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I dedicate this book to all the veterans who 'Answered the Call' of duty and then struggle as they attempt to settle back into civilian life.








NEWSPAPER ARTICLES


‘Watch from aloft’, The Sun, 31 October 1966


‘Next Stop Vietnam’, The Australian, 24 May 1966


‘The digger’s best friend’, Canberra Times, 7 September 1966


‘Iroquois join Caribou in Vietnam’, RAAF News, July 1966


‘Baptism of fire for Iroquois’, RAAF News, August 1966


‘Vital Iroquois role in Viet battle’, RAAF News, September 1966


‘RAAF Heroism - ‘Copters turned tide of battle’, Unknown paper, circa 22 August 1966


‘Family Aid’, RAAF News, August 1966


‘Next move may be away’, The Sun, 17 November 1966


‘War against mosquitoes’, RAAF News, December 1966


‘Children ride in helicopters’, RAAF News, December 1966


‘Helicopter hero’, The Sun, 15 Feb 1967


‘Helicopters clash with Viet Cong’, RAAF News, December 1966


‘RAAF Carry Cong’, The Australian, 8 April 1967


‘Flying over the Delta’, RAAF News, November 1966


‘Our ‘copters hit Cong river base’, The Sun, 25 May 1967


‘Pictures from Vietnam’, RAAF News, November 1966






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


The drive to write this book began after I had completed the manuscript for “The Battle of Long Tan as told by the Commanders to Bob Grandin ’ by Allen & Unwin. I commenced a Bachelor of Arts in Creative Writing at the University of the Sunshine Coast and in my third year enrolled in a unit that allowed me to focus on writing a manuscript. I initially transcribed my memory of day to day activity from my logbook, but my supervisor, Dr James Forsyth, encouraged me to expand the writing to include my life after Vietnam as he recognised a colourful, if troubled, set of experiences. My father, a Regular Army Major in the sixties, had saved news cuttings about me that appeared in the newspapers, despite my being with “the enemy - the RAAF” and he had also saved the RAAF News, that carried stories about Vietnam. I recognised that I could dovetail my experiences with these stories and I am thankful that he saved these cuttings. As I reworked the manuscript, I recognised that I should also align my flying with the names of various Operations that were being carried out by the Task Force. The use of Ian McNeill’s “To Long Tan: the Australian army and the Vietnam war 1950-1966” allowed me to recognise the relationship between his descriptions of helicopter involvement and my logbook. I wish to acknowledge my Flight Commander in 9Sqn Vietnam, Laddie Hindley, who provided a mentoring and stabilising influence to my life.


I must acknowledge my long-suffering wife, who supported me in my many years of searching and unsettled existence. Together with my children, we explored several adventures that coloured our life, but did not provide the answers. Her understanding and acceptance have been critical to my realising my potential to write this story.








[image: ]


This book was the winner of the RAAF Biennial Heritage Literature Award 2018.








FOREWORD


This book by Bob Grandin is a very important manuscript. In an era in which we have become all too aware of the impact of war on the young men and women deployed on operations, Bob reminds us that the enduring impact of conflict is not a new phenomenon but one which has been with us for generations. Our returned servicemen and women all have a life after deployment, sometimes remaining in uniform, but for most, sooner or later, as civilians. They marry, have children, manage careers and have to deal with the challenges life brings. For many, the spectre of war is never far away. It hovers in the background, forever looking over their shoulder, sometimes as a benign presence, at other times something far more sinister. Appreciating this experience, knowing how different the effects can be for each individual person who has witnessed war is important for all of us to understand. Bob’s story of his deployment to Vietnam flying Iroquois helicopters with the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) is a window for us to look through to gain an empathetic appreciation of the experience of our veterans.


The RAAF Iroquois deployment to the Vietnam War over the years 1966-71 was shaped by three factors, which all combined to influence the experience of Bob Grandin and that of his fellow aircrew of No 9 Squadron who first deployed into Vietnam in June 1966. The first factor was the relatively new nature of helicopter operations in the counter-insurgency operations so typical of that war. While the RAAF had in fact deployed a squadron of Iroquois to Malaya for operations against the communist terrorists during the years 1962-66, the low intensity nature of the conflict and the relatively benign operating environment did not truly provide significant lessons or provide a direction to guide further training and development of the use of helicopters in conflict. This is a salient point. The nature of the war in Vietnam was new to the RAAF, and this put pressure on the young aircrew like Bob to rapidly assess and adapt to the trying conditions of the counter-insurgency war.


While not the first wartime deployment of RAAF helicopters, when the personnel of No 9 Squadron arrived in Vietnam in 1966, they were to all intents and purposes entering into unknown territory. This situation was not helped by the second factor. The RAAF had began helicopter operations in 1947 in a role which could best be described as search, rescue and rear area logistics support. That the most prolific user of helicopters in the early years was the RAAF’s Aircraft Research and Development Unit, would suggest that there had been only limited study since 1947 in the development of helicopters as a combat capability. This was also a characteristic of the senior officers of the RAAF at the time. As helicopters had only been a minor force component prior to the acquisition of the Iroquois in 1962, no helicopter aircrew had yet to reach a senior position within the Air Force who might have provided guidance from a position of authority. It was once again a necessity of the war that it would fall to the aircrew of No 9 Squadron to educate their senior command on the demands of rotary wing operations in conflict even as they themselves were learning.


The third factor which influenced No 9 Squadron’s war was one common for all Australian units at the time. Our commitment to the war was small in comparison to the American effort. In 1966 US forces counted their helicopter fleets in the thousands, whereas Australia’s was so small it was only able to commit eight Iroquois to the conflict. This was not an example of parsimony on the part of the RAAF, rather a reflection that there were simply no additional helicopters available to send. The small numbers of airframes meant that the tactics and large scale of operations suitable for US forces were simply out of reach for the far more modest Australian Task Force. Once again, it was the aircrew of No 9 Squadron who had to develop the plans and tactics suitable for small force operations.


The limitations and challenges faced by No 9 Squadron were not always appreciated by other elements deployed into theatre at the time. It was into this challenging environment of the conflict in Vietnam that Bob Grandin arrived in June 1966 as a young helicopter pilot. His story of that war and that of his later life is a worthy story and part of RAAF heritage. It was for this reason that Bob Grandin’s Answering the Call — My Life as a Helicopter Pilot in Vietnam and Beyond is such a worthy winner of the 2018 RAAF Heritage Award for Literature.
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PROLOGUE


It seems so long ago and yet just yesterday. Now, after 50 years, a significant day for Australia in the war in Vietnam has become the subject of public debate as the commander at Long Tan continues to fight for recognition for his men, Delta Company, 6RAR, and those who supported them.


My first foray into remembering Vietnam days was writing a book published by Allen and Unwin with the title The Battle of Long Tan: As told by the commanders to Bob Grandin. It took seven years of remembering, transcribing, researching and vigorous discussion to produce a book about this eventful day on 18 August 1966. Three of us were invited to the Australian War Memorial in Canberra to give a presentation on the Battle of Long Tan. Bob Buick, a regular army sergeant who took charge of 11 Platoon after his commander was shot; Dave Sabben, a national service lieutenant commander of 10 Platoon; and me, a regular air force flight lieutenant pilot who flew in one of the ammunition resupply helicopters.


Our presentation of the minute-by-minute progression of events as seen by those in the forefront of the battle was enthusiastically received. The video of the presentation was a catalyst for others in command on the day, especially Harry Smith, the Company Commander, to gather together and work to produce a story from ‘the sharp end’ - accounts of their personal experiences as they commanded the battle troops. I was responsible for telling the helicopter story on behalf of the commander, Frank Riley, who had since passed away. Given my academic background and experience with writing other books I was given the role of bringing the individual contributions together into a coherent story.


In Australia, the war in Vietnam was not a popular war. Political differences of opinion were used to exploit the opportunity to divide the country on the value of our contribution. This mirrored activity in the USA. The use of conscripted youth became a very sensitive issue as the prospect of ‘underage’ men being unwillingly thrust into the line of fire created alarming images. At least the legal drinking age was lowered to allow these ‘men’ to drink alcohol.


The groundswell of resistance developed momentum throughout the years of the war. After more than 16 years, our longest ever involvement in a war at the time, and much bitter argument, the Opposition won government. This provided a platform from which the efforts of those who fought in Vietnam could be belittled and almost disgraced. Rather than being greeted with the warmth that previous diggers had received upon their return from overseas conflicts, Vietnam veterans were ‘blamed’ for being involved and despised for the deeds of others.


The veterans who had experienced a most difficult type of war environment were forced to hide in shame. Many chose to move to an alternative form of existence. The compatriots with whom I wrote the book experienced unsettledness in work, broken marriages, anger and violence, illness - both physical and mental, and frequent withdrawal from society.


I began my life after Vietnam with an argumentative approach, which led to me leaving my career in the Royal Australian Air Force a few years after my return from the war. I embarked on a new career as a teacher in which I focused on unsettled students. I made frequent changes of work location. It was difficult to understand whether I was chasing a dream, looking for an idealistic environment, or frustrated by a loss of meaning in my life. I developed a general decline in my tolerance for others. I became a champion of the underdog and challenged the system that created divisions within our society.


My determination to develop alternative school climates took me well outside the established norms of my employer. While I achieved some international recognition, completed a Doctorate in Education on Children’s Experience of Learning in an Alternate School, then later a Doctor of Philosophy on The Crisis in Traditional Schooling, the smaller alternative schools I created were closed on economic rationalist grounds by the establishment as they funded bigger traditional schools. Conservative bureaucratic stability failed to recognise the growing need to cater for diversity in a changing social environment.


My frustration overwhelmed me and it gradually became impossible for me to work in front of a class as my efforts to meet the needs of the students were thwarted by traditional school structures. The stresses of my past emerged and drained my ability to accept these frustrations. Luckily, at this time I was able to go to the USA and work in a university centre for learning, where the focus was on the needs of the learner in the classroom. This period also included the time of the attack on the Twin Towers on 911, which left a lasting impression. During the first few days, when all civilian aircraft ceased flying and an eerie silence crept over the suburbs as everyone stayed indoors, my feelings of being at war rose once again.


At night, the lights of fighter aircraft circling nuclear power plants created an image of intense danger. Our local postal exchange was the one through which anthrax was transmitted by post and we needed to use gloves when handling the mail. Tensions remained high as everything attempted to return to normal. A few months later, my wife returned to Australia and I followed after another six months. While I had the opportunity to remain for a longer period, I felt uneasy and desired the stability of home.


I returned to study, completing a degree in writing/communication as I felt a need to write, and it was at that time I commenced working on this book. I did some work through the university with socially and educationally disadvantaged young people and proceeded to do another degree in Psychology. I was also able to teach in a pre-service teacher education program for a few years, but my student-centred approach did not suit the curriculum delivery approach of the Education Department. Following an International Research Project on the Mental Health of School students in Australia and the UK, I did the PhD on the crisis in schools. I continued to tackle schooling issues on behalf of those young people excluded from school as the conveyor belt approach discarded them as faulty products.


But returning to our book on Long Tan, not only did it give the personal experiences of those who fought on the day, but the stories of their lives before and after Vietnam. The youthful exuberance of a group of post-World War II boys evolved into a group of frustrated veterans for whom honour and recognition had been belittled. All suffer from the physical and mental ailments of intensive battle. The book also challenges many of the myths that arose about the battle and raises the injustices that have been perpetrated with the recognition for those who fought so valiantly.


After 36 years the first of these injustices was reversed as our book moved onto the bookshelves - South Vietnamese awards that had been given were now allowed to be worn. Finally, some awards were changed back to those Harry Smith had recommended after being downgraded by higher authority at the time and further recognition provided to some individuals. More generic recognition for the support elements of the day remains an issue of recognition for Harry Smith.


My role in the Battle of Long Tan was small - albeit highly significant - and I have felt the need to work through the experiences of my whole year of flying helicopters in Vietnam. The demons that frustrate me as I try to find the real value of my life’s work delude me into thinking that I did not do anything significant during that year. Yet the headlines and history books illustrate that my squadron and I did amazing things during this time. This confusion reflects the way that PTSD creeps into your life and colours the way you think and act.


This book is the journey of my exploration through my subconscious as I recall the extreme situations I experienced in war, the impact of suppressing wartime events into the subconscious, and the truth of my involvement in the Battle of Long Tan.
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CHAPTER 1:


A TASTE OF ACTION


At dawn on 1 June 1965, I sat at the end of the runway in Lae, Papua New Guinea, in a Neptune P2V Maritime Reconnaissance bomber. This aircraft, developed during World War II, had a new life in a long-range reconnaissance role. Her two turbo-charged piston engines had been supplemented by two jet engines to allow her to take off with a very heavy fuel load. We were about to depart and escort the troop-carrying HMAS Sydney on her first journey to the war in Vietnam.


Fully armed with active torpedoes and fuelled with 3,850 gallons (16,000 litres) of fuel, we were ready to fly into a ‘war’ situation on Operation Trimdon. I opened the throttles on the two jets to maximum for the skipper, Bill. They screamed as they thirstily drank into the fuel supplies. I then brought the two supercharged piston engines to maximum power. Bill stood on the brakes as the aircraft shuddered and struggled to leap forward under the thrust of the four- bladed propeller.


‘Here goes,’ he said over the intercom, and released the brakes.


‘Here comes the first barrel,’ Bill said.


‘Sixty-six, sixty-seven, sixty-eight, sixty-nine.’ I called out the speed. We wanted 70 knots at this point. The deep groan of the engines was gradually gaining that sound that told us they were winning the battle to get the old girl up to speed.


‘We need 80 at the next one or it’s abort.’ Would we really be able to stop if she didn’t get up to speed? The aircraft continued to struggle to gain enough momentum. All the crew were willing it to fly.


‘Seventy-eight, seventy-nine, eighty.’


‘Let’s hope our calculations were right as there is no stopping now,’ Bill said as we watched the end of the runway looming up fast. It looked awfully close. The aircraft was starting to jump into the air as we hit the bumps in the runway.


Bill pushed forward on the control column to hold the aircraft down on the runway to get as much speed as he could, but as the end of the runway started to disappear under us he needed to nurse her into the air. The runway ended on a small escarpment that fell away to the water below. She groaned and then clanged away as the undercarriage folded up into place. There was a sense of sinking as we soared over the edge of the cliff and passed an old shipwreck sticking out of the water. But she was flying, seemingly on a cushion of air just above the water. We let her cruise along just above the water until she gained a comfortable speed.


‘Holy shit, that was close,’ said Jeff, better known as Big Black, one of the navigators.


‘Well done, skipper,’ said Pete, the lead electronics operator and an old mate of Bill’s.


‘How about a coffee?’ Bill coolly called over the intercom.


‘Roger, skip,’ responded one of the signallers from down in the galley.


Our adventure had started this way as we needed to carry as much fuel as possible to give us maximum time on station escorting the convoy. Lae did not have a long airstrip and to make things harder the temperature and humidity were very high. This created a high density altitude that significantly reduced the performance of the engines. We needed to study our performance charts very closely to determine the maximum weight our aircraft could be and still take off in the length of runway available.


A well-drilled plan of speeds and distance as we progressed down the runway was devised. We measured the strip in a jeep and placed markers along the side at our critical points. This plan was necessary if we were to get safely into the air. Or, if we had to abandon the take-off, to stop before the end. In some ways it was lucky that the airstrip ended at a small cliff over the sea, without any obstacles. When you peered down the runway it looked very short. But this was a ‘live’ action situation and a time to test our professional ability to gain the maximum performance from our aircraft.


This ‘real’ war was brewing in South-East Asia and the USA had committed troops to supporting the South Vietnamese government against the communist insurgency from the north. The Australian Government decided to provide a Battalion of troops to fight with the US 1st Cavalry out of Ben Hoa, near Saigon. They were to be transported to Vietnam aboard HMAS Sydney, a converted aircraft carrier. International intelligence indicated that the Russians were not happy with this involvement. They may have been prepared to use their submarine fleet to sink this ship on its way through the South China Sea.


It was decided that it would be escorted by anti-submarine aircraft, as well as destroyers, on its journey. My crew was allocated the passages between Papua New Guinea and the Philippines, operating out of Lae in PNG. As I was a junior captain, Bill, a senior captain, was assigned to the 13-man crew to guide us through the intensity and seriousness of the operation. Our aircraft was loaded with torpedos that actively sought out underwater targets and had explosive warheads capable of sinking a submarine.


We positioned in Lae, awaiting our turn to escort the Sydney. Everyone was excited about the operation. It was that curious conundrum where intelligent young men willingly put their lives at risk for a cause. A service man trains for action, often involving a kill or be-killed scenario, and feels fulfilled when given the opportunity to test his level of skill. We were entering our first test. The conversation was tinged with the uneasy realisation that an attack could be an action that started another world war.


We flew northeast out of Lae to our rendezvous point with the ships. The crew of the current escorting aircraft radioed that they were leaving station and that there was nothing to report. We flew over the three ships, two destroyers escorting the aircraft carrier, and established radio contact. Then we set up a creeping-line-ahead search pattern along the course the ships would take.


Convoy escort had the potential to be a very boring time with little action. Each crew station was manned on a rotational basis, with those off-station sleeping, eating or relaxing looking out a window. On this trip there was an air of expectancy and the added tension of ‘the real thing’.


‘Contact. Surface vessel 345 degrees 65 miles (100 kilometres),’ suddenly rang out from Pete, the radar operator. Everyone became alert. Although it was unlikely to be a submarine on the surface, we could not be sure. It also had the potential to be a torpedo gunboat.


‘Head 340 degrees, time to run 24 minutes,’ was the response from Big Black.


‘Roger, heading 340. Standby stations,’ Bill called, preparing the crew for action. ‘What does the contact look like, Pete?’


‘Just something small I would say,’ he replied.


‘I won’t arm the torpedoes unless he disappears from the screen,’ Bill stated. ‘Keep a sharp watch in case it is a submarine and it dives.’


‘I have him; turn 3 degrees port,’ called Johnny, the attack radar operator.


‘I can see a small cargo ship,’ said Frank from the nose observer position.


‘Standby to take photographs, Waist. Radio, send the position to com centre,’ Bill commanded.


I let out a sigh of relief and could feel the more relaxed tenor in the conversation of the crew over the intercom. We headed back into the search pattern.


We picked up a couple of merchant ships and four fishing vessels on our radar over the next few hours. We flew over each one, photographed them and plotted their position, before reporting them to maritime headquarters in Sydney, who were controlling the whole operation. The crew continued rotations of being on station and going down the back for some rest and a bite to eat.


We sprang into action again when Johnny called over the intercom that he had picked up a target on the radar that disappeared after three sweeps. ‘Take us there,’ Bill called to Black.


Pete had been looking over Johnny’s shoulder and Bill asked him what he thought. ‘It was a definite contact, skipper, and it’s gone now.’


‘OK, time to run, Black?’


‘About 12 minutes, Skip.’


‘OK, everyone, action stations. I’m arming the torpedos and will open the Bombay doors 2 miles out. Do you have anything on the attack radar, John?’


‘No, all clear,’ Johnny replied.


‘Coming up over the top,’ Black called.


‘OK, let’s initiate a MAD (magnetic anomaly detector) circle with buoys and let’s see if there is anything down there,’ Bill commanded.


‘Smoke and buoy gone,’ John called from the waist.


We circled for 15 minutes without any sign of a contact.


‘Let’s drop a percussion bomb at the next buoy and see if he’s hiding in the middle,’ Bill said.


‘No echo,’ came from Murph.


‘Time to call it off,’ Bill said. ‘Notify the ships of this position and that we have not had any further contact. Put us back on the creeping- line-ahead pattern, Murph.’ Frank had taken over on the nav table.


We returned to our routines as we transitioned through the Straits.


It was 1.30 in the afternoon when there was a call over the intercom.


‘ECM contact bearing 240 degrees.’


Curley had been scanning suspected submarine frequencies and had picked up a signal. Unfortunately, the ECM (electronic counter measures) only provides a line along which the radar signal travels; the target could be any distance up or down that line.


I was flying at the time and turned the plane onto a heading of 240 degrees, or south-west. Bill came rushing back to the cockpit and kicked the copilot out of his seat. He had been having a meal down the back. All the crew moved to action stations and prepared to hunt down the submarine.


‘What did you get, Curley?’ Bill asked.


‘Just two sweeps in the low frequency band; I couldn’t identify the exact frequency in that time.’


‘OK, we’ll assume it’s a sub. Pete, radio Sydney and tell them. Bob, call the ships and report a possible submarine contact and that we are investigating. How far in front of them are we, Black? Everyone, keep your eyes open.’


Big Black put us about 35 nautical miles in front of the ships. We had a couple of hours to find the submarine before they got to our location. The ships’ operations centre responded they would be moving to evasive action and for us to keep them informed. This meant that the two destroyers would move into a crisscrossing course in front of the carrier using their sonar to search for the submarine. The carrier also started a zigzag course so that it did not provide an easy target.


‘Let’s drop a sonar buoy every 5 nautical miles (8 kilometres) and see if we can hear him under the water. I’m arming the torpedoes. How far do you think his radar would travel, Curley?’ Bill rattled off his commands and questions.


 ‘Up to 40 miles,’ Curley replied.


‘All right. We’ll go 50 miles and turn around to travel back up the line. Got that, Black?’ Bill responded, getting the navigator to plot our course along the original line of bearing of the radar intercept.


‘Hey, chief, what happens if this bugger pops up on the surface and has a gun, or fires a missile at us?’ Johnny, one of the radar operators, asked. We didn’t have any rockets or guns, just torpedoes designed to get a submarine under the water.


‘We might have to drop a sonar buoy on the gunner’s head,’ he joked. ‘But I don’t think they‘d be game enough to do that; they don’t know we don’t have any rockets on board.’


‘What happens if we find this guy, do we just go in and sink him? Shit, if we did that it could turn the cold war into a hot one,’ I said across the cockpit to Bill.


‘We don’t have any choice. If he’s here we assume he’s hostile and intends to sink the bloody carrier,’ he responded.


‘Hearing anything on the sonar buoys, John?’ Bill asked.


‘Nope,’ he responded.


‘Anything on radar?’


‘I don’t have any targets except the ships.’


‘We’ve travelled 50 miles from our first contact; turn onto 060 degrees. How far do you want to go in this direction?’ Black asked.


‘We’ll go out 50 again from the original point of contact,’ he said. The ECM bearing could have come from either direction along the line.


The crew were all talking to each other. A real sense of nervousness had moved over them. You could also read the excitement of the chase in their expressions. After all, if we found and sunk this submarine we would be heroes, even if we were the ones to trigger a new world war. Everyone who was not at a piece of equipment was scanning the horizon for any visual signs; say the feather of spray that a periscope makes in the water, or even the sub on the surface.


We turned again and went back down the line. The ships were now in sight, zigging and zagging their way along. Over the next couple of hours they moved through the danger area and continued on their way towards the South China Sea. We kept travelling back and forward along the line until we recognised that the ships were far enough ahead of the danger area. We then joined the search ahead of the ships for another hour before we returned to Lae.


We were disappointed that we had not caught the submarine. We were relieved that we had not started another war. We were pleased that the ships had been able to transit our area of responsibility safely. But then we spent a lot of the return journey trying to solve the dilemma of what we had seen on the ECM.


We got the answer in the ‘wash-up’ of the whole operation. Operations officers from the squadrons took all the aircraft logbooks to a debriefing at naval headquarters in Sydney. These indicated all the actions of the navigators, radar and radio operators. Contacts were cross-correlated with these books. It became evident that one of our squadron’s crews had been transiting to Manila to take up its station, passing over our search area, and the operator had tested his attack radar for two sweeps to relieve the boredom. We were commended for intercepting the signal, but it was deflating to realise that we had been chasing a phantom submarine.
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