listening to an impassioned speech by a former Ambassador to Rome, with the afternoon sunlight streaming through the windows. It was very impressive and inspirational for us young men. In retrospect, this came to be viewed as part of what it really was; Western propaganda combating the ‘Yellow Peril’; set against a world view that deemed World War III to be an inevitability.


However Sydney Grammar had a very significant military tradition, etched into the towering rosewood monument at the front of the school hall, which bears the inscription,


In Honour of Old Sydneians who fought for King and Empire. 1914–1918.


In an article on Our Anzac Legend, The Sydney Daily Telegraph of 14th March 2015, told the story of Gunner George Mudie Larnach, a dyed-in-the-wool Sydneysider and a Grammar ‘Old Boy’. After leaving school he became a reporter with the Daily Telegraph, then a broadsheet with classified ads and shipping news on the front page. He was also a punter and a shorthand typist with a streak of larrikin in him. After a little bit of trouble with the authorities, he enlisted in the Australian Imperial Force under an assumed name, George Abbott, not an unusual occurrence in those days, sailing to Britain in early 1917.


George was one of one thousand seven hundred and eighty-two young men from Sydney Grammar who enlisted for duty; three hundred and eight were killed, died of wounds or disease in the Great War, which was more than any other school in the country. On 8th June 1917 in northern France, he was wounded in both legs by a high explosive shell and died later that night. My wife’s maiden name was Larnach and we have recently substantiated that George was a distant relative. Extensive research done by an Old Sydneian, Philip Creagh, has revealed that the Sydney Grammar’s casualties were interred in one hundred and seventy-one cemeteries and memorials in sixteen countries including having been consigned to the sea.


To we callow youths, the world was progressing rapidly to war. I guess there was a motivational aspect to it, together with an unspoken assumption—if you were going to be in it, you might as well be thoroughly in it. Hence I left Sydney University in the latter part of first term and went off to RMC.


Some of my motivation for the military emanated from an uncle, Lieutenant Roy Mackay. Roy had been a sergeant in the Middle East in World War 2 and was subsequently commissioned in the field in New Guinea. Australia had been a supporting player for Britain in Malaya and the fall of Singapore but in New Guinea we inflicted the first land defeat on the Japanese at Milne Bay. Our militia forces also fought splendidly on the Kokoda Trail, aided superbly by the local ‘fuzzie-wuzzie angels’, whilst doing it very tough due to disease, terrain and shortages of everything, including food and ammunition.
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Author at Lieutenant Roy Mackay’s headstone in Bomana War Cemetery, Port Moresby in 1973. Roy was killed on the Kokoda Trail in 1942.


Trawling through Dudley McCarthy’s book ‘Kokoda to Wau’ (Dudley McCarthy, South-West Pacific Area – First Year: Kokoda to Wau, Official history of Australia in the war of 1939-1945, volume V (1st ed.) (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1959)), I came across a quote about Lieutenant Roy Mackay that correlates very closely to later events in Vietnam, twenty-five years on. A company commander in the 2/31st Battalion noted on 10th November 1942 that Lieutenant Colonel Miller was, ‘Annoyed when Lieutenant Mackay pointed out that with the much depleted sections armed with a Bren and two Tommy guns, there were barely enough bayonets to open our bully beef’. Just under twenty-five years after this comment was made by my uncle, I ordered B Company 6 RAR to fix bayonets in a determined attack in Vietnam and once again there were not enough bayonets on weapons, but the intent was demonstrated, as it was in many former campaigns by Australian troops.


Roy did not endure the colonel’s displeasure for very long. The next day he was killed on the Trail, when almost his whole platoon was wiped out on 11th November 1942—almost exactly echoing the ‘Eleventh Hour of the Eleventh Day of the Eleventh Month’, as Armistice Day at the end of World War 1 was known in popular parlance. (After the end of the Second World War, the Australian and British governments changed the name to Remembrance Day. Armistice Day was no longer an appropriate title for a day which would commemorate all war dead.) There was not a great military tradition in our family, but Roy was the youngest of the ten children; my father was the oldest and I had spent some time as a youngster with Roy, before he went to the Middle East.


Of course I had childhood memories of the War–I recalled serious kitchen discussions between my parents on the significance of the sinking of the Royal Navy’s battleships’ PRINCE OF WALES and REPULSE, (Force Z) in early 1942. Japanese aircraft based in Thailand detected and sank the might of Britain’s Eastern Fleet, which sailed without air cover off the east coast of Malaya, not far north of Singapore. The disastrous strike was a glaring example of the Allies’ underestimation of the capability and determination of the Japanese in the early days of their assault through Asia in 1941–1942. The result of course was the Japanese capture of Singapore within months of this major British naval loss.


Due to my knee operation, I arrived at Duntroon late in the first term, for what proved to be a marvellous four years, in which sport again played a big part. I was an Under Officer at RMC and graduated quite high among a marvellous group of young men into the Infantry Corps. I had originally been allotted to the Signals Corps by our then Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Hassett, subsequently the Chairman, Chiefs of Staff Committee of the Australian Defence Force as General Sir Frank Hassett. The RMC staff was required to spread the more-highly rated graduates across the various Army Corps—however, most of us wanted to be in the Infantry Corps because the action in Korea was still on. There was a great deal of motivation for the war and I managed to make the change with a good friend of mine who then moved to the Signals Corps.


The camaraderie and such close relationships formed over an intense four-year course at Duntroon meant that after more than sixty years from first meeting in Canberra, a small group of us still gather at a little fish shop in Crows Nest, on Sydney’s beautiful North Shore, to discuss the past and present and to speculate on the future. It is a very tight group due in great part to the camaraderie and spirit which the military produced. I have also found some degree of that spirit in civilian life in subsequent times with very good companies. A democratic form of leadership can follow from good management and I discovered, quite soon after the end of my military career, that the Army had much to offer to civilian organisations in terms of leadership, management and training. This was particularly evident in the three multinational organisations I was privileged to work with in later years.


Speaking of leadership, perhaps a good example I encountered early in my life was that of Field Marshal William Joseph ‘Bill’ Slim, 1st Viscount Slim KG, GCB, GCMG, GCVO, GBE, DSO, MC, KStJ, the magnificent World War 2 commander in Burma. The setting was my class graduation from RMC. As Governor-General, Sir William Slim reviewed the Graduation Parade and presented the graduating class with commissions as officers in the Australian Army in December 1955. After the ceremonies, we were gathered in the beautiful gardens of Duntroon House, Robert Campbell’s original homestead many years before Canberra became the national capital and was transformed into a city.


The Governor-General walked up to my family group with my father standing beside me, and said to me, ‘I hope you’re going into the Infantry, young man. That is the only Corps to be in, if you’re a man.’ Then he suddenly remembered his manners, and he turned to my father and said, ‘Sorry, sir. You weren’t an artilleryman, were you?’ And my father, who was embarrassed the Governor-General was offering an apology to him, immediately said, ‘No, no, no. I wasn’t in the Services.’ My father was in a ‘protected industry’, involved in the grain trade during the war. But it was typical of Sir William and we all loved him–he was a rough, tough, gutsy soldier and he inspired many Australians during his term at Yarralumla.


At the Duntroon House gardens’ reception, after Sir William had moved on, I was introduced to Major General John Broadbent, whom I had not previously met. After some polite discussion he produced and kindly presented me with his father’s World War 1 sword, an event which he had obviously planned. There was apparently some family connection in our background but it was a very pleasant surprise and honour to receive the magnificent sword. After some minor work on the blade and the scabbard, I carried it on parades for the next twenty-two years in the Army. The sword now stands proudly in my study at home and has proved quite useful as a ceremonial adornment for weddings and birthdays in the years since my graduation.
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Guard of Honour for the British High Commissioner. The author was 4 RAR Guard Commander in Martin Place, Sydney, 1956.


After graduation, I was posted to the 4th Battalion The Royal Australian Regiment (4 RAR), at Ingleburn in New South Wales, and that was a good training ground. Life as a platoon commander was varied and there were exciting prospects of overseas experience, as we seemed to be on standby for crises that erupted very regularly. We were forever receiving injections and inoculations for likely emergencies and deployments to Asia.


I had a marvellous temporary assignment, seconded from 4 RAR as Aide-de-Camp to Lieutenant General (Retired) Sir Horace Robertson, KBE, CBE, DSO, known as ‘Red Robbie’, supporting the 3rd Battalion The Royal Australian Regiment (3 RAR) Kapyong Day ceremonies in April 1956. He was a colourful character and I had a delightful and very rapid introduction to ceremonial duties and Red Robbie’s political and military machinations during my time with him. He had a distinguished record in both World Wars subsequently being appointed Commander-in-Chief, British Commonwealth Occupation Forces and British Commonwealth Forces, Korea in the early 1950s. I learned a great deal from Sir Horace during this period and we maintained contact for some time afterwards.


Late in my first year at the battalion I had a very stark experience of the destructive power and danger of bushfires. My earlier limited experience as an eight year-old in Mirrool was tested to the hilt, with involvement in a dangerous outbreak in a forest reserve area south of Sydney on 31st December, 1956. For my sins, I was the Duty Officer at 4 RAR Headquarters in Ingleburn, when a call came through about midday from Liverpool Police, requesting assistance. A blaze had started near the construction site of what is now the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation at Lucas Heights, south of Sydney. I managed to gather about thirty soldiers and two trucks from the battalion’s lines in quite a speedy reaction and we set out for Lucas Heights. We moved swiftly to our destination, about a twenty-minute drive down the Old Illawarra Road in the Sutherland Shire.


On arrival at a police road block set up on the main road, I was briefed on the situation by the senior officer. I was informed I was to assume command as the senior military man, a lieutenant of exactly one year’s seniority, mainly because police communications were not very effective or compatible with the other organisations. Please remember this was 1956 and it proved to be true, so I moved some signallers into areas with the police and the fire brigade crew to commence some co-ordination of resources. The fire was burning quite fiercely when we arrived, with the front about five hundred metres north to northwest of the enormous cleared area of the Lucas Heights Reactor site.


Being the day of New Year’s Eve, the site was completely empty of personnel and as far as I could tell, there were very few building works above ground. It was an easy decision, considering our combined resources were very limited, to pull back behind the construction area. It was denuded of trees and vegetation, so we started putting out spot fires and awaited developments for when the front hit the site. The already weary firemen and police agreed with this plan. The trees were very close together and at least thirty metres high surrounding the cleared site, which would have covered at least two football fields. It was a roughly circular area with probably a diameter of around three hundred metres of cleared vegetation.


The flames approached our large construction ‘fire break’ and we waited expectantly. The temperature was upwards of thirty-five degrees Celsius and the strong wind was driving the fire towards us. We were quite confident that our area would at least slow the fire’s progress. However, suddenly on looking behind me, I saw the tops of the trees to the east and the south of us appearing to explode spontaneously. The sparks driven by the wind and the boiling sap in the gum leaves meant that within minutes the whole area ignited. We were outflanked and despite our subsequent efforts to get ahead of the flames, the fire roared down to Woronora Heights and the Sutherland Shire. Homes were destroyed in some isolated suburbs that evening, creating terrible scenes in that New Year’s Eve chaos.


Meanwhile, once homes were threatened, further emergency services were activated and we were permitted to return to the Ingleburn area. It was dark by the time we reached the battalion’s barracks. I thanked the by now blackened-faced soldiers for their sterling efforts, put on some free beer at the canteen and returned to my duties. I was delighted to find that the Commanding Officer had arranged for a replacement to take over my duty officer responsibilities.


There was just one problem I had overlooked. As the Duty Officer on New Year’s Eve, I had organised some good friends to come up from Sydney for an informal party at the Officers’ Mess. I arrived at the Mess about 8.30pm, not exactly dressed in sartorial splendour, to find the party in full swing. My very good friend from school days, Camille Dezarnaulds, was hosting and being the life of the party. Cam is of French extraction and appeared to not be the slightest bit fazed by my late arrival. And it was a good gathering, which went well into the morning.


A mix of more than five years of tough physical training from Duntroon days and early infantry battalion life culminated in the introduction of ‘Circuit Training’, which I helped bring to Randwick Rugby Club in my initial period with the club in the 1956 and 1957 seasons. Colin Windon, the legendary Wallaby flanker and the other coaches were very willing to listen to new ideas. The very effective basis of physical education we cadets had experienced at Duntroon was augmented by the hardening effect of the physical training instruction in the battalion. The introduction of circuit training caused some mutterings at Randwick in the early weeks but even the most grizzled veterans and old school forwards realised the benefit, after a few weeks of these Army-type toughening programmes.


Midway through my first season in the Sydney First Grade competition, I was informed I was under consideration for the fullback position for the New South Wales team in the first interstate game against Queensland. The week before selection, we played Manly on a flooded Manly Oval. Just before half-time, I dived on the ball in a large pool of water to stop a Manly forward rush. I pulled the ball in near my head as I saw a Manly forward approaching through the muddy water. The next thing I remember was a boot hitting me in the face, a blinding explosion in my head, and the game was stopped. I did not lose consciousness at any stage but I was lying in the pool for what seemed a long time before the medics arrived. Apparently the game was delayed for about twenty minutes, because the ambulance from Manly Hospital could not get into the ground. I was carried off on a stretcher and eventually put in the ambulance and taken to Manly Hospital. My mother was at the game in the stand and my maiden aunt was with her at her first rugby game ever. I must have looked a bloody mess which would have frightened the ladies.
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