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Veteransõ stories edition 
We really love your stories 

Thanks to all our veteran authors. 

Contributors to this edition are: 

Ian Robertson, Ray (Boris) OõBrien, Harry Hoger, Al 

Wood, Graham Munsell, Barry Hodges, Thomas 

Hamilton, Graham Barnett BEM, Terry Harper and 

Ross Riddett. 

Till this edition, all our authors have had an Army 

background so we are delighted to have an Air Force 

contribution this time. 

We would be equally delighted to receive stories from the 

Navy for our next edition.ʭ 

Are you 

our next 

new 

author? 
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Advertise in our 

Newsletter 

Best rates going 

Australian Military 

Associations reunions and 

contact notices, all FREE! 

Corporate Rates: 
(Monochrome, grayscale, black/white only) 

Full Page  $660 

Half Page  $330 

(Prices include GST) 

10% Discount applied to campaigns that run 
consecutively for 3 or more issues. 

Contact the Editor 

always open to negotiation 

editor@vvfagranville.org 

ITEMS FOR PUBLICATION  
For new material, advertising and compliments, 

please Write, phone, or e-mail: 

The Editor, VVFA NEWSLETTER  

C/ - PO Box 170  

GRANVILLE , NSW 2142. 

Ph: 02 9682 1788    Mob: 0421 690 959 

Weekdays before 5pm thanks. 

Email: editor@vvfagranville.org  

For comments about the articles please write to: 

ôThe National Secretaryõ. 

Email: vvfanatsec@vvfa.org.au 

CLOSE-OFF DATE FOR 

MARCH 2021 ISSUE 

3 FEBRUARY 2021 

¶ We represent former as well as current 

members of the defence force. 

¶ We represent veterans of all conflicts 

from World War II to Afghanistan. As 

well as Peacekeeping services. 

¶ We have many years of experience 

helping with claims in all the Military  

Compensation schemes. 

¶ If your initial claim has been 

unreasonably rejected we have 

experienced Advocates to prepare and 

present an appeal to the Veterans 

Review Board. 

¶ Should an appeal to the Veterans 

Review Board be unsuccessful we can, 

for entitled veterans, arrange legal 

representation and legal aid for 

Administrative Appeals Tribunal 

hearings. 

¶ These services are free. 

¶ Neither is there any obligation to join 

our Federation although you would be 

welcome to do so. 

Contact any of our Branches or Sub-

Branches from the lists elsewhere in this 

Journal. Alternatively, visit our website, 

www.vvfa.org.au and email from the lists 

included. 

Tasmanians wishing assistance are asked 

to call Dennis Hanmer OAM from our 

Outreach Program at our Sydney Head 

Office on 02 9682 1788. 
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(Image of a Dead Man, famous painting  

by Vietnam veteran Ray Beattie) 

Stop Press 
The new history about the health 

and medical legacy of the 

Vietnam War has been published. 

Itôs a beauty. 

Review on page 6 

REUNIONS & NOTICES 

DUE TO THE UNCERTAINTIES 

OF CONDITIONS IN 

RELATION TO THE COVID-19 

PANDEMIC WE ARE UNABLE 

TO REPORT ANY CONFIRMED 

REUNION NOTICES IN THIS 

ISSUE. 

WE WILL BRING READERS UP 

TO DATE IN OUR NEXT ISSUE 

MARCH 2021 
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e campaigned for 20 years to have the War 

Memorial commission this book, then waited 

another five while it was researched and written. 

And here it is at last. 

The Long Shadow is a kaleidoscopic story of 

the health and medical legacies of the Vietnam 

War. Dr Peter Yuleõs vast research has resulted in 

the gathering of information to make a complete 

story of our homecoming.  

The story is told with accuracy, compassion 

and eloquence. (Remarkably, there is only one 

suggestion on which we have a reservation). 

r Yuleõs story begins with asking what it was like 

to be on a tour of duty in Vietnam. 

This story is told not so much from archival 

document study; but through the eyes of the over 

one hundred veterans Dr Yule and his team 

interviewed. 

So what was it like?.  

*  There was a wide variety of views. 

National Service signaller Colin Lamb 

believed his tour of duty in Vietnam was ôthe 

best thing in the worldõ while another 

signaller, David Morgan experienced it as 

ôliving a horrific nightmare from which there 

was no escapeõ. 

*  There was confusion. 

Garry Graham was stressed by ônot knowing 

who the enemy was. The Vietnamese were 

working in the rice paddies by day and 

saying ôHelloõ and Uc Dai Lai [Australians] 

No. 1, Viet Cong No. 10, and then they 

come after you that nightéõ 

*  There was exhaustion. 

Peter Winter told a tale of exhaustion, which 

will resonate with many readers, in a letter 

home: ôItõs been fairly hectic for the platoon 

lately, especially in the night ambush roles 

which leave us tried and a bit on edge. Some 

of us have been out every night for the last 

nine nights. Weõve been going out at 1800 

and coming in at 0630. Then its straight into 

our daily routine of strengthening our 

defensive area and when thatõs finished, 

preparing for the coming nightõs activityé 

The constant effort that is needed to keep 

ourselves alert and ready for any kind of 

action is really tiringõ. 

*  There was the horror of mine warfare. 

Gary McKayõs platoon arrived to find: ôThe 

APC had literally had its back taken off and 

most of one side. The men inside had 

suffered a similar fateé.õ 

*  There was the trauma of combat. 

As [HMAS] Perth approached, she came 

under fire from batteries along the coast. 

Jones recalls that ôdown below you could 

hear these sounds like someone with a 

(Continued on page 7) 

After 20 years of our campaigning, 

the new history is published 

The Long Shadow, Australiaõs Vietnam Veterans Since the War  

by Peter Yule 
(NewSouth Publishing, 2020) 
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handful of rocks, big rocks going ...against 

the ships side...The crew felt extremely 

vulnerable as ôit doesnõt take much to sink a 

4,500 ton destroyerõ...Perth suffered a direct 

hit on top of the aft gun mounté 

*  Graham Chandler recalls: Fifty four of us 

infanteers along with some engineers and 

some tracking dogs went to a secret location 

called the Hat Dich which was renowned to 

be a VC stronghold. It was our mission to 

find them, and either destroy them or bring 

in the heavy stuff and get rid of them. Yeah, 

we found them all right. Like I said, there 

were fifty four of us and in about three or 

four minutes weõd lost one dead and 37 

woundedéõ  

Only a minority were combat troops. The 

book also canvasses the experiences of a wide 

variety of those in army, navy and air force 

support roles. 

And what of the dangers? 

Dr Yule describes in detail the ordeals of 

battle deaths and wounds, accidents, diseases and 

the self- medication of alcohol and tobacco as well 

as the sleeping monster, the trauma of war. 

Here are some snippets. 

*  On 21 September 1971, five Australians 

were killed in the Battle of Nui Le in the 

north of Phuoc Tuy, when D Company 

4RAR attacked an enemy bunker complex 

without tank supporté 

*  The high velocity blast of a land mine 

explosion caused traumatic injurieséõ 

*  Ted Holden...was seriously injured falling 

into a newly dug weapon pit at Nui Daté 

*  For many Vietnam veterans, particularly 

gunners and infantry, the most common 

long term medical legacies are hearing loss 

and damaged knees and backs. 

*  Vietnam was full of natural hazards. 

Snakes, scorpions, bees and ants were 

constant dangers. Kraits were the most 

dangerous of the local snakes and they 

appeared to be attracted to the dark corners 

of tents at Nui Dat.õ 

*  ...dozens of Australian soldiers were bitten 

by possibly rabid dogs, monkeys and 

mongooses. 

*  Soon after arriving in Vietnam in June 

1965, medical officers realised that most 

local strains of malaria were resistant to 

chloroquine and some appeared to be 

resistant to paludrine.õ 

*  [A medical officer} was sent to Vietnam 

in February 1963 to investigate the disease 

environment, and he found that, even 

without the war, Vietnam was one of the 

most dangerous places in the world. A lack 

of public health facilities especially sewerage 

and safe water supplies, made hygiene-

related diseases common, notably worm 

infestations, dysentery, gastroenteritis, 

infective hepatitis, cholera and enteric 

fevers. Leprosy, tuberculosis and even 

(Continued on page 8) 
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bubonic plague were endemic, as were a 

wide range of tropical fevers additional to 

malaria, including scrub typhus, Japanese B 

encephalitis and dengue fever. In rural areas, 

leptospirosis, melioidosis and rabies were all 

common. Polio was still endemicé 

*  Combat fatigue cases peaked in 1969é  

These experiences and dangers set the scene 

for a troubled homecoming. 

With the scene set, Dr Yule delves deeply 

into what happened on our return to Australia.  

Hereõs a couple of veteransõ first impressions 

from the many related in the book. 

*  On his return to Australia, flying from 

Sydney to Canberra, Geoff Hazel reports: 

ôI had this big bandage round my neck. One 

blokeõs got his arm in a sling. Weõre in 

uniform. The other bloke was on crutches 

with his lower leg in a cast. We sat down and 

talked to the hostess and said, ôCan we get 

three painkillers as soon as we take off?õ She 

said, ôWhat flavour?õ They arrived and 

ôThatõs paid for by so-and-so. We just got 

drinks the whole way home.õõ 

*  There were, of course, less uplifting 

experiences. Kev Tapper recalled: ôWhen we 

arrived in Sydney, we were fumigated by 

these cockroach spray things on the plane. 

We got off the plane. There was no one 

there at all. We were all going to different 

parts of Australia, soé we laid down in the 

passengersõ terminal with whatever gear we 

had, and all that night, people just stepped 

over us or around us or whatever. No food: 

we had to buy our own food, till the plane 

picked us up to take us back to Perth.õ 

*  And there was confusion. Vince Restuccia 

relates: ôI had got used to living with a group 

of blokes that by and large I got on with 

very well. And we trained together worked 

hard together and we formed a good teamé

and all of a sudden I was home andéI was 

living back with my parents andéI got on 

with my father OK butéI guess Iõd 

changed a lot andéI didnõt feel in a good 

space for a while I have to admitéI almost 

felt like going and re-joining.õ 

And where was the Department of Veterans 

Affairs in all this? 

Dr Yuleõs answer seems to be, ônowhere 

muchõ. 

*  The official history of repatriation in 

Australia hardly mentions Vietnam veterans 

until the late 1970s when the rising storm of 

anger over Agent Orange forced the 

department to recognise their existence. 

The bookõs chapter headings, Hitting the Wall 

and Everyone Has Their Way of Coping may ring loud 

bells with many veterans. 

Here are a couple more snippets. 

*  Peter Aylett recalled: ôI guess I covered 

everything by being a workaholic...then 

(Continued on page 9) 

Historian Dr Peter Yule whose book has 

done so much to bring clarity to the 

troubled homecoming of Vietnam veterans. 
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about the age of 55 the flashbacks started... 

*  John Bertini in the midst of a successful 

career, ôhit the wallõ: ôOne morning in early 

1997, I got up to go to work, showered, 

dressed and had breakfast, but that was all I 

could do. I could not bring myself to get 

into the car and drive into the city to my 

officeéõ 

*  Tony ôbomberõ Bower-Miles remembered 

his first psychiatric consultation. ôI was in an 

extremely agitated state. I was crying. It was 

a day of mixed emotions, being upset, being 

angry. All that shit. [The psychiatrist] later 

told me he was scared of me that dayé.I 

lied to him about how much I drank. I said 

30 or 40 pots a day. I knew he wouldnõt 

believe me if I told him the truthéõ 

Then there was the effect on families. 

*Dave Morgan recounts. ôI am one of the 

lucky veterans to successfully maintain a 

close relationship with my family [though 

they] have all suffered because of my PTSD. 

I feel for them given what they have had to 

endureñ my nightmares, depression, anger 

outbursts, and mood swings. I am aware 

how overprotective I was while [my 

children] were growing up. Because of my 

own exposure to dangers in Vietnam, I 

became suspicious and overly conscious of 

their safety. A parent out of control with my 

own emotions and feelings. I brought them 

up in a world of military disciplineñdrill, 

drill, drill and study and education.õ 

The book describes in detail the failure of 

DVA to take seriously veteransõ health problems 

until the 1990s when, under more pressure, they 

sent their people to the US to consult experts 

there. What they found led them to realise they 

were guilty of neglect. From then they have been 

trying to catch up after those lost years. 

Dr Yule goes on to explain in plain English 

the results of the multitude of studies on veteransõ 

health and mortality. They show that as the 

decades pass, veteransõ health problems do not 

recede but grow in magnitude. 

Dr Yuleõs coverage of this intensifying and 

expanding ill-health of veterans and their families 

is engrossing, if disturbing, reading. 

r Yule delves deeply, too, into the Agent 

Orange controversy.  

Vietnam veterans, led by the Vietnam 

Veterans Association of Australia (VVAA), 

demanded a Royal Commission to determine what 

was their exposure to herbicides and insecticides 

while in Vietnam and whether that exposure might 

have harmed them or their subsequent offspring. 

Having examined the evidence available at 

the time, Dr Yule judges that: ô...the scientific 

position in 1982 was one of ôuncertaintyõ. 

The VVAA in 1982 held the same belief, as 

there was good evidence for and against the 

(Continued on page 10) 

Ross Mangano (an early VVAA activist) and 

colleague at the Welcome Home march 

1987 
(AWM photo reproduced in The Long Shadow) 
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harmfulness of the chemical agents. 

That uncertainty was important because 

Repatriation legislation prescribed Vietnam 

veterans be given the ôbenefit of the doubtõ when 

claiming compensation for war caused illness. It 

was clear to the VVAA that this ôuncertaintyõ 

constituted ôdoubtõ of which they were to be given 

the benefit.  

The Department of Veterans Affairs (DVA) 

in 1982 was rejecting almost all compensation 

claims on the grounds of chemical exposure. The 

VVAA believed that these rejections resulted from 

DVA not abiding by the legislationõs ôbenefit of 

the doubtõ provision. 

It was these rejections that motivated the 

veteransõ successful demand for a Royal 

Commission.  

It was established in 1983. 

Dr Yule suggests that demanding a Royal 

Commission may not have been the campaigning 

veteransõ best option. 

In October 1981 the Nancy Law court case 

strengthened significantly the ôbenefit of the 

doubtõ provision. Dr Yule refers to a DVA First 

Assistant Commissioner writing that, in view of 

this courtõs decision, DVA may not be able to hold 

the line against ôchemical exposureõ cases. 

Dr Yule also refers to a 1998 interview with 

the RSL National President of that time who 

voiced his belief that the ôbenefit of the doubtõ 

provisions would eventually have been properly 

applied anyway, so the Royal Commission was 

unnecessary and risky.  

The VVAAõs experience led it to believe 

DVA would not simply ôroll overõ and ôpay upõ 

under pressure from the Nancy Law decision.  

Indeed, the VVAA felt sure DVA would 

continue indefinitely to resist relaxing its hard line. 

After all, there was a ôchemical exposureõ 

case won on appeal in January 1982, well after the 

Nancy Law decision, giving DVA an ideal 

opportunity to change its hard-line policy. No 

such change was made or forecast. Indeed, DVA 

instructed staff that there was to be no policy shift 

as a result of the appeal decision. 

Then there was a year and a half between 

the Nancy Law decision and the announcement of 

the establishment of the Royal Commission when 

DVA could have changed policy or indicated it 

was contemplating changing. It did neither.  

As it turned out, far from contemplating 

respecting the Nancy Law case, DVA was 

developing amendments to Repatriation law to 

counter the decision and make it harder for 

veterans to succeed in disability claims. These 

amendments were passed into law during the final 

year of the Royal Commission. 

As it turned out too, the very deep resistance 

DVA had to respecting the Nancy Law decision 

was revealed by the Royal Commission itself. It 

found that DVA had been training staff to find 

ways of circumventing the ôbenefit of the doubtõ 

provision in Repatriation law, a behaviour that 

continued even after this exposé. 

And what of the Royal Commission?  

In the Conclusions and Recommendations 

volume of its report (the only volume referred to 

by most readers) the Royal Commission declared 

ôAgent OrangeñNot Guiltyõ. This verdict was not 

at the standard required by Repatriation law with 

its ôbenefit of the doubtõ concession, but at the 

higher civil court standard. 

Some scientists rejected the definite Not 

Guilty verdict even at this higher standard, 

objecting there was too much uncertainty in the 

existing science to make such an unequivocal 

finding.  

The Royal Commission had other 

weaknesses. 

It was guilty of plagiarising large sections of 

the chemical company, Monsantoõs, submission. 

Dr Yuleõs forensic examination shows that: ôOf the 

first four volumes of the report, dealing with 

exposure, toxicology, general health, birth defects 

and cancer, approximately 85% was virtually 

identical to the Monsanto submission.õ 

To make matters worse, Monsantoõs dodgy 

criticisms of studies favouring the veteransõ case 

were copied uncritically. 
(Continued on page 11) 
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r Yule says that the VVAA was 

knocked for six by the Royal 

Commissionõs findings.  

That is true.  

This was because there was 

almost universal focus on the Not 

Guilty verdict.  

The RSL crowed that the 

issue ôshould never be raised 

againõ. 

But there was another 

finding buried in volume four of 

the  n ine vo lume Royal 

Commission report. It identified 

two cancers that,  under 

Repatriation law with its ôbenefit 

of the doubtõ provision, could be 

linked with exposure to Agent 

Orange in Vietnam. 

Almost no one noticed this favourable 

finding because the Royal Commission failed to 

point it out or explain its significance.  

But a few years later, under Tim McCombe, 

the VVAA regrouped, changed its strategy and, 

encouraged by these hidden findings, had another 

go. 

Dr Yule relates this resurrection in a chapter 

titled, Fight it Case by Case. He says: 

*  Thwarted in its attempt to obtain a 

blanket finding that Agent Orange was 

responsible for a wide range of veteransõ 

illnesses, the VVAA set out to wind back the 

Royal Commissionõs findings and overcome 

DVAõs resistance by fighting carefully 

chosen cases through the appeals system and 

the courts. As Tim McCombe told the 

Melbourne Herald, ôthe commissionõs 

findings would be appealed against case by 

caseõ. 

How these cases succeeded is analysed by 

Dr Yule in fascinating detail. One key to their 

successes was that not only Agent Orangeõs 

harmfulness was advanced in evidence. Selections 

of herbicides, insecticides and anti-malarial tablets, 

were also included. 

Dr Yule describes in detail too, the 

intricacies of Repatriation law, with its ôbenefit of 

the doubtõ provision, as each case unfolded.  

  saw a dramatic twist. 

The US Veterans Administration began 

a list of certain cancers it would attribute to Agent 

Orange exposure. This caused the DVAõs wall of 

obstinate denial to come crashing down. 

Dr Yule tells the fascinating story of the 

science, politics and passion that led to the US 

Veterans Administrationõs acceptance. 

here is so much more that could be said about 

this information and story block-buster. But 

space dictates this review must end. 

So hereõs two of the many possible extracts 

from the book that offer food for thought.. 

*  When Ted Harrison (5RAR, 1966) and a 

mate were talking about Vietnam, Tedõs wife 

told them to get over it because ôVietnam 

was a long time agoõ. Tedõs mate replied 

simply, ôVietnam will never be a long time 

agoõ. 

When the US Veterans Administration 

accepted the link between Agent Orange exposure 

and certain cancers, the VVAA put its pursuit of 
(Continued on page 12) 

Graham Edwards MP and Patrick óBullô Mahoney. Both lost 

their legs serving with 7 RAR in Vietnam. 

(AWM photo reproduced in The Long Shadow) 
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n the late 1970s the Vietnam veteran movement 

began a campaign for a Royal Commission into 

the effects of veteransõ exposure to herbicides (the 

best known of which was Agent Orange) as well as 

insecticides, whilst on war service in Vietnam. 

In 1983, a Royal Commission was 

established. 

The Royal Commission made findings 

under two separate standards of proof; one at the 

civil court standard, the other under Repatriation 

lawõs which requires giving veterans the ôbenefit of 

the doubtõ. 

At civil court standard the verdict was 

ôAgent Orange ð Not Guiltyõ. 

Under Repatriation law, however, the 

Royal Commission found two categories of cancer 

could be linked with chemical exposure. 

In 1994, Volume 3 of the Official History 

of the Vietnam War was published. It included a 

section on the Agent Orange controversy.  

The author, academic FB Smith, in a 

wickedly flawed account, claimed the veterans had 

no case and that they were motivated by greed. 

In fact, the Royal Commission had 

vindicated the veteransõ concerns by recognising 

two cancers which, under Repatriation law, could 

be linked to exposure.  

And Smithõs claim that the veterans were 

motivated by greed was ludicrous. If he had 

bothered to interview any of them, he would have 

realised that they were, in the best ANZAC 

tradition, fighting for a fair treatment of their 

(Continued on page 13) 

Why was the book 

written? 

toxic insecticides on the back-burner. Dr Yule 

comments: 

*  In recent years there has been an 

increased interest among Australian veterans 

in the possible health impacts of some of 

these other agents to which they were 

exposed. In particular, the work of John 

Mordike has drawn attention to large scale 

misuse of insecticides in and around 

Australian bases. Not only were these bases 

regularly sprayed with malathion by 

American aircraft...but fogging of bases é 

with inappropriate and undiluted insecticides 

took place on an industrial scaleé some 

epidemiological studies have found links 

between malathion exposure and some of 

the cancers often linked with exposure to 

dioxin [in Agent Orange]é Exposure to 

Agent Orange is uncertain, but there is no 

question that all Australians in Vietnam were 

exposed to malathion. 

his review of only a few pages can give but a bite-

size taste of Dr Yuleõs story telling feast.  

That feast is 568 pages long (not counting 

the annexes). 

But donõt be put off by the bookõs length. 

It is readable, enjoyably so, because of Dr 

Yuleõs clear writing and his explanation of studies 

and statistics in understandable terms.  

Our ex-Governor General and Vietnam 

veteran, General the Honourable Sir Peter 

Cosgrove AK AC (Mil) CVO MC (retd) [Cozzie] 

said this in his Forward to the book:  

ôWhen I first picked up The Long Shadow, 

noting its length and great detail on the 

subject of ôAustraliaõs Vietnam veterans 

since the warõ, I thought I would read it over 

four of five days, but once I started, I read it 

through in one go. I couldnõt put it down.õ 

It is both a good read and also a reference 

book. 

The book, The Long Shadow, is highly 

recommended.ʭ 
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brothers in arms.  

Amongst many other flaws, FB Smith 

failed to mention that the Royal Commission 

castigated the Department of Veterans Affairs for 

purposely finding ways round obeying 

Repatriation law. 

Outraged by this shockingly wrong 

account, the veterans began a campaign for that 

part of the  Official History to be rewritten.  

After 20 years, in 2015, the campaign 

succeeded. That success was helped by Australian 

War Memorial Director, Dr the Hon Brendan 

Nelson AO while Vietnam veteran The Hon 

Graham Edwards AM, a member of the War 

Memorial Council, was active in support.  

As a result, the Council commissioned the 

writing of a new ôofficialõ but independent history 

about the health and medical legacy of the 

Vietnam war. The council gave the job to historian 

Dr Peter Yule. 

After five years of research and writing by 

Dr Yule and his team, the book was launched in 

October 2020. 

 

e had, of course, been wondering what Dr Yule 

would make of FB Smithõs account of the Agent 

Orange controversy with which we so 

emphatically disagreed. Perhaps he would find 

Smithõs work reasonable and credible. After all it 

was strenuously defended by Dr Peter Edwards 

who had been head of the official history Vietnam 

War project. Ashley Ekins, then AWM head 

historian, also inexplicably defended FB Smithõs 

account. 

We need not have worried. 

In his book, The Long Shadow, Peter Yule 

devotes a chapter to a forensic examination of 

Smithõs account. He is scorching in his criticism. 

Hereõs just a taste. 

On Smithõs dishonesty (or at least gross 

incompetence), Dr Yule writes: 

ôIt is almost unbelievable that an official 

historian could denigrate a veteran with no 

supporting evidence, and attempt to 

disguise the lack of evidence by giving 

misleading references.õ  

In reference to FB Smith not seeking the 

veteransõ point of view, Peter Yule writes: 

ôThe two veterans he interviewed were 

employed by the government, and neither 

interview is cited in the text. Beyond them, 

he spoke to no veterans, although this did 

not prevent him making defamatory 

assumptions about their motives for 

pursuing the Agent Orange issue.õ 

Of Smithõs bias when dealing with 

scientific evidence Dr Yule writes: 

ôSmith was emphatic in his judgement of 

scientists who researched Agent Orange-

related issues. Those whose evidence 

supported the official narrative of Agent 

Orange were uniformly ôeminentõ, ôleadingõ 

and ôauthoritativeõ, while those who 

questioned it were relentlessly disparaged.õ  

On Smithõs incompetence or malevolence 

(or both) in dealing with the science, Dr Yule 

spends many pages.  

This whole chapter should be read if just 

to experience being gob-smacked.ʭ 

ôIt is almost unbelievable that an official historian could 

denigrate a veteran with no supporting evidence, and 

attempt to disguise the lack of evidence by giving 

misleading references.õ 
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 NATIONAL  Headquarters of the Vietnam 

Veterans Association moved to its Sydney, 

Granville office in May 1981 with Phil Thompson 

as the new National President. 

*****  

But before Granville became the centre of the 

Vietnam veteran movement, there were several 

years of agitation and campaigning to have the 

government acknowledge Vietnam veterans had 

been exposed to herbicides and insecticides 

including Agent Orange with 

possible consequent harm to 

them and their children. 

This agitation was led by  

Bernie Szapiel, Gary Adams, 

Robert Ford, Holt McMinn, 

Adrian Bishop and others 

advised and assisted by scientist 

John Evans and politician Clyde 

Holding.  

(John Evans had sounded 

the alarm in 1979 about a 

cluster of birth abnormalities at 

Yarram, Victoria that he linked to aerial spraying 

of herbicides. He saw the similarities with 

veteransõ exposure.) 

This agitation led to meetings of veterans 

and their wives held in Sydney and Melbourne 

resulting in the formation of the Vietnam Veterans 

Association in early 1980. 

Holt McMinn was elected the first National 

President. 

The Association 

campaigned for a judicial 

enquiry, a demand that 

later became specifically 

for a Royal Commission.  

The government 

refused this demand 

saying it was unnecessary  

because it was launching   an epidemiological 

study. The Associationõs 

scientific advisors warned the 

study was  untenable and was 

not, in any case, designed to test 

the link between the number of 

cancers found and exposure to 

Agent Orange. 

The study collapsed two years 

later as the VVAAõs advisors 

predicted. 

Time wasted. 

In any case, the issue was not 

solely a scientific one. 

Repatriation law required war veterans be given 

ôthe benefit of the doubtõ in assessing whether an 

illness or injury was war-caused. The Association 

accused the Department of Veterans Affairs 

(DVA) of failing to give this ôbenefit of the doubtõ 

when it continually rejected any link between 

certain cancers and exposure to Agent Orange and 

Achievements  
Part 3 

What has the Vietnam veteran movement achieved? 

What happened in the early days? 

Vietnam veterans 

were abandoned 

by the three 

institutions they 

thought they could 

rely on: the 

government, DVA 

and the RSL 

Hon Clyde Holding 
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other chemical agents. 

To prove its point, the newly formed VVAA 

appealed a  DVA rejection to the Repatriation 

Review Tribunal in the famous 1980 Simpson 

case. In a landmark success,  the Association won 

the appeal, the tribunal finding Colin Simpsonõs 

cancer was linked to his exposure to Agent Orange 

while in Vietnam.  

Conflict with the Department of Veterans 

Affairs became bitter when the Department 

refused to accept the appeal findings as a 

precedent and continued to reject claims. 

The Association expected the RSL to come 

on side and support its call for a Royal 

Commission but the RSL sided with the 

government. This refusal both disappointed and 

angered the Association. 

(It is important to note that while the RSL 

National Headquarters was antagonistic to the 

VVAAõs goals, the VVAA received support and 

assistance from a number of RSL sub-branches 

especially Granville.) 

*****  

When the headquarters moved to Granville in 

1981, the stage was set for Phil Thompson and the 

crew to intensify the campaign and  expand the 

Associationõs work into neglected area of need. 

Ambrose Crow in his book, The Battle After 

the War, summed up the work of the Association 

in those early years: 

...the VVAA was established in ...response to 

the unique health and social problems facing 

Australiaôs Vietnam veterans and their families. 

However, while the association spent 

considerable time and effort conducting a 

search for medical and scientific evidence into 

the biological and psychological effects of war 

on its members, and demanding recognition and 

repatriation rights for those problems, it was by 

no means all consumed by this. It fought for its 

members on a number of other fronts as well, 

initiating action to correct anomalies in 

repatriation legislation, and lobbying 

government ministers for the introduction of a 

counselling service, for improving psychiatric 

care, and for halfway houses for ill veterans. It 

also played a central role in galvanising the 

other ex-service organisations to oppose 

changes to repatriation legislation it saw as 

disadvantageous to members. 

The association acted as the first port of call 

when a veteran or his family experienced any 

difficultyðbe it financial, marital, health-related 

or emotional. Many veterans worked in a 

voluntary capacity at the various association 

headquarters in each state to provide emotional 

and therapeutic support to other veterans who 

were in a crisis situation. This often meant 

organising immediate hospitalisation, free legal 

advice, short term accommodation for children 

or a dependent spouse, contacting a local 

community organisation to step in, or merely 

make a call on behalf of a distressed veteran. 

The New South Wales branch of the association 

had four part time counsellors working from its 

office at the time, while other office bearers 

made themselves available on weekdays and 

weekends, day and night, to help in continual 

crises involving veterans. 

 

(Continued on page 16) 

Phil Thompson OAM 
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These, in more detail, are some of the 

VVAAõs early achievements: 

ʾ   Of prime importance was the VVAA 

successful campaign to remedy a disadvantage in 

Repatriation legislation covering Vietnam veterans 

compared with legislation covering WWII 

veterans. 

If, for instance, a WWII veteran had ônervesõ 

as an accepted condition and those ônervesõ caused 

a heart attack, the heart attack was accepted as war 

caused even though it was war related only  

indirectly. This is because the legislation covering 

WWII veterans included the vital ôarising out ofõ 

clause. 

This vital clause, was missing from the 

legislation covering Vietnam veterans so in a 

similar situation the heart condition would not be 

accepted. 

The VVAA lobbying brought all political 

parties on-side, and the anomaly was remedied. 

ʾ   Equally important was the VVAAõs eventually 

successful campaign for a counselling service.  

These days, it is hard to imagine not having 

the thriving, helpful VVCS ameliorating the 

traumas of war. But then, even the RSL was 

initially against its establishment. 

The VVVA knew from practical experience 

that a shop-front counselling service, separate 

from and independent of DVA, was sorely 

needed. 

The VVAAõs campaign succeeded and the 

first centre was opened in Adelaide in 1982 with 

Phil Thompson making the keynote speech.  

The VVAA, however, was forced to 

periodically intervene to prevent DVA corrupting 

the VVCSõs independence.  

ʾ   It became clear to the VVAA that half-way 

houses were needed for troubled veterans. These 

were veterans having trouble coping but not badly 

enough to need admission to hospital. They 

needed a place to chill out, to calm down. 

Veterans Affairs Minister, the helpful Arthur 

Geitzelt, agreed and provided a grant. Soon most 

States had their own versions. 

Having a place to chill-out saved the sanity 

and the lives of many Vietnam veterans. 

ʾ   Meanwhile the campaign for a Royal 

Commission into veteransõ exposure to herbicides 

and insecticides continued with the government 

and the RSL rejecting the proposal. 

But the VVAA, through Clyde Holding, had 

the establishment of a Royal Commission included 

on the Labor Partyõs electoral platform. When 

Labor won the 1983 election, its establishment was 

one of the new governmentõs first initiatives. 

The RSL made a submission to the Royal 

Commission denigrating the VVAAõs case (this 

may have been the initial stages of the RSLõs 

steady decline on display). 

In its report, the Royal Commission found 

that, given the ôbenefit of the doubtõ demanded 

under Repatriation law, there were two classes of 

cancer that could be linked with exposure to 

Agent Orange. Surprisingly, no such finding was 

made for the deluge of chemical insecticides such 

as dieldrin, chlordane, lindane and malathion to 

which veterans had been exposed. 

But shockingly, the Royal Commission 

accused the Department of training Determining 

Officers òto find ways around Court statements of 

what the law wasó and of emphasising ôways in 

which a claim could be ôknocked-outõ õ.  In other 

words, breaking the law. 

Unashamed, DVA continued its policy of 

Hon Arthur Gietzelt AO 
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rejection. 

Undeterred, the VVAA took its fight to the 

appeals tribunals, the story of which we shall visit 

later. 

   ʾ 1983 was also the year John Schumann 

brought his song, I Was Only 19 to Granville for 

approval.  

Of course, what followed is well known . 

The song leapt to number one on the charts 

and stayed there for a record time, informing  

millions of Australians that all was not well with 

their Vietnam veterans. 

It became Vietnam veteransõ anthem. 

   ʾ Meanwhile in the US, a class action had been 

mounted by veterans against the makers of Agent 

Orange: the chemical companies Monsanto, Dow 

and others. 

The process was a long one resulting in 1985 

with a record negotiated settlement but with the 

chemical companies denying responsibility. 

The judge decided that veteran groups 

should control the settlement funds and allocated 

some $3 million to Australia. 

The VVAA  naturally  expected to be 

allocated the money but the RSL, despite its 

previous antipathy to the issue, applied to the US 

court to take control. 

To avoid an unseemly fight in the US court, 

the Minister for Veterans Affairs, Arthur Gietzelt 

brokered a compromise and established a 

committee with representatives of both 

organisations.  

In line with VVAAõs policy, the money was 

distributed through grants to veterans doing it 

tough and eventually to scholarships for the 

children of Vietnam veterans. 

ʾ   Phil Thompson died in 1986.  

Plagued by severe PTSD (after two tours 

with 1 RAR including being wounded) and a 

disabling cancer (and no doubt depressed at the 

lack of an appropriate response by DVA to the 

Royal Commission findings), Phil committed 

suicide. 

After a short interregnum Tim McCombe 

became National President, with Granville 

remaining the National office. 

ʾ   In 1977  the Australian Parliament had 

confirmed that veterans claims for compensation 

for war caused injury or illness must be given the 

ôbenefit of the doubtõ.  Legislation clearly stated 

that if DVA could not prove beyond reasonable 

doubt that a medical condition was not war caused 

then the veteranõs claim must succeed. 

DVA believed the test should be much 
(Continued on page 18) 

Tim McCombe OAM 

John Schuman OAM and guitarist 

Hugh McDonald playing  

I Was Only 19 
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tougher, and in 1985, before the Royal 

Commission brought down its findings, it 

succeeded in making claimsõ success more difficult 

with the introduction of the ôreasonable 

hypothesisõ test. 

Even then DVA was not satisfied.  

In 1992 it took the Bushell case to the High 

Court. There it argued for a definition of 

ôreasonable hypothesisõ  that would seriously 

disadvantage the claiming veteran. 

The High Court rejected DVAõs spurious 

arguments. 

It seemed DVA used the rejection to 

unreasonably panic the government into legislation 

that would do what the high court would not; 

redefine ôreasonable hypothesisõ to make it much 

more difficult for veteransõ compensation claims 

to succeed. 

Disappoint ing ly most ex-serv ice 

organisations fell into line, perhaps not 

understanding the dire ramifications of the 

legislation. 

The offending bill was snuck through the 

House of Representatives in the dead of night. But 

the government did not have a majority in the 

Senate. 

Tim McCombe lobbied the Opposition and 

the Greens in the Senate, alerting them to DVAõs 

ploy. This resulted in a Senate enquiry being called. 

The bill was put before a Senate enquiry 

where its true nature was exposed. Later, the 

Senate voted to defer consideration of the bill 

while the Minister negotiated with the veteran 

community. No agreement between the Minister 

and the veteran community could be reached and 

the bill sunk without trace. 

During the Senate debate to consider the 

Senate enquiry report, Senator Durack, who had 

been the Minster responsible for the 1977 

legislation, made the following claim: 

 ñI believe that over the last 10 years or so 

there have been very strong attempts by the 

Repatriation Commission to subvert the 

longstanding intentions of Parliament. This Bill 

is the last [most recent] and worst example of 

that attempt.ò 

The VVAA had saved the day and the 

malign intentions of DVA exposed. 

ʾ   Despite the findings of the Royal Commission 

that two categories of cancer could be linked with 

Agent Orange exposure, and its damning finding 

that the DVA had flouted Repatriation law, DVA 

continued to reject veteransõ chemical exposure 

claims. 

But the Royal Commission was not the only 

institution that disagreed with DVAõs harsh 

interpretation of the law; the appeals tribunals also 

disagreed. So the VVAA took the fight there. 

Ted Warner of the Sale sub-branch was the 

first to appeal a case. He was soon joined by Tim 

McCombe. 

The result was that by 1992 some ten cases 

had been won at the first level of appeal, the 

Veterans Review Board, and some five at the 

second level, the Administrative Appeals Tribunal. 

The cases involved veteransõ exposure to a variety 

of herbicides and insecticides. 

These appeals would have continued 

probably with continued marked success but for 

developments in the US. 

There, the US Academy of Science released 

Ray Fulton 
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a study linking certain cancers with veteransõ 

exposure to Agent Orange. The US Veterans 

Administration accepted the study. 

Meanwhile in Australia legislation was 

passed prohibiting the kind of cases the VVAA 

had been arguing in appeals courts; instead 

establishing an authority that would determine 

what conditions could be linked with war service 

and under what circumstances. 

Being denied its ôday in courtõ did not please 

the VVAA. 

But the new authority followed the example 

of the US Veterans Administration and accepted a 

list of cancers as being linked to Agent Orange 

exposure.  

ʾ  Meanwhile, even though the VVAA had 

succeeded in having the VVCS set up, it 

recognised more mental health support was 

needed. 

Led by the indominable Ray Fulton and Tim 

McCombe, the VVAA researched and lobbied for 

courses for the intense treatment of PTSD. 

The result was the St John of God 

Hospitalõs and the North Side Clinicõs live-in 

PTSD courses that have helped so many veterans 

and their families. 

ʾ   And all the while, Granville published the 

highly respected magazine, Debrief, which pulled no 

punches in criticising the failures and short-

comings of governments and bureaucrats. 

ʾ  1993 saw John Printz, based in Melbourne, 

elected as National President.  

Discontent with the Melbourne based 

National leadership grew in the NSW Branch. The 

NSW Granville office, it believed, continued to 

produce all the important submissions and reports 

while Melbourne was contributing very little.  

Granville also complained that the standard 

of the magazine, Debrief, now being produced by 

the Melbourne office, had dropped to an 

embarrassing  low level. 

The NSW Branch pointed out that it had half 

the Associationõs membership so its payments to 

the National Office were carrying it financially 

with little benefit to veterans. 

There was no point, the NSW Branch argued, 

in continuing to belong to the VVAA. 

In 1996, the NSW Branch withdrew from the 

Association and formed the Vietnam Veteran 

Federation. Equally disillusioned groups in the 

States and Territories joined the NSW withdrawal 

and became State Branches and sub-branches of 

the new Federation. 

*****  

What can be said of those early days? 

Sadly, Vietnam veterans were abandoned by the 

three institutions they thought they could rely on: 

the government, DVA and the RSL National  

Headquarters. 

The VVAA fought back achieving some 

remarkable results and developing a welfare 

network that has helped many thousands of 

veterans.ʭ 

The original VVAA 

Granville office which 

was the self-renovated 

store-room at the back 

of the old Granville RSL 

hall. 
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I was in 4 RAR (2 Section, 7 Platoon, C Company, 

Alec Illin Section Leader, Blue Wicks Platoon 

Sergeant). 

I took this photograph while my platoon 

was on operations in early 1969. 

We had passed through a small village and 

the girl was standing alone, watching us - strangers 

carrying weapons. 

I didn't ask to take the photo, which was 

another intrusion. It wasn't until many years later, 

when I had the film processed, that I realised the 

girl was out of focus with the rest of the photo. 

It seemed then, and now, that her ghost-like 

image was appropriate in that pointless war. 

Photography was not a hobby I continued 

after the war, but I was pleased to be able to 

extract some of my wartime images from slides 

and into print to share with the Australian War 

Memorial. 

When we came home it was the middle of 

1969 and there was a lot of anti-Vietnam 

sentiment. 

Our battalion marched through Brisbane 

and we got a lot of congratulations, but we also 

got a lot of booing. 

We wanted to just get out of our uniforms. 

We had five day train trip back to Perth and 

coming out of Adelaide there were a lot of uni 

students who were very abusive to us. 

At the time, in late 60s and early 70s we 

didn't stick our head up very much. 

Girl out of focus epitomised the suffering and 

fear experienced by children in war. 

Kids suffer most in every conflict. We had 

contact with a Viet Cong battalion and afterwards 

we went through a pineapple plantation and there 

was a little girl similar to the age of the one I took 

the photo of, sitting on an old man's knee in the 

kitchen and we came in with our rifles and 

rounded people up. 

A lot of veterans carried a lot of guilt. 

Society changes and there's a lot of upheaval. War 

is pointless before, during and after. No good 

comes from it. 

 

Ian Robertson 

**********  

 

 

Editors Note: 

The photo is a finalist in the Napier Waller Art 

Prize run by the Australian War Memorial. 

They may still be on display on-line on the 

Australian War Memorial web-site:  awm.com.au  

Look for the 2020 Napier Waller Art Prize 

and seek Girl Out Of Focus.ʭ 

Girl out of focus  

Vietnam Veteransô Stories 

From letters diaries and memories 

See colour version of this photo  

on the front cover 
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T h e  g o v e r n m e n t 
promised in February 
2020 to appoint a 
N a t i o n a l 
Commissioner for 
Defence and Veteran 
Suicide Prevention. 

The government 

stated the Commissioner 

would have all the 

powers of a Royal 

Commissioner and 

would be a permanent fixture. 

In recognising the importance of the issue, 

the PM said: 

ôThe Government is committed to ensuring 

ADF members, veterans and their families 

have access to the right support, at the right 

time, especially those who are vulnerable or 

at risk.õ  

So we were pleased when legislation to set 

up a Commissionerõs office was presented to 

Parliament in August. 

Comments were invited on the legislation. 

We responded with our views. 

We were pleased too that an interim part-

time Commissioner, 

Dr Bernadette Boss CSC was appointed in 

October to begin a study of past suicides. 

Dr Boss served as a Magistrate and 

Coroner of the Australian Capital Territory 

Magistrates Court since 2012.  

At the time of writing, early November 

2020, the legislation was in the Senate awaiting a 

vote. 

We hope that the legislation is passed soon 

and a permanent Commissioner is appointed. 

This is the most important issue in the 

veteran community today.ʭ 

NATIONAL PRESIDENTôS REPORT 

Veteran Suicide 

The most important problem 
facing the veteran 
community 
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MEMBERSHIP  
                                        

   Belonging 

    Advocacy 

     Success 

Membership is due on 1 January each year. 

(July 1 for Queensland members) 

M embership to our organisation empowers a 

team to achieve much within the veteran 

community, by assisting veterans with claims and 

applications on a wide spectrum of government 

provided avenues of compensation and benefits 

across 3 Acts of parliament. 

Each as an individual is ineffective when lobbying 

governments for change, or to amend an 

injustice. Together as an organisation, with a 

strong membership we are able to, and have 

done, improve pathways for better treatment of 

veterans. 

 We survive as an organisation on the strength of 

our membership, and even if you have won the 

battle with Veterans Affairs (DVA), there is 

always the risk of changes in Government policy 

which may erode benefits and pensions or 

changes to eligibility entitlements. 

We encourage membership from all who support 

our objectives, veterans, service and ex-service 

members, as well as war-widows and their 

families. You donõt have to be a member or ex-

member of the Australian Defence Forces 

(ADF). In most instances, anyone may join our 

organisation, with few exceptions, so why not 

enquire today. 

It is through our membership subscriptions, fund 

raising activities and many kind donations from 

our members, and general public, that we are able 

to continue supporting our fellow Veterans and 

Service members in need, and meet our 

increasing welfare and pension workload. 

Should you be able to help with a donation, or 

leave a bequest in your Will, it would be 

extremely beneficial and greatly appreciated. 

We thank you for your kind support. 

FROM THE 

EDITORS DESK 

COMPLIMENTS OF THE SEASON TO ALL. 

Great to welcome the new authors to our Veteransõ 

Stories section. We now have Army and Air Force 

represented but no Navy yet. 

Maybe someone out there has a personal story they 

would like to submit from the attack on HMAS 

Perth or about a ship on the off shore gun line or 

their take on the Vung Tau Ferry. 

Readers may have noted the lack of advertising for 

ôNational Car Brokersõ on our back cover, or the 

usual article inside this issue. After more than a few 

complaints, and a lack of response from the 

proprietors, we have chosen to withdraw our 

support of BCB for the foreseeable future. 

Much to read about in this issue, but I couldnõt 

resist the urge to point our NSW readers to the 

2021 AGM notices on centre pages. 2021 is a 

Committee election year and we encourage your 

participation and vote for NSW members. 

And hereõs a thought about soldier suicides; Why 

not include the 2 day ASIST course into all forces 

basic training, with those already in service doing 

the course at a convenient time. They may save a 

buddyõs life. 

Why have $millions gone to ADF Health Care then 

the welfare of service personnel handled by DVA? 

Surely the ADF is responsible for itsõ employees 

from enlistment to discharge. 

We wish everyone a Covid free future, and remind 

you to keep practicing safe protocols during the 

festive season. Take careéé 

ED. 
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The Minefield 

Another extract from the book 

Two man ôõsplinter teamsõ were deployed with 

the infantry from the CETs [Combat Engineer 

Teams]. These teams would clear and tape 

ôprovenõ tracks and side areas leading to 

possible enemy installations. The infantry 

would ôrock-hopõ along the flanks and in front 

of the splinter teams to provide them with 

protection. Rogers observed: ôThey were 

looking too.õ Many of the some 50 M16 mines 

found had VC markers, often consisting of bits 

of wood driven into the ground two or three 

metres in front of them. Not all those found in 

ones and twos and threes were obviously 

marked, and one vigilant A Company scout 

noticed that pieces of wood from rubber trees, 

which had been brought into the area were 

there were no such trees, were used as markers 

in some cases. At least two mines were pointed 

out and also helpfully deloused by 1ATFõs 

original informant, Kiet. Still, with shrapnel a 

continual problem, the advance was always very 

slow, often not more that 30-40 metres an 

hour. No A or C company patrol probably 

went more than a kilometre from its company 

base. Although it was not ôrock-hoppingõ at the 

time, one C Company patrol had only moved a 

few hundred metres in over three hours on 22 

March when it took fearful casualties on 

waiting M16 mines.ʭ 

It is the best book so far written about 
Australiaõs participation in the Vietnam war. 

Written ten years ago and still selling well. 
To get your copy simply ring the NSW 

Branch Granville Office on 02 9682 1788. 
Or order online at: www.vvfagranville.org 

Dr Greg Lockhart  is a Vietnam veteran, having 

served with AATTV. 

He is an eminent historian whose work 

has been widely acknowledged. 

His writing of this excellent book came 

from the VVFAõs concern that it knew very 

little about the Minefield when dealing with 

veterans damaged by their contact with it. 

He is the VVFAõs honorary historian.ʭ 

https://apjjf.org/data/Brig. Stuart Graham.jpg
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6 Platoon B Company 1RAR were known as 

Scungees. They were trained by one of their 

Platoon Corporals who later became their platoon 

sergeant in about 1962-64. He was ôDasherõ 

Wheatley. 

Dasher taught them ways to survive in the 

jungle from lessons he learned while he was 

posted to Malaya. 

In October 1965 the Scungees, then in 

Vietnam, received a visit from WO2 Dasher 

Wheatley who was with AATTV as an advisor. He 

had came to Bien Hoa to see his old platoon. The 

thing was, Dasher was on R and R and could have 

gone to Bancock or Hong Kong but came to visit 

his old platoon instead. 

He stayed for about five days with 

everyone swapping old stories - Dasher at the 

Civic Hotel in Sydney and him telling us about the 

Training Team. Good times. 

About mid-November 1965 we had a visit 

from an ABC/BBC reporter, Mr Don Simmons, 

who used to come out on some operations with 

us. Don lived in Saigon but had travelled to Bien 

Hoa because he wanted to speak to the platoon as 

a whole group.  

After we had gathered round our platoon 

headquarters tent, Don told us Dasher and 

another Aussie advisor, WO2 R Swanton, had 

been killed the previous day. In Saigon, Don had 

read a copy of the contact report and informed us 

that Dasher would receive the Victoria Cross for 

his actions. 

None of us could believe Dasher was dead. 

Terry Loftus and Ross Mangano were completely 

devastated by the news. 

Three days later Terry received a letter 

from Dasher ð scary. In the letter he told Terry he 

had a very good time and seeing his old platoon 

mates was great and said to tell everyone to keep 

their heads down and make sure we all got home 

safely. 

Dasherõs platoon survival training paid off 

in the end. After completing our 13 months tour 

including going on 21 operations with the US 

173rd Airborne Brigade, our platoon was very 

lucky because we had only seven WIA and NIL 

KIA. 

**********  

The Americans in charge of the Saigon docks were 

getting worried. The Vietnamese workers were 

going to take holidays and there was no-one to 

unload the ships coming from the USA. The call 

went out to the units and B Company was given 

Vietnam Veteransô Stories 

From letters diaries and memories 

The Scungees and the White Mice 

óDasherô Wheatley VC 
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the task. The job was to last for only seven to ten 

days. 

Our platoon sergeant, Sergeant Merv 

Kirby, was in charge of 40 or 50 soldiers divided 

into two groups ð one day on, one day off. We 

were to live in Cholon, the Chinese part of Saigon, 

and travel each workday to the docks. 

When the first group arrived and started to 

work, the Vietnamese got worried they might lose 

their jobs so they didnõt go on holidays, they kept 

on working. 

After sitting around for a few hours, 

Group 1 were given the rest of the day off. This 

was great ð Day Leave. ôSaigon, here we come!õ 

In Cholon we lived next door to the 

Ductan Hotel. This was where the Signals Corps 

soldiers lived after finishing work at Army 

Headquarters. 

To beat the curfew, soldiers having a few 

ales in Saigon used to hire rickshaws to get back to 

Cholon on time. The Diggers would have chariot 

races, thinking they were Charlton Heston in Ben 

Hur, to make it back first without falling out of 

their rickshaw, drunk. Very funny sights. 

**********  

Sergeant Kirby didnõt like the idea of staying in the 

American sergeantsõ mess as the only Aussie, so he 

asked one of our platoon, Private Tony ôHipshotõ 

Brennan to join him. Hipshot said ôOKõ but what 

was he going to wear? Merv gave him one of his 

sergeantsõ shirts but it was three times too large for 

him. 

ôIf anyone asks questions about your age 

etcõ, 

Sergeant Kirby told Hipshot, ôjust tell them some 

crap ð in the right place at the right time, did very 

well on your courses etc.õ 

Hippy admits he looked like a bag of crap 

but he got away with it, though his three times too 

large shirt did get him a lot of funny looks. 

Next day Group 2 arrived at the docks. 

Same result. Vietnamese still working. They 

wouldnõt take a holiday. Another day off. ôSaigon 

bars, here we come!õ 

Our holidays came to an end after four 

days; the Vietnamese wharfies never taking theirs. 

No more day leave in Saigon for Aussies. Back to 

Bien Hoa. ôBuggerõ. At least we got those days in 

Saigon. Canõtõ complain about that. 

**********  

Kevin ôOkeyõ OõKane and I, on our first day off 

the wharves, decided to go into a Saigon Bar for a 
(Continued on page 26) 

Sergeant Merv Kirby 

Saigon docks 1965 

óGunnerô Ramma (6 Platoon) and  Ed 

Somers 

Both B Company, ! RAR, outside the Duc 

Tan Hotel in Cholon 

Both on Saigon Guard 
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few cold ones. There were about ten US soldiers 

there. We asked for two beers and received the 

Vietnamese crap called ôBar Muio Barõ (which 

means ô33õ); a very warm beer in a glass with a 

frozen bottle top in a chunk of ice. 

After having one beer each we asked the 

Yanks where we could get a cold beer and not this 

crap.  

The Yanks told us that they were leaving 

to go to Tan Son Nhut, Saigon Airport, where 

there was the very good Airmenõs Bar and we 

could go with them if we wanted to. ôGreat. Letõs 

go!õ 

The airmenõs bar was excellent, lots of 

different types of cold beer and good company. 

There were about 80 in the bar. 

After a couple of beers with the Yanks we 

noticed two pool tables at the far end of the room. 

One table had about seven players and the other 

about thirty players. Okey and I went to the table 

with seven and I placed a Quarter coin (25 cents ð 

we were being paid in US currency) on the table to 

reserve our place in line. 

This US soldier comes over and tells us 

both that this table belongs to the ôBrothersõ and 

the other table belongs to ôWhiteyõ and we should 

go and play at the other table. 

Okey and I look at one-another then the 

penny drops We tell them we are both Aussies and 

we donõt have this Brothers and Whitey shit in our 

army ð no black and white, we only see soldiers. 

After a short while they tell us we can play with 

them. We stayed playing for an hour or so. 

We find out that both tables, black and 

white, are all in the same rifle company ð all on 

Day Leave. They all go on operations together but 

canõt play pool or drink together. ôWork that one 

out!õ 

**********  

After a few more cold beers we decide to go back 

to Cholon and we are shown the back gate of the 

Airmenõs Bar ð easier to get a cab/rickshaw there. 

Outside the rear gate there are five White 

Mice checking passing traffic. 

We ask the White Mice boss could he stop 

a cab for us to go to Cholon. ôOKõ, he says. 

Along comes a cab and they try to flag it 

down. But it goes faster when it sees us and the 

White Mice. 

The White Mice boss has a Thompson 

machine gun, like Eliot Ness. The cab is going like 

a rocket down the road. The White Mice boss fires 

a whole mag at the retreating cab. Doesnõt hit the 

driver ð I donõt think be even hit the taxi. What a 

piss-poor shot ð 30 rounds, NIL hits. If he was a 

digger in our Company our OC would have sent 

him to the rifle range for a week to improve his 

Saigon Hotel 1965 

Kevin óOkeyô OôKane (left) 

John Whitaker (centre) and Peter Peddie (right) 

B Company, 1RAR 
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skills ð like our OC did with one of my mates, 

Blind Billy (no names, no pack drill). 

While the White Mice boss was changing 

his magazine I ask could I have a shot with his sib-

machine gun ð but the spoiled sport said, ônoõ. 

Okey and I had no trouble getting the next 

cab. We kept an eye out for the first cab but didnõt 

see it on our way home. 

**********  

About a month later I was selected to go on the 

Saigon Guard for a week ð it was B Company and 

A Company, day on/day off. We had to guard the 

Signal Corps living quarters in Cholon. 

The fire escape was a tug-o-war rope 

hanging out of the top floor window. ôHope there 

are no fires whilst Iõm here!õ 

The first shift, I was on duty with this 

gigantic d*** head ð a White Mouse whose 

nickname was Cowboy. We would sit for two 

hours behind two forty-four-gallon drums filled 

with cement, outside the Sig Centre, watching all 

the locals go by. 

Cowboy had a .38 revolver and I had an 

SLR.  

Cowboyõs favourite pastime was to 

practice his fast draw ð he had cut away part of his 

holster to do this. 

At the start of our second shift that day, 

Cowboy tried his fast draw and fired a round into 

the floorboards in the main reception area. The off

-duty sigs have ôheart attacksõ (probably the only 

angry shot they heard in their whole tour of duty).  

The other guards all reached for their 

weapons thinking it was a VC attack. 

I yelled out it was only this idiot having a 

UD. It turned out it was his third. ôWhat a goose!õ 

Sitting behind the drums later on, a young 

boy, about eight years old, keeps on jumping out, 

poking faces at us from across the road ð just 

having fun like little kids do. 

Cowboy tells me that the little kid is a VC 

and I should shoot him with my SLR. I ignore the 

idiot.  

Ten minutes later the kid does it again - 

poking faces at us. ôStupidõ fires a round at the kid 

saying, ôVC, VCõ as he fired. The round missed by 

ten metres but did the job as the kid never came 

back. 

The Guard Sergeant races out and asks me 

what happened. I tell him that Cowboy just shot at 

an eight-year old VC. The Guard Sergeant shakes 

his head and goes back inside. 

I needed the next day off just to get away 

from Cowboy ð I couldnõt believe anyone could be 

that stupid ð but I found out there was more to 

come. 

After my day off I was hoping for a 

different White Mouse but I got Cowboy again 

ôHow lucky am I?õ 

About 3 OõClock in the afternoon, we are 

again on shift outside the hotel door. A bus pulls 

up right in front of the hotel and a young 

schoolgirl is stepping off the bus. Behind the girl is 

a very drunken off-duty A Company guard who 

has been in Saigon all day on the booze. As the A 

Company digger steps off the last step, he falls 

forward and pushes the girl onto the footpath ð an 

accident. On seeing this, Cowboy cocks his .38, 

races forward and puts the barrel of his pistol 

against the diggerõs head. 

(Continued on page 28) Bob Batt on Saigon Guard 

B Company, 1RAR 
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ôBloody hell!õ says I. I yell out for the 

Guard Sergeant whilst lining up Cowboy with my 

SLR. 

The Guard Sergeant comes out, I tell him 

what happened ð an accident ð he runs over and 

somehow everything goes fine. I think the 

Sergeant gave the school kid $10 US to smooth 

everything out. ôBloody Cowboy again!õ 

Cowboy sits down next to me again as if 

nothingõs happened. He knew the digger was on 

the other shift but wanted to shoot him. 

The next day, off-duty again, I saw the A 

Company digger on guard and asked him did he 

remember anything. I told him about Cowboy and 

to watch him and, when he gets back to Australia, 

to buy a Casket ticket (now Lotto). 

ôTomorrow is my last day on Saigon 

Guard, then back to Bien Hoa. Surely, I canõt get 

Cowboy three days in a row (that would be unfair). 

Guess what, Cowboy again.õ 

On our first shift, about 9am, we are 

sitting behind our drums watching Cholon pass by, 

checking out the chicks etc. 

From our right side of the drums, three 

Vietnamese teenagers pass by giving us a mouth-

full of lip. They kept yelling and screaming at us 

both. 

We tell them to ôdi di mauõ (piss-off 

quickly) but they still gave us crap. After about five 

minutes they decided to move on. 

Within five minutes a Land Rover and 

trailer with three White Mice pulls up in front of 

the hotel, talk with Cowboy and wave at me. 

Cowboy points down the road at the three 

people who were stirring us up, then the Land 

Rover moves on.  

Cowboy grabs my arm and pulls me 

forward to get a better sight of what is about to 

happen. He keeps on saying, ôVC number ten, VC 

number ten.õ  

ôWhat VCõ, I think. 

The Rover pulls up next to the three. Two 

White Mice get out of the vehicle. One minute 

later three shots, three dead teenagers tossed into 

the trailer. Mice wave back to us then drive off. 

Cowboy is still saying, ôVC number ten, VC 

number tenõ. 

Next day back at camp Iõm finally away 

from those bloody White Mice. 

Weeks later my mate Hipshot, without his 

too-large sergeantsõ shirt, goes on Saigon Guard. 

When he comes back to the platoon he tells me 

stories of this idiot White Mouse named Cowboy. 

 

Ray (Boris) OõBrienʭ 

óScungeesô  

6 Platoon, B Company 

1RAR 

Vietnam 1965-66 
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                      DUST ON THE DRUM.  

DUST ON THE DEEDS OF VALOR  

DEEDS OF COURAGE, SCARIFICE, LOSS 

MEMORIES OF OUR SUPPORT IN WARS UNBRIDDELED.  

WHAT WAS ACHIEVED? WHAT WAS LOST?.  

DUST ON OUR NATIONS PRIDE IN OUR SUPPORT  

FOR OUR MILITARY VETERANS.WHAT DOES IT TAKE?  

A SPRING CLEAN, GUST OF FRESH AIR.  

WAS DEATH A WORK OF FICTION? WHERE ARE OUR  

WAR DEAD MISSING FROM ACTION?  

WHY ARE OUR MINDS ASLEEP?  

AN OPEN MIND,ENLIGHTENED MIND  

ILLUSION, EMPTINESS, FREEDOM.  

DRUM BEAT MISSING, HASNT BEEN HEARD IN YEARS.  

 

COPYRIGHTØ HARRY W HOGER 28 JULY 2020  

Vietnam Veteranôs Poem 
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Yaama Editor and team 

My name is Michael Bell, Indigenous Liaison 

Officer with the Australian War Memorial, I am 

trying to understand and research the contribution 

and service of people of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander descent. You recently, very 

generously published my request for information 

and names in your April 2020 issue.  

I would like to thank you for this 

opportunity and also advise you that I have 

received a very positive response to my request.  I 

was provided with 26 previously unidentified 

names of Vietnam soldiers from 16 different 

sources. Your Vietnam Veteran community have 

been extremely responsive, generous and willing to 

share their stories and recognition for their 

comrades. It is my intent to publish this Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Vietnam service list in 

the coming months and would like to share this 

with your publication. The list will not be 

exhaustive and will always be added to, but given 

the response from the veteran community I do not 

anticipate this being an very large problem. I as 

ever will be happy to continue to receive names 

and leads and will work closely with you in 

achieving this. 

Yours in Unity 

Yaluu 
 

Michael Bell 

Indigenous Liaison Officer | Military History Section 

Michael.Bell@awm.gov.au | t 02 6243 4406 

Australian War Memorial | GPO Box 345 Canberra ACT 
2601 | www.awm.gov.au 

The Editor, 
I joined your organisation after I saw many of your 
motor-cycle members gathered at a service station 
on the northern outskirts of Canberra as I headed 
to the first big Vietnam Veterans reunion there 
back in the day. 

I have always considered your efforts on our 
behalf to be invaluable, especially for us to know 
that there is someone with the same opinions as 
we veterans do, and with a voice to express them. 

I had your magazine beside me when I 
wrote to The Australian online earlier today, as my 
guilty conscience had prompted me to check my 
situation with membership fees. So, after 
submitting the letter I decided to forward it to you 
to do with as you wish. 

Best Regards, 
Brian 
http://webandofbrothers.wix.com/
brianwmcfarlane 
Brian included his letter to ôThe Australian; 

Reading the story of the gallantry of Ordinary Seaman Teddy 

Sheean brings tears to my eyes. As an Infantry officer who saw 

war service in Malaya with 2RAR, at age twenty-three, for 

sixteen months in 1956-57, I witnessed the innate strength 

and endurance of the Australian digger. Later, in Vietnam, 

in a conflict on a much greater scale than Malaya, I was a 

rifle company commander with 6RAR, 1966-67, and later 

the commander of the 1st Australian Reinforcement Unit in 

1970, then finally the senior operations officer of the 1st 

Australian Task Force at Nui Dat through to the end in 

December 1971, a total of 809 days.  During all that time I 

saw the extraordinary resilience, and you could almost say 

casual gallantry, of our soldiers in similar, and in many cases 

much more extended situations than those experienced by 

young Teddy Sheean. Riflemen and forward scouts in 

particular, on patrol day-in day-out, night-in night-out, in the 

mostly thick jungle, where visibility was invariably restricted, 

never knew when the flicker of light from a leaf may mean the 

end to their young lives. The soldiers were not aware from 

moment to moment of the overall picture as were their officers, 

thus adding to the stress placed upon them. Patrolling could go 

on for weeks without contact with an enemy and then in a 

moment of time all hell could break loose and all those green 

and red flashes would be whipping around their ears (with four 

ordinary rounds between the tracers). 

These men are also unsung heroes, and I am sure Teddy 

Sheean would have been proud of them...  

mailto:Michael.Bell@awm.gov.au
http://www.awm.gov.au/
http://webandofbrothers.wix.com/brianwmcfarlane
http://webandofbrothers.wix.com/brianwmcfarlane
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NEW SOUTH WALES 
PRESIDENTôS REPORT 

Vietnam Veterans Day 

Vietnam Veterans Day 2020 was commemorated in 

a much different way due to the restrictions 

imposed because of Covid-19. Nonetheless, 

appropriate commemorations were conducted 

where permissible. I had the honour of laying a 

wreath at the Cenotaph in Martin Plaza in 

recognition of those who died, were wounded and 

those who have suffered and continue to suffer as a 

result of their service to this Nation during the long 

and bloody war in South Vietnam. Hopefully, we 

will be able to resume our normal and much larger 

gatherings on Vietnam Veterans Day 2021. 

AGM 

The NSW Branch AGM was conducted on 

Saturday 25 July at the Veterans Support Centre, 8 

Mary Street, Granville. A General meeting of 

members was held immediately prior to the AGM 

to consider a change to our Constitution to facilitate 

electronic banking. The change was approved by 

the meeting. Election of office bearers was not 

required as such election takes place biennially.   

Suicide Prevention 

We welcome the appointment of Dr Bernadette 

Boss CSC as the new interim National 

Commissioner for Defence and Veteran Suicide 

Prevention. Her qualifications for the role are most 

impressive. Subject to the passage of legislation 

currently before Parliament Dr Bossõs role will be 

formalised with powers broadly equivalent to a 

Royal Commission to inquire into the 

circumstances of past and future ADF member and 

veteran deaths by suicide, including suspected 

deaths by suicide. The Commissioner will make 

findings and recommendations to the Australian 

Government. The National Commissioner will be 

an enduring institution and independent from 

Government.   

Workload 

The NSW Branch workload continues to be high 

despite the interruptions caused by the pandemic. I 

would like to congratulate our Compensation 

Advocates who continue to achieve great results for 

our clients. Likewise, our support staff who are 

mainly volunteers, continue to selflessly give of 

their time and skills to keep the Veterans Support 

Centre and indeed our NSW sub-branches 

operating in a most efficient manner. 

41 years of dedicated service to the veteran 

community 

Forty-one years ago a small group of Vietnam 

Veterans severely frustrated at the lack of support 

they were receiving from existing ESOõs and the 

DVA took a decision to form their own 

Association. The birth of the now named Vietnam 

Veterans Federation ultimately led to much 

improved conditions not only for Vietnam Veterans 

but for veterans generally, of which we are 

extremely proud. Whilst the vast majority of our 

clients these days are those who have served since 

the 1990õs the same dedicated services remain. We 

will always be indebted to that small group of 

Vietnam Veterans who provided the ground work 

for what has become the nations leader in the 

provision of high quality advocacy services to those 

who have worn a uniform of the Australia Defence 

Force.  We continue to be here for you. 

Frank Cole 

NSW President 


