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Author’s note


Where the heck is Vietnam?


When I was a teenager in the 1960s, I had no idea where Vietnam was. The Vietnam War featured on the radio and TV news and was continuously splashed across the newspapers, but I didn’t take much notice. All I was interested in was racing my car up Lighthouse Hill and surfing with my mates at Kings Beach in Caloundra on Queensland’s beautiful Sunshine Coast. Of course, this all changed when the Army posted me to Vietnam as a 20-year-old soldier. By then I knew exactly where it was. I was to know Vietnam very well — up close and personal, you might say.


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.


Australians supported and fought with the forces of the United States of America (USA). The Americans used extensive conventional bombing employing mainly B-52 bombers and sprayed chemicals such as Napalm and Agent Orange to flush out the enemy. We used landmines and artillery fire, although the VC sometimes managed to use our mines against us.


The Australian forces were either regular troops (known as ‘Regs’) or conscripted national servicemen called ‘Nashos’. I was a Reg, a professional soldier trained in jungle warfare including search and destroy, ambush and counter-insurgency. Like other career soldiers, I had completed extensive military training. My Army training taught me to fight and survive in harsh conditions, make quick tactical decisions, cope with lack of sleep and survive despite overwhelming exhaustion. Occasionally there was tension between the Regs and Nashos. However, in Vietnam, deep loyalty and mateship bonded us into a team as we fought under the constant threat of VC attack. Army indoctrination taught us to regard the enemy as less than human, and we killed or wounded them whenever we could. We even depersonalised them by giving them politically incorrect names such as ‘gooks’, ‘slope heads’ and ‘Charlie’.


In Vietnam I lived in an atmosphere of high pressure and ever-present danger. I was constantly exposed to stressful situations such as surprise attacks by the VC at the various fire support bases (FSB) where I served. When a landmine detonated, I found myself squatting in a stinking swamp. I thought I was going to be smothered alive when my pit hole collapsed on top of me.


Psychologically exhausted when I returned to Australia, I tried to return to civilian life. However, my war experiences resurfaced, leaving me anxious and consumed with the horror I had experienced. My emotions spiralled out of control and I began to have problems relating to others including my family and friends, particularly women. I was unable to help myself. My Vietnam experience led to frightening outbursts of anger which saw me verbally abuse my loved ones. Even today I have recurring thoughts and feelings linked to the horrifying events and experiences from my time in Vietnam. I continue to suffer from nightmares, flashbacks and anxiety attacks. Since Vietnam this condition has been given a name — Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) — and it’s now my companion for life.


When I returned home from Vietnam on 5 January 1970, I was confronted by a country divided. Some Australians supported conscription and Australia’s involvement in the war, while others demonstrated, sometimes violently, demanding that Australia cease its involvement. There were numerous public demonstrations. Veterans like me felt more betrayed than supported and recognised for our service, sacrifice and action. Having served our country, there was no returning home parade for me or other survivors of the Vietnam War. Some of our fellow Australians verbally abused us, spat on us and called us ‘baby killers’. They may have hated this war, and many soldiers did too, but what they failed to do was to separate the man from the action. The hatred was unnecessary and the impact was far-reaching and long-lasting.


The public reaction to Australia’s second longest war had a devastating effect on me. I felt rejected by society, made to feel that somehow I was guilty of some wrongdoing, that I was incompetent, useless and inferior. Resentment and anger boiled within me, and I withdrew from everyday life. When I had my first nightmare, anxiety attack and flashback within a couple months of returning home, I knew that something was wrong.


My Vietnam War is my story, told from my perspective — that of a typical 20 year old forced into circumstances that would vary from boredom and discomfort to sheer blinding terror. My story describes how I first became a soldier, covers my service in Vietnam and my ongoing struggle with PTSD. Vietnam was incredibly tough. Most of us were very young. We were in a foreign country fighting for a way of life we had barely experienced ourselves. While the Vietnam War officially ended in 1975, there has been no end to the war for me.
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Foreword


by Denny Neave


Conservative estimates put the number of people who have died as the result of war in the twentieth century alone at around 200 million. There is no sugar coating the pill: war is inherently evil and its effect on the men and women who fight its battles no less deadly. Traditionally, we refer to wars as occurring within neatly defined periods — they begin on a particular date and, likewise, end on a date usually agreed by the various protagonists. But this delineation, so useful to politicians and historians, ignores the brutal reality that, for those caught in the conflict itself, the war does not end when the last shot is fired.


For the soldier, the effects of war can last a lifetime. Guns may be silenced, battlefields cleared and treaties signed, but for soldiers personally involved in the brutality of conflict, there is no means of ‘switching off’ the lasting trauma once their bags are packed and they are homeward bound.


Over a million Australian men and women have served in wars and conflicts since Federation. Of these, more than 100,000 have made the ultimate sacrifice. While the deaths of these men and women are remembered with poignancy and regret, those who survived are often shunted to one side, regarded as fortunate, shouted drinks on Anzac Day, cheered as they march and interviewed for their reflections on the various conflicts. But little thought is devoted to the fact that, for these veterans, the war has not ended and probably never will. Indeed, these are not the fortunate few; these are the men and women who will bear the deep scars of conflict for the rest of their lives, often isolated and alone, beyond the reach of friends and family unable to comprehend what they endured and why they cannot simply recover.


Dave Morgan is one of these men and his story, told clearly and graphically in My Vietnam War: Scarred Forever, is that of a man who survived the physical conflict that was the Vietnam War only to fall victim to a second and more insidious enemy: Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)


My family has a long association with the military. My father was a Vietnam veteran and I grew up in a military family. Being so close to someone who had fought in a war should have equipped me with the means to deal with Dad’s trauma. But it didn’t. In fact, I was blithely unaware that Dad was suffering any effects at all from his service until well into my adult years. Only then did I realise that there was something wrong with Dad. Only then did I understand the way his Vietnam trauma had eaten away at him and recognise the subtle but very real effects on my family. I look back now and curse myself for my ignorance and my blindness to the fact that Dad’s service had affected him profoundly.


Reading Dave’s account, trying to understand what Dad was enduring on a daily basis and questioning my own failure to notice has prompted me to ask how many others — particularly those further removed from the trauma of war than I am — also miss the signs of this deep scarring. As a nation we are woefully ignorant of the true impact of war; while every April we demonstrate our national obsession with the Anzac legend, few questions are asked about the men who endured Gallipoli and the Western Front and then came home, expected to settle immediately into their communities after five years of fighting for their lives. Later veterans are no different to the early Anzacs; their trauma runs just as deep. But while we as a nation have learned a great deal about warfare, we have learned remarkably little about its effects on the human mind.


As Dave so vividly testifies in his account, PTSD is a very real illness in every sense of the word. Ironically, if PTSD was a physical disease, I have no doubt the nation would have devoted millions of dollars to finding a cure. There is no cure for PTSD and, significantly, over a century after the departure of the first Australian contingent to a foreign battlefield, there is little understanding of what defines this trauma and how best to manage it.


This is not simply a very real problem; it is the first stage of what could become a modern psychological epidemic. The incidence of PTSD will only increase. With the latest group of veterans returning from the bitter Afghanistan campaign, a surge in PTSD is highly likely. We are facing a burgeoning crisis for which we are spectacularly under-prepared.


We as a community need to work harder to recognise the crisis unfolding in our very midst. This is our problem — it is not the RSL’s problem or the government’s problem, it belongs to all of us. It is a national issue which the nation must face as a whole. We need to start by developing a better understanding of the psychological impact of war and how we can minimise the trauma and assist our veterans to manage their psychological wounds and return to society in the best way possible.


Encouraging our veterans to tell their stories is one way we can learn more about PTSD. This is no easy matter for those who are deeply traumatised and this is why this book is such an important book. While there are many who cannot speak of their experiences, Dave wrestled his demons and presented his account not only of his service, but of the agony of PTSD. This is a raw, unforgiving description of the enormous changes wrought by war on an intelligent, engaging young man whose outlook on life was characterised by the joys of outdoor living and spending time with his mates. After Vietnam, Dave became an angry individual who sought solitude in preference to venting his anger on those he loved most. My Vietnam War presents a very personal description of life with PTSD, of co-existing with inner demons but being unable to exorcise them. As Jacki Milton, a daughter of one of Dave’s mates commented: ‘My dad was in Vietnam for 11 months. Who would think that a mere 11 months could cause so much damage, and forever change the lives of those veterans and their families?’ But, as the book reveals, it takes frighteningly little to change a life forever.


In many ways the Vietnam War was similar to Australia’s other wars in the psychological scars it left on those who fought. But Vietnam also boasted one crucial difference — it was Australia’s first deeply unpopular war, fought for political reasons rather than for national survival. Vietnam quickly lost its rationale in the minds of many Australians and, critically, the blame for this war was laid squarely on the shoulders of the soldiers who fought rather the politicians who sent them to fight, many against their will.


Justifiably, Vietnam veterans regard this as an unconscionable act of national betrayal. And this act of betrayal rankles still and serves to intensify the scars of war and set these veterans apart not only from the civilian community, but also from the veterans of other wars whose trauma is no less, but whose honour remains intact. Thus it is that the Australian nation itself worked to deepen the scars of the Vietnam conflict in what was a truly shameful period of our history.


Dave Morgan’s account describes just how it felt to be on the receiving end of the nation’s anger and the lasting trauma that resulted. Vietnam veterans had nowhere to go, no-one to turn to for help. Not only did they bear the brunt of the community anger over Australia’s involvement, they were often saddled with guilt, scapegoats for the war no-one wanted. They responded the only way they could: they suppressed the memories and stayed silent. This was certainly true for my father. Even some 20 years later, he would only talk about Vietnam after several drinks. Only then did I glimpse the demons he battled every day and every night.


But Dave has found the courage to talk about his experience and his own Vietnam nightmare. Whether this has proven effective as a form of catharsis is unclear; but it has helped immeasurably in educating a community that remains largely ignorant of the trauma of PTSD. Dave has moved forward from simply telling his own tale and now actively seeks to share his knowledge of the effects of PTSD with veterans young and old and with schools, community groups and the medical profession. He is quietly embarking on an education program that has national potential.


Field Marshal Wavell once commented with great wisdom, ‘When you study military history, don’t read the outlines of strategy or the principles of war. Read biographies and memoirs. Get the flesh and blood of it, not the skeleton.’ My Vietnam War: Scarred Forever is one man’s story of his time in Vietnam, one that almost 60,000 Australian soldiers could share. But Dave’s story boasts a significant difference. His account does not end with his return to Australia to be reunited with his family, allowing the reader the happy ending craved by most. Instead, Dave’s account is firmly mired in the reality of the war with no end — PTSD.


Dave’s determination that ordinary Australians from all walks of life should understand this trauma is not only the mark of true courage, it is a crucial step in our understanding of what is a national issue. We need more Dave Morgans and we need to listen to them and care for them — that right at the very least they have well and truly earned.




Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome


by Dr Paul Cadzow Consultant Psychiatrist


I was a child during the Vietnam War and yet I have a memory of the news report of the last Australian soldiers leaving the country. This would have been a platoon guarding the Australian Embassy in Saigon who withdrew in June 1973. I can remember the ABC news images of a car moving slowly through a checkpoint. I was six years old and at my grandparents’ house (my home town did not have television yet) and I remember being surprised that we were at war when, at least in my country town, everything was so peaceful.


Fast forward all these years and I work with men and women who are still experiencing the consequences of having been present in that war, doing their duty, doing what was asked of or required by our nation and others. I have now treated patients, the spouses or the children of patients, who have served in every armed conflict Australia has been involved in since World War II.


Vietnam seems to have marked a shifting point in our nation’s relationship to the wars we are involved in. Up until then, it seems, there was a widespread community ownership of and interest in the wars we fought. The World Wars seem to have been ‘our wars’ in a way that the armed conflicts we have been involved with since do not seem to have been. The soldiers serving in Vietnam, both voluntary and Nasho, returned from Vietnam to a country often and apparently openly hostile to the war. That hostility seems to have been, too often, expressed to the soldiers not to the politicians or bureaucrats responsible for our soldiers’ deployment. That has, no doubt, made the return to civilian life and the passage of those veterans through their lives more complex. But the soldiers returning from Afghanistan and Iraq experience a similar disjunction when they return from the intensity, danger and difficulty of a war zone to the calm, sun-baked suburbia of modern Australia. An Australia which attends Anzac Day celebrations more actively and fervently than the Australia of the 1970s but which otherwise, apart perhaps when there is news of a casualty or death, doesn’t pay much attention to our overseas deployments.


David has told me that he writes his books and does his author talks (despite what this does to his own symptoms of PTSD) because he wants to raise awareness of the impact of PTSD on servicemen and women and their families. Judith Herman, in her seminal work Trauma and Recovery, talks about the episodic amnesia which seems the historical pattern of understanding the impacts of trauma. The history of the study of psychological trauma seems characterised by periods of active investigations alternating with ‘periods of oblivion’ and, as such, David’s efforts to bear witness to his own experiences and the experiences of his friends are important.


PTSD can be a chronic illness associated with significant distress and secondary impairment. It impacts on people’s basic enjoyments in life and sends shock-waves out into the sufferer’s family, friends and community. It is often associated with secondary problems like drug or alcohol abuse, risk taking (it is no coincidence, in my view, that PTSD sufferers seem disproportionally more likely to ride motorbikes).


The person experiencing PTSD is caught on a painful see-saw. On one side of the see-saw are the hyper-arousal symptoms of PTSD (for example, irritability, an exaggerated startle reflex, sleep problems, hyper-vigilance) and on the other end are the avoidance symptoms (attempts to avoid external reminders or distressing memories). These two symptom-constellations pivot around the intrusive re-experiencing of aspects of the original trauma. The re-experiencing and hyper-arousal symptoms are extremely uncomfortable but sufferers of PTSD also talk about the cost of the avoidance symptoms where even predictable happiness or good experiences are numbed. One of my patients has described his turmoil at the longed for birth of his first child when he realised that intellectually he was pleased but emotionally he felt ‘dead’.


Working with people suffering from PTSD you hear of moments of incredible and stark vulnerability and pain. Like a man looking up from washing his face in his bathroom basin and suddenly seeing his face covered in the blood of a friend killed decades before, tasting the blood and smelling the cordite of a long-finished battle. A well-loved father and grandfather forced to finish his career early due to his symptoms spending his nights in a sound-proofed music room he has made for himself, searching the internet for rare jazz recordings to distract himself from his nightmares and inability to sleep. You also hear of the difficulties of finding and receiving appropriate care, particularly with the apparently adversarial nature of the Department of Veterans’ Affairs processes for accepting claims.


But most importantly you hear of people who are trying to recover, to make the most of their lives even under the shadow of having seen the unspeakable or experienced the unexplainable. People trying to reclaim full citizenship in their own lives. David’s book is part of the essential testimony of the survivors of war making their way in life.


Dr Paul Cadzow
Consultant Psychiatrist
Sunshine Coast, Queensland




Preface


On the morning of 24 April 2008 I was on my way to attend an Anzac Day memorial service at my old high school in Caloundra on the Sunshine Coast in Queensland. As I drove, my fingers tightened on the steering wheel and I glanced over to the books on the passenger’s seat beside me. Within the hour, I’d be presenting two weighty volumes to the school — Kokoda and Vietnam – The Australian War by celebrated author Paul Ham.


I coasted along the highway enjoying the scenery as it flashed past. South-east Queensland is such a beautiful part of Australia. I was glad my family moved there when I was young. I loved the beach as a young lad. Most days, my twin brother Don and I used to race down to Kings Beach after school. Half the class would be there riding the waves and bombing out in the surf. Mum used to tell us that we might as well live on the beach. Mind you, I don’t think it would have been too bad with the weather being near perfect most of the year. That day was warm but not too hot, pretty normal for autumn. I loved the warm weather although, as I drove, I started to feel uncomfortably clammy. I reached down and turned on the air-conditioner then loosened my tie. Summer was obviously still hanging around.


The CD ended, and I tuned the radio to my favourite, the golden oldies station. It was playing a song I knew well; one of those classic pieces of music that instantly transported me back to my carefree teenage years of the 1960s. I turned up the volume and listened to Jonathan King belt out ‘Everyone’s Gone to the Moon’. I remembered when NASA spoke seriously about going to the moon, even travelling into outer space, an idea that, at the time, seemed so incredible.


The haunting melody flowed around me. In the mid-1960s, the radio stations had played this track all the time, back when the future seemed brighter and happier. I laughed out loud as I pictured my mates and I speeding around bush tracks in my Austin A40, a bomb of a car. Apart from surfing at Kings, I sometimes drag-raced my Austin A40 along different roads around Caloundra. However, Kings Beach was the best with its golden sands and giant pounding waves. I smiled as I thought about when my brother and I played cricket in the backyard, twin versus twin; batting and bowling 20 overs each, the one with the most runs declared the winner. I have to admit it was an even contest despite the number of balls we inevitably lost in the thick grass down by the creek.


The 1960s were full of fun and excitement. I was so caught up in the here and now and never gave much thought to the future. Even when I took off on my first flying lesson, I never considered that Neil Armstrong’s lunar footprints would be beamed back to earth on black and white TV four years later.


Another track started, Louis Armstrong’s ‘What a Wonderful World’. This was the number one hit in 1968 when I was 19. I had to agree with Louis, and my fingers loosened their grip on the steering wheel. It was a wonderful world, although it wasn’t always wonderful, not for me at any rate. Louis’ words floated around me as I relived the 1960s when I was young and free … ‘skies of blue, clouds of white …’ yes my younger years were full of these, and of great memories such as passing my driving test with poor Sergeant McInerney when we had to push-start my car. I laughed as I pictured him puffing and wheezing as he leapt aboard, his angry red face gasping for breath. The fact that I passed my test was nothing short of a miracle. Having gained my license, a new world opened up for me, freedom and the open road ensuring that I arrived at athletics carnivals at Nambour earlier than anyone else. I stalled the car on Lighthouse Hill once, and to my horror discovered the vehicle had no brakes. The car rolled backwards … Louis’ tune returns ‘… trees of green …’


My reminiscing came to an abrupt halt. I switched off the radio and turned into a lay-by. I was shaking uncontrollably. What on earth was happening to me? For God’s sake what was happening? Louis’ last words stuck in my throat. I saw plenty of ‘trees of green’ in another country once. I was stationed there for a year when I was 20 - Vietnam. Even thinking about the word constricted my throat. I swallowed hard. My head collapsed into my hands. A blinding headache throbbed in my temples. I unlocked my seatbelt and shut my eyes. I was on the highway for God’s sake. It was only a stupid song. They had played it over and over when I was in Vietnam. Why did it still affect me like that? For 20 minutes I sat in the car on the side of the road as panic engulfed me in waves, each more forceful than the last. I knew I was going to be late.


I finally arrived at the school gates. This was a poignant moment for me and I paused before I pushed through the main doors to the administration block. I was last here in 1966. The Principal met me and introduced me to some of the staff and other dignitaries.


A few RSL blokes were already there. I had a chat with them and we decided to walk together to where 1000 students were seated and silent on the oval — the same oval where my brother and I had played cricket and rugby and participated in athletics 40 years ago.


We took our places and the Principal formally welcomed us and we sat through a couple of talks about various wars involving Australia.


A student holding a well-polished brass bugle walked forward and stood on the podium. The audience fell silent as he played the Last Post. My mind was crowded with thoughts of my time in Vietnam. Images swirled around me in a kaleidoscope of confusion, snapshots of bravery and courage, blood and death, blinding terror, chopper rotors, the stutter of machine-gun fire, popping mortars, chaos and carnage … so many wasted lives. Emotion overwhelmed me, and my eyes brimmed.


As the orchestra played a few pieces I was too agitated to properly appreciate the students’ efforts. I wanted to run away and hide. But where could I go? There was nowhere. Memories of being stationed in Antarctica after Vietnam rushed through my mind. I certainly got away from everything when I joined the Bureau of Meteorology and went out on the ice …


I heard someone call my name.


‘Mr Morgan … Mr Morgan.’


I glanced up to see the Principal smiling at me. It was time to present the books I’d been clutching for the past half an hour. Without warning, I started shaking uncontrollably.


‘You okay, Dave?’ the RSL bloke next to me asked.


I nodded and dragged myself to my feet and made my way to the stage where I looked out on those 1000 young faces. Their lives were just beginning. I hoped one day they would find a partner, settle down, have a family, claim their piece of paradise, and enjoy their years in our beautiful country. I had been just like them 40 years ago — my life spread out before me, lots of choices, and endless good times in the sun to look forward to. Back then, Vietnam was just a long, skinny country, coloured yellow on the world map that hung on the classroom wall.


My mind snapped back to the students. Would some of them join the armed forces, maybe serve overseas, perhaps Afghanistan or Iraq? I didn’t imagine they knew what war was all about. Perhaps they thought it was about having adventures in exotic places, just as I had all those years ago. I reckoned none of them knew what war could do to someone; they had no idea of the impact on individuals and families of wars fought so far away. I wasn’t much older when I joined the Australian Regular Army. At the time I didn’t know I’d signed up for life. Did these kids have any idea at all what war was about?


Two students came forward to receive the books. They both looked about 16 and had fresh, carefree faces. The students made their way to the stage and smiled at the Principal, then at me, before receiving the books. I was only three years older when the Army sent me to Vietnam. I handed the books over, God, they looked so young. Was I ever that young?


‘Thank you, Mr Morgan.’


I heard the words and realised the students were addressing me. I blurted out something and wished them well for their studies and their futures. We shook hands, and they returned to their places on the podium. The Principal resumed talking.


‘So, thank you to everyone here today as we mark this memorable occasion. We especially thank all the diggers of World War I and World War II, and those who served in Korea and Vietnam. Especially, we thank Mr Morgan for his generous gift of Kokoda and Vietnam.’


The Principal glanced across in my direction.


‘They are welcome additions to our school library, Mr Morgan, and they will be treasured.’


I was full of gratitude. Today I felt appreciated for the second time since my return home in 1970, appreciated for what I did all those years ago in the jungles of Vietnam. The first time was in Antarctica in 2003 when 20 of my co-expeditioners acknowledged me in an Anzac Day service on the ice at Davis Base. For me, it was always so much more. That occasion was the first time I felt honoured and appreciated for my service to the Australian people.


The students remained seated and silent, the mood sombre in the aftermath of the words just spoken. As we walked back from the oval, I was smiling inside. That day had been my second ‘Welcome Home March’. I never received one when I returned from Vietnam in 1970.


We arrived at the staff room to a magnificent spread of sandwiches and cups of tea, and I was introduced to a few teachers and the school captains. We chatted for a while, although I felt overwhelmed and found it hard to converse. Instead, I nodded and smiled as staff and guests mingled, and I shook hands with numerous people who thanked me. I was bewildered but appreciative, but mostly I was emotionally drained. I was honoured to be back at my old school, delighted to have the opportunity to stand tall before all those young faces. Feeling exhausted, I realised for the umpteenth time what a toll Vietnam had taken on me and my family. I’d taken another step on a journey that had barely begun.


The Principal offered to take me on a tour of the school. We walked around the classroom blocks and I admired the neatly kept gardens and shady trees while he described some of the courses offered to students. I hardly recognised the place I’d left 40 years ago. We passed new buildings busy with young people learning subjects such as aquatic practices, aerospace, information technology, business management, marine biology … the list went on and on.


I was 15 when I started high school, a member of one of the first intake of 70 students when Caloundra High School was brand new. Our uniform was grey shorts, shirt and socks with blue trim, and we wore grey felt hats with a blue band and a lighthouse insignia.


We stopped at a classroom and Mr Kelly invited me to take a look inside. There were banks of computers and rows of happy students, busy with their studies. For a few moments I watched them involved in the joy of learning. Memories of my school days at Caloundra High School swirled around me and once again I became absorbed in those wonderful, carefree days of the 1960s before Vietnam changed me forever.
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Chapter 1


Beginnings


It was fortunate that I didn’t realise that those last few weeks were to represent the end of my innocence. With everything in my life about to change forever, I was destined to grow up in a hurry.


I was at Caloundra High School when I first became interested in joining the defence force. Mr Golding, one of my teachers and a lieutenant in the Citizen Military Force (CMF) first piqued my interest, describing the exciting adventures I would have on camp and how I would learn to use firearms. As an 18 year old, I was soon smitten and, by April 1966, I had joined up, Mr Golding driving me to the Drill Hall in Nambour each week.


Proudly wearing Army greens like the other recruits, I participated in three-hour weekly parades on Tuesday evenings where I was exposed to a variety of weapons including the intricacies of self-loading rifles (SLRs) and bayonets, and learned to operate radio equipment, administer first aid and find my way around maps. Once a month we had a weekend away. The excursions were a real adventure. I was hooked and enjoyed every minute, deciding there and then that my future lay in the Australian Army.


Most nights after drills, the old diggers would adjourn to the canteen for a few beers and I’d stand around feeling like a spare part, my cheeks burning from embarrassment.


‘Come on, young Morgan, come and have a beer with us,’ one of them would call out.


I was a naive 18 year old, by far the youngest in the group and still at school, but the diggers were persistent, and I’d eventually accept a glass. As I waited for Mr Golding to take me home, I remember being ever watchful for his and the other teachers’ disapproval, especially as the legal drinking age in 1966 was 21.


‘Come on, young Morgan, don’t be shy. Knock that bloody beer over and don’t worry about your teacher, he’s pretty partial to a beer himself.’


Invariably, Lieutenant Golding would put up a front for my benefit.


‘I don’t want a drunken student to teach tomorrow,’ he would say, ‘Morgan’s already hard going enough.’


The diggers would roar with laughter and whack each other on the shoulders before downing another drink and dropping cigarette ash on the floor. Mr Golding’s eyes would dart past me as I’d bite my lip and reach for my glass. In retrospect, these were good times with much laughter although, true to my promise, I’d arrive home around midnight with only one beer inside me.


Once a month I’d join the Army for a weekend exercise. One of four rookies, I underwent endless drills, additional rifle instruction and lectures on fieldcraft. It was all exciting stuff, particularly when we camped at the Drill Hall. Other weekends took us further north to Tin Can Bay, where we learnt more military fieldcraft including how to set up camps and patrol in formation. We completed forced marches through the designated Army area, including a 10-kilometre trek along the beach. One afternoon was particularly hot and sweaty, and we had to finish the march within a specified time. Reasonably fit in those days, I surprised myself and my captain when I finished first.


Back on the Sunshine Coast, we had shooting practice at the rifle range and I learnt to fire from various distances and in different positions — lying down, kneeling, sitting and squatting. I thoroughly enjoyed those weekends away and started to think seriously about a career with the Regular Army when I left school. The military was far more appealing than being stuck in a boring classroom getting average marks. Over the next couple of weeks, Mum and I discussed the pros and cons of my leaving school. When she finally agreed that I could finish school at the end of the year, my jaw dropped before I punched the air in sheer excitement and relief.


But I was still undecided about my future. I couldn’t decide whether to apply for the Regular Army or pursue a career as a pilot. I’d always loved the sound and smell of an aircraft from the day a plane landed in the field next to the old school house where we lived in Somers, Victoria. In the end I chose flying and had my first flying lesson in Maroochydore in a Cessna 150. We flew over Caloundra, and I remember looking down and seeing our house and the sunny streak of Bribie Island stretching down towards Brisbane. Learning about all the controls, circuits and landings was exhilarating. I was hooked and, from then on, had regular lessons, one hour three times a week. By the end of the year, I was thrilled to be practising circuits and landings on a dirt cross-runway.


One afternoon, I was at the controls as my instructor was about to hop aboard.


‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘I’m getting out. I reckon you’re ready to go solo, David.’


I needed no further encouragement. With youthful exuberance I pushed the stick, increased the revs, and completed a textbook circuit and landing. My instructor was delighted while my grin from ear to ear said it all.


My lessons continued for a further two months and I added stalls, steep turns, forced landings, emergency procedure and crosswind landings to my repertoire. During one training session I was at 1200 metres and came into thick cumulus cloud, strong winds and heavy rain. It was a total whiteout. I knew I had to land but, in my eagerness to reach solid ground again, I omitted to complete the proper circuit and landing procedure. As a consequence, I overshot the dirt strip and ended up in the grass.


‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, Morgan?’ my instructor yelled as I climbed out of the Cessna.


My eyes focused on the turf as my cheeks burned red and he read me the riot act. I wished the turf would open up and swallow me. Thankfully, his outburst didn’t put me off. A few weeks later, with unbridled enthusiasm, I flew low at around 60–90 metres along Peregian Beach, north of Caloundra. I remember buzzing a few fishermen who were more interested in keeping their catch than worrying about their own safety. When I returned, I informed my instructor I’d been practising forced landings, but he didn’t fall for my dodgy tale.


Taking flying lessons in those days was expensive. My father had died before I was born and, as a family, we didn’t have much money. Eventually, funds for my flying lessons ran out. On Mum’s suggestion I approached Legacy with a request for financial assistance.


Standing in a poky office before a man with iron-grey hair who kept muttering to himself, my confidence hit rock bottom.


‘If you want to fly, join the Air Force,’ he said as his eyes narrowed and he shook his head from side to side before filing my paperwork.


My final flying lesson took place on 26 March 1967. As I shook hands with my instructor for the last time, I wondered what I would do next. I wondered whether I should have stayed at school. But joining the Regular Army had remained high on my list of career choices and I applied while my twin brother, Don, chose a matriculation year in Melbourne. My brother boarded at Blamey House which proved handy for me as I stayed with him when I sat my entrance exams at the Army Recruiting Centre in St Kilda.


The Army application process took two days and involved a series of aptitude tests, examinations, interviews and medicals. I also had to supply three character references. I chose the Headmaster of Caloundra High School (Mr Jim Howe), my former Legatee at Echuca (Mr Stuart Harphan) and the then Premier of Queensland (Mr Frank Nicklin). The Premier had always been friendly to us and had made every effort to talk to us. Mum, Don and I would sit with him in church at Caloundra. When I approached him for a reference, he was only too happy to assist.


A few weeks later I received a letter from Major Smith informing me of my acceptance into the Army, though the next intake was not until July 1967. I needed no further encouragement and headed back to sunny Caloundra to bide my time, enjoy the beach and have a few final flings in my Austin A40. Perhaps it was fortunate that I didn’t realise that those last few weeks were to represent the end of my innocence. With everything in my life about to change forever, I was destined to grow up in a hurry.




Chapter 2


Basic Training


The place was freezing and bleak and I remember momentarily hoping I’d brought enough warm clothes. I was 19, naive and eager to learn — being cold was the least of my worries …


I entered the Regular Army on 24 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, accept orders and discipline in the Army, and agree to face military justice should a dispute arise. The formalities completed, I took the train to Sydney then a bus from Kapooka railway siding before arriving at the Army Training Centre at Wagga Wagga in rural New South Wales (NSW).


Temperatures were down to single figures and there was a chill wind blowing as I stepped off the bus. The place was freezing and bleak and I remember momentarily hoping I’d brought enough warm clothes. I was 19, naive and eager to learn — being cold was the least of my worries. My other rookie companions and I said goodbye to being civilians and became privates in 7 Platoon, B Company. I became number 123256, my Army Service Number soon engraved on my brain.


Our training instructors and commanders included Second Lieutenant Mason, Sergeant Summersford, Corporal Ochiltree and Bombardier Niullanen. After giving us a brief introduction to the centre, we lined up for the obligatory trip to the barber’s. Moments later, my Beatles haircut fell to the floor as the barber sheared us all like sheep, and we all sported matching crew cuts. Short hair was not stylish back then, but with everyone having the same crew cut, that made it close to fashionable.


With an unfamiliar breeze blowing around our necks, my platoon headed to the second floor of the middle block of buildings. Clutching my possessions, I entered the room I would share with three others for the next three months. My ‘awesome foursome’ included Privates Gilliland, White (Whitey) and Burgess (Richard). The four of us dropped our gear beside our bunk-beds, and headed to the Quartermaster’s Store (Q Store) to be kitted out. I hadn’t met my room-mates beforehand; but as we were going to be spending a great deal of time in close proximity, eating, sleeping and training together for the next three months, the four of us soon became close friends.


To match our new haircuts, we were kitted us out in regulation Army uniforms. Hand-me-downs were the order of the day as I had trousers, shirts, pullovers, socks and a pair of well-worn boots thrust into my hands. Everything was shabby and far too big. My field dress was obviously pre-loved, my boots at least three sizes too large. There was no point complaining. You took what you were given until you could be measured and issued with the correct size. In the meantime, I had big boots to fill in more ways than one.


An instructor in a crisp Army uniform barked out information in short, sharp yelps to demonstrate bed-making Army style. Five minutes later, it was our turn, each of us having to display our new-found skills to the satisfaction of the corporal. Everything had to be spot-on, including the gear we carefully laid out, as ‘clean and tidy’ was drilled into us over and over again. I thought someone must have taken the old saying about cleanliness being next to godliness and inscribed it into Army standard procedures.


Back in our bunkroom, my new mates and I spent time examining the gear we’d been issued and organising everything in the mandatory regulation way. It was now close to midnight, and the end of day one at Kapooka — only another 12 weeks of training to go.


The lights in our room blazed before sun up the next day. I struggled to open my eyes as Corporal Ochiltree appeared at the door.


‘Get up you lazy so and so’s,’ he roared, ‘you’re in the Army now. Parade’s at 6.00 am. Get moving! Come on Private White get your hand off snakey. Get moving you lazy buggers!’


It was a rude awakening from a deep sleep. For me, it was still the middle of the night as I shot out of bed like a bullet despite the freezing temperatures — a bracing start to day two of my life in the Army, and the beginning of the verbal clobbering I would endure for the rest of my basic training.


Every day was the same — up at 5.00 am, parade at 6.00 am. Known as the ‘sheet parade’, we had to put our top sheet around our heads and necks which prevented us from ‘Anzacing’ or pretending we’d made our beds. Beds had to be made Army regimental style, tight and flat. If the instructors weren’t happy with the way a bed was made, they would wreck it until it was made to their satisfaction. At times, all the beds were wrecked because of one careless person. If we all failed, we were penalised with extra duties and ongoing inspections until we came up to scratch.


Breakfast was at 6.30 am, room and gear inspection at 7.30 am, and a second parade at 8.00 am. Thankfully, the food was appetising, and we gulped it down knowing it would be the last we saw until lunch. Everything had to be perfect and completed on time. If anyone let the team down by failing the inspection — either their gear or themselves — the whole platoon would be penalised. Everything had to be polished, folded or ironed to Army perfection.


Unofficially, we had our own in-house punishments, the platoon becoming judge, jury and executioner as we took our own disciplinary action. One bloke we’d nicknamed ‘Sad Sack’ let the rest of us down countless times. Scrubbed with icy water and a coarse bristle brush by six other platoon members for not keeping sufficiently high cleanliness standards, Sad Sack’s habits improved dramatically after this treatment. Another bloke considered a slacker by his platoon was dealt with by having laxatives slipped into his Milo, tied to his bed and put outside on the parade ground one frosty evening. He was in a fair state when he was finally retrieved the next morning, having disgraced himself countless times. He could never look at milky drinks the same way again. It was a hard lesson learned with harsh punishment, but it reflected the Army culture of the day as instinctive obedience and endless drills were hammered into us.


The training was fast and furious, the days long and exhausting. Like everyone else, I was soon dog-tired. Our only reprieve was on Sundays or when we had lectures on politics, history and personal hygiene where we could sit. However, if we fell asleep during lectures, we had to stand for the rest of the lecture as punishment. There was a fine line between enjoying a rest by sitting down and losing the privilege of enjoying it too much by dozing.


I found the CMF training I’d undertaken as a teenager extremely valuable. In many ways, it helped reduce the load expected of me, and I was glad to have it under my belt. Some blokes had no military experience whatsoever and no idea of marching drills. It was hilarious to watch some of the rookies turning left at a right turn, or marching on after an order to halt. I remember one bloke in particular who had poor coordination and would consistently square-gait: when his left foot hit the ground, his left arm followed instead of his right arm. Sergeant Summersford spent hours with him trying to improve his coordination. Fortunately for us all, he finally succeeded.


Physical training at Kapooka was exhausting, the hills punishing, and the place pushed me to my absolute limits. Kapooka had a reputation for toughness, and it didn’t disappoint as I subjected myself to endless push-ups, chin lifts, knee lifts to the bar and dangled precariously on the end of ropes. I found the ropes work difficult as I had always lacked strength in my upper body. Weeks went by until I reached the required standard. It was hard work but rewarding.


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, and certainly improved our fitness as well as encouraging 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 survival techniques.


There were some dilapidated Army buildings at Kapooka aptly named ‘Silver City’. This was a collection of vintage tin and corrugated iron huts with curved roofs left over from World War II. At Silver City we undertook fieldcraft training and more drills plus weapons training, stripping and polishing our rifles and improving our marksmanship.


At six weeks we reached the halfway point in our training. When issued with our first leave pass, we were all excited, all speaking fast and loud as we caught the midday bus into Wagga Wagga. Most of the boys headed straight to the pub while Whitey, Scotty, Richard and I browsed the shops and then went ten pin bowling. It was the first time I’d been ten pin bowling, and I was in awe of Scotty who kept mowing down those pins as if they’d insulted his mother. Outclassed and weary, we headed to the RSL club for dinner and met the rest of the platoon who had since graduated from the pub. Everyone was living it up and thoroughly enjoying the temporary freedom.


After a meal and a few drinks, we headed for the dance hall. The place was crowded with local girls laughing and chattering. The four of us felt like fish out of water with our crew cuts. To our dismay, none of the girls would dance with us, and we stood looking conspicuous and uncomfortable as the girls stared through us. We barely managed a single dance. Feeling dejected and with several blokes now clearly somewhat the worse for wear, we left before midnight and caught the Army bus back to camp.


Two more weeks of hard slog training preceded our deliverance — a seven-day leave pass. Like most of the others I headed home, flying out of Sydney and travelling north to the welcome warmth of Queensland. Mum and my brother Don met me at the airport, and we drove home to Caloundra. For the next week, I did little other than rest, catch up with my brother and enjoy being at home, fully aware that there was more hard work to come.


The week flashed by in a blink, and I wanted to lodge a complaint with the universal time-keeper convinced I’d been short-changed. I was sure leave time went ten times faster than time spent in barracks.


With another four weeks of rookie training left before I graduated, the trial of both mind and body pushed me to the edge of my endurance. I had to complete a 15-kilometre run without gear followed by a 32-kilometre forced march with full gear, both requiring completion within a specified time.


The first two or three kilometres went well, everyone managing to stay in formation, although as we progressed some blokes fell behind. Being fit and having completed similar exercises with the CMF, I completed the run fairly easily. However the 32-kilometre forced march with full webbing — bum-pack, belt, ammunition pouches and water-bottles was a different story.


We were dropped off in the early morning on a quiet country road around 30 kilometres from Kapooka and started our march in dense fog. The air was still and cold and my frozen fingers wrapped round my rifle as low cloud threatened to engulf us. Thankfully, or so I thought at the time, 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 didn’t 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.


Lieutenant Mason observed my clenched jaw and flared nostrils and asked if I wanted to quit.


‘No bloody way, Sir,’ I gasped, gritting my teeth until I thought they would break. ‘I’m not letting this beat me, Sir.’


Half a dozen blokes from our platoon had already dropped out through heat exhaustion and aching feet, but I was determined that I wasn’t going to be one of them. For the next couple of kilometres I drew on every ounce of self-determination and rose above the heat and conquered the torture of my feet until, with enormous relief, I saw the main gates of Kapooka Army Barracks.


I sat on my bed, my feet swollen and throbbing. My whole body screamed in agony and I strangled a yelp as I tried to take off my boots. Whitey and Burgess helped me and, to our amazement, my socks and boots were soaked in blood, my feet a mass of weeping blisters. Even the Army doctor 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.


As I neared the end of my three-month basic training I felt a real sense of achievement. The Passing-out Parade loomed, requiring more Army spit and polish, including shining the brass buckle on my belt and my boots until they shone like a mirror. We all wanted to look immaculate for our moment of glory.


It was now October 1967— Graduation Day. The Army band struck up and we marched in formation on the parade ground before facing our families and friends. I knew Mum, Don and some close friends were out there in the crowd of over 100. I was so thrilled they’d made the trip and looked forward to catching up with them once the formalities were over.


As new soldiers, we had a real sense of accomplishment and pride and our self-esteem had been boosted enormously. For three months we had placed our lives in the hands of Army officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs), learnt combat skills, developed trust, showed courage and appreciated comradeship. Now it was over, and 44 rookies from 7 Platoon, B Company had just graduated as soldiers. I ranked thirteenth in the platoon which wasn’t too shabby, and elected to join the Royal Australian Corps of Signals along with my room-mate Richard and two other soldiers from my platoon.
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