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A Tale of the VIETNAM WAR
by

an Aussie Grunt

IAN CAVANOUGH



ABOUT THIS BOOK

Nearly 50 years ago, lan Cavanough was at the very tip of Australia’s
involvement in Vietnam. After volunteering for National Service, he
endured almost 12 months of tortuous training which melded him and
his section mates into a finely honed anti-guerrilla force. For the next
year plus, they patrolled Phuoc Tuy Province, driving the enemy out. The
effort was mentally and physically draining but carried out with typical
Digger camaraderie and spirit. All these years later, Cav brings his vivid
memories to life with this down-in-the-dirt account where Aussie
larrikinism is shattered by sudden, brutal violence.

It was a very personal war for many young Australians. This is a very
special account by one of them.



CONTENTS

Foreword 1

Foreword 2

From the Author

Epigraph

Chapter 1 One small step for a boy and one giant leap to manhood
Chapter 2 The Doc and the Psych

Chapter 3 Ninety Day Wonders

Chapter 4 Darcy has balls

Chapter 5 Wah, Two Free, Wah

Chapter 6 Day Six (Or is it Day Ten)

Chapter 7 We bin shootin’ as well as marchin’, marchin’, marchin’
Chapter 8 22 v The Crayfish

Chapter 9 Yippee - We getlocal leave

Chapter 10 Football

Chapter 11 Duties

Chapter 12 The downhill run

Chapter 13 Graduation and starting all over again

Chapter 14 We Settle In To Infantry Stuff

Chapter 15 Day/Night Navex

Chapter 16 Nearing the sharp end of corps training

Chapter 17 In the bush

Chapter 18 5 Section 2 Platoon A Company 2nd Battalion RAR



Chapter 19 Training

Chapter 20 JTC Canungra

Chapter 21 Coming Back

Chapter 22 Boots

Chapter 23 Bit and Pieces

Chapter 24 The Final Exercise

Chapter 25 Goodbye Townsville

Chapter 26 364 and Awakie and Some Other Shit
Chapter 27 Being Edjumicated

Chapter 28 Our First Operation

Chapter 29 More of the Same

Chapter 30 Land Clearing Teams

Chapter 32 The New OC

Chapter 31 The Barry and Davo Show

Chapter 33 LCTs and my near death experience
Chapter 34 Moon Arrives

Chapter 35 Nigel and the Nui Thi Vai

Chapter 36 Vung Tau - Rest in Country and the Bar Girls!
Chapter 37 Nui Dat - "The Dat"

Chapter 38 How I Became a Pogo

Chapter 39 We Work with the SAS

Chapter 40 The Rung Sat

Chapter 41 Christmas in the Nui Dinh Mountains
Chapter 42 Christmas Lunch in January

Chapter 43 Route 2 to the Song Rai River



Chapter 44 Garth

Chapter 45 Ambushing 101

Chapter 46 A Big Day

Chapter 47 May I be a little self-indulgent?
Chapter 48 Life Without Killer

Chapter 49 Snakes, spiders, scorpions, wasps, fireflies, mossies,
monkeys, ants, fuckoff lizards and woodpeckers

Chapter 50 Nursemaiding CHQ

Chapter 51 We Never go first

Chapter 52 I lied to my mates!

Chapter 53 We Sojourn to Tan Ru with 3 RAR
Chapter 54 The aftermath of the battle of Tan Ru
Chapter 55 Our Time is getting short
Chapter 56 Am I Dreamin'?

Chapter 57 3 and awakie!

Chapter 58 The ‘Sydney’

Chapter 59 Australia!

Epilogue

2 RAR Vietnam Honour Roll

Infantry Tools of Trade



FOREWORD 1

BY
LT COL (RET) PL CAMERON BA MSc psc

FUN FEAR FRIVOLITY is the story of a young infantry soldier and his
training for, participation in, and return home from, the Vietnam War. It
is a unique, yet universal story. Unique, as it is autobiographical in
context. Universal, in that it indelibly captures the fear, the friendship,
the horror, the humour, and the trust experienced by all young infantry
soldiers embroiled in that conflict, together with the psychological
burdens they have carried thereafter.

l[an Cavanough has penned his story after more than 45 years of
reflection. He apologises, for reasons he explains, that his story is
written in words that lack emotion. I disagree. The incredible precision
and clarity with which he recalls his experiences, from his first day as a
recruit, through his training for war, his feelings and fears when
confronting the enemy, his forays on leave, his mental anguish at the loss
of his mates and his eventual discharge and return to a hostile and alien
civil environment, are in themselves an expression of deep and
meaningful emotion.

The Infantry Platoon is a unique organisation, comprising a broad range
of individuals brought together and trained to act in unison, in difficult
situations. As an entity, the Platoon relies upon the qualities of trust,
discipline, courage and selflessness in its soldiers, to conquer seemingly
insurmountable challenges. In times of crisis, some Platoons are
fortunate enough to have within their ranks an individual who is able,
somehow, to lift himself and his fellow soldiers above the trauma and
devastation of war. This individual is invariably a character of strength,
who also possesses an unwavering sense of purpose and an
indestructible, though sometimes cynical, sense of humour. FUN FEAR
FRIVOLITY is confirmation that, for 2 Platoon, A Company, 2 RAR, 1970-
71, lan Cavanough was, and still is, that man.

Pat Cameron



FOREWORD 2

BY
LT COL (RET) TH O’NEILL (MOON)

lan Cavanough has described his time as a National Service soldier
preparing for, and participating as a member of 2™ Platoon, A Company

20d Royal Australian Regiment/New Zealand (ANZAC) Battalion in South
Vietnam (1970-71). He has described his experiences with humour and
balance, and he has awakened forgotten memories for all of us who were
there. More importantly, I think his account describes to anyone who
wasn’t there, how Aussie mateship and humour can bond individuals
thrown together in tough conditions.

It is nearly half a century since our tour in SVN when, as a young infantry

2nd Ljeutenant, I took over command of the platoon from my classmate
and good friend, Pat Cameron, after he was severely wounded in a mine
incident. I knew that Pat was an excellent platoon commander and well
respected by his soldiers and superiors. The circumstances were
distressing for everyone. [ knew the platoon would be unsettled and
unsure after losing him, and that it would be potentially difficult as a
reinforcement officer taking his place. I found that Pat had built a strong
and effective team, held together by the three highly capable section
commanders. Those three men were the backbone of the platoon.

[ was particularly impressed with how well both regulars and national
servicemen worked together seamlessly as an effective team. They were
all decent young men who didn’t necessarily agree with the war or our
involvement but they knew that they had a job to do and that they were
doing their duty for their country, their unit and their mates. I didn't
realise at the time that some of those young men would not adapt well
on their return to Australia.

Operationally, there was no distinction between Regular Army and
National Serviceman (NS) as we all relied on each other and trusted each
other unreservedly. Not many people realise that even though NS could



be jailed if they refused to comply with the Government enlistment
notice (which was therefore compulsory), every NS serving in our unit
was given the option not to go to SVN. Most did commit to SVN because
they considered it their duty, and they were there for their mates.

Most of us understood the reasons for the anti-Vietnam war movement
in Australia, however we were stung by the unfair public and political
condemnation of our servicemen who were doing their duty. On return
to Australia in 1971, we all tried to put the Vietnam experience behind
us. | didn’t realise until years later how badly some of our National
Servicemen and regulars had struggled. There was no post-war
counselling then and NS were discharged within weeks of return to
Australia and came back home into a climate that was far from
conducive to resettlement and repatriation. Regular soldiers at least had
their regimental life and comrades.

Many of us missed the first welcome home parade in Sydney in 1987 as
we felt it was purely for political show and far too late. I did eventually
attend the Australian National Vietnam Memorial Dedication and

Parade, which was held in Canberra on 3 October 1992. Ian and a
number of members were instrumental in rounding up most of the
platoon to be there.

Until that point many of us didn’t realise how badly our NS (and regular
soldiers) had been left to resettle without support, and how difficult it
was for many of them to adjust back into normal life in Australia. Since
the reunion, the platoon now regularly meet and support each other,
particularly if someone is having a rough time. This is the strength of the
platoon.

Last year [ went to a dedication ceremony for Killer at his old school,
Padua College in Brisbane. His mother, Erika and sister, Sabina were
there. The whole school was involved and the service was well organised
with maximum participation by the staff and students who had
obviously put a lot of genuine effort into the preparation and conduct of
the service. The school genuinely honours its former students who died
for their country, and we all found it moving and sincere. Quite frankly, it
was far more moving and meaningful than I think any military ceremony
could have been at the time or since. Private Peter Kowalski’s name is
now proudly immortalised on the school's memorial plaque where his
school will remember him every year on Vietnam Veterans Day. Erika
will never get over losing her son but at least now we feel that after all
this time Killer has finally been put to rest with honour and where he is
at home.



[ would like to acknowledge the efforts of lan in writing this book and
telling his story on behalf of most of the diggers in our platoon and in
particular bringing the platoon together long after the war was over. This
was an extremely important achievement particularly for our National
Servicemen who must have felt totally betrayed and bewildered by a
Government which conscripted them, then abandoned them.

We are now at the stage in our lives where we can put the old demons to
rest, have a laugh about old times and get on with what is left of life.

Well done, Ian!

Quote by Lt Col Fred Fairhead, author of A Duty Done which is a summary
of operations by the Royal Australian Regiment in the Vietnam War 1965
- 1972: “Vietnam was very much a Platoon Commander/Junior Leader’s
war and in the immediate aftermath and the years that followed this was
not fully recognised.”

Terry O'Neill

From the Author

People ask me how did I remember so much detail for stuff that
happened forty something years ago. It was easy. Just a couple of rums
and away I'd go.

There are some people [ need to thank.

Bob Whittaker was the first person to encourage me to write my story
and he was very generous with some tips and stuff which I took no notice
of.

Brian Hartigan published chapters in Contact Magazine. This generated a
lot of interest in my story. Many chicks wrote to Brian requesting more
pictures of me, preferably with my shirt undone.

David Murphy was the final impetus for me to complete my story. He
spent quite some time editing and getting it into eBook format.
Apparently he is ugly and doesn't have many friends so he has plenty of
time on his hands.

And finally I want to thank Paula Cavanough. Every morning she gets
down on her knees and thanks god she is married to me. I dunno how she
puts up with being married to a total idiot. I think my good looks may



have something to do with it.

[ hope you enjoy my story and you get something out of it. If you have
some friends (unlike Murph) and you think they would like my story then
get them to send me an email. That way we keep generating some $$$$
for IVES to help them continue with their advocacy work for war
veterans and war widows. In the 9 years [ was with them I taught them
everything [ know, and they know nothing.

Cheers

Cav

ilancavanough@gmail.com




How to stop future wars

If politicians want to start a war then they must state the following:
1. Mission: “General, go over there and win the war.”
2. Resources: “I will give you everything you need.”

3. Management: “I will not interfere. Come back to me when the
job is done.”

4. Repatriation: "I promise to look after you and your soldiers.”
Oh, and most important of all, they must agree to this condition:

Any politicians who send troops to war must also send one of their own
children to the front. If it is OK for them to send your child off to war, then
they must surely be willing to send one of their own.

Ian Cavanough

18 August 2017



Chapter 1

One small step for a boy and one giant leap to
manhood

On a cold windswept train station in Cootamundra one winter’s morning
in July 1969, I waited.

[ was beginning a journey that would not only be the start of a
momentous change in my life that day, but it would also be the beginning
of something that would continue to have an impact on my life well into
the future.

High above me in space were a group of men heading to the moon. We
shared a similar fate, heading into the unknown and none of us knew
whether or not we would survive our journey alive.

Cootamundra Railway Station was very familiar to me. My father worked
there as a shunter so [ had visited it many times to see him and his
workmates. But that cold day [ was standing there alone reflecting on life
as best one could at 19 years of age.

[ had my hair cut, I was in clean clothes, and in my bag were just a few
things but no personal items. They were not allowed where I was going.
Around me I could see a couple of others waiting, just like me. I hope the
look on my face wasn’t as bad as the look on theirs. The train arrived and
fls \l/(ve boarded, I noticed other young blokes on board with that same
ook.

All us blokes with ‘the look’ disembarked at Wagga Wagga. On the station
stood a majestic figure in an Army Battledress uniform. We sort of
gravitated towards him, ever so gingerly. He never moved. He stared
straight ahead. His uniform was immaculate. I'd say he was in his forties,
a sergeant with a perfectly manicured moustache. He stood at attention.
His left arm was pressed along the side of his body, ending in a clenched
fist with the thumb leading and covering the end of his fingers. The
thumb was in line with the seam on his trousers. His black boots shined
like glass. In his right hand was a cane, his fingers stretching forward
together in a straight line, the thumb tucked underneath. The other end
of the cane disappeared under his armpit.

[ was impressed.



He spoke in a low moderate tone without moving. “Those gentlemen
wishing to go to Kapooka, please move to the outside to the left of the
station and wait on the footpath beside the Army bus.”

We did what he said.

The immaculate sergeant somehow got to the bus before us. He waited.
We waited. He spoke again in that low modulated tone that wanted you
to follow him anywhere. "Those gentlemen wishing to go to Kapooka,
please board the bus.”

We did what he said.

We were nearing our objective just like the guys in space above us.
Suddenly the Kapooka gates appeared and we were in. Just like that!
Some bloke said, “Hey, have a look at that dickhead and the way he's
swinging his arms!”

[ looked. His arms swung on an arc from front to rear. Each time the arm
rose and fell from a height that was equal to his shoulder.

The bus stopped.

A uniformed person with a mouth for a head burst through the bus door
and yelled, “RIGHTO, YOUSE FUCKING BLOKES, GET YA FUCKING ARSES
OFF THIS FUCKING BUS AND FORM TWO RANKS ON THE FUCKING
ROAD! MOVE!!”

We did what he fucking said, real fucking quick.
Houston, the fucking Eagle has landed.



Chapter 2

The Doc and the Psych
At the RAP (Regimental Aid Post)

We had only just arrived and the first thing they did was to give us a
medical.

"Next!"

“Did you get on the wine last night?” as he pumped away on this thing
around my arm.

“No.”

“No, what?”

“No, [ didn’t get on the wine last night.”
“No, I didn’t get on the wine last night, SIR!”
“No, [ didn’t get on the wine last night, SIR!”
“Go and lie down over there.”

“Yes, sir!”

Apparently my blood pressure was high, and is it any bloody wonder?
After I lay on my back in my undies for 10 minutes, he retested my blood
pressure.

“Shit, it’s even higher! Go on, piss off!”

Thirty years later | saw that medical report. The blood pressure reading
was 140/90. Not bad for a skinny 19 year old on his first day in the Army.

Next, the Psych Centre

What a motley crew we were, a group of gangly teenagers who seemed to
be all arms and legs, standing in two ranks outside a red brick building
somewhere in the bowels of Kapooka Army base, wondering what on
earth we were in for. | was worried for the bloke with shoulder length
hair - he was certainly going to cop it. At least the rest of us had sense
enough to get a haircut.



We were ushered into classrooms with plenty of paper sitting on the
desks. For the next few hours we were required not only to write our
names a zillion times, but they actually gave us a number of tests. |
recognised them from my school days. They were called aptitude tests
then and they were used to help us decide on a vocation for when we left
school. They suggested I do engineering or printing as apparently I was
good at maths and fitting things together.

[ became a clerk.

Based on my results for the Army testing (although I didn’t know it at the
time), | was selected for officer assessment so I think it is important to
share with you how I conducted the tests because anyone who knows me
will wonder how the Army got it so right.

You see, I left Cootamundra High School in 1967 with an average pass in
the Higher School Certificate. That was the first year of this certificate. |
did not matriculate. For the next 18 months I worked with the Forestry
Commission as a clerk, first in Wagga Wagga and then in Tumut. My job
was issuing royalty accounts to sawmillers for timber extracted from the
forests. It involved a lot of calculations, additions, checking and
rechecking of accounts. Each log was measured and I had to calculate the
superfootage, grade the timber into its various categories, apply the
current rates, total it all up and Bob’s ya uncle. Although we had tables to
use [ still remember the formula for calculating the superfootage of a log
.. ¥4 of the centre girth in inches squared, multiplied by the length in
feet/12.1think they just weigh the semitrailers loaded with logs now.

So how did that help? Well I must have developed above average clerical
skills, enough to wow these Army dudes.

Lemme give you an example. In the Army tests we had to check a
sequence of numbers that were listed down the page. A normal person
would check list A with list B one digit at a time. Because of my clerical
work experience [ was able to go down five digits in list A then check the
five digits against list B. I'd then check five more digits in list B and check
them back against list A, and so on. In effect [ was only moving from one
list to the other after every 10 digits, not for each single digit as most
people do. Neato, huh?

No wonder the Army thought [ was a genius.
They took us to lunch.

Imagine the biggest dining hall you can and double or triple it. I dunno,
maybe the mess halls were the size of a football field and were packed



full of hungry, green clad, noisy recruits. It was chocka! Into this cauldron
of overblown bravado and bodies full of testosterone we went, still
dressed in civvies. | was behind the guy with the long hair. A corporal
took us in. As we burst in through the door, the hall fell silent. The
recruits started to hoot from a very low tone which slowly raised in pitch
and crescendo until they were all banging on the tables. “You'll be sorry,
you’ll be sorry, you'll be sorry” was the catch phrase.

The corporal did his best. One NCO (non-commissioned officer) against
a few thousand recruits. He shouted at them: “SHUT YA FUCKING
MOUTHS! SHUT YA FUCKING MOUTHS!”

They did fucking quieten down eventually.



Chapter 3
Ninety Day Wonders

Those first few days at Kapooka are a bit of a blur now. [ was in 22
Platoon. We were all Nashos. Two of my school mates were with me in
my platoon. Darcy who bunked next to me, and lan whom I would catch
up with again in Vietnam some 12 months later. Before I get on with all
my wonderful stories about basic training, I'd better tell you how the
officer selection ended up.

In a word, it didn'’t.

[ was called out with a group to see if we had the aptitude for officer
training. Nasho officers were known as ninety day wonders because that’s
how long it took to churn out Second Lieutenants at Scheyville, west of
Sydney. The last thing they taught them out there was how to walk on
water.

We were given a few teamwork-type activities to solve problems as a
group. There wasn’t any shortage of blokes trying to take over and
dominate the group. I felt it was a little artificial with blokes trying to
outdo each other in front of all that Army brass. So [ adopted what they
call in the Army a low profile.

It worked. When it came to an impromptu five minute talk, they selected
me to go first. I should mention that all of the other blokes were in their
early twenties. Their Nasho service had been deferred due to their
university studies. So the young skinny 19 year old clerical whiz kid
eventually got his time in the sun.

I spoke about the lunar mission. Those guys up there in space hadn'’t
landed on the moon just yet but I knew all about it. Some months earlier
was in Sydney as part of the audience for the Tommy Leonetti Show, a
forerunner to the Don Lane Tonight Show. They had a guest on the show
who explained the whole lunar mission. I was able to dazzle those uni
guys and the Army brass with such things as it was Johnson who had the
responsibility of fulfilling the promise made by Kennedy. Getting to the
moon wasn’t a problem. They could do that easily. The hard part was
getting them home. The scientists wanted to construct a space wheel in
orbit around earth and then go to the moon from there. That saved a lot
of energy because the craft did not need to free itself from earth’s
gravity. The scientists of course were not really interested in going to the
moon, they wanted to explore the planets and the space wheel would



certainly help them to achieve that.

Then some bloody engineer came up with the idea to jettison. As fuel
cells were used up, they were discarded. The scientists fought this
radical idea because they could see that such an exercise would mean
there was no need for a space wheel and their real plans of
interplanetary travel would be done and dusted. Anyway, the politicians
thought it was a great idea and the rest, they say, is history. I also
explained the orbits, about how the lunar module remained on the moon,
blah, blah, blah. I had them eating out of the palm of my hand.

Next day, the numbers of potential ninety day wonders had halved and
we had to do some written stuff. [ recall one scenario where we were told
we were stranded on an island and although it was uninhabited there
was evidence that it was frequented by cannibals. The island was also
visible to passing ships as it was on a main shipping lane. We had a map
and we had to indicate what we would do and where we would do it.

Well, as it turned out I put in another sterling effort. You see in 1968 I
saw a television series made by the French on Robinson Crusoe. All I did
was write about what he did, saying this is what I'd do. [ would set up
camp near fresh water and select a base protected from the elements
where the cannibals would have to come to it across open ground so
they couldn’t sneak up on me. The back of the camp area had large cliffs
so the cannibals would have a hard time coming up that way. I'd build log
dumps and set them alight so that any passing ship could see my smoke
signals. If the cannibals tried to climb the cliffs I could set the logs alight
and push the burning logs down onto them.

And on [ went with my grandiose plans.
Just call me Monty, OK?

Day three and our ninety day wonder numbers had dwindled even more.
That day we had to front the Selection Board. Someone said if you didn’t
step on your dick you’d be in!

[ stepped on my dick.

I had prepared a speech for them. It went something like this.
“Gentlemen, [ am not like the rest of the group. They are much older than
[ am and they have tertiary studies under their belts. [ am a clerk with a
high school education with very little life experience. I don’t feel I would
be able to command a platoon in Vietnam effectively.”

The top brass were clearly taken aback. One old codger cleared his throat



and said something about how they believed 1 had the necessary
attributes and all I needed was some confidence, training and
channelling of those skills. I'm pretty certain he used the word
channelling.

[ went on to tell them “I volunteered for National Service for one reason:
to go to Vietnam. | want to experience war and I believe the best way to
do that would be as an Infantry soldier. If I went to Officer Training there
would be no guarantee that I would go to Vietnam and I believe that the
chances of my commanding an Infantry Platoon in Vietnam would be
very slim indeed.”

That silenced them.
They thanked me for my candour and wished me luck.
[ went back and joined the boys at 22 platoon.

So now you know. I was a volunteer Nasho. My parents had to sign a
paper which they were reluctant to do at first, but they could see I was
serious so after a bit of ranting and arm waving from my mother, they
signed.

My brother was a Nasho who had served 12 months in Vietnam so [ knew
what [ was letting myself in for.

So why did I do it? Why volunteer for war? Well I don’t think I ever
explained it properly to my mother but I think it had something to do
with my wanting to achieve manhood status. There [ was, 19 years of
age, living in a small country town and going nowhere. I felt [ had to do
something with my life, I had to test myself, to prove to myself that I
could do anything, no matter how hard it was. The reason I didn't apply
to be a regular soldier was because as a Nasho [ only had to do two years’
service and my job would be waiting for me when my time was up. The
shortest time for a regular soldier was three years’ service and then you
were looking for a job.

[ once read a story called A Man Called Horse. It was written by a woman,
surprisingly enough. It was about an Englishman who didn’t like the class
structure as he believed all men were equal. He wanted to go somewhere
where this was so. He went to America looking for it there. Eventually he
was captured by Indians and not only did he survive but he became an
Indian brave and married an Indian girl. It was a helleva story. He
experienced a lot of great things with the Blackfeet tribe and he used to
say to himself, “Wait until [ get back home and tell the people all the
things I have done.” Finally when he did return to England and people



asked him what he did in America he simply said he lived with the
Blackfeet tribe for a few years and told them nothing more.

His story is my story. I joined the Army. I went to war. [ came home and I
said nothing about it for a very long, long time.

Thatis about to change.



Chapter 4
Darcy has balls

Picking a site for an Army base is really quite easy if your objective is to
piss diggers off. Pick a place where it is freezing cold in winter and
stinking hot in summer, oh and make sure it is hilly as well. Place it near
civilisation, but not too close. Design the layout so that no matter where
you want to go within the camp, it is always uphill

Welcome to Kapooka, the Army’s first recruit training base, located just
outside Wagga Wagga in southern NSW. The RAAF were so impressed,
they have a base there too, but it is on the other side of Wagga Wagga of
course.

Kapooka was filled to capacity in 1969 when National Service was at its
peak. The accommodation facilities were good unless you were
expecting heating in winter and cooling in summer. The old Second
World War buildings were replaced by modern full brick accommodation
blocks which were three storey. Each floor had a number of rooms that
housed four diggers on either side of a central aisle. At the end of the
aisle were the ablutions facilities located just outside the corporal’s
room, known to us as the jack room.

Each room had a central divider with two diggers on either side. Each
had a bed, a locker and a small side table. If you visited the
accommodation block during the day you would swear that no one lived
there, such was the level of cleanliness and austerity. There were no
personal items to be seen anywhere, no pictures of family, nothing. And
thirty soldiers lived there. The only giveaway would be an immaculately
made bed and a wet towel drying over the rail at the end of the bed.
There would be nothing else to see except for the gleaming shiny floor
and a nicely polished brass fire hose end. Oh, and the ablutions were
spotless as well.

The diggers maintained this during their own time. Training was
conducted from eight in the morning until four in the afternoon. The
quicker you got the jobs done, the sooner you had time to yourself. You
were lucky to get to bed before midnight even though lights out was
given at eleven. You rose at five thirty, pulled the sheet off your bed and
took it out onto the parade ground for roll call. The idea of taking the
sheet was to ensure you didn’t sleep on the floor beside your bed to save
you precious time by not having to make your bed.



Beds made, rooms cleaned, ablutions cleaned, rifles stripped and laid out
on your bedside table, you stood beside it each morning in time for
inspection before breakfast. The contents of the locker had to be laid out
a certain way and it seemed like they found something wrong each day.
Stuff was thrown out of your locker or your bed was pulled apart so that
you had to fix it before going to breakfast.

If you stuffed up too much you would be given extra duties which meant
you had even less time to prepare your stuff each day. That’s when your
mates helped you out. You quickly learned that the only way to survive
was to work together as a team to get the jobs done.

Everything had to be done to the finest detail.

One day we had a Major inspecting us along with the CSM (Company
Sergeant Major). We could hear the guys in the next room being hollered
at. We could hear their footsteps in the hallway and then they burst into
our room with big scowls on their faces. Darcy and I stood at attention
shaking in our boots. Well I was. I dunno about Darcy, he was a tough
bastard. The Major glanced at my locker and said something about fixing
something up. He muttered something about Darcy’s locker and then
inspected our weapons which were laid out in a set sequence on the
small desk. We had only received preliminary instructions on how to
strip and assemble the weapon for cleaning and inspection. We had
never fired them.

The Major was showing us how good he was by examining the gas plug.
This is usually the dirtiest part of the weapon and it is the hardest bit to
keep clean after firing. He then picked up the weapon, looked down the
barrel, turned it over and spotted the gas wheel. He glared at Darcy with
furrowed eyebrows, wrinkled forehead, steely eyes and he thundered, “Is
this your weapon, recruit?”

“Yes, sir!” said Darcy fidgeting about a bit.

“The gas setting is incorrect for inspection!”

He turned and grabbed my rifle, “And the same goes for you too, digger!”
Shit, we’re in trouble now.

Darcy cleared his throat and asked, “What setting should they be on, sir?”
Both the Major and CSM answered at the same time.

“Four.”



“Five.”
They paused, looked at each other and slunk out of the room.

Darcy and I stood to attention for another minute or so. We were not
game to react for fear that they would come back in and spring us having
a great old silent laugh at their expense. We did have a great time sharing
it with the others later though, many times. We never saw the Major
again.



Chapter 5
Wah, Two Free, Wah

“Tonight the barber cometh. Youse will all get a haircut.” That was the
great order of the day from the platoon sergeant. “It'll cost ya four
dollars.”

“But sarge, I got a haircut just before I got here,” said someone from the
back.

“Read my fucking lips, dipshit: EVERYONE will get a haircut. Is that
clear?”

”
!

“Yes, sergeant!” was the chorused reply.

We were getting quite good at these chorused responses because, and |
may be letting you into a little trade secret here, that’s how we soldiers
get to do things together at the same time. You know, all that drill stuff
where we did the same thing together at the same time.

Lemme explain.

Say the platoon was on parade and they wanted us to do a left turn. The
command was ‘left turn’, with a precautionary before it, in our case
‘platoon’. So the deal was the NCO dragged out the precautionary word of
command so us little recruits knew he was going to tell us to do
something so let’s not stuff it up, guys and have me look bad and my peers
find out and I have to shout at the mess.

"Plaaatoooooon (a pause) lllllleeeefffffffttt, TA!"

We then got to have all the fun of swinging our bodies through an arc of
90 degrees to the left (or 1600mils in Army speak but I'll tell you about
that later). At the same time we all yelled out “WAH!” Then we yelled
“TWO, FREE!” (that was when we didn’t move, but we all simply paused
mid turn) followed by bringing our rear leg forward in line with the other
one and stamping our foot as hard as we could on the ground, yelling out
“WAH!” We would all be facing in the new direction except those guys
from Canberra who didn’t have a clue. When the 30 of us stamped our
feet on the ground it would be heard as one big stomp, if our timing was
right. If someone stuffed up, we did it again. We knew we'd stuffed up
when the NCO said, “ASYAWUR!” (as you were).

In summary, we moved on the “WAH” and paused on the “TWO, FREE.”



There were some other words too, so I'll run through a few examples.
Attention: “WAH!”

Halt: “CHECK HALT!”

Right Turn: “WAH, TWO FREE, WAH”

Fall Out: “WAH, TWO FREE, WAH”

Shoulder Arms: “WAH, TWO FREE, WAH”

For the next few weeks or until they said otherwise, we were yelling
“WAH, TWO FREE, WAH!” all over Kapooka along with dozens of other
platoons, so naturally 22 platoon had to yell louder than the others. We
didn’t want them to think we were pussycats.

Meanwhile down at the barber shop ...

It wasn't really a barbershop, just four commercial barbers visiting our
lines to make our heads ‘Regimental’. We all lined up and the barbers did
their thing. I couldn’t believe some of the haircuts the guys were getting.
Were they real barbers?

Finally, I got to the front of the queue.
“Hi, digger.”

“Yeah, hi, mate.”

“How are you finding the Army, son?”
“I'think I made a big fucking mistake.”

“Ha. Ha. Ha. Too late now, boy. Now, do you want a crew cut or a college
cut?”

“Gee, I didn’t know we could have a choice, I'll have a college cut, thanks!”
And with that the barber placed the cutting shears at the start of my
hairline and made a blow right over the top of my head and then he
worked his way down either side. I suddenly realised that he had no

comb in the shears. It was operating on zero and he took all my bloody
hair off!

[ had thick dark hair as a result of my Chinese ancestry and now my head
looked all bumpy, lumpy and ... white!!!



[ never did get to see the guy with shoulder length hair lose his. That
would have been something to see. Back at the platoon lines we started
to introduce ourselves to each other again as we couldn’t recognise each
other. Boy what a transformation.

We were real Army recruits.



Chapter 6
Day Six (Or is it Day Ten)

Day six (or was it day ten?) and [ was rooted. Every muscle in my body
ached, it hurt to even lie in bed. A human body was not built to withstand
drill, PT, weapons lessons, marching everywhere uphill and yelling WAH
TWO FREE WAH while suffering the effects of Army medical
experimentations. We had so many needles I lost count. I had swollen
glands under my armpits from the smallpox injections. [ had a cough that
threatened to drown me in phlegm if my lungs survived being turned
inside out each time [ coughed. And they also fed us Bromide.

Bromide?
“The bastards put Bromide in the food.”

“Someone said they put it in the milk, I'm gunna stop drinking the stuff. I
haven’t had a fat since I've been here.”

“Hey, I noticed that my urine is dark and it has a pungent odour.”
“Does Bromide make ya piss stink?”

No matter how sick we were, none of us went to the RAP (Regimental Aid
Post). The reason was quite simple. The NCOs had discouraged us from
doing that by implicating that they were all a bunch of idiots down there,
they’d give us an Aspro and tell us to stop wimping out and get back to
our platoon. In addition, if we were sick and needed a break for a couple
of days then we could not train with our platoon. That meant being
BACKSQUADDED to another platoon and we would not graduate with 22
platoon but with some other bunch of geezers some time later. Worse
still we could end up in a Reg platoon. Heaven forbid!

Enter ‘The Professor"'.

The professor was my other school mate, lan. He worked out that by
making a hot drink out of cold tablets, and drinking it before you went to
bed, you felt much better in the morning, particularly if you slept with
extra blankets. His theory was that you ‘sweated’ the cold out.

It seemed to work, except for the guy who collapsed with pleurisy and
ended up in hospital. He was back a couple of days later. He was skiting
that he got a root while he was at the hospital.



“Yeah, he got a root at the hospital alright, his arse is still sore.”

He wasn’t backsquadded at all because he didn't miss any crucial
training sessions. We did lose one bloke. He took off! He said he had had
enough shit. Maybe we all should have left with him. He was back the
next day. He hitched a ride quite easily, he said, and ended up at Albury
when he realised that he could end up in jail for not meeting his National
Service commitment, so he came back. I think they charged him and
docked him a couple of days’ pay.

Lectures after lunch were the worst. Getting up at 5.30 am and
continually on the go until after lunch, we found ourselves in a nice warm
lecture room with full stomachs and a comfy chair to laze in. It wasn’t
long before we were all starting to doze off. This must be where the term
‘dozy digger’ came from. Only the coughing kept us awake, along with
some threatening remarks from the instructors that our bodies would
meet some irreparable damage if we didn’t switch on.

We got threatened a lot by the NCOs when we didn’t do what they said or
to their required standard. Being on the receiving end of continuous
yelling really messes with your brain. I saw it as a contest. [ didn’t let
them get to me, especially during drill lessons.

“Do you like me, recruit?” said the big burly corporal with a megaphone
for a mouth. He was inches away from my face and the blast of air from
his oesophagus straightened my eyebrows.

“Ah ..” my mind was racing: if I say no, I'll be in deep shit.
“Yes, corporal!”

“Oh, you like me do you, recruit? Maybe you want to fuck me? Do you
want to fuck me, recruit?”

“No, corporal!”

“Well then, don’t look at me, lad. Keep your fucking eyes to the front. If |
see the smallest flicker from your eyes, I'll break your bloody arm off,
shove it through your ears and ride you ‘round the parade ground like a
fucking motor bike. Is that clear?”

Panic started to set in. I couldn’t laugh and I couldn’t even show the
slightest smirk at his joke. I had to keep a poker face and stare to the
front.

“Yes, corporal!”



[ think I passed the test. I didn’t look at him anymore and he didn’t
straighten my eyebrows again.

The Army was teaching me to be observant. [ noticed for example that
when you want to holler at someone you need to open your mouth really
wide. You can only drop your jaw down so far, so you have to tilt your
head back. This really opens the mouth up nice and wide and deep.

When the drill instructor has his face in your breath zone, you don’t look
at him. You stare into the distance so that his face is out of focus. If you
focus on his face, all you see is that little pink thingy hanging from the
back of his throat. It vibrates when he hollers. You can visually check his
sinuses through his nostrils at the same time.

It was a good thing he couldn’t read my thoughts.

Actually despite the aches and pain, [ thought | was starting to dig the
soldier gig thing.



Chapter 7

We bin shootin’ as well as marchin’, marchin’,
marchin’

[ am familiar with a .22 rifle. I did a little bit of shooting as a lad in the
hills around Cootamundra. We used to shoot rabbits, spiders, birds,
snakes and anything else that moved. But the Army issue SLRs were
something else. They are long and heavy and they give you a fair kick in
the shoulder when you pull the trigger.

Before you begin any activity, the Army gives you a demo. This can be
from a dedicated ‘demo squad’, or guys plucked out of your platoon, or a
simple one man demo. Our first demonstration of the hitting power of
the SLR was on our first visit to the firing range. A 20 litre drum full of
water was placed on the mound and an NCO hit it with a 7.62 round fired
from the SLRrifle. The drum flew 5 metres into the air and crashed back
down with water spilling everywhere. We moved forward and examined
the drum. There was a smallish hole in the front where the bullet went in.
On the other side was a large open split where the back of the drum just
opened up. Gee, imagine what it could do to a man’s chest. [ was very
impressed with the hitting power of the weapon. It can kill a man at 300
metres.

We did a lot of lead-up training on the SLR. This involved stripping and
assembling it again and again, in Army sequence of course, with all the
little bits laid out a certain way in front of you. We could do it
blindfolded. Maybe we were overtrained.

We were drilled on the various states of ‘weapon readiness’ (Load,
Action, Instant, Unloaded), which we practised over and over again in a
set sequence. In addition, we carried out stoppage drills where the
weapon failed to fire and we did a series of drills to get it operating again
as quickly as possible. When the enemy is coming over the hill and your
weapon stops working, the practised drills ensure you fix the problem
without thinking. I could do anything with this weapon, blindfolded, in
my sleep, 100 metres under water whilst being attacked by a shark and

having my gonads massaged by a mermaid. Such was the efficiency of
the drills.

But hitting the target was a different matter.

People think a good shooter is one who can hit the bullseye, but it is
more complicated than that. It is all about the group. By keeping the



same aiming mark, you fire three rounds at the target from 100 metres.
On the target you draw a circle around where they hit the target. A small
group is the measure of a good shooter. Hitting the bullseye is related to
how your weapon is zeroed in (what you are aiming at through the
sights is where your weapon is pointing) and good luck.

So each weapon must be calibrated to each shooter. That's why soldiers
are allocated their personal rifle. You must never have your rifle more
than an arm's length from you, even when you are sleeping. This is in the
field of course. Not in barracks. They searched us after each firing
session to ensure we had no rounds left over. We could get a lot of our
own back on those instructors if we were armed and dangerous.

“Do you like me, corporal?”
Oops, I'm daydreamin’.

My body was getting used to the demands placed on it, the aches and
pains were still there but they subsided quickly after strenuous activity
such as PT. Our coughs dissipated thanks to the professor, our boots had
softened up and marching was much easier.

Marching? We marched everywhere under the direction of an NCO who
made sure we got to where our next lesson was and we got there on
time. Well ahead of time, actually. Better to be early than late.
Consequently we rushed to our next location then we waited around. It’s
called ‘hurry up and wait.’

And the NCOs must have felt left out with our yelling WAH, TWO FREE,
WAH because they got into their routine with EFF, ITE, EFF. Those
words were yelled in cadence with a low guttural tone so that we all
marched in step and it went like this...

EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EEEFFF.
EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EEEFFF.

HEAD UP, SHOULDERS BACK, EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EEEFFF. SWING
DEM ARMS FRONT TO REAR.

If you got out of step you probably came from Canberra.

They taught us to double tap one foot to get back in step. We had a
couple of wags in our platoon and even though we might be all marching
in step when the NCO started to call the time, they would stamp their feet
as if they were out of step. That got the NCO going, and it sounded like
this ...



EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EEEFFF (suddenly sounds of feet
stamping). GET IN FUCKING STEP, YOUSE BLOKES. EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EFF,
ITE, EEEFFF.

EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EFF, ITE, EEEFFF.

And so on he would go, calling the time over and over again because he
thought some of us couldn't march in step. It must have wreaked havoc
on his vocal cords.

Ha, ha, sucked in, Dickhead!

Chalk one up to 22 platoon.



Chapter 8
22 v The Crayfish

Just who were these guys in 22 platoon with whom I was sharing my
journey to soldiering stardom?

It seemed we were the local platoon. I've already mentioned that we
were Nashos, so we were all good lookin’. There were no banana
benders, crow eaters, Mexicans or boys from the west in our platoon. We
had a couple of blokes from Canberra - I think the long haired bloke came
from there. We had a few from Albury, including twins, the Joss brothers.
Call-up for National Service was decided by ballot based on birth dates,
so that’s how the twins ended up with us. There were a couple of boys
from Temora. I used to go to the local dances in Temora so I knew the
sister of one of the blokes. We also had guys from Wagga, Batlow and
Tumut.

We bonded pretty well and helped each other out. Some coped better
than others with the demands on our bodies and we all pitched in and
helped one another. This in essence is the goal of recruit training, to
change you from an individual to a member of the group, and more
importantly, to be an effective member of the group. To do your own
thing and only look after yourself is to be a ‘jack man’. There can be no
worse label to put on a soldier than to call him a jack man’. Everyone
must contribute to the group to ensure that the group finished its task
together as a group. The group of course was 22 platoon.

The PTIs (physical training instructors) took us for PT every day. They
were extremely fit and looked immaculate in their short shorts and tight
singlets so we could all see their rippling muscles. By contrast we were
all skinny.

“Bloody crayfish.”
“Crayfish?”
“Yeah, body OK, head full of shit.”

We never called them crayfish to their faces though. We had more sense
than that.

We often did circuit training where a number of activities were
conducted until the word “change” was given and we would rotate to the
next activity. One activity was a simple summersault. One of the



Canberra connection decided to try it on and each time he went to do a
summersault he would do it sideways and roll off the side of the mat.

The crayfish pounced. “What the fuck are you doing, recruit?”
“A summersault, Bombardier.”

The crayfish then helped him do a simple summersault by guiding him
over with a hand on his back. This enabled the rest of us to slow down
and take a breather while still appearing to be engaged feverishly in our
activity. After a couple of goes at trying to get our guy to do a
summersault, the crayfish smelled a rat.

“Righto, stop bludging and let’s get into it, men. Bash those bodies. And
you, sunshine, if you can’t do a summersault, get down and give me ten.”

So every time he came around to the summersault mat he’d spear off to
the side, get up, do ten pushups and move on, much to our amusement
and delight, although we couldn’t show it. He was a heatseeker, taking
the flak from the PTI so the rest of us would be left alone.

The worst part about PT was getting changed back into our uniform at
the end of each session. We had two minutes to do that and I hated it
every time although it is surprising how quickly you can do it. You'd
leave your shirt buttoned up and still attached to your jumper and take it
all off at once. This saved buttoning everything up. One guy was always
dressed first. He said he had plenty of practice back in civvie street
getting dressed quickly while climbing through a window at the same
time. Skite.

So we would dress as fast as we could, form three ranks on the road, do a
bit of WAH, TWO FREE, WAH, march quickly to our next period of
instruction ... and wait. Hurry up and wait.

There is another Army saying: ‘Greatcoats on, greatcoats off. This
happens when there is a change of plans nobody was warned about,
particularly when a decision has just been made to change something at
the last minute.

So the NCOs had to adopt an attitude. They couldn’t go around spitting
the dummy each time there was an unscheduled change, you know,
standing with their hands on their hips listening to an officer tell them
how the 20 minute march up to this location was in vain and the platoon
was now required 2 kilometres away, 10 minutes ago. They could grab
their hat and throw it on the ground and jump up and down on it to show
their displeasure or they could simply come back over to the platoon and



say, “Righto, men, fucking greatcoats on, fucking greatcoats off. We are
going over there!”

“22 platoon, quick march, EFF ITE, EFF ITE, EFF ITE, EEEFFF.”

There would be no stamping of the feet this time, feigning being out of
step. The NCO was pissed off enough. We knew when to behave
ourselves.



Chapter 9
Yippee - We get local leave

We were fairly well into the ten week course to turn us into soldiers.
While there were lessons all day and some lectures into the night, 22
platoon had settled into the routine and we were finally getting on top of
the soldiering stuff. Our hair was growing back and starting to look
presentable; and our dress and bearing resembled that of fully trained
soldiers.

The course was quite challenging both physically and mentally, with no
let-up and no down time. Although we were allowed up to the boozer in
those first few frantic weeks, none of us went there, we were too busy
getting our gear ready for the next day’s activities. This involved
starching our uniforms and polishing our boots and brass attachments.
We also honed our skills in the fine art of spit polishing. But eventually
we were getting our jobs done with time to spare, so we had the odd
beer. Odd is right, the only beer available at the boozer was Old Kent.

We were acclimatised to the cold bracing weather and could do PT, fire
our weapons or carry out fieldcraft activities no matter what weather
Huey decided to throw at us. I quite liked fieldcraft where we learnt to
read maps and navigate by day and by night. It is a very powerful thing to
be able to navigate over close country at night and to know exactly
where you are, after some initial teething problems of course.

“Where the fuck are we?”
“This map is fucked.”
“Fuckin’ compass.”

Our platoon was growing in confidence. One morning we were having
lessons in challenging procedure. Some of our guys were the demo squad
and it was their big chance to star in front of another couple of platoons.

The challenging procedure was carried out in a set manner. The
incoming patrol is stopped. One member is asked to step forward to be
recognised. There is an exchange of passwords, and then the patrol is
allowed to pass through. Our guys were the demo patrol coming back to
base.

“Halt. Hands up. Who's there?”



“22 platoon coming back from patrol.”
“Advance one and be recognised.”

This was all done in front of the platoons which were seated on the
grassy hill. One of our guys moved up to the NCO and passwords were
exchanged. This is done quietly just in case Nigel the enemy is lurking
about and we don’t want him to overhear our secret password.

The instructor was a vaudeville act, as most of them were. They were
animated, excited and spoke loudly with plenty of arm gestures. It kept
us awake.

“Now,” said the NCO. “If you're still not sure about these guys then ask
them a question.”

I've seen American movies where they ask somebody’s batting average
in baseball.

The NCO continued in a loud voice, “What has a pouch and jumps around
on two legs?” At the same time he mimicked a kangaroo jumping up and
down with his hands together at the front.

As quick as a flash, the lead guy in the patrol, one of our boys from
Canberra said, “A sheila!”

The grassy hill erupted into raucous laughter with plenty of knee
slapping and hooting, even the instructor was lost for words.

And speaking of sheilas, we forgot what they looked like.

But things were looking up. We'd just been informed that our first local
leave would be on Saturday.

“I'm going to get aroot.”
“What about the bromide?”

“Fuck the bromide, I won’t drink anything they supply us with at
mealtime. No milk, no tea or coffee and no jube juice.”

Saturday arrived and we were standing on the company parade ground
in our best battledress uniform. Our shoes were spit polished. The
Wagga sheilas were really going to be impressed.

“Now men, a word of caution, you are no longer civilians. Whilst you
wear that uniform you are the Army on display. So don’t go silly in town.



The MPs will be patrolling about to keep an eye on you. If you get pissed,
get in a fight or make an arsehole of yourself, I'll have you thrown in the
slammer. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Your leave is restricted to the Wagga main street and the Wagga
Leagues Club. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

“A bus will be waiting opposite the Astor pub. It will leave at 1530 hours.
If you miss the bus, you must present yourself back to the guardhouse no
later than 1600 hours. If the MPs find you outside your restricted area
they will bring you back here. They are not a taxi service. If they pick you
up, they will lock you up. If you are late, you will be charged AWOL. Are
there any questions?”

“Dismissed.”
“Well, there goes the root then.”

We went by bus into town and strolled around in small groups. We did a
bit of shopping for personal supplies and visited a few of the pubs. The
sheilas wouldn’t even look at us, let alone allow us to get close to them;
we couldn’t even smell them. Maybe it was because we were looking at
them with bulging eyes, gaping mouths and dribbling saliva. We hadn’t
seen a civilian for a few weeks, let alone talked to one. We were soldiers,
we talked like soldiers. Is this how to chat them up?

“What’s a nice fucking girl like you doing in a fucked up place like this?”

We ended up at the Wagga Leagues Club. They allowed Army recruits
from Kapooka into their public bar. I ran into one of my cousins at the
club and [ mentioned to him how great it was that they allowed us in. His
response was, “The Leagues Club put it to the vote of members. If you
blokes are good enough to go to Vietnam to fight for the country then
you are good enough to drinkin our club.”

We were not allowed into the RSL Club. What a pity that an organisation
of returned servicemen, those who have experienced war, did not
support the troops from their local Army training establishment, many
of whom would be posted to Vietnam within a matter of months.



Chapter 10
Football

Cootamundra in the 60s fielded very strong football teams in three
codes: Rugby League, Rugby Union and Aussie Rules. Like so many small
towns, sport was the done thing. [ played rugby league all through my
school years and in my last year at high school, I also played with the
Cootamundra town side. It was easy as most of my mates played football
as well.

We were part of the Murrumbidgee Rugby League, a breakaway group
from the Country Rugby League at the time. Many locals were worried
for years about the drain of our players to the city and there was very
little support from Country Rugby League back to towns like ours who
nurtured future champions in Sydney. It was all one way to the city. So
Cootamundra, and the local towns formerly known as Group 9, formed
the rebel league along with teams from Wagga.

We were warned that playing with the MRL would jeopardise our
chances of representative play. Big deal. All I wanted to do was play
football with my mates, and besides I knew my limitations. I was only an
average player. | was reasonably fast on my feet but I couldn’t sidestep
and my ball handling skills were not great. I couldn’t kick the ball very
well either. The only thing I could do well was in defence, [ was an
effective tackler. We tackled around the legs in those days, a shoulder
into the guts, arms around the waist; and then slide down the legs. The
ball carrier would go down like a ton of bricks.

So it is no surprise that [ was a forward, the guys that do all the hard
yakka during a game while all those pansies in the backline get all the
glory from scoring tries. At the end of the game we’d be covered in dirt
and grime whilst the backline boys were still in their freshly ironed
shorts and jerseys. Bloody posers!

It is important for you to know this because of what happened next at
Kapooka.

You see as part of our training we had lectures about life, or something
like that. I wasn'’t really paying attention. They were delivered by the
padres. As part of the deal we had one-on-one sessions with them, a sort
of counselling session, to see how we were coping with the Army gig.

For some reason that my memory fails to justify, I found myself big-



noting my football playing ability to the padre. In essence I told him what
[ described above and how good a tackler I was. “I could stop anyone,” |
boasted.

The padre stood up. “Do you reckon you could stop me?”

[ should have had a rethink then and there. Why would the padre ask me
that? I checked him out. He was in his 30s, of stocky build and thinning
hair. He was staring at me. [ met his eyes and said, “Yeah, I could stop
you.”

I don’t have to tell you that he played representative football (Rugby
Union) for the Army and he was one of those pansy type backline posers
I derided earlier.

Me and my big mouth. Maybe this Army caper was making me a little bit
too cocky.

Come Saturday, with borrowed football boots, there 1 was playing
football for the Army. Rugby union is similar to rugby league except as
the player is tackled, he releases the ball and the forwards form a ruck
around him. The ball is contested by the sheer weight and grunt of the
scrum of forwards. It helps if you have a thick forehead and an oversized
neck. [ was quite skinny and I paid the price by being mauled, pushed and
battered. Those guys were crazy.

Tackling in rugby union is the same as in rugby league only it’s different.
The backs were pussy cats. As soon as it looked like you were about to
tackle them they would collapse. The forwards were a different kettle of
fish. They just kept coming at ya. They were hunched over, the ball lost
somewhere in their giant hands, their eyes were like slits and they had
no necks. [ worked out that if [ crouched down I'd just grab hold of them
as they rampaged by me. I'd hang on as if my life depended upon it and
that’s when I learnt another lesson in rugby union. You see in rugby
league a tackle around the ankles is equivalent to those posers scoring
tries. You held the ball carrier’s legs just a little bit longer so you could
bask in the applause from the crowd. Not so in rugby union. If you hung
on a bit too long in the tackle you suffered the wrath of the marauding
forwards I told you about as they formed a scrum over the top of you.
There was no escape. They didn’t care what was on the ground, including
you, as they pummelled your body with their boots searching for the ball.
Football boots have sprigs on the soles to help you grip the earth on
those wet and soggy days. There are seven sprigs on each boot as
evidenced by the marks on my back.

However I did survive the encounter. I don’t think I even touched the ball



during the whole game. [ was quite dirty and in addition to the Welcome-
to-Army-Rugby message on my back, my ears were bleeding at the top
on the inside edge where they were ground against my skull by those
crazy marauding feral forwards. By contrast, the posers in the backline
looked like they hadn’t even played, yet they had scored the tries and
there they were poncing around with their entourage and hangers on.
There is no justice in the world.

After a shower and a change into civvies, | ended up at the Sportsmen
Club, a clubhouse for the backline to tell their warries about how good
they were during the game. There weren’t many recruits there - you
could tell by the haircuts. They had short hair on the side of their heads
but it was quite long on the top by Army standards. For a moment I
thought they must have let some RAAF boys in. Most seemed to be
officers. You could tell by the smug supercilious smirk on their faces.

[ had a couple of beers and chatted to a few of the chasps - the older
officers were interesting but the younger ones were up themselves. |
didn’t belong in that group. Sport is a good leveller in the Army but I felt
out of place. I was glad I missed out on officer selection and I couldn’t
wait to get back to the boys at 22.

Back at 22 and some of the boys said they watched the game. There was
a bit of affirmation from the group.

"You played good, Cav.”

“Thanks, mate.”

“Yeah, you were always there.”

“Idon’t think I even touched the ball.”

“Doesn’t matter, mate, it's a team sport. You were there for all the rucks.”
“Yeah right, have you seen my ears and my back?”

So that was my one and only football game in the Army. I promised
myself that in future I would keep my big mouth shut and not be so
cocksure about myself.

Maybe that’s what the padre wanted to teach me. I remember his name.
He was Father Tink.



Chapter 11

Duties

It seemed the Army had a system for recruit training at Kapooka. The
daily routine of room inspections, lectures, PT and soldier training
included a rotation of drill, fieldcraft, and weapons but with duties
overlaid on top. So for a week the concentration was in one of these
areas. What you didn’t see in the ‘Join the Army’ brochures was duty
week.

That was where we'd get a behind-the-scenes look at how things
operate. Essentially it’s all about working hard and getting no sleep.
Kitchen duty is probably the worst. Those kitchens are huge. They need
to be. How would you like to be feeding a frenzied mob of recruits?

So 22 was behind the scenes in the bowels of the kitchen. We were split
into teams to carry out certain tasks.

“I'm gunna check out that Bromide stuff and see how they put it in the
food or the drink.”

“Don’t be silly, they are not going to leave the stuff lying around for us
blokes to see, and besides they probably put it in everything.”

“This Bromide thing is just a joke, they wouldn’t be allowed to adulterate
the food, it would be against the law. Otherwise they would be giving it to
prisoners in jail, wouldn’t they?”

I'll pause here and bring you up to the present for a moment. A mate of
mine, Big Al, was in Catering Corps and he is adamant that Bromide was
not used, that it was all a myth. He told me that they were well aware of
the rumours and they used to have a lot of fun with it. He said one day
they printed the word ‘Bromide’ on some boxes and then unloaded them
in front of the kitchen when some soldiers were nearby. We both had a
hearty laugh. What a bastard act that was. I still chuckle to myself just
thinking about it.

But backto 22 in 1969 ...

[ got the job of peeling onions. There were two big tubs full. The mess
supervisor was telling us how to do stuff. “Fill the tubs with water and
peel the onions under water. That way your eyes won’t water.”

Hey, he was right. My eyes hardly watered at all. Wait until I tell my



mother about that. What the corporal didn’t tell me was that my hands
would stink of onions for the next three days!

[ also learned that the best way to clean hot plates is by using vinegar.
The Army must go through gallons of the stuff.

The rest of the boys were cutting up vegetables, washing dishes and
mopping floors. I dunno what time it was when we finished but it was
late and we had to prepare our gear for guard duty the next day.

Guard duty? Luckily we never got attacked. It seemed an exercise in
futility, something that the Army has honed down to a fine art. The most
important thing was our uniform, it had to be immaculate. Spit polished
boots, freshly starched greens and gleaming shiny brass.

We lined up for inspection. The duty officer, a second lieutenant, was
neatly turned out. He marched along the line and halted in turn in front of
each soldier. When he halted in front of me, he swivelled his head and
eyes to the left. You could hear his eyeballs click in their sockets. His eyes
were inches away from mine. [ knew to stare through him and focus into
the distance. He had nasal hairs protruding from his nostrils. He was
lucky I was not inspecting him. He stared at my boots. Surely he could
see his protruding nasal hairs in my ultra-shiny spit polished boots. His
eyes rose up along my trousers and lingered at the brass on my belt. He
then checked out how well I ironed my shirt as well as checking that the
alignment was OK. He checked out my sleeves and then he started to lean
forward. I thought he was trying to see the bloke behind me, but he was
checking out my hat badge to see that it too was nice and shiny. He
paused and straightened up. His head and eyes clicked to the front. He
took a couple of paces, halted and checked out the bloke beside me in the
same manner.

At the end of the inspection he marched to the front and turned to face
us. “You blokes are a bag of shit.” And with that the inspection was over.

Later that night we got to sleep in our nicely starched number one
greens. We weren'’t even allowed to take off our spit polished boots just
in case Kapooka was attacked and they had to call out the guard, you see.

But we had duties to perform before we could go to bed.

Most duties involved being a member of a squad which was rostered on
a couple of times during the night. I was on the main gate which didn’t
involve any walking. Some guys got to patrol the accommodation area
and they practiced their lines a few times before they set out. “Get dem
fuckin’ lights out!” After a couple of efforts to get the guttural tone just



right they finally stopped yelling. They were issued with axe handles, one
each as they were required to patrol in pairs. | dunno who briefed them
but I wondered in what circumstances they would use them.

Another squad did the rounds of the transport compounds and a few
other places. They didn't know about the extremely large ferocious
German Shepherd in one of the compounds. The dog would wait at the
end of a building, just where the wire fence joined the wall. Sure enough,
as a sleepy digger walked along the building (there was a set route they
had to follow), the dog lay in ambush. As the digger passed the end of the
building, the dog opened up with a barrage of barking and gnashing
teeth, which frightened the living daylights out of the soldier. The dog
was behind the fence, mind you, but the digger leapt about 10 feet into
the air; and it took a few minutes for the heart rate to settle down. No
one warned him about the dog. At the end of his stint, he didn’t warn the
next guy either.

Back at the main gate, it was a bludge. They gave us a clipboard and we
had to write down the number plates of all cars that entered or left the
base. Ezy. The only instruction I recall was “Make sure you salute the
officers.”

On my first stint, a car approached the main gate to leave the base. |
stood there in my best gatekeeper stance, resplendent in my number one
greens with pen and clipboard in hand. The car slowed as it approached
me. [ wrote down the rego. The car stopped, the driver gave his name and
I wrote that down too, even though there was no column for it. The
driver gave me the Kapooka stare. | haven’t mentioned it before but it is
a bit like your mother’s stare when you know you are in big trouble, but
this was ten times worse.

“Your fucking name tag is crooked, Cavanough. Fucking fix it!”
“Yesssir!”

He was not in uniform so I didn’t know if he was an officer or an NCO, but
[ quickly stood to attention and gave him a boxer (a salute) then choked
on his dust as he drove away.

A couple more cars went through without any hassles. I had this shit
down pat.

My second stint was in the middle of the night. It was bloody freezing and
I had to sit in this little box thingy. I grabbed a blanket and had it
wrapped around me. Maybe those blokes patrolling around didn’t have it
so bad after all. At least they would be warmer than I was.



A car approached. I quickly threw off the blanket and went into
gatekeeper mode: gatekeeper stance, gatekeeper clip board, gatekeeper
pen and gatekeeper scowl. I noted the rego details and as the driver
eyeballed me with my straightened name tag, I could see that the car was
full of blokes and they were pissed.

“Did you see my mate in the back?” said the driver.

I moved forward and peered into the rear seat. There were three blokes
in there and one had his dick in his hand. It was huge! After what seemed
an eternity, I closed my mouth, nodded and stood back. I didn’t salute
them but I think they were officers. NCOs are not that crazy. And besides
they all have small dicks .. so I'm told. They drove away laughing
hysterically.

About 10 minutes later another car approached. The driver said, “There’s
a mate in the back.”

[ wasn’t going to get caught again so I just nodded.
“That’s not fucking good enough, lad!”

It was then I realised he said he had a Major in the back. I jumped to
attention and threw another boxer.

”n
!

“Sorry, Sir
Will this shit never end?

At sunrise the ace guard team regrouped in their number one greens that

were now creased and wrinkled. Our spit polished boots were faded and

scuffed. We really did look like a bag of shit as we marched back to our

gnes, showered and changed into clean work clothes to begin another
ay.

[ was well and truly rooted, it was 7.00am and I didn’t even know what
day it was.



Chapter 12

The downhill run

We got a haircut so I guess we were finally getting close to the end of the
10 week recruit course at Kapooka. Some grew their sideburns down to,
and in line with, the bottom of their ears as per the limit imposed by
Army regulations, [ had nothing but bum fluff.

The NCOs had noticeably backed off on the yelling, maybe they had
finally brainwashed us. We didn‘t have to call the time any more. No
more WAH, TWO FREE, WAH, but some of the newer platoons with guys
in short hair could be heard singing it out across the rolling hills of the
base. Poor bastards.

We had weekend leave and then we got into the business end of the
course, the final tests that we must pass to graduate on our march out
parade, the culmination of our course.

The weekend leave was a bit of a blur. I got home on the Friday night,
hopped into my chick magnet vehicle, a Ford Zephyr ute that fired up
instantly because it was a Ford. I drove to the Albion Hotel in downtown
Cootamundra where my mother was working as the waitress in the
dining room. I had told her I'd be home early Saturday morning even
though I knew I was coming home on Friday. [ wanted to surprise her.
There 1 was in the main street of Cootamundra in full battledress
uniform with spit polished shoes and Army beret. | parked opposite the
pub and strode confidently across the road and inside. I was ten feet tall
and bulletproof. I felt a million bucks in uniform, a rare sight in
Cootamundra. I'll never forget the look on my mother’s face as I burst
into the dining room. Her eyes lit up and I could tell she was very proud
of me, her number four son, standing there in my immaculate uniform.
She introduced me to her work colleagues and all the civvie losers were
staring at me. And why not? [ was a soldier. Take that, you peasants.

All too soon [ was back at Kapooka. How many times had we done the
confidence course? A number of obstacles to negotiate, sometimes as a
team, sometimes individually; and true to form we were running uphill
all the time. Clambering over a 15 foot wall? Ezy. Crawling under barbed
wire obstacles in the mud? No problem. The bayonet assault course? Yell
until your voice disappeared. There was nothing that 22 platoon couldn’t
do. I think we were the best the Army had ever seen. No risk.

The 20 click forced match was coming up, followed by a night in the field



on rations, and a few of us were nervous, especially me. I'd never walked
that far, let alone doing it carrying a weapon and pack and stuff that the
Army makes you carry with you. Why couldn't we be like those African
hunters who have porters to carry all their gear? I'd seen the movies.

The 20 clicker was ezy. Well, it wasn'’t, but our platoon sergeant, a very
caring guy in his forties whom we would have followed anywhere, knew
what he was doing. We had to do the march within a certain timeframe
and we came in with ten minutes to spare. I learned that at the rest stops
it was easier to stay standing with all the gear on as the effort required to
stand up and get moving again after a rest made us look like old guys in
their sixties.

That night we got to camp out in the bush using issued field gear. It was
really something. There was a horse blanket that wouldn't keep you
warm on a mild night let alone a freezing night in the depths of winter,
but the 24 hour ration pack was terrific: lollies, cereal, meat, fruit and
toilet paper. (Or was it notepaper to write home with?) We didn’t have a
tent but rather a piece of plastic type material that we clipped together
to put a roof over our heads. Think of a tent with no sides and you get the
idea. We camped in pairs.

[ slept on a mattress cover with blowup inserts that went down during
the night. To add to my discomfort the NCOs decided to do a raid on us
by shooting blanks, setting off flares and yelling a lot. I was scared
shitless. Is this what war is like?

Next morning [ awoke to a nightmare, so to speak. My body ached from
the 20 kilometre forced march in full battle gear. My feet were sore and
my legs and back ached every time I moved. I froze all night. I think I
needed about another three horse blankets to keep warm. The blowup
inserts were a waste of time as two out of the three deflated which
meant | slept crooked on my back. We are going to look like a bag of shit
for graduation rehearsals in the arvo.

The graduation parade was pretty simple. March on the parade ground,
listen to some speeches, march around the parade ground twice, the first
time in slow march and the second time in quick time; then a march in
review order (I think that’s right, it was a long time ago).

We had a couple of practice runs and sorted out any problems that
developed. All us diggers had to do was to carry out the commands given
to us. By then we knew the parade format as good as the parade
commander, whoever he was. Then came the final practice. As we
marched past the dais in the advance at slow time, our platoon
commander gave the ‘eyes right’ and as we turned our heads, you could



hear our eyes click in their sockets. Up on the dais was some big ugly
bloke with a microphone and a deep voice. “Looking good, 22,” he said in
a low modulated tone as we marched past. Suddenly a voice thundered
across the parade ground startling the cockatoos up in some nearby gum
trees, “Get dem fucking mouths closed, 22!”

Back at lines the platoon sergeant had our corps posting. That's when we
learnt our trade in the Army. If you wanted to be a cook, you went to
Catering corps. If you wanted to be a tanky, you went to Armour. That
kind of thing. The postings were based on our preferences, that is,
whatever you said you wanted to do, the Army sent you to where the
numbers were required. I volunteered for Infantry - they needed the
numbers to feed soldiers to the battalions in Vietnam.

We stood there as the sergeant read out our names and corps. He came
to my name, “Cavanough, Infantry.” He paused and looked up at me, “Is
that OK, Cavanough?”

[ hesitated. Was this a surprise to the sergeant? Did he not think [ would
make an effective Infantry soldier? Did he think I would be better suited
to another corps perhaps?

“Yes, sergeant,” was my reply.

[ got to put the Infantry ‘crossed rifles’ badge on my beret. Darcy got
Armoured corps and Ian, the professor, got Service corps (he was going
to be a driver). Up at the boozer, Darcy and [ stowed our berets in the top
pocket of our smocks so the badges were clearly visible. We felt we had
graduated already. We had survived Kapooka, we were super fit and a bit
overconfident as we sat there grinning like Cheshire cats. Over in the
corner I noticed a couple of nervous looking blokes with sad faces and
very short hair drinking Coke and coughing continuously.

A few weeks was a long time at Kapooka.



Chapter 13

Graduation and starting all over again

It was graduation parade day. My parents, my Vietnam veteran brother
and his girlfriend came to share the day. There were seven platoons
graduating so the viewing area was packed.

What a buzz. I loved all the pomp and ceremony and as the Kapooka Band
played we literally floated across the parade ground. The parade went off
without a hitch. We practised so much we could have done it in our sleep.
Afterwards | met my family over a BBQ. Darcy also popped over to say

g'day.

[ thought it was the proudest day of my life and like all the others I was
10 feet tall and bulletproof! It is simply amazing the changes in young
men that 10 weeks in the Army can achieve. An outsider who has not
experienced this first hand may have a differing view. There are those
that say it is nothing but bullying and brainwashing. That may be so, but
how do you turn a person from an individual who is only concerned
about himself, into a person who understands the bonding and power
that one can achieve as part of a group? A power so strong that
individuals are prepared to put themselves at risk in order for the group
to achieve its task.

The recruit course challenged me in ways that [ never thought possible.
couldn't wait to tell my mates about some of the things I did. I have to
thank the NCOs for that. Their encouragement, if we can call it that,
enabled the inner man in me to keep going even when [ thought I couldn’t
go on; and then to keep going .. and going some more. But more
importantly, even though [ was buggered, they instilled into me a sense
to look around the group, disregard my own problems and help others
who were not doing so well. It was all about getting the group to finish
the task, not as individuals but as 22 platoon. For that, [ am indebted to
them, even if [ can’t remember their names.

That night it snowed in Wagga Wagga, a very rare event indeed as we
boarded a train. There were about 15 of us from the graduating platoons
and only Warren, one of the boys from Temora, and I were from 22
platoon. We were heading north under the control of a second lieutenant.
“Just call me Skip.”

Was I dreamin’ oris he normal?



We travelled overnight to Brisbane in a normal rail carriage with
civilians. We were in battledress uniform. A couple of old blokes came up
to us and for most of the night we were singing those old songs that
people of my generation, raised on listening to the wireless, know very
well. Nobody complained.

Normally recruits were sent to Ingleburn, another hellhole, for their
Infantry training but we were heading to Townsville to do our corps

training at 2 RAR (2" Battalion The Royal Australian Regiment).

We stopped at Brisbane and had a few hours to spare before boarding a
Queensland train with its narrow gauge to complete the journey to
'_I‘ownville. We were about one third of the way on our 2,000 kilometre
journey.

We went to a barber with Skip and we all had a shave, except me. [ only
had bum fluff. We strolled around Brisbane. Someone mentioned
something about ‘The Valley’ but I am unsure if we went there. Is that
where the Chinese restaurants are located? Then it was onto the train
and more window watching as the Queensland countryside flew by my
window. I noticed when we were in the buffet car that the train was
riding quite smoothly despite the narrow gauge; then I looked out the
window and saw that we were doing about 20 kilometres an hour. They
must slow down while meals are on, ey? (Notice, I'd already started to
talk like a native?)

After completing 2,000 kilometres by train, all [ wanted was a shower
and a lie down. Do you think the Army would allow that? We were
trucked into Lavarack Barracks just out of Townsville. It was sited at the
base of a rather large hill that dominated the landscape. What an
impressive Army base! It was brand spanking new and set out as only an
Army base can be by having all the buildings in regimental order. We
were waiting to see the Movement's Officer in 30 degree heat, still in our
winter Army dress.

“Next!”

I marched smartly into the office.
“Number?”

“2793237.

“Name?”

”

“lan.



“Hello Ian, my name is Dwayne, welcome to Lavarack Barracks.”
Gee, I could get to like this place.

“What is your fucking surname, dickhead?”

“Oh, sorry, Cavanough, C-a-v-a........ n-o-u-g-h.”

“A-g-h?”

“O-u-g-h.”

He went on to ask me my next of kin and the address where [ would be
spending Christmas.

“How do you want to travel to Cootamundra?”

“Well, 'm not going by train, that’s for sure. I just spent more than two
days travelling by train and I'm standing here still flexing my knees
because I can feel the floor moving as if [ was still on that blasted train.”

“Righto, we can fly you to Sydney and you pay the difference between the
rail fare and the air fare. You'll catch a train from Sydney to Coota ... what
was that place again?”

“Cootamundra. It’s where Sir Donald Bradman was born.”

“Never heard of it ... fucking Nashos ... next!”



Chapter 14

We Settle In To Infantry Stuff

They called us the Cadre Company, 100 Nashos to be skilled in the fine
art of infantry soldiering. The stakes were high of course. 2 RAR was to
deploy to South Vietnam in seven months and we were needed to round
out the Battalion.

The role of the Infantry is clear and unambiguous:

To seek out and close with the enemy, to kill or capture him, to seize and
hold ground and to repel attack, by day or night regardless of season,
weather or terrain.

Gee, would we be really moving around the bush in the dark? I was
getting a bit apprehensive. As a kid I was scared of the dark and our
home in Cootamundra had an outside toilet. My parents bought me a
lantern to help quell my fears. On reflection what I really needed was an
AK-47, but [ was getting ahead of myself.

Our accommodation was excellent, if you don’t regard air conditioning
as mandatory. Each building housed a platoon of 30 men. It was two
storeys with rooms upstairs completely surrounded by a covered
balcony. Each room had a central divider that didn’t go quite to the roof.
Each man had a bed, a desk and chair and a locker; the same as at
Kapooka. There were a couple of innovations. The outside wall was a
mixture of slatted windows and aluminium slats; the whole wall could be
opened up to let the breeze in. Insect screens kept out 90% of the insect
life which we would soon know all about. To assist airflow the wall
dividing us from the guys on the other side of the building did not go
fully to the roof either. In addition there were ceiling fans. The ablutions
were sited at each end of the building.

Downstairs were laundry facilities at each end leaving a large
uncluttered space in the centre, for training purposes, [ guess.

Our staff were all highly experienced NCOs who were veterans of Korea
and/or Vietnam except for the platoon commander, a second lieutenant
who looked like he was about 15 years of age. The NCOs were tough and
imposed on us the rigours of infantry training with a dash of humour.
The platoon sergeant was standard Army fare, wider than he was tall
with a loud guttural voice. When he yelled he opened his mouth so wide
you could see his uvula rattling, sometimes back and forth, sometimes



left to right. He didn’t get close enough to affect my eyebrows though. His
problem was he was a mortar man and there he was teaching us Nashos
all he knew. It would be a short course.

A normal day started at o’early hundred with a PT session. That involved
going for a jog up the road past the other accommodation buildings. We
jogged in columns of three and were supposed to be in step. Sometimes
those blokes from Canberra got an exception. The NCO called the
time: EFT ITE EFT ITE EFT ITE EFT, just like at Kapooka. They are taught
that at NCO school. We didn’t have to call the time, so no WAH, TWO
FREE, WAH, but we did have to do some yelling. That was to strengthen
our vocal cords for the bayonet assaults against the Viet Cong.

The NCO said, “This is A Company.”

“Good morning, A Company!” we yelled at the top of our voices, all 30 of
us.

“Shut the fuck up, Fuck off, Fuckin Nashos,” were some of the responses.
“This is B Company.”

“Good morning, B Company!”

And so on down the road. The responses were the same.

The rest of the day and night would be filled with weapons training,
fieldcraft and lectures. They were long days but at least we got the
weekends off. [ think the NCOs needed the break.

They were quick to spot an undone button. “You, digger. Button undone.
Gimme 20”.

The digger would assume the position and do 20 pushups. Sometimes
the NCO would count them, pausing the digger at the ‘down’ command
where he was holding his body just inches off the deck without being
able to rest his body against it. Sometimes they would get you to clap. As
you rose up, you clapped your hands while your body was suspended in
mid-air, then onto the next pushup and clap, and so on.

Warren from Temora was in a bit of strife. I think they started to pick on
him a bit. They gave him a nickname - ‘Jungles.’

“Why ‘Jungles’, Corporal?”

“Because you are ‘dark and dense’. Now get down and give me 20.”



Warren from Temora was henceforth to be known as ‘Jungles.’

The wide-bodied, ginger-haired, he-of-mortars sergeant sprung him one
day. “Jungles, 20.”

“Why, sarge?” queried Jungles, patting himself down, checking for
undone buttons.

“Button undone 20, back chat 40,” grunted the uvula in full swinging
mode.

Now Jungles was a fit and muscley bloke so he quickly reeled off 60
pushups. A few of us were watching the spectacle.

“Another 20, this time on fingertips,” ordered the uvula.

Jungles struggled a little bit. As he slowly got to 16, sarge hollered, “Now
clap.”

Jungles dropped to the ground, rolled over onto his back and clapped.
“You'll do me, Jungles,” said the sergeant helping him up.
They left Jungles alone after that.

No, wait a minute. They got him again. We needed to be able to strip and
assemble weapons with our eyes shut. You can only strip and assemble
those things a few times before getting bored shitless, so the NCOs
would come up with ingenious ways to keep you working.

Competition is the best developer of skills, so they would lay out tracks
of weapons, the SLR, M16 and M60. If you don’t know what those are
don’t worry, they are designed to frighten the enemy. They can only kill
the enemy if you actually hit them. So imagine a line of various
assembled and disassembled weapons. We’d break into teams and race
to see who could get to the end first. This is fun stuff when you see guys
breaking under the pressure of losing to their mates. It’s also great fun
egging them on with words such as ... well, you should know them by
now.

“OK, who reckons they can strip and assemble the M60 blindfolded? ...
You, Jungles!”

Jungles moved forward. He was blindfolded and set before the M6O.
Stripping went quite well and he laid the parts out in the set sequence we
were taught. With the weapon fully stripped, Jungles stepped up and with
outstretched arms, he received our applause.



“Good work, Jungles, now put it back together.”

This is a little harder as you have to find the parts, pick them up and
arrange them into some sort of weapon entirely by feel. Jungles was
doing well at first, because of our encouragement of course.

The NCO stood up, put his finger to his mouth to signal us to be quiet. He
moved away, picked up another M60 and quietly removed a small part,
then returned to give Jungles more encouragement. “Come on Jungles,
you should have the weapon together by now. Just imagine the enemy
are coming over the hill and you have to assemble the weapon in the
dark. Get a move on.”

“Who'’s the silly bastard that stripped it in the dark when the enemy were
coming over the hill in the first place?” some digger asked.

That digger received a steely eyed stare from the NCO.

Jungles only had a couple of bits to go when the NCO stepped forward
and placed the part from the other M60 on the ground. It wasn’t long
before Jungles’ hand brushed across it. He picked it up and examined it
with his fingers. “Shit!” he exclaimed, “I've fucked it up.”

We tried to contain our laughter, but Jungles twigged that something was
up and took off his blindfold. We all had a hearty laugh.

This Army stuff was not too bad. | wondered if the Viet Cong had a sense
of humour?



Chapter 15
Day/Night Navex

[ mentioned before how powerful it can be to navigate in close country
particularly at night. What I didn’t tell you is that the power usually
eluded me, and soon you will understand why. After plenty of lead up
training on navigation theory, they took us out into the bush for a navex
(navigation exercise) by day, and by night. Eek!

The 15 year old platoon commander showed up in his immaculate new
greens. He was of slight build and he wore a cravat. It was actually a
sweat rag that most blokes draped around their necks to soak up the
sweat and to stop small leaves, twigs and other debris from falling down
the back of our necks when negotiating thick country, but he crossed his
in front of his neck and tucked it into his shirt. Maybe he thought he was
Audie Murphy. Come to think of it he looked a little bit like him, only
younger.

“OK, men, today we put our navigation theory into practice. You will be
dropped off at 500 metres intervals with a list of checkpoints you must
find. If you get lost, move south to the road and wait, someone will come
along to pick you up. The navex will finish at 1600 hours, if you are not at
a checkpoint at about this time, move south to the road and wait. Are
there any questions?”

Are there any fucking questions?

We were in teams of three. We had water and a ration pack but no radio
or panic alarm to summon a chopper if things went belly up. This was life
or death stuff but we could handle it. They gave us some maps and a
compass; and dropped us off in the middle of nowhere. Stretch, a tall guy
from Tasmania should have gone to officer training because he tried to
take control of our group by suggesting that someone should climb a tree
to see if we could see anything. We agreed, and he was outnumbered.
Soon Stretch was clambering up a tree trying to catch any clues as to
where we were. All he could see was trees. We all agreed that the map
was fucked or the bastards had dropped us off somewhere that wasn’t on
that map. So we moved off the road into the scrub, sat down, had a brew
and a bite to eat.

An hour or so later we decided to move north because it was too early to
go south. It was a beautiful day and there were plenty of kangaroos
around. Soon we spotted another group of soldiers about 100 metres



away. We could see they had their maps out and were following their
compass bearing. Were they from our course? Then we spotted the
checkpoint so over we went, looking really confident. The sergeant asked
to see our checkpoint list. He studied it for a minute and said, “Did you
boys have any trouble finding us?”

“No not really, sarge. Stretch here is officer material, we gave him his
head.”

“This checkpoint isn’t one of yours,” the sergeant informed us. “You boys
have come too far north. This is where you are,” as he pointed to a spot
on our map.

We chatted for a few more minutes and set off.

Bewdy, we were on the map, and more importantly we knew exactly
where we were. How good’s that? We may have this navex thing licked.
We headed south for a couple of hundred metres and stopped for a brew,
some food and a snooze.

This navex is tough shit.

We made a group decision: we'd better show up at one of our
checkpoints or they’d think we were a bunch of idiots. Wait a minute,
they probably think that already. Anyway, the last thing we wanted was
for them to worry about us and initiate a search party only to find us
taking it easy, so we studied the map. We measured two hundred metres
south from the other platoon’s checkpoint, checked the co-ordinates of
our closest checkpoint and we quickly realised that it was only 400
metres away on a small knoll. We calculated the grid bearing, did the
adjustment for grid to magnetic variation, set our compass and off we
strode.

Soon we were at one of our checkpoints. We can’t show the NCOs we are
enjoying this so we stagger in as if we are buggered and really pissed off.

“Aha, who said team number seven was lost? Hello boys, been having a
tough day, have we?”

“We would have been here sooner but Stretch was too scared to come
down outa the tree. He's scared of heights.”

“OK, Boys, well done. Have you worked out your nav data sheet for the
next checkpoint?”

“Yes, corporal.”



We strode off quickly before he asked to see it. I dunno in which
direction we went, the compass was still set at the old bearing and we
pretended it was telling us the way to go. At 300 metres we stopped for
another brew and snooze. We were getting low on coffee.

At just after 1500 hours we moved south to the road. A couple of the
other teams were on the side of the road. In all we probably walked only
a couple of kilometres, and by the look of the others they hadn’t walked
much further.

“You blokes got any coffee?”
“No mate, we're all out.”

Soon a truck came by and took us to our night location. They had a fire
and we were given a hot meal. We laughed and joked as we were in high
spirits. The NCOs thought we were idiots.

“Youse blokes can’t even find a couple of checkpoints in fairly open
scrub. What will you do when we get to the really thick stuff?”

“That’s easy, corporal, we'll follow you.”
More laughter.

Soon the boss showed up. Maybe I was a little off about his age, 17 was
probably closer to the mark.

“OK, men,” he said with his best Audie Murphy stance, hands on hips, “I
see some of you had a few problems finding the checkpoints today. I
guess navigation is not as easy as you blokes thought, ey?”

He's a bloody Queenslander!

“Tonight will be harder. You will combine three teams into one group,
each of nine men. You will be allowed to carry a torch for safety but use it
wisely; I don’t want to see any Batman signals going up into the night

sky, ey?”
He's definitely from Queensland.

We chuckled to give him some confidence.

He went on, “You will be taking a route either west or east of this main
road, if you get lost all you have to do is go east or west back to the road
and wait. Are there any questions?”



Are there any fucking questions?

Soon we were into it, literally. It was so bloody dark I couldn't see my
face in front of my hand. To save us from getting lost we tied ourselves
together. We were expecting the fairly light terrain we had during the
day, but in the dark, it was hilly and we faced a veritable wall of
vegetation. Imagine a chain gang of soldiers tied together trying in vain
to navigate through impenetrable jungle. We bashed our way along on
some bearing according to the compass that someone up front
possessed. Bearing? My guess is it was set to ‘find thick jungle’. We were
falling over and laughing while trying to be quiet. It was impossible. After
about an hour we had covered 100 metres. The laughter was gone and
we were sweating profusely. Someone shone the torch around. Nothing
but thick shit everywhere, it was less scary with the torch off.

Smithy let out a scream. Have I told you about Smithy? He was from the
Central Coast of NSW. He drove to Townsville in his lowered white HD
Holden wearing out both back tyres in the process. In the lowered car
with a couple of blokes and their Army gear on board, the tyres were
rubbing on the inner guards every time the HD bottomed out on those
undulating Queensland roads. He was a larrikin.

“Shit, Smithy’s been bitten by something.”
The torch went on, “It’s a bloody stinging tree, ey.”
Another bloody Queenslander.

“When you brush up against the leaves they leave tiny thingies on your
skin that can be really painful, ey?”

“I've heard that there’s a flower at the base of the tree. You squeeze the
flower and rub the juice onto the sting to ease the pain.”

“I'betyou're from Canberra.”

We went east or west to the road, and then back to the big fire at the
night location. Another team was already there. They had completed
their task. We didn’t believe them. The medic put some stuff on Smithy’s
arm. We stood around with our hands in our pockets, told a few lies
about how good we were in civvie street; and then we went to bed.

Day/night navex completed. Box ticked.



Chapter 16

Nearing the sharp end of corps training

Someone said that soldiers expend more ammunition in training than
they do in actual combat with the enemy.

Someone said that if you take the rounds expended during the Vietnam
War and compare it to the number of enemy killed, it takes on average
80,000 rounds to kill one Viet Cong.

[ bet you never knew that.

There is one person responsible for snippets of information like this. His
name is Sum Wun.

We were entering the tactical phase of our Infantry Corps training that
week and Sum Wun said we were going to have our rings hanging out
(that means it would be tough).

Tough? That was us. We regularly hit the confidence course, jogged over
to the rifle range and scared the bejesus out of the targets, jogged back to
our lines, had a shower and completed a day’s work of lectures and other
stuff. We were supermen, the tactical phase would not be a problem.

Do you think we were a tad overconfident?
Anyway we had the weekend off so we had better make the most of it.

In a rush of blood I befriended a guy from Canberra. His name was
O’Connor and he had his car with him in Townsville. It was a Renault
station wagon thingy with a 1600cc motor, the seats were nice and
comfy. [ was really impressed by this car but I didn’t tell him that. 'm a
Ford guy. I don’t think I told him about my old Ford Zephyr ute which I
gave to my brother prior to my coming to Townsville.

We had met a couple of chicks the previous weekend and had a date with
them that weekend. OK, so O’Conner charmed this sheila and I was the
friend that hooks up with her friend. Still she seemed nice. She was of
slight build with long wavy dark hair. She was about my age and she
talked a lot. O’Conner’s girl was blond with big tits. [ forget their names.

We pulled up at the dark haired girl’s place. [ strode up to the front porch
very confident with a skip in my step, just like you see in the movies. |
rang the doorbell and after a minute or so a woman opened the door part



of the way. She stood so that half her body was still behind the door. She
told me that her daughter was not feeling well and that she wouldn’t be
able to go out with me.

I dunno what happened after that, I think O’Conner dropped me off at
Louth’s Hotel where most of the other blokes were and I probably told
them I got a root. It wasn’t a bad pub, Louth’s. It was quite modern and it
was located in the main street of Townville. They had a downstairs bar
where they played music. It was called Louth’s Downstairs Lounge and
they had a dress code to keep the riff raff out. You couldn’t get in without
a tie but you could hire one for $1.

We went to some pubs in town and we avoided others. The reason we
avoided them is because some Army units treated them as their own and
it was quite easy to get into a punch up; you know what Army boys are
like. Just ask Jungles. He had a punch up with some Artillery boys and he
managed to mangle a few faces before his own succumbed to a bit of
punishment. His left eye was quite swollen for a couple of days. As luck
would have it, this occurred when the Army introduced those new-
fangled ID cards. They were small plastic cards and they included a
colour ID photo. Jungles’ ID card featured him wearing a black and
swollen left eye. Seems fitting really, Jungles’ nickname, I mean.

We ate a lot at the Hong Kong Chinese Restaurant - it was licenced so you
could get a beer with your meal. The girls wore a long golden top that
was close fitting, with black pants underneath, but I'm sure we ate there
because they served good food. Burke, from Adelaide, always had the
same meal. He was well looked after. The beer waitress would drop off a
VB stubby as he was in the process of sitting at the table. A minute later
his meal, sweet and sour braised king prawns with fried rice, was placed
on the table in front of him together with a bottle of soy sauce. How's
that for service?

Monday was looming and I wasn’t worried, I was ready for whatever
Audie and the ginger-headed mortar man had in store for us. At least our
new boots were broken in. We were issued those new beaut GP boots,
the kind that lace up your leg a bit. They also had a metal plate under the
sole as protection against punji stakes or really big bindi-eyes. To break
the boots in, you fill them with water to get the leather nice and wet and
then wear them around until they are dry. The boots then fit your foot
like a glove, so to speak. Rick from somewhere in NSW broke in his boots
this way one weekend. A bloody RP (Regimental Police) spotted him
wearing GPs with civvies around the barracks and tried to have him
charged. The crime? Mixing civilian and Army dress. It must have been a
slow day for the RP. Rick had moved around NSW a lot because his old



man was a senior copper.

It was Monday and we were set to go. We had the latest gear. I've already
mentioned the boots, but I didn’t tell you about our packs. They were
WWII Pattern 38 packs. If you dunno what they are then think of an olive
coloured canvas bag with a flap on the top and two canvas straps with
metal ends that fit through a metal catch to tie it down and stop it from
exploding its contents all over the forest floor. It has two fatter straps
that go over your shoulders. It was big enough to hold about two reams
of paper. In it we carried enough stuff to survive on for a week and in the
process lose about a stone in weight. The ration packs we were issued
were cannibalized and most of the stuff was thrown out. We carried ‘jack
rations’: usually a jar of vegemite to put on the dog biscuits; and a couple
of packets of Maggi soup satchels. We also managed to squeeze in a
spare uniform and a spare pair of socks. There was no need to put in a
spare pair of jocks as we didn’t wear any. I also stowed some shaving
gear somewhere, | could usually clear the bum fluff away with just the
razor and no foam or water. A toothbrush and toothpaste rounded me
out.

In our webbing, made of the same canvas material that was a bastard
when it got wet and started to dry out, we carried all the fighting gear,
you know ammo and stuff as well as water in canteen bottles. Water was
at a premium so we had to adhere to water discipline. In effect, we were
nearly dying of thirst in the bush - that’s what Army training is all about,
how to cheat death.

The convoy set off with us guys jammed in the back like sardines. I love
those rides in the back of Army trucks. They tie the flaps down to keep
the dust out and to keep the cigarette smoke in. To get to Army training
areas they follow winding roads at breakneck speed. After a couple of
hours the truck stops and the flaps open. “OK, youse cunts, get outa the
fuckin’ truck.”

I was covered in dust, I reeked of cigarette smoke, I felt nauseous from
the ride of death, I had no idea where we were or what time it was or
what was happening except we had to get off the fucking truck. Did they
think we liked being on those monsters?

Ginger mortar man was in his element. Looking refreshed after his ride
in the front of the truck where he was able to snooze in a dust and smoke
free zone, he started cranking up the volume, “Why are you cunts
standing around like stale bottles of piss? One grenade and you are all
finished. Fan out and get down on ya guts! You, dickhead. Is that a rifle
you are holding? Get a hold of it man and take up a firing position!”



[ should have chundered on him then and there, that'd shut him up. [ had
a throbbing headache to add to my list of ailments. | wondered what my
face looked like? Probably really, really pale, except no one could tell
because of all the cam cream on my face.

We all dived on the ground, no sooner had we done that when Audie calls
out for our platoon to go to him. (Hang on a minute, were we tactical or
not?) We got back up, grunting under the load of our gear that shifts
every time we got up or down.

“Hurry up, hurry up. Geez, you blokes had better get a sense of urgency
about yourselves. We have a lot of work to do.”

We gathered round the platoon commander but we kept our distance.
Because of the grenade throwing bad guys, we stayed spread out, some
of us went to ground again.

“Fuck me, youse blokes are idiots. Get up and get over here, NOW, for
fuck sake!”

We were 5 minutes into a 5 day tactical exercise and all I wanted to do is
shoot the platoon commander and the platoon sergeant.



Chapter 17
In the bush

“Righto men, all here?” said the platoon commander, “Follow me.”

We exchanged glances, shrugged our shoulders and rolled our eyes and
followed him. [ knew where we were going, up towards that hill in the
distance. It was easy going at first along a disused fire trail and as the
incline increased so did ours. We hunched over so that our chins were
closer to the ground then before, a bit like a motor cycle rider tilting
against similar but different forces of nature. Although we thought our
packs were heavy [ hadn’t experienced ‘heavy’ yet.

We'd stop every now and then and just stand there for a while, then we’d
take off again. [ was simply following the guy in front. [ had no idea how
long the trek was going to last, it just seemed to go on and on. Then as we
gained height we stopped again, this time for what seemed to be quite a
long while. I decided to sit down and take the weight off my back. In front
of me, to the left of our direction of travel, I could see down the hill along
a little valley; it looked quite nice and peaceful. Off to my right I could see
a couple of guys up ahead, they too were sitting just like me. It was hot
and the ground was dry, sending heat thermals up towards my face. I
took my hat off and mopped my brow. I noticed cam cream on my sweat
rag so | wondered how much was still on my face. I heard the platoon
commander's voice as he spoke to the bloke next to me.

Then he was at my feet. “And the same goes for you too, Private
Cavanough!”

“What's that, sir?” [ asked.

[ must have seemed surly. The platoon commander responded with a
threatening gesture. He was standing in front of me, slightly bent over,
his feet were apart and he was gesturing at me with his finger. His face
was contorted.

“You are a big target if anyone was down there,” he said as he pointed
down the little valley. “Get down on your guts and take up a firing
position.”

I rolled upwards, stepped forward to the edge of a small cliff and adopted
the prone position, my rifle pointing down the valley.

“Get back from the fucking edge, you idiot!” he shouted.



“Sir, if I move back from the edge I won'’t be able to see down the valley, I
won't be able to see anything.”

“Just once, just once more, Private Cavanough ..” His voice trailed off as
he stepped away and took his contorted face with him to berate the next
soldier down the line.

Where were the corporals, I thought, the guys with combat experience?
This was turning out to be a circus.

We had form, the platoon commander and me. Maybe he was still upset
with me over a rifle range incident. We were doing a shoot where we had
a few magazines filled with a certain number of rounds. The idea was for
us to listen for the fire control orders and fire the required rounds into
the targets. Sometimes the target went up and down a few times,
sometimes they were exposed for a set time. The idea behind this was to
ensure that we had a stoppage during one of the set exposures, that is
the weapon would not fire because the magazine was empty, forcing us
to carry out an immediate action drill where we replaced the empty
magazine with one containing rounds and continue firing. It was a good
idea to put a bit of pressure on the shooter to get the weapon working
again as fast he could.

Well, during the practice, I ran out of ammo and I carried out the unload
and laid my weapon down. This is normal procedure at the end of a
practice. Somehow I had ran out of ammo while the others were still
firing.

Audie noticed me and he turned towards me with the megaphone and
said, “What’s the problem with you, Private Cavanough?”

“Out of ammo, sir.”

“Did you carry out my instructions and only fire the required number of
rounds?”

“Yes, sir.”

He gave me THE LOOK as he turned away. You know THE LOOK - the
slight smile, the lips stretched open across clenched teeth, the head
turning from side to side and exhaling of breath so the chest and
shoulders give a kind of shrug.

After that practice we moved forward to another mound. “During this
practice you will fire two rounds each time the target appears.” He
turned and aimed the megaphone in my direction. “Have you got that,



Private Cavanough, two rounds each time the target appears?”

[ gave him a wave and a nod of my head. He knew what I was thinking -
bloody dickhead - because he was thinking the same thing.

But I digress. Soon we were at our night location, a platoon in all round
defence and still no corporals. We were set down in pairs and told to face
out. [ was paired with Smithy, the larrikin from the Central Coast of NSW.
We had to prepare our position: put in track plans, man the machine gun,
post sentries and dig in.

Smithy showed me the best way to dig a shell scrape (essentially a
trench), as protection from being hit by small arms fire. First dig out
enough for your feet, then stand in the hole and dig out the trench by
using the shovel (the Army call them tool entrenching) as a pick, breaking
up the soil easily as it fell in on your feet. Pretty soon we were down
about a foot and then used the same procedure to go another foot
deeper. [ was sweating profusely - it was hard yakka. Gloves and a proper
shovel and pick would have been nice. Our digging was interrupted by us
having to spend time at the various duties of sentry, gun and work
parties for the platoon sergeant.

It was getting dark. Just before dusk we stood-to and changed to night
routine and rostered blokes behind the machine gun. I managed to get a
bite to eat but Smithy was out on sentry duty. He would be brought back
at stand-to, so [ got into his gear and got a meal going for him as well as a
hot brew. At stand-to, the platoon commander usually came around to
check up on us. Luckily Smithy was able to have a brew and a meal
without being sprung as all our gear should have been packed away. The
shell scrape was great for hiding stuff.

Thus began a friendship between me and Smithy. Me, a simple naive
country kid, and Smithy, a seasoned larrikin. Did I tell you he was a bikie?

A list was prepared showing our turn on the gun for the night. | knew
where the gun pit was and | knew whom I had to wake and where his pit
was; it was next to ours. At stand-down, I just sat there, in my farter spot,
motionless. [ was fucked. The nauseating truck ride, the hump up the hill
and then the digging really took its toll on my body. No sooner had I lay
down than someone was prodding me for my turn on the gun. [ staggered
up, wrapped the horse blanket around me, grabbed my rifle and headed
to the gun pit. [ sat there for the next two hours and talked in whispers to
the two other guys who were on the same time as me. The shifts were
staggered. When | came on picquet, the other guy only had an hour left of
his stint and he got the other guy who then did two hours, one of which
was with me.



The night was uneventful. No probing enemy, no checking from the
platoon staff, no possums, no nuthin’.

The next morning after our morning routine we filled in our pits and
moved off. The day was filled with normal infantry shit, patrolling,
contact drills, patrolling, contact drills, that kinda thing. At 1600 we
harboured up and did exactly what we did the previous night, at least the
ground was softer and the digging was easier. Everything was OK until I
stopped. It was then I realised how wet [ was from perspiration, how my
legs and feet were sore from walking and, worst of all, my hands were
blistered from digging.

At some time after midnight [ was sitting in the gun pit. [ had Smithy to
my right and another digger to my left. We were doing single picquets
because we lost a few blokes due to injury and fatigue. I had the horse
blanket around me and [ was sitting there quietly. Strangely enough I was
enjoying the solitude. My aching body was testament to the fact that we
had been working hard and [ got a certain satisfaction from knowing that
I was handling it all OK. The air was quite still, there was no breeze, |
couldn't hear any animals, let alone see much in the dark. Then I spotted
him. No, not the enemy, you dickhead, the platoon commander, Audie
Murphy. He was walking slowly along the track plan. I recognised him
instantly.

Bloody hell, I knew it was him but I guessed I had better do the
challenging procedure otherwise I'd be in more shit.

“Halt, hands up, who'’s there?” I said in a low voice. Audie froze mid-
stride, his legs apart and his hands stretched out slightly to his side. He
was not carrying a weapon, as a matter of fact [ never saw him with a
weapon ever, maybe he was too young to have one.

“Platoon commander,” was his response. My guess is he said it with that
smirk he got on his face, his head moving slightly to the left and right. |
couldn't see if he was wearing his cravat though. Next was the password
bit, but I was feeling a little tired and I couldn’t be bothered, after all I
knew who it was.

“Pass through.”

He came up to me and with his finger he shot me. “Bang. You are as good
as dead, Private Cavanough. Why didn’t you use the password?”

“I'recognised it was you, sir.”

“Bullshit, you're nothing but trouble, Cavanough, switch on man. Do you



want to get your mates killed? Do as you have been trained to do.”

Maybe I should have thrown a rock at him rather than botch the
challenging procedure.

“Yes, sir!”
And off he stumbled to annoy the blokes in the other gun pit.

Things were not going well and they were about to get worse. Later that
night the platoon sergeant was hollering at us. I looked up and he was
shining a torch into my eyes.

“Who’s on picquet here, youse cunts?”

It took me a couple of seconds to realise that we were all asleep, no one
was awake behind the gun. [ couldn't recall if [ woke Smithy or not. The
watch and picquet list was on the ground between Smithy and me. We’'d
fucked up, we were asleep on picquet, a chargeable offence. I might have
gone to sleep without waking Smithy, but I had no recollection. None of
us said anything except give old ginger-head some blank looks. We're
good at that.

“From now on, all three of you will stay awake until stand-to. Is that
clear?”

“Yes, sarge.”
“I'll be checking on you. Fuck it up and youse cunts is on a charge!”
“Yes, sarge.”

So we stayed awake the rest of the night. No one complained, no one
blamed anyone else. We took the blame as a group because the group
fucked up, it was as simple as that.

It was such a stupid punishment, caught asleep so stay awake. But the
platoon sergeant was a strange fellow. He was always telling warries
which is unusual for a combat veteran. They know what combat is like,
they don’t feel the need to big-note themselves. None of the corporals
said anything about their combat experiences except to tell us the funny
stuff. But the sergeant was different. His definition of the role of the
Infantry was to ‘kill cunts.’

He was unpredictable, dangerous even. He carried out a dangerous
practice involving a mortar simulator. We were out bush doing some
night training when we were called by the sergeant to gather in close.



Suddenly I heard a whistling sound just off to the right. As I looked
towards the sound there was an explosion. Everything stopped. I was
stunned. My ears were ringing and my night vision was gone because my
retinas were seared by a full view of the blast only a few feet away. In
addition there was a lot of yelling, “Get down, youse cunts, hit the deck,
you're under attack!” I dunno how many simulators he used, maybe two
or three, but it was chaos, chaos that he wanted and which he created by
being irresponsible with the mortar simulators.

It took a good five minutes for us to calm down. We knew he had fucked
up, badly. He put the soldiers at risk by this stupid stunt. The man was a
loose cannon. It was very bad, one of the corporals was wounded by the
blast. The corporal had served as an Infantry soldier in Vietnam, he was
due to be promoted to sergeant. We liked and respected him, we would
have followed him anywhere and here he was lying on the ground. A
piece of shrapnel from the simulator had hit him just above the left eye.
He was very lucky not to lose an eye.

[ don’t know if there were any investigations into this incident. I think it
was all just let be, just like our going to sleep on picquet, I guess.

Things picked up over the next couple of days which were without
incident. No incident, apart from no sleep, very little food, limited water
and intense physical activity. Soon we were on the racing trucks heading
back to Lavarack Barracks. Whilst waiting for the trucks I finished off the
last of my rations, a can of camp pie. It wasn’t long into our journey when
[ thought the camp pie was taking on a life of its own and wanted to
depart my body. The rear flap of the truck was rolled up so I edged my
way to the tail gate. [ signalled to the other blokes that I felt sick and they
cleared a spot for me. I sat there waiting for the big chunder. It never
came. Not chundering is worse than chundering. At least when you
release the contents of your stomach, even when it comes out through
your nose, you tend to feel better afterwards. I felt sick all the way to
Lavarack Barracks.

Later when we got stood down, had a shower and changed into civvies,
we felt better even though we were knackered. We were pleased it was
over and soon we would join the battalion. We had a couple of beers at
the canteen and had an early night. We slept like the dead. Most of us lost
half a stone in weight and [ never touched camp pie again.



Chapter 18



S Section 2 Platoon A Company 2nd Battalion The
Royal Australian Regiment

Woo hoo, [ am an Infantry soldier posted to an Infantry battalion. I have
earned the right to wear the skippy badge.

I dunno what happened to the second lieutenant from the Cadre
Company, maybe they sent him south to a retraining camp. [ never did
see him again and he was probably glad to see the last of us Nashos.

Sum Wun said the mortar sergeant got married and none of us got an
invitation. He also said that he was still married to his other wife, but as |
didn't see him again [ dunno if that was true.

The 100 guys from the Cadre Company were split up all through the
Battalion. I would see them often.

“Howsitgoin’, mate?”
“Good mate, yeah. You?”
“Yeah, good.”

“OK, catch ya later, mate.”
“Yeah, seeya, mate.”

Now you know why they call us dumb grunts, this is about as serious a
conversation you can have with a grunt. Oh, [ haven't explained the grunt
bit. When carrying a heavy pack through the scrub you are continually
ducking and weaving around bushes, trees and especially BLOODY
VINES!!! In addition, Infantry never moves on level ground, we were
always going uphill. As the pack shifts your body has to compensate,
eliciting a ‘grunt’ from your body. We were grunts. We didn't call
ourselves grunts, others did. We wore the name as a badge of honour.
Were we dumb? A lot of people thought so.

We were standing around the A Company headquarters building. The
NCOs were there with lists calling out for us new guys to join their
sections. | was expecting a tall bronzed Anzac to be our section
commander, a corporal to lead us into battle. I got Davo.

Davo was a veteran of the Vietnam war. He had already served there for
12 months as an Infantry soldier. I guess he knew his shit. He was neither
tall nor short, neither fat nor thin, neither brilliant nor stupid. He had one



distinguishing feature, he had snow white hair; and if you looked closely
enough you could make out his snow white moustache. His ears were
quite big as well. Maybe I should have called him big ears when he called
out my name to see how he reacted.

[ heard him call out, “Kavanak.”

Silence.

“Kavanak?”

[ stepped forward and announced myself, “It’'s Cavanough, corporal.”
“You’'ll do me, Knackers.”

And so henceforth [ would be known as Knackers. (This is nearly as bad
as my nickname at high school. There [ was called Nutz!).

“You'll be number two on the machine gun, Knackers.”

Thank goodness for that. The machine gun, I'd be part of the machine gun
group, the firepower of the section. It could have been worse, nobody
wanted to be number three rifleman, you know, the last guy to get picked
from a group when captains of a football team take turns selecting a
player. They always pick the best ones first and leave some until last
because they are, well, shitty.

We drew bedding from the Q store.
“Sign here,” said Boris.

[ signed. We were shown to our lines. We knew where they were because
of all those early morning greetings we gave them. It was exactly the
same design as our previous accommodation. I made the bed and
realised I had no bedspread. I reported it to our section 2IC LCPL John S
who seemed upset, like it was another problem. “Bloody Nashos!”

We confronted Boris who also seemed upset, busy and annoyed. He’s big,
Russian I thought, so [ just stood there hiding behind John S.

“He didn’t get a bedspread,” said John S.

“Well, did he sign for one?” Boris retorted. His face gave the impression
he was in pain. He looked at his paperwork, “Cavanough, yes, you signed
for a bedspread. Where is it?”

“Inever got one.”



Silence.

[ thought I should tell him a few facts. Listen you big ugly cunt, you didn'’t
give me time to check the items, I trusted that they were all there, and
besides, if 30 blokes checked everything before they signed you’'d miss
out on lunch, you dumb cunt. But I said nothing.

“Here,” said Boris, throwing a bedspread at me.

Back at our lines most of the platoon was milling about, helping us new
guys make our beds and sort out our lockers and stuff. We were a
mixture of Nashos and Regs. | was bunking with Digger, Killer and Ian C.
Digger was from WA, he was tall and lean. Killer was from Brisbane but
recently he was working at a bank on the Gold Coast. For some reason his
callup was deferred, so he was older than we were. He was of solid build.
Davo told me later that’s why he made him the machine gunner. As [ was
his number two, it meant that Killer and [ were together 24/7. We even
slept together, but in different beds, you understand.

The other guy in the room, lan C, was also a Nasho but he was two call-
ups before us so he would not serve a full tour of Vietham because his
two years would be up before our tour ended. He lived not far from my
home town of Cootamundra, at a little place called Rye Park.

Killer, me, lan C and Digger. Lavarack Barracks, Townville 1969

Our platoon sergeant had a nickname, Tojo, but we never called him that.
He was a big guy with a big voice, not gruff like a lot of sergeants, but he
possessed a very clear speaking voice. He was a confident soldier. He too



had served in Vietnam and he was a strong disciplinarian. He was hard
but he was fair. I guess you can’t ask for more than that.

All us new guys were interviewed by the platoon commander. I walked in
and saluted. He motioned to me to sit down. He initially had me confused
with Peter ], another West Australian, a Reg who had been in his platoon
for some weeks. I didn’t think we looked alike, but others said there were
some similarities.

“How do you feel about going to Vietnam?” he asked.
“Can’t wait to get amongst them, sir.” What else could [ say?

“That's what I like to hear. Are there any problems at home that I should
be aware of? Problems with wives, pregnant girlfriends, problems with
the Police?”

“No, sir.”

Pat, the platoon commander, was a man of few words, I don’t recall his
giving me a pep talk about the upcoming training and how we must give
100% as would normally be the case. That’s what [ would have done, but
then I failed officer selection. He wasn’t much older than we were. He
was of slight build with ginger coloured hair. He spoke quietly, he
seemed very natural. He was not the gung-ho type, but his steady
manner gained our confidence even though he, like us, had never been
tested in battle.



Chapter 19

Training
Dum, dum, dum, dum, dum.

That was the sound in my brain. It was from the pounding of our boots
on the hot asphalt, running at double time along the back road of
Lavarack Barracks. We had been running for 20 minutes nonstop, it was
late morning; the heat and humidity were oppressive. My feet were
burning up. Was it the metal plate in my GPs heating up? My brain had
switched off, just dum, dum, dum, dum, dum.

We were minus our shirts and we were carrying our weapons. To ease
the burden on the machine gunners, every few minutes, the NCO would
call ‘change’ and the three blokes at the back had to sprint forward, swap
weapons and keep running at the same pace. Machine guns up front, all
we had to do was keep in step and keep up.

The NCO called, “Right wheel..... continue the wheel.” Bewdy we are
heading back. About 100 yards down the road was lan C. Even at that
distance, I could tell he was buggered. He was expanding his chest trying
to get more oxygen into his lungs as he bent over and straightened up.
He was staggering more than he was walking, but he was still moving
forward. We ran past him. Dum, dum, dum, dum, dum.

“Right wheel ... continue the wheel.” Ian C was up ahead again, still trying
to recover. We all knew what was about to happen. If he didn’t join on to
the end of the platoon as we ran past, we would run another hundred
yards and wheel around again and we would keep doing this until he
joined the platoon.

As we got level with lan C, someone grabbed his rifle. A couple of others
grabbed each arm and helped him back into the group, assisting him
with the run. We ran another 100 yards or so and the NCO dropped us
back to quick time. A little further on and we took a break in some shade.
We had no water. This was part of our training - water discipline.

What I'd have given for a nice cold, chocolate milkshake right then. One
that is so thick that it makes your cheeks ache as you suck it up through
the straw.

It was a mental thing like most of our training. We were super fit, we
recovered quickly from any exertion, but there was still a bit of



apprehension on my part. Sum Wun said that before Christmas we would
complete an exercise up at Mt Speck (read thick jungle) and four weeks
at Canungra (read holy shit!). It seemed everyone else did two weeks at
Canungra, but Infantry Battalions did four.

It wasn’t so much the training that worried me, but rather how I would
react to actual combat with the enemy. I was a little uneasy thinking
about it as our deployment was only six months away; not a lot of time
for us to get our shit together.

A few days later we were heading to Mt Speck in those bloody racing
trucks. I found it was better to get near the rear of the truck. That way |
could see out with the back flap rolled up. The only problem was sitting
just above the rear wheels where the ride seemed especially harsh.
There were no padded seats, just timber slats to sit on.

Mt Speck was covered in bloody thick virgin rain forest which we were
expected to negotiate our way through with webbing, rifle and pack. The
jungle fought us every inch of the way and the design of our gear also
assisted the jungle in its fight to impede our progress. As you moved
forward every vine in your vicinity came over and latched onto your gear
and you then dragged half the jungle with you. The ground was uneven
because we were moving uphill, the earth was soft. You held your rifle in
one hand and wrestled with vines, branches and rock ledges with the
other. To release the snagged vines you had to dip down, bend your
knees and rotate your upper torso back at an angle so that they would
slide off. Sometime you had to back up to release the tension on the vine.
There was plenty of grunting going on.

Branches were another matter. As you pushed forward, the branch would
bend with you, impeding your forward motion until you passed by. The
pent up energy in the branch would release and it would snap back into
position taking out the guy behind you in the process. The solution was
to push down on the branch so that it didn’t spring back and flatten your
mate.

If it was raining, the rain water would have collected on the branch, so
you would gingerly bend it back as you moved forward and then let it go,
releasing the water and drenching your mate. That was good fun.

Another good trick was to release rocks with your feet when climbing
steep inclines and watch them hurtle down towards your mates.

Some blokes coped with this environment better than others. John H
from Victoria was hopeless. He didn’t earn the nickname ‘Tangles’ but he
should have. If there was a vine at foot level then John H would find it,



trip, stumble and cartwheel to the ground. He was normally a quiet,
softly spoken type of bloke but the vines turned him into some sort of
monster.

On one occasion we were told to be on our best behaviour as the Army
brass were going to be on some rocks to watch us move through the
scrub. John H must have forgotten about this. In full view of the Army
brass, and on cue, he cartwheeled for the umpteenth time. He had had
enough at that stage. He got up, grabbed his rifle by the barrel and
started to attack the scrub with it. He then threw the rifle a few yards in
front of him, muttered some words (he never swore), picked it up again
and continued on his way. Nobody said anything.

John H didn’t make it to Vietnam. He was the eldest child in the family
and his father was quite ill. His mother was determined to stop him from
going to Vietnam. She contacted her local politicians to have him remain
in Australia due to family problems. Then a couple of months later a
request was made for him to take leave to attend to a family crisis, his
father was to have major surgery and he might not survive. Leave was
not granted. I'm not sure who refused his leave application, maybe it was
the company commander, Red Fox. Yes, that’s right, another red-head
person in authority. Red Fox was a Major. He had bandy legs. Sum Wun
said he was a desk Johnny.

One night when Pat, our platoon commander, was the duty officer and I
was battalion runner, an urgent call came in from some high ranking
Army guy in Victoria. The directive was to get him on a plane pronto. I
think his father had died.

Previously, John H had expressed his frustration to me. He said his
mother was putting a lot of pressure on him to get a posting in Victoria
but he also felt compelled to stay with his mates. He didn’t want to let his
mates down. | remember his asking me, “What should I do, Knackers?” |
did what any dumb grunt would do, I shrugged my shoulders. I really felt
for John H, he was such a nice bloke.

He was despatched south very quickly and I never got a chance to say
goodbye. We never saw him again. Maybe I'll catch up with him one day
to see how things turned out for him.

In the meantime we were busy with our lead up training to Vietnam.



Chapter 20
JTC Canungra

Canungra is where the Army’s Jungle Training Centre is located not far
from the Gold Coast. You may have heard stories about the place. Sum
Wun said some Yanks were killed during training - the place is that
tough and dangerous.

We lived in old tents with a concrete floor, slept on stretchers - real flash
stuff - but it was dry and better than sleeping on the ground so there
were no complaints. There was plenty of food, and plenty of hot water. It
was better than being out bush.

The two weeks at Canungra was a mixture of normal Infantry type
training with a couple of nights in the bush and then the real mental
challenges - Heartbreak Hill and the confidence course. Oh, and the
section attack where they fired a Vickers machine gun over your head. It
was going to be an interesting couple of weeks.

Bush work was not as hard as [ thought it would be. We had been training
in virgin rainforest up around Townsville some 1200kms further north
into the tropics, whereas the Canungra training areas were heavily used,
consequently the undergrowth was fairly well worn. Movement through
the scrub was much easier.

Take the navex for example. You arrived at your checkpoint and set your
compass for the next leg, checked the bearing and followed the thinned
out undergrowth where thousands of soldiers had trodden before. Ezy.

BTW we had new packs. They were divided into an upper and lower
section, bedding in the bottom and food and stuff in the top. The
shoulder straps were padded. Sum Wun said the bigger the pack the
more shit you carry, the more weight you hump, and the more you grunt.

We were in the bush for a couple of nights. On the first night, as darkness
approached there was no direction as to whether there was a picquet or
not, so we set up our hoochies and rolled out our farters expecting a
good night’s sleep. When it was dark the order came for the guns to be
manned. We had no track plans in place and no cord along the track plan.
That's how we moved silently at night in our harbour position - move to
the cord and follow it along to the gun. The track plan allowed the



movement to be done silently.

However blokes were hoochied up all over the place and it was a battle to
find the guy you were supposed to wake up. It turned out to be a big
schmozzle during the night as blokes got lost trying to find the next guy
for gun picquet. Sum Wun said a digger was so lost he slept with the 3
platoon sergeant because he couldn’t find his own farter. It wasn’t our
platoon sergeant, Tojo. He would have told the digger in no uncertain
terms where to go!

[ understand why it was done, to show us that track plans, comms cord
and a picquet list as well as knowing where your replacement was
sleeping were essential elements to square away before last light. We
had been doing that stuff for months. It might be a good lesson for the
cooks and drivers who didn’t do bushwork normally, but it was our bread
and butter. It just stuffed us Infantry guys around. We already knew that
these things were essential.

Anyway the possums were quick learners. While checking out the bloke
to replace me (we could use torches because we were not tactical), |
heard a noise and shone the torch on a possum that was into a packet of
biscuits he just pulled out of the fancy new backpacks. The biscuits were
sealed pretty well so they didn’t get wet, so he must have had a history of
getting into diggers’ stuff. The biscuit bag was well and truly ripped open.
The digger was sound asleep and oblivious to the night time thief so I left
the possum to enjoy his dog biscuits. If I chased him away he may have
attacked my pack and taken my biscuits.

The one thing we were all dreading at Canungra was the confidence
course. It was a series of obstacles that you negotiate through, under or
over. They walked us through the course from the finish back to the start
to ensure we understood what each obstacle looked like and to figure out
the best way to tackle it.

Take for example the bear pit. It was a high wooden wall and a pit of
water. Because the wall was so high you needed to attack it at speed,
place one foot on the wall and leap into the air, grab the top of the wall
and then swing over and drop down into the bear pit. The instructor
asked for a volunteer to jump in to show everyone how deep it was.
Someone obliged. The water was waist deep.

The rope obstacles were better suited to someone with gorilla arms -
that'd be the Artillery guys; [ bet they had no problems with the obstacle
course. Some really warped bastard designed the course to ensure every
muscle in your body got a complete workout. Soon we were at the start
and a couple of us got released every 30 seconds. It was game on.



I soon discovered that once a couple of diggers went through the
obstacles, everything was wet and slippery. That made most of them
really hard to negotiate and it quickly sapped your energy. Soon you
were covered in mud and breathing hard. You had to run all the way -
walking was forbidden - and you can'’t zip around any obstacles. There
were plenty of NCOs to make sure you didn’t cheat and they offered
plenty of encouraging words - most of them swear words.

Half way through I was ringing wet and covered in mud. My heart was
pounding and [ was breathing heavily, my arms had no strength left in
them. In fact, I was rooted. I saw the wall and bear pit coming up, |
increased my speed, one foot on the wall and [ leaped up and grabbed the
top of the wall. My arms were shaking from the exertion of the previous
obstacles. Ow, my stomach muscles were shot as well as | heaved myself
up with the help of my boots fighting for traction on the wet wall. |
managed to scramble up. I swung over the top and remembering the pit
was only waist deep, I pulled my legs up as [ hit the water. The cold water
hit me like a sledge hammer. As | sank down I could smell the putrid
water...and I kept sinking. The bloody pit was about 10 feet deep and I
went right to the bottom with no oxygen in my lungs! I pushed off the
muddy floor and leaped back up to the top. I burst through the surface,
sucking in air noisily. The NCO was there just looking at me. I swam away
from the wall as other blokes were coming over the top. I got to the end
of the pit where it is waist deep. That's where the digger dropped in
during our familiarisation, but the rest of the pit was bloody deep.

A big disappointment was the last obstacle where you jumped off a
tower into the river. That washed off the mud and grime. But because of
recent heavy rain, the river was swollen and the jump was deemed
unsafe, so it was cancelled. What a pity. We had to clean up as best we
could in the showers. You can imagine what they looked like after we had
finished.

The section attack was next. This is where they fired a Vickers machine
gun over your head to simulate battle conditions; maybe that was where
the Yanks stuffed up. Five section, with Davo as our section commander,
was working pretty well as a team. We had done countless contact drills
and section attacks. Davo knew his shit, so all we had to do was follow his
lead. There are two distinct reactions when a shot rings out up front
where the scouts are. Firstly we activated a contact drill. We moved to
rehearsed positions. I was in the gun group with Killer and our job was to
get the gun working as soon as possible to return fire to the enemy. We
ran forward then moved out to the right so we could lay down
suppressing fire in the direction of the enemy without hitting our own
guys. In the jungle you can’t see anything so you rely on sounds to work



out where everyone is.

The second phase was when Davo took over. He assesses the situation. If
he thinks we can take out the enemy, then he starts the attack by moving
the section forward by fire and movement. Every time he called, “Gun,
go!” Killer and I got up and moved forward a few paces and hit the deck
and kept firing the gun as he was moving the other groups (scouts or
rifles). The pattern was random, so we had to be on the ball and move as
soon as Davo called out. Sometimes he might move us twice in a row.

For the section attack under live fire they gave us blanks, so we were
harmless and the Canungra staff were safe. We patrolled along and a shot
rang out. We carried out the contact drill and Killer and I moved forward
and to the right, level with the scouts and started shootin’. Davo started
giving his orders, and then pandemonium broke out. That Vickers gun
opened up. Bullets were whizzing inches above our heads; all  wanted to
do was hug the ground. It was impossible to hear Davo’s orders so [ had
to keep watching him and read his body language. Each time he faced our
way we couldn’t hear his voice but we understood his gestures. Killer
and I got up and moved forward. It was going OK until we hit the barbed
wire which slowed us down. To add to our problems there was plenty of
water about and Killer and I had to swim under the wire while trying to
keep the gun dry. At least the water was warm. All the while that Vickers
gun was shooting above our heads.

Then I realised that they were shooting way above our heads. I could see
the fall of shot against a cliff face off to our right. That meant they weren'’t
shooting at us. The bullets may well have been way up high, we had no
chance of being hit, but it sounded like the bullets were inches away from
us with that very unique sound: crack, crack, crack, crack, crack, thump,
thump, thump, thump, thump. The crack was the bullet going over our
heads as it broke the sound barrier and the thump was the sound of the
primary, where the weapon was actually firing.

But what a buzz! And clearly all that training we did for fire and
movement needed a bit of revision because battle noise made
communication by voice practically impossible. Who says you can't
teach dumb grunts new tricks?

After the two weeks at Canungra, we spent two weeks in NSW at
Wiangaree State Forest doing the normal Infantry stuff and nothing
remarkable happened. I can only tell you so much about patrolling and
contact drills and stuff. Soon we were back at Lavarack Barracks and
onto Christmas leave.

As usual I told a lie to my mother when I would be coming home so |



could surprise her by a couple of days. I flew from Townsville to Sydney
and caught the train to Cootamundra. It arrived at some ungodly hour in
the middle of the night. [ got a taxi to my parents’ place but I asked the
driver to stop at the corner and I walked up to the house and around the
back. My parents never locked the house. We never had burglars and
besides the only thing of any value was a black and white TV set, and it
was bloody heavy.

[ entered via the laundry door. Jimmy, the black Labrador, slept in there
and he only stirred a little bit; what a hopeless guard dog he was. I
entered the house and dropped my bag at the bedroom door. Inside the
bedroom I switched on the light. The room was a mess as my mother
was getting it ready for me and she thought she had a few days left to do
it. The bed wasn’t made so I looked around and managed to get some
stuff and make myself comfortable.

Note to self: don’t surprise my mother any more and come home when
you say you are coming home. It’s easier that way.

I received a Christmas card from my civilian employer, the
Commissioner of Forests. [ sent him a 2RAR card and told him that I had
a nice time visiting Wiangaree State Forest.

And so Christmas 1969 came and went, Christmas 1970 would be very
different.



Chapter 21
Coming Back

Cootamundra is a small country town located on the South West Slopes
of New South Wales. In those days, it had a population of about 6,500. It
was hot in summer and cold in winter. My father worked there on the
railway. Before that, we lived at Junee and before that we lived at
Tocumwal on the Murray River where [ was born. Those places were all
railway towns. [ spent most of my schooling at Cootamundra and as
happens in most country towns when you finish school, you leave town. I
worked in Wagga and Tumut, both only an hour’s drive away so still
being a teenager, | went home most weekends.

I had a good bunch of mates and in addition to schooling we played
football together and did a bit of drinkin’ together as well. Our
entertainment was mostly going to pubs and attending dances at the
town halls of Cootamundra, Temora and Young. That’s where all the
chicks hung out. Later when they dropped the age to enter clubs, we used
to spend a fair bit of time at the Ex-Servicemen’s club and the Country
Club in Cootamundra.

So it was inevitable that during the Christmas break I would catch up
with these guys. I liked the Country Club because there were two ways
you could go to the toilet: near the front entrance, or down past the bar
and out the back. This was important to me as [ was never a big drinker -
it made me piddle a lot - so I would alternate between the two routes to
the toilet saying g’day to blokes along the way.

So there we were at the Country Club sitting and chatting and having a
great time, just like the old days. A couple of the blokes had girlfriends
with them, so it was not unusual for the boys to get up and dance. And for
those of us who didn’t have girlfriends, after a few beers we got enough
courage to wander over to the girl with the big tits and ask her for a
dance. [ was young then and I now realise it is a mistake to stare at a
woman’s tits while asking her for a dance. No wonder I got a lot of
knockbacks. That didn’t deter me though. I'd wait until the Barn Dance
and pick on the most desperate girl there and ask her for a dance. You'd
only dance with her for a few seconds anyway as partners changed in the
Barn Dance (in case you didn’t know that).

We were having a good time and [ was getting plenty of exercise going to
the toilet. Then ‘Chook’ shouted and placed the beers on the table. “This
is yours, Cav,” he said, and handed me a beer. The others had to grab



their own. Fatal mistake, Chook. He forgot that I was almost a fully
trained Kkiller. I noticed things. Why would he hand me a beer, yet not
hand the others their beer?

“Aha,” 1 said. “You can’t fool me, I'm not drinking that beer, it’s full of
slops!”

They all burst into laughter. “No Cav, the beer you've just finished was
slops,” said Chook. There was plenty of laughin’, hollerin’ and leg slappin’;
all at my expense.

You see, | had form in drinking slops. Prior to my Army service, when we
were out together and the boys would get up and dance, I'd finish off
their beers. They’d come back and ask me where their beers were. I'd
respond that the waiter came around and took them away, but the empty
glasses on the table were evidence that [ was lying. To get me back they
got the barman to pour a middy of slops from out of the drip tray. I'd
drink it, not knowing there was any difference until they couldn’t contain
themselves any longer and blurted the truth!

So they managed to get me again. How stupid am 1? Ha, ha, bloody ha.
Bastards. I'll get them back, one day.

Pretty soon I was heading back to Townsville. I got the train to Sydney
and then on to Sydney Airport. I was a seasoned air traveller by then. I
had flown in an aircraft once before, on my trip home. Prior to that I'd
never set foot in an air terminal, let alone flew in a jet aircraft. But
travelling with the Army is easy. You just turn up at the MCO (Movement
Control Office) at the terminal and they are very helpful.

“Yeah? What's up?”

“Ah, mate, 'm Army, I'm flying to Townsville. Where do 1 go?”
“Are you a Nasho?”

“Is it my good looks that gave me away?”

“Have you got your ticket?”

[ show him my ticket.

“Just head down to the TAA terminal. See that sign over there with the
big letters, T-A-A?”

“Yeah. Do the hosties have big tits?”



“Fuck off!”

Soon [ was waiting to board the aircraft when I spotted Ian C and a few
other blokes. Because of the controversy surrounding the Vietnam War,
we travelled in civilian dress. We were not allowed to travel in uniform
but our short hair and lack of mutton chops were a dead giveaway for us
Army blokes. We boarded the aircraft and started ordering beers so we
could check out the hosties’ backsides as they rushed up and down the
aisle. Sum Wun said that if you sit in the aisle seat and lean out a little bit
they brush up against you as they move past, leaving a trail a perfume in
their wake.

The way they were smiling at us, [ knew they thought us Army blokes
were hot but they couldn’t say anything as the other passengers would
get jealous.

We landed at Brisbane one hour after leaving Sydney. We had to exit the
aircraft, go to the seat allocation counter where more good lookin’ chicks
wanted to chat us up, then reboarded the same aircraft to Townsville.
More of us Army blokes hopped on at Brisbane so the hosties were even
busier running up and down the aisle delivering beers.

In Townsville we fronted up to the MCO in a right state and were ushered
onto a bus heading out to Lavarack Barracks.

The NCOs were waiting. “PT 0600 hours.”

Shit, I hadn’t had a run since we left. All I did was drink piss and eat. The
bastards would kill us with PT.

And they did.
A few chunders during PT cleanses the mind, so to speak.

It was great to be back.



Chapter 22
Boots

[ had two pairs of boots: AB and GP. There is some conjecture as to what
those letters mean. Some say AB stands for ankle boot whereas others
say it stands for ammunition boot, a hangover from WWII. They do
indeed only come up to the ankle and my ABs were issued to me at
Kapooka. To ease the transition from boot to leg, the top of the AB was
covered by a gaiter, a canvas thingo that wrapped around your ankles.
Sum Wun said they were to stop snake bites.

In Townsville we used the ABs for parades, or when on duty and you
were required to wear number one greens. Number one greens were a
heavily starched short sleeved shirt and shorts. That’s right, shorts. We
didn’t wear gaiters with shorts, that would look silly, so Sum Wun
invented the puttee. That was a thin strip of woollen material in olive
drab colour that wrapped around the ankles to cover the gap from your
AB boot to your socks. The hard part was aligning the end of the puttee
to the outside of the ankle. So tying it on was like doing up a tie,
sometimes a tie would be too long and sometimes it'd be too short. It
was the same for the puttee, sometimes it would end at the front of the
ankle and sometimes it would end at the back. The solution was to wrap
it slightly loose on your ankle so that when it was fully wound it could be
adjusted into place. The danger of course was that while marching on
parade the bloody thing would unravel and all the boys behind you would
trip over it and come a gutsa.

[ don’t think the RSM would have liked that.

Oh, I forgot to mention that the toe of the AB boot had to be spit
polished; you know, it had to have a brilliant shine much like a mirror. In
the hot tropical Queensland sun they lasted about ten minutes before
they went dull. Sum Wun said to use "One Go", a commercial liquid polish
which put a protective layer onto the spit polish - it lasted about twenty
minutes before it went dull. In addition, when your foot started to sweat
ar;ld the sweat seeped out through the stitching, it turned the polish
white.

[ don’t think the RSM would have liked that either.

Still the AB boots were comfortable, but they were hopeless in the jungle.
That's why we had the GP, the General Purpose boot. They laced a couple
of inches up your ankle and that allowed us to do away with the gaiter.



We laced them differently to the civilian equivalent. We tied a knot in the
end of the lace and threaded it under the first eyelet. We then continued
to thread the lace across the tongue, down through the eyelet, out
through the next eyelet above and then threaded across the tongue; and
so on. Once completed there was a rather neat single lace across each
eyelet. Sum Wun said that was so a bayonet could easily slice one lace
and the whole thing would come apart if we injured our ankle and they
wanted to get the boot off quickly.

But we liked to lace our boots this way for another reason. As we were
using a single lace, when we wanted to take the boot off we'd simply
loosen the lace back up through some of the eyelets. None of the eyelets
were unthreaded. That was great at night in the bush as we could easily
and quickly get our boots back on by simply tightening the lace - no
threading of eyelets was required. Bewdy.

The GPs were water resistant rather than waterproof. When they were
new, or had plenty of polish on them, a digger could step through a
puddle and no water would seep into his foot. However after a couple of
days in the bush, the toes became scuffed and water seeped in,
particularly from wet grass while walking in the early morning dew. My
father always drummed into us boys the need to polish our shoes. Before
school every morning I would polish my shoes. My father said it
protected the leather and preserved the stitching, so I cleaned my boots
every day in the bush whereas a lot of blokes didn’t bother. So mine
tended to be more water resistant than their boots.

On non-ceremonial duties where we were wearing the GPs with shorts
we simple curled the socks over the edge of the GP for about an inch. The
boots were heavier than their commercial equivalents because of a
metal inner sole that protected diggers from punji sticks. [ dunno if they
worked because I dunno anyone who tested them, but besides making
the boot heavier they were also hotter when marching on tarred roads
because the metal plate seemed to trap the heat. In addition, you tended
to swing your foot rather than lift it, so you modified the way you walked
and marched in GPs.

Overall, diggers were quite happy with the GP boot because it was new.
There were two types: Dunlop and Seal. I liked the Dunlops. I had a wide
foot and a high instep and I found them to be the most comfortable. The
Seal boots tended to have a rather bulbous toe I thought and they didn’t
look as good as the Dunlop boot. I think Regs, Artillery, blokes from
Canberra and other dickheads liked the Seal boot.

But enough of this esoteric bullshit, let’s board those racing trucks and
head out to High Range.



[ don’t have to tell you that High Range was hilly, that’s a given; but it
didn’t have quite the intensity of jungle as Mt Speck and in some places it
was quite dry. It was a good place to invoke more water discipline.

We had more new blokes arriving and others leaving as the platoon
sorted itself out in readiness for Vietnam. We worked hard and we were
a well-disciplined group, or so I thought. I dunno if Tojo, the platoon
sergeant, would agree. But each day seemed to be getting tougher and
tougher. By then we were super fit. Fitness to me still meant that I puffed
and sweated a lot, the difference was that after a minute’s rest, I was
rearin’ to go again.

We still carried Maggi soup packets in our side pockets because the
Army rations, although nutritionally sound, were impossible to carry
intact if you had more than a couple of day's supply. That meant we
culled much of the rations, and because we were subject to extremely
physically demanding work, and we were not getting enough fluids, nor
were we getting enough sleep; it affected us mentally as well as
physically. We lost a lot of weight.

But still we soldiered on. My job as number two on the machine gun
meant that [ was essentially a pack mule. I didn’t get the glory of being
the machine gunner and to be quite honest I didn’t think I could carry the
M60 for long anyway; my role was to support Killer. During contact drills
he would be in front of me and when we had to run forward and then to
the right, I tried to get past him to clear a way for him and the gun to get
into a good and effective position to return fire as quickly as we could.
Sometimes Killer thought [ was getting in his way.

He and I got on OK most of the time with a little bit of bickering here and
there as we sat behind the gun together while the rest of the section
went about the normal routine of preparing track plans and work parties.
In essence that freed up the rest of the section to do other stuff as Killer
and I stayed on the gun all the time. The other sections didn't work like
that, they had a roster system where the gun team would take a break,
but we felt sitting behind the gun was a pretty good deal for us. There
were no interruptions and we weren't called away for other duties or
water parties or anything else like that. We sat behind the gun. That was
our job.

Most exercises followed a similar pattern. Move the soldiers into an area,
let them get squared away with the way they work together, then go
tactical and give them tasks such as patrolling, ambushing, recce parties
etc. to contact the enemy; and then finish in a blaze of glory with a large
attack where we get to fire off all the ammo we were carrying around.



Now no one likes to get shot, but we had to have make-believe casualties
in training so that others could get to practise their duties. Platoon
sergeants do battlefield clearance of the dead and wounded, so they
must get exposed to that. Soldiers in waiting - the section 2IC and the
number two on the machine gun - must take over the roles if the main
guy, the section commander or machine gunner, got killed or wounded.

That’'s where the DS came in. It doesn’t stand for dead shits. Sum Wun
said they were Directing Staff. They were usually officers or senior NCOs
who were not part of our establishment. Usually we never saw them
before as they came from other units. So during the big battle at the
culmination of an exercise, Killer would get killed off. That meant that I
had to retrieve the machine gun and ammo and I had to get the gun
working as quickly as I could. That really pissed Killer off, he would have
lugged the machine gun and ammo around for days on end and when the
chance came to really get stuck into firing the thing, the DS would kill him
off.

So we developed a strategy. When Killer was made a casualty | would
leave my rifle with him and take the gun and charge off like a man
possessed, runnin’ and jumpin’ and shootin’ in a manic state. The DS
would be taken off guard and would try to catch up with me. This was in
stark contrast to most machine gun groups who would argue with the
DS. Killer would drop to the ground without protest and I was gone with
the machine gun with the DS in total shock and then trying to keep up
with me, leaving Killer behind by himsellf.

Killer would wait a few moments and then he would start to move
forward in leaps and bounds like a real trained digger. The DS moved
about a fair bit and because they didn’t know us, Killer would catch up
with me unchallenged and we’d swap weapons back so he could start
blasting away with HIS weapon. No DS ever caught on.

A couple of the boys were in trouble during the exercise. Digger from WA
had to get winched out by helicopter due to heat exhaustion. They took
him back to rear echelon somewhere and threw him in a tub with iced
water. He said a few blokes went down with the same thing. I dunno if he
got aroot or not back there.

[ haven't mentioned Browny yet, another Nasho from WA. One of
nature’s gentlemen. He was a forward scout, one of the best. He missed
nothing. When he got a bee in his bonnet he would take off and we’d have
a hard time trying to keep up. The dentist removed all his teeth just prior
to the exercise, so he was out at High Range with no teeth. It was quite
funny really, but he was suffering as he could hardly eat anything. He had
to soak the dog biscuits for some time before he could eat them. Poor



bastard.

The final part of the exercise would require us to W-A-L-K to the racing
trucks. They were a long way away and you guessed it, it was usually
uphill. Our spirits would be high because the exercise was over but the
toll on our bodies was immense: we were tired, hungry and thirsty but
waiting at the racing trucks was the Sally Man, the Army’s Salvation Army
officer. On board his Land Rover were gallons of jube juice, flavoured
water, and it was ice cold. He was a life saver.

Vietnam was going to be a cinch after what we were going through.

Polaroid picture taken by that lank bastard, Rick
I survived High Range.






Chapter 23

Bit and Pieces

[ spoke about the Red Fox, our company commander, earlier. Others
were not so kind and referred to him as the Red Rat. I can understand
why. You see, so I could attend his wedding, my brother, a Vietnam
veteran living in Cootamundra, brought his wedding plans forward
because of my imminent deployment to Vietnam. To get to Cootamundra
in time, [ needed to catch the 2pm flight from Townsville on the Friday
afternoon. He sent me a wedding invitation as proof of the wedding and I
handed it to Pat, my platoon commander, with a request for the leave on
Friday afternoon. I didn’t think there would be a problem.

That same weekend, Killer, Digger and a few others were organising a
trip up to the Atherton Tablelands to have a look around. I of course was
fully expecting to head to Cootamundra that weekend so [ opted out.

Some time went by and I hadn’t received approval for my leave. Pat
followed it up and told me the Red Rat had refused my leave. He didn’t
call him the Red Rat or the Red Fox of course. The reason my leave was
refused is that we would be on exercise at High Range and it would be
difficult to get me backin time to catch the plane.

Prick.

As it turned out, we got back from High Range mid-morning on the
Friday and although we had a fair bit of post-exercise admin to complete,
surely leave for me was a formality? But ... my leave was denied by the
Red Rat again.

Fuckin’ prick.

So I spent the weekend in Townville while my mates, whom [ sweated
and toiled with, and who also lost a half stone in weight, were whooping
it up, up north. I did get to see the slides that Digger took. The Atherton
Tablelands looked like a nice place, for Queensland, you understand.

Digger and I had the same camera, a Kodak Instamatic 104. It was quite
small and required no operator input except to press the shutter button.
It was my kind of camera. The film came in a cartridge, once the film was
fully exposed as demonstrated by the fact you couldn’t wind it on any
more, you simply opened the back of the camera, took out the cartridge
and loaded in another. Those cartridges were sealed so no light could get



in. In fact nothing could go wrong with the camera. In a word, it was
soldier proof.

It even had a flash facility for taking pictures in the dark. Kodak had a
cube that fitted onto the top of the camera. It contained four flashes and
as you wound the film the cube rotated ready for another flash. Magic!
We used slide film and we were careful not to take silly shots as the
processing was prepaid. We sent the films away to be processed and
they returned as slides in a nice little box. I had a keen interest in
photography from an early age but [ never had a decent camera. Maybe I
could get an SLR in Vietnam, duty free.

[ already knew how to set a manual camera for a nice sunny day. My
mother had a bellows type camera with large negatives about 6 x 4. It
had no built-in light meter. My parents didn’t really know how to operate
it and [ was only allowed to play with it when they didn’t know | was
playing with it. One day my father sent me down to the camera store to
get the fellow to set the camera for a sunny day. He setiton F11 @ 125.1
never forgot that.

I needed to find out more about that photography stuff so one day in
Townsville I spotted a small camera book in a book store. In it was a lot
of information about depth of field, rule of thirds, ASA settings; that kind
of thing. I bought it and read the whole book cover to cover. I didn’t
understand any of it and neither did my dumb grunt mates.

The Kodak Instamatic 104 was soldier proof, but was it bulletproof?

There were plenty of things to do in Townsville. There were the pubs:
Loths, the Winterson (I think that’s where you got a free plate of fried
rice so they could stay open later) and the one near the hospital, the
Allen hotel. There were other pubs but that's where Army dickheads
from other units went, so unless you were looking for a punch-up, you
stuck with the ones our guys went to. I've already mentioned the Hong
Kong Restaurant and the lovely ladies who waited hand and foot on
Burke. We also went out to Magnetic Island a few times but I never did
get a photo of the bikini tree.

We went swimming at the pool where Dawn Fraser trained. The water
was warm. I think it was the only time I ever worked up a sweat while
swimming. There was a pool at Lavarack Barracks but the chicks were at
the pool in town. My mate Rick (who nearly got charged for wearing his
GPs with civvies, remember) had a Polaroid camera which took black
and white pictures that developed before your very eyes. Not far from us
was a sheila with big tits and he worked out a strategy to take a photo of
her without her knowing. [ got up and moved a little in her direction. Rick



aimed the camera at me, and at the last moment he traversed the camera
right and snapped away. Her eyes didn't move from the book she was
reading.

I must check with Rick to see if he still has the photo.

Of interest was a place that sold coral lamps. A large shell with painted
coral set into it and the whole shebang was lit by a low powered light
globe. | sent two home to my mother. The store was building a coral
display. The paint on the coral was the same that glowed under those
black fluorescent tubes. I remember those lights at our local dances.
They’d switch off the main lights and put on these black ones. People
looked kinda funny, their white teeth glowed; but what made them
especially popular is that on some fabrics the light enabled the girl’s bras
to be clearly seen underneath. The girl's underwear glowed in the dark!
It's no wonder the lights were popular with the guys. The coral display
was only half completed but the guy showed us how it would look. It was
quite spectacular. Is it still there?

Some days we were not allowed into town because of the moratorium
marches. People were demonstrating against the Vietnam War and large
rallies that attracted thousands of people were held in most capital
cities. I dunno how big they were in Townsville, or indeed if they held any
demonstrations against the war. Lavarack Barracks was on the outskirts
of Townville and there wasn’t much of the city around the base. Some
housing was getting closer at the western side of the barracks near the
rifle range, but outside the barracks, to the south, it was deserted except
for the university up the road.

Someone painted “RESIST!” in big letters with bright red paint on the
sandstone rock at the entrance to the barracks. A couple of days later the
following sign appeared on the roadway at the entrance to the
university, also in bright red paint: "DON’T RESIST, ENLIST!”

Oh, I nearly forgot. The Queen paid us a visit although I didn’t get to
shake her hand. In the days leading up to the visit we did plenty of area
maintenance. We sweated and toiled to have everything spick and span.
Even shrubs and stuffin the creeks were ripped up so that the view along
the back road at the barracks would be nice and, er, sterile.

Charlie Company had the honour of being the honour guard, and was it
any wonder. The company commander was Major Peterson who
successfully led the Montagnards, the hill tribe in Vietnam, on a previous
tour. Frank Walker wrote about him in The Tiger Man of Vietnam.

The day the Queen arrived I was on steward duty at the Sergeants’ Mess.



That meant I did plenty of cleaning and washing of dishes and stuff, then
donned a white coat and served the sergeants their meals. I saw Tojo
there and I'm pretty sure he gave me a nod of recognition. I learnt
something important that day: sergeants like green ice cream.

[ knew the Queen would be passing by the mess after the ceremony as
the theatre was just down the road. I waited outside with my Kodak
Instamatic 104. The car carrying the Queen sped past at a zillion miles an
hour. | managed to get one picture - it was blurry. I hope the Queen and
Prince Philip noticed the nice clean, but bare creeks as they raced past.

[ haven’t written about any of my stuff-ups lately, maybe you think I'd
been a good boy and I hadn’t been getting into trouble with my
superiors. Well, that’s not quite right, [ did manage to upset the big
cheese, the grand poobah, the commanding officer of the battalion,
Johnny Three Fingers. Sum Wun said he got one of his fingers shot oft
during the Korean War but I didn't get close enough to him to check it
out for myself so I dunno if that is true or not.

One morning [ was on my way to company HQ. [ was following the path
that parallels the road. Up ahead, the path I was following turned 90
degrees (1600mls for us Army dudes) to the right. Further up ahead,
walking in a bandy legged swagger towards me was Johnny Three
Fingers. My mind calculated that [ would turn right before I entered his
saluting zone based on his current rate of advance. I dunno what the
saluting zone actually is; I figured that I didn’t have to salute an officer
until I could see the whites of his eyes. To complicate matters he was
wearing sunglasses.

[ had to keep the same walking pace. Well, | wasn’t walking really, it was
more of a march although not as pronounced as the march that recruits
at Kapooka were forced to do. If [ increased my tempo it would telegraph
to Johnny Three Fingers that I was trying to avoid saluting him.

[ turned right.
“I say, soldier,” Johnny Three Fingers called out.

Oh, no, I was in trouble. I bet he quickened his stride to trap me into his
saluting zone, or maybe his saluting zone is different to mine. Note to
self: look up the saluting zone in ROs.

[ turned around and faced the CO. I'm not sure how far away he was but |
was unable to discern if he had any protruding nasal hairs. This I felt
would be an alternative test to seeing the whites of the officer’s eyes
when the said officer is wearing sunglasses. | must make a note of that, I



thought, and advise the RSM so that ROs can be promulgated to that
effect. [ can visualise the RSM thanking me now.

[ was abruptly brought back to reality when the CO asked, “Don’t you
salute an officer?” He was standing at attention now, but his knees did
not meet.

Fuck me, I'm outside your saluting zone, Johnny. “Sorry, Sir,” | said and |
threw him a boxer. I quickly did an about turn before he asked me my
name. I'm pretty sure that if you can’t see the CO’s nasal hairs then he
can’t see your name tag. He knew [ was coming from A Company lines so
maybe I hadn’t heard the last of it.



Chapter 24

The Final Exercise

They have big ants in Queensland. Some are an inch long and they are
very aggressive. As you pass them they rotate their bodies so they are
ready to pounce. They also have big mosquitoes, big leeches and big
spiders in Queensland. Luckily I didn't see any hairy-legged spiders. 'm
really scared of them.

The Army issued us some stuff to defend ourselves against these creepy
crawlies. It came in two coloured plastic containers: grey and green. The
grey container stuff was to deter crawling things from crawling on you
and feasting on your body. It was supposed to be super effective against
ticks, but super ineffective was more like it. We didn’t apply it to our skin
but rather we squirted the stuff into the seams of our uniforms. Maybe
I'm being picky, but I still managed to disturb a couple of ticks feeding on
me. But who knows, without that stuff I may have had 10 ticks feasting
on me.

[ think they banned the stuff in the green bottle. It was not pleasant to
use but it was essential against mosquitoes. As you rubbed it on your
flesh, it applied instant warmth to the skin, or maybe it was just burning
the layers off your skin! Instead, we smeared it onto our uniforms
because it was pretty dangerous stuff. It made the glass in your watch go
all funny and if you lay your arm on your groundsheet after having
rubbed some of this goo on, it would melt parts of the groundsheet
which would then stick to your arm. It was a powerful brew. It was really
great on leeches though, they'd go all rubbery-like.

I mentioned it was in a squeeze bottle. By squeezing the bottle and
lighting the stream of fluid, you had an instant flamethrower which was
great for dealing with ants. The only trouble was more of their mates
turned up so you had to move anyway.

[ had a full bottle of the green stuff as we flew to Shoalwater Bay,
somewhere between Townville and Brisbane, a training area that is still
used by the Army today. That was to be our last exercise and most of it is
a blur. When you are a dumb grunt, you do the same stuff in the bush all
the time. It's called a routine. Is it any wonder then that my brain gets all
jumbled up with what happened, where it happened and in what
sequence?

Two things stood out in my memory of Shoalwater Bay: the DS and the



enemy. They had completed a tour of duty in Vietnam. They knew their
stuff and we were there to learn from them.

I was impressed with Capt. Arsepaper. (“Arsepaper’ was his response
when a dumb grunt gave a silly answer to one of his questions.) He was
very tall and had blonde hair. His lectures were very entertaining. He was
a class act. We'd be out in the bush somewhere patrolling away, moving
forward slowly, searching our arcs, and then suddenly I'd spot him
leaning up against a tree just looking at me. He turned up everywhere.

Killer and I couldn’t put it over the other DS either. When they killed
Killer off, our manic routine with me haring off into the scrub with the
machine gun to distract the DS so he would catch up with me later didn’t
wash with those guys. They knew all the tricks. Browny got caught out
too. He was carrying an M72 rocket launcher sans rocket. He slung it over
his shoulder and every time he went to ground the tube would bang him
on the head. Whilst going through a creek during an assault on the
enemy, he flung it away. At the end of the activity when the DS were
debriefing us, the DS sergeant suggested to Browny that he go back and
get the M72 he'd thrown away.

Our last big attack was spectacular. There was a creek line and the enemy
were dug in with bunkers on the other side. The plan was to sprint
towards the enemy while a simulated artillery bombardment was taking
place. We would then fire and move through the bunker system and take
it out. First up we all nearly got wiped out by the simulators. Apparently
the DS were not expecting such a gung-ho start and we were on top of
the simulators when they were going off - gee that certainly fired up the
adrenalin.

Killer and I got separated and I recall there was just me and Davo, taking
it in turns to crawl ahead and engage the enemy. He would cover me
when I crawled forward and I would cover him. If you got up and ran, the
DS would say you were dead. So we crawled all the way. The dead enemy
were strewn all over the place and they had fake plastic wounds. One guy
was holding his guts and it looked like all his guts had come out. Another
had an eye poking out from his hand on his face. They looked great. I
should have taken a picture but there was a battle raging, you
understand, and we were in full attack mode.

The DS told Davo he was wounded in the leg. Any self-respecting digger
would roll over and take a break from the proceedings, but not Davo. He
kept going uphill, crawling and dragging his so-called wounded leg after
him. He was still yelling out orders to our section. Go Davo.

But the DS hadn'’t finished with him. They told him then he was wounded



in the other leg. Davo simply kept crawling and yelling out orders while
dragging both legs behind him. What a hero! Those VC had better look
out when Davo and 5 section turned up!

2 Platoon. Lookout VC, here we come!

Soon we were on our last leave before deployment. The Army flew us
home, but [ elected to drive with Ian C so that he could get his car home,
seeing as he lived at Rye Park, about an hour’s drive from Cootamundra.
He owned a Hillman Arrow, a similar car to the Hillman Hunter that won
the London to Sydney marathon, but without the heavy modifications of
course. We had so much gear in the car that the back was weighed down
a bit, something we didn’t notice until nightfall when the lights on high
beam were only good for spotting possums in the trees.

Heading south for 43 hours was not easy. I vividly recall a comet in the
southern sky. I'm sure the headlights beaming up at that angle made it
brighter. The night sky was full of stars of course. During one of my night
driving stints [ thought I noticed something shining up ahead. The road
was empty, quite narrow and flat, so [ was driving down the centre, but
red dirt was drifting in, making it hard to see the edge of the road. I
hesitated for a moment and took my foot off the accelerator; then I
jammed on the brakes. Standing in the middle of the road was a rather
large black and white cow. The white patches were stained red from the
red dust. The shining bit was the reflection from its eyes. lan C was
instantly awake as I sailed past the cow just hitting its tail as it wandered
off the road. Boy, that was close.

We had a puncture. lan C stopped at a servo near Sydney but we were
unable to get it repaired so we pushed on. Just near Yass, only an hour or
so from home we got another puncture. Ian C flagged down a car and got
a lift to Yass to get it repaired. I stayed with the car parked on the side of



the road. I was having a snooze when another car pulled up. You won’t
believe this but the people had recognised the car as they knew Ian C.

In a week or so we were flying to South Vietnam.



Chapter 25
Goodbye Townsville

Lots of things happened in our last week at Townsville.

The girls from the Hong Kong Restaurant wore their uniforms: the gold
top, but without the black slacks. We had been urging them to do this for
our last night. We had built up a good relationship with the ladies
because we were gentlemen; nobody put the hard word on them.

I was getting a haircut in town. The barber asked me the normal
questions: what unit [ was with, was I a Nasho, how did I find the Army,
and so on. I mentioned that [ was off to Vietnam in a week’s time and he
stopped what he was doing. He asked if I was concerned at all and I
replied that no, I had been training continuously for about 10 months
and that I felt very confident about going to Vietnam. Next minute he
went to the back door and called out to his wife. He told her that [ was off
to Vietnam and she too showed her concern and they both wished me
good luck.  was very surprised by their concern and thoughtfulness.

My parents came up to Townsville by train to see me off. They never
owned a car, indeed they had never been to Queensland before. I met
them at the People’s Palace in town, and then my father and I set off to
Avis to rent a car.

“Good morning gentlemen, how may I help you?”
“We’d like to rent a car for the weekend, please.”
“Certainly, do you have your driver’s licence?”

[ handed her my licence.

“I'm sorry, sir but we cannot rent you a car, sir. You are under 21 years of
age.”

My father got a little upset. “We’ve travelled over 2,000kms to be with my
son. He goes to Vietnam in a couple of days. We were looking forward to
driving around and seeing Townsville. Why can’t you rent us a car?”

“Sir, he is under 21 ..."

“He’s bloody old enough to go off to the war but not good enough to rent
your precious bloody cars ...



“Dad, it’s OK,” I interrupted. “We’ll go somewhere else.”

Out on the street my father was still shaking his head. He couldn’t believe
what had just happened. We headed down to a used car lot and asked to
see the boss.

“Yes, gents?”

“You haven’t got a sale,” my father said. “I was hoping you could help us.”
He then went on to explain what happened over at Avis. “Perhaps we
could take a car for a test drive over the weekend?”

“Unfortunately the law in Queensland forbids that,” said the used car
salesman, “But there’s a guy down the road, Sid’s Renta Trucks and Utes.
He may be able to help you.”

So off we went down to Sid’s place to go through the whole routine again.

“Avis wouldn’t rent a car to us because |, as the driver, am under 21,” |
told Sid.

“T'll overlook that,” he said. Things were looking up. “I've got a Toyota
4WD out there at the moment. You can take that today, but tomorrow
come back and I'll have a ute ready to swap over.”

Bewdy. Back to the People’s Palace in this bloody great big 4WD, we
picked up my mother and started to explore Townsville. First spot we
went to was the hill above Townsville to take in the view of the place.
Whilst there we noticed a double storey round house, just like the one at
Kensington in Sydney. It was some sort of restaurant. We parked the
4WD and headed towards the entrance.

“Sorry, we'’re closed,” came a voice as a chap emerged from the doorway.
Now I should explain that [ have the gift of the gab. I got it from my father
who has a way of getting people on side, that’'s why he was so upset
about the episode at Avis.

“Yeah, hi mate. We're here seeing off our son who is flying off to Vietnam
in a couple of days.”

“Oh, where are you from?”
“Cootamundra, NSW. Where are you from?”
“I'm from Bondi actually ...”

“My eldest son lives in Bondi,” my father interrupted (he’s good at that



and so am [). “He lives on Campbell Parade.”
“Really? Ah, would you people like to come in and have a drink?”

So we went in and soon were up at the bar. The place was empty except
for us. “Now what would you like, Coke, Fanta?”

“Coke would do nicely, thanks,” my mother said.

“Er, something a little stronger?” Yes, that was my father.
“Scotch?”

“Bewdy.”

That was a very pleasant moment and the bar owner didn’t seem to be in
a hurry. My father took out his wallet and offered to pay but all drinks
were on the house. After about 30 minutes we thanked him and moved
on.

So where to eat? We ended up at a typical cafe, one I hadn’t been to. We
ordered our meals and my father was chatting up the young girl who
served us and asked about some extra butter. When we left, he paid the
bill at the counter but he also left a few coins on the table for the young
girl. We went back there the next day. The young girl was all smiles and
brought my father extra butter even though he didn’t ask. My father was
quite a charmer.

Unfortunately my parents had missed our march through Townsville's
main street a couple of days before they arrived. We were worried that
nobody would turn up and those that did would throw stuff at us. That
was at the height of the Moratorium marches, you understand. The
Vietnam War was very unpopular and a lot of the demonstrators took it
out on the soldiers. As it turned out the march went quite well. The
Artillery guys (107 Battery I think) who would be supporting us in
Vietnam also joined in. Even though they were down the back, we knew
they were there as we could hear their knuckles dragging on the ground.

We were due to fly out at 2am and my parents were catching a train
south at 8am. The People’s Palace closes at 10pm, so it looked like they
would have to find somewhere else to stay. My father had discovered a
pub not far from the People’s Palace. He went there a few times and
charmed the publican so much that he offered my parents a room where
they could stay at no charge. Can you believe that?

If anyone asked my parents about Townsville they would say what a
great place it was and how friendly the people were.



As long as you didn't mention Avis.



Chapter 26

364 and Awakie and Some Other Shit

At about 2am, Alpha Company lifted off in a Qantas jet bound for Saigon.
We seemed to be taxiing for a long time. Sum Wun said that the runway
at Townsville is just long enough for those jets, 707s, to take off, if they
were not heavily loaded. Heavily loaded? We were only allowed two bags
each and the total weight could not exceed 50kg. I, like many others,
wrote 20kgs on one bag label and 25kgs on the other. I had no idea what
they weighed. The old girl was creaking and groaning as it barrelled
down the airstrip. The panels above our heads were rattl