
  
    1 Jungle Stoush, 1956


    The gloomy and misty jungle is dangerously quiet, the faint dripping from last night’s rain the only sound. Five metres in front of me the forward scout is frozen in mid-step. He slowly raises his left arm, fist clenched and thumb down, signalling ‘Bandits near’. We smoothly stop and drop. Muddy green statues melt into the ground. He points downwards in the vague polite way of a Bantu while warily scanning the jungle around him. Cautiously I creep next to him and see the footprints in the composting leaf mould at the side of the track.


    ‘How many, Matias?’ I whisper to the hawk-eyed old Nyasa.


    ‘Three; move fast; big packs.’


    ‘When?’


    ‘Ten . . . twenty minutes.’


    Damn! In ten minutes they can cover a kilometre, changing direction irregularly. We track forward quickly following the spoor for about fifty metres. I cover Matias, looking for danger around him as he carefully casts ahead seeking further ‘sign’ which can tell us how far apart they are moving and how often they halt to check for the presence of security forces: us. Corporal Tabuya covers me. We confirm there are three. Matias is trying to see if they halted for a rest so that we can determine what weapons they have from imprints and scrape marks. The others in my platoon, twenty-seven tough askari from the Ndebele, Shona, Barotse and Nyasa tribes of central Africa, have sheered off the overgrown track and are crouched and tensed: weapons ready, scenting, listening and their eyes piercing the dense Malayan jungle enveloping us. Someone out there wants to kill us. Our job is to hunt down and kill them.


    Pisayi, my Platoon Warrant Officer and second-in-command, slips beside me. He is a short, wiry and quick-witted Shona. He murmurs, ‘Ho Lung?’ Comrade Ho Lung commands 32 Independent Platoon of the Malayan Races Liberation Army. They are one of many communist terrorist groups of experienced and ruthless jungle fighters and assassins that we have been chasing in north Johore for months. Ho Lung had attacked and murdered police and civilians in the rubber estates recently but no security forces had bested him.


    Ho Lung is believed to be moving east to cross the Sungei Palong (Palong River) before slithering into one of his many boltholes in the Segamat Wild Life Sanctuary which is a vast area of mountainous primary jungle. Once his platoon gets away we might never know where they are until they debouch again to wreak havoc. We have been dispatched to destroy him and his platoon and have been waiting for them on the Palong, patrolling by day and ambushing by night, for the past week.


    ‘I don’t think these are Ho Lung’s people, sar’major. They’re probably CT couriers working with the Min Yuen.’ We abbreviate the term ‘communist terrorist’ to CT in singular or plural.


    We study our maps and realise that we’ll never catch them. They are too far ahead, the creeks are flooded and the late afternoon monsoon rain will soon wash out their footprints. The fact that they are using the trail means that they want to move fast and do not suspect that we are near. Though setting up for a high frequency radio message will slow us down I decide to inform my Battalion Headquarters.


    We finally get through, faintly. I am in some disfavour: a not unusual occurrence. It’s Captain John Shaw, our clever but pompous and bossy Intelligence Officer, speaking to me from his comfortable operations room some fifty-four kilometres away: ‘Four-two, where the hell have you been!’ He pithily gives me some information about Ho Lung’s expected movements. He could have at least wished me luck.


    To catch Ho Lung before he crosses the Palong on a derelict foot bridge near the deserted village of Jerong Subang, twelve kilometres to our north, at ‘sparrow-fart’ tomorrow we’ll have to move fast and use the old trail we are on. It is already midday. None of us look forward to slogging on an overgrown jungle track with heavy chafing pack on our backs, wearing soaked trousers and shirt and carrying a rifle, shot-gun, machine-gun or carbine. The temperature will be about 32 degrees Celsius and a tropical rain storm will hit us in the late afternoon. Add clambering over fallen logs, avoiding thorns, vines and clumps of bamboo and wading chest deep through countless flooded creeks. For more spice there could be some experienced and ruthless killers waiting to ambush us, but we’d practised our drills for that.


    The spirit and enthusiasm of youth rather than the cautious wisdom of experience dominates my decision. I feel that the quicker we move the more surprise we will gain. But the supreme influence on my decision to take risks is the euphoria of command. My Company Commander, Major Bill Godwin, is absent on short local leave; the second-in-command, Captain Dudley Rowell, had reluctantly departed a few days ago with a raging fever, appropriately on Guy Fawkes day. I had just been promoted from second lieutenant to the exalted rank of lieutenant and am proudly, but very temporarily, commanding a company of ninety-one good and true infantrymen.


    The three fleet-footed CT couriers would be well away from us by now and, even if they try to warn him, Ho Lung is probably well west of the river which is still rising. That is if they even know where Ho Lung is, which is unlikely. So I warn my platoon to prepare to move fast on the trail. It is already too late to try anything too clever that evening. We’d be lucky even to get across the Palong. But I must not let Ho Lung take the initiative. I must get close to him quickly.


    We speed north less than cautiously. The overgrown trail is east of the Palong and is now used by elephant, sambar deer and wild pig and, infrequently, by the occasional Sakai (Malay aborigine) fisherman or the CT. From the depth of the water in the streams across our path we realise the river is still rising. We are crossing them with water up to our chests when normally they’d be only ankle deep.


    My thoughts often ramble while walking fast on a track: a stupid pastime when on patrol. I think about the ‘Brits’ and the French who parachuted into the Suez area a week ago. The evening news on the radio was still full of it. I hope it won’t start a third world war. Johnny Ray’s ‘Walking in the rain, getting soaking wet. . .’ jingles in my mind as we move quickly and rhythmically. My big bergen pack sways with my stride, my water-bottles slosh, my machete slaps my thigh, the pistol grip of my sub-machine-carbine is comfortably tucked into my belt, my palm covering the breech opening. Now, when I win the £1000 Rhodesian sweep. . .


    Urgently Matias halts us again on the lip of another swollen creek. Muddy footprints with suspended sediment show where the terrorist group ahead of us has come back onto the trail and cut saplings to help them get across. It must have been very deep and swampy upstream for them to have to come back west to the trail. Matias is agitated. The spoor is less than five minutes old. The leading section of my men smoothly deploy off the trail but we had been moving so fast that the rear of the column concertinas into us. I’ve shown poor leadership. My platoon in single file must have had difficulty keeping up with me. Streams, vines and fallen logs had impeded us, but surely not that much. I have a flash of post-failure brilliance: I remember my rule that after crossing an obstacle I must not move any faster than the speed it took me to cross it, for a distance equal to the length of the column. I’d moved too fast. I’d exhausted the lads to the rear who had become part of a frenzied concertinaring shambles rather than a controlled well-spaced single file. Most of my platoon is now crowded on the edge of the stream. We scramble all over each other trying to take cover quickly and then wriggle into firing positions. ‘Bloody idiot!’ I say to myself—my askari are not impressed with me either. My Platoon Sergeant, Gondocondo, his muscles swelling his shirt befitting an Ndebele boxer of renown, smiles hugely. He’s enjoying himself and has come forward from the back of the platoon column to see our mad antics.
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      8 Platoon’s leaders. Standing, from left: Corporal Tabuya, Sergeant Gondocondo, self, Warrant Officer Pisayi, Corporal Taderera. Kneeling: Lance Corporal Kenneth, Corporal Jere, Lance Corporal Muchembere.

    


    Two rifle shots thump-thump behind us: one shot knocks down Taswivinga who is standing next to me. It had hit his pack. We answer with a fusillade of rifle and Bren gun fire. The alert askari from the lead section, led by Corporal Tabuya, scramble and charge in the direction of the shots. But we chase blind and slow as there is no easy spoor to follow.


    To chase or not to chase? What are the priorities? Should I waste more valuable time setting up the radio to advise headquarters? My decision is made for me by the whims of the jungle. Corporal Taderera’s men around me burst apart like an exploding grenade with shouts of ‘Mago! Mago!’ echoing through the trees: wasps! Worse than terrorists! We thrash through jungle with our arms over our faces and hands over our ears to get far away from the nest quickly. To see a soldier blunder blindly into the jungle for no apparent reason is an ridiculous sight, until the wasps make you do the same.


    We had wasted more time and there is now no doubt that Ho Lung must be the priority. We’d already mucked around enough at this creek. The three couriers will have fled to the east. I’d already reported their direction of movement. Leave them be and get Ho Lung. But more carefully, more tactically and with more common-sense. Thank heavens he won’t have heard the shooting.


    The river is still rising. I wonder what Ho Lung’s thoughts are. When and where will he base-up for the night? What time will he start tomorrow morning and where will he go? He’d know from experience that the Palong will be up. What difference will that make to his plans? Will the old foot-bridge at Jerong Subang still be there? How hard will he fight?


    As we reach Jerong Subang we cautiously fan out and check it for an ambush. It is now unrecognisable as a once inhabited village of happy Malay and hard-working Chinese families. They must have been resettled many years ago. It is now overgrown with belukar, lalang and bamboo. We see the Sungei Palong properly for the first time in about four hours. It is a deep, swollen and treacherous muddy torrent about thirty metres across. I put out sentries and send clearing patrols along the near bank. There is no foot-bridge, only a broken line of leaning rotten posts.


    My fellow Platoon Commander, Yvo de Bruyn, a wiry, unflappable and strong swimmer, and myself, a fairly mediocre swimmer who does not want to be outdone or lose face, strip naked, link fifty metres of our askari’s toggle ropes, tie them to belts around our waists, go upstream and swim boldly across the river to the admiring throaty ‘Eeehs’ from our askari. Most askari, having been brought up near water ever-menaced by crocodiles or bilharzia, never learn to swim and, worse, have a morbid fear of deep muddy water. They sensibly leave us to it.


    We stretch across another fifty metres of linked toggle rope ten metres downstream as a safety line. Then, with either Yvo or me standing by as a life-guard to rescue any lost souls, we take it in turns to ferry each of our askari across the river. There are dramatic moments as some of our non-swimmers lose confidence while crossing the torrent.


    Suddenly a strong wind thrashes the canopy above us and moments later the rain sheets down. The continuous rain makes it hard to hear, smell or see but I’m pleased because it drowns out the shouts of encouragement, false warnings and laughter from those already across who have not been deployed to secure the crossing. We just can’t stop their excitement. They are enjoying both the euphoria of being across the river and the terror of their friends on the other bank.
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      The Palong contacts—first skirmishes with communist terrorists in November 1965.
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      Warrior friends. The platoon commanders of Godwin’s Company—Freddy Harrison, Yvo de Bruyn and self—standing in front of a Ferret armoured car.

    


    Ho will be thinking about bedding down for the night not too far to our west about now. How relaxed or nervous will he be? If he’s under cover he’ll be enjoying the heavy rain and using it to cover the noise of his mens’ basing-up and to dampen down the smoke and smell from his cooking fires. I hope he is calm, comfortable and supremely confident. I don’t want to bump into testy, tetchy, twitchy and highly alert CT tomorrow. So eat and sleep well, my friend; relax.


    Once we are all across the river, with the rain still pelting down, we dispatch our security patrols and, as it is about an hour from last-light and evening stand-to, I decide that Yvo and I will have a two-platoon base. Pearce brings me a welcome mug of hot sweet tea. I relax too and think ahead.


    Then, unexpected, I am called to the radio to hear the gruff voice and ‘err’ing speech of my Commanding Officer, Jock Anderson. He gives me the startling message that Ho Lung could base-up for the night at an old CT camp which is probably less than three kilometres from me and could cross the Palong early tomorrow morning. It is too late to find and attack Ho Lung’s group that evening, particularly as his camp will be cleverly sited and well defended. However, I will now have to choke his eastward movement options by closing the distance between us that evening. This will enable me, at first light the next day, to site multiple ambushes both closer together and closer to him. We need to start now and move quickly. In heavy rain, hoping it will cloak any noise we make and keep Ho Lung’s terrorists in the dry comfort of their bashas, we scramble westward in a single line of two platoons.


    It is still raining as we stop on an eastern slope after covering about 1500 metres. We immediately, quietly and automatically shake out into our patrol base. We prepare for the night. I tell my men that there is to be no cooking, no use of noisy aluminium mess tins, no smoking, no washing, no smelly insect repellent, no lights, silent cleaning of weapons, no clearing patrols, no radio communications and no cutting of trees, vines or tracks. We put waist-high nylon parachute cord around the perimeter. We have two sentry positions only. All are warned that we will move to engage Ho Lung’s platoon at 5.45 a.m. tomorrow and that we will fight by section patrols.


    Evening stand-to starts late, well after dusk. I normally walk around the perimeter and talk quietly with my askari. But we are all dog-tired this evening and they had seen enough of me during that day. After we stand-down, Yvo, our warrant officers, sergeants and our six corporal section commanders assemble at the centre of our base. I give my orders for the next day. My plan is to spread a fairly loose tripwire of six ambush positions across about 300 metres of Ho Lung’s probable route by 6.30 a.m., then wait thirty minutes to ambush Ho’s group moving east towards the river. If we don’t catch him by then, each section will patrol west, parallel to each other, towards the area of Ho Lung’s night base. Because our patrols were so close I’ll not allow unco-ordinated follow-up after contact. Fred Harrison, leading the third platoon of the company, is still well south of us and on the east side of the Palong so I ask him by radio to ambush crossing spots near Jerong Subang. It is a straightforward plan. I sleep well.


    I wake long before dawn. I splash water on my nine-day stubble and into my eyes and put on my saturated shirt, trousers and socks, and lace on my muddy canvas-and-rubber jungle boots. I snap on my web belt with its pouch holding three spare 34-round magazines for my 9 millimetre L2A2 Sterling sub-machine-gun, my sheathed machete and two water-bottles. I still affectionately call my Sterling a Tatchett’ after the name of the designer even though, officially, its name had changed. I drop my prismatic compass on its cord into my left breast pocket, put my tattered first-field-dressing for bullet wounds into the right, and slip my plastic cased map, protractor and black chinagraph pencil into my left thigh pocket. I wring out my dirty white-banded jungle hat and plonk it on, chew on a mouthful of raisins, wash them down with a swig of chemical tainted water, scratch some old leech sores and several new mosquito bites, grab my Patchett, rub an oily rag over it, check the magazine, check the breech opening for obstructions, load it, cock it and thumb it to ‘safe’. I’m ready to go.
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      You are warned! Pearce, my orderly, stands by a portentous sign nailed to a rubber tree at the edge of the jungle.

    


    We slip under the nylon perimeter cord and move to our ambush positions west of us. A troop of gibbons is ‘whoooo-up, whoop, whoop, whooping’ far to our east which is an indication that they’d been disturbed. Each section sites its ambush, settles and waits. I move with Corporal Taderera’s section to the furthest north position, dropping off the other sections, and then settle down in a circular ambush on a spur and listen. We have not seen, heard or smelt anything unusual since we started, except for the hooting gibbons, who are now quiet.


    Sound and smell are key senses in jungle fighting. The CT and their camps have a distinctive smell just as do elephant, the big cats, sambar or ourselves. There is no wind, there rarely is this time of the morning. We draw the air gently through our noses trying to detect the faint scent of a bush toilet, cooking fat or smoke, or recently turned earth. We shake our heads slowly: nothing. There are no startled fauna. It is all depressingly quiet and still. Perhaps we have missed Ho Lung’s group or warned them off, or are they waiting for us to make the first move? We’ll know soon.


    At 7 a.m. the patrols move. Taderera slips away due west leaving Mabgwazaka, Zachariah and me. We walk cautiously south-east, back towards the patrol base. The jungle remains still and quiet. The movement of our patrols would have silenced the fauna with the exception of that troop of gibbons which must have swung away from us. Ho will notice that too, but, if we’re lucky, he might think that an elephant or tiger was responsible as no security forces patrols had been in this area for years. We cross a deepish and swampy sided creek and breast a low ridge, and pause to listen, smell and look.


    Mabgwe turns and quivers his lowered left hand. Something is worrying him. Are CT near? Have we sprung our trap too late? I look again at my map, gauging times, distances and speed of our patrols related to the probable speed of Ho’s group from the most likely time he would leave his camp. We should have bumped into them by now. Perhaps they have gone elsewhere or my information from headquarters is wrong. The sections might report signs of that later. My plan has probably stuffed up.


    A weird feeling often alerts me to a threat before sight or sound reaches me. I spin around to the east diving to ground, Patchett ready, before the crackling 9 millimetre fire and the rhythmic ‘thump-thump-thump. . . thump-thump’ of a Bren echoes through the jungle blending with the crump of shot-guns and faint shouts. I had just been thinking that Ho Lung had got away so I hope that our patrols have not run into one another. Then, with the distinctive ‘crang’ of grenades which we did not carry, I know that we have a contact with terrorists. We melt into a three-man ambush on the ridge and wait.


    Forty metres away, in a densely foliaged creek, we hear a group bashing their way downstream. We catch glimpses of their khaki uniforms: CT! They are moving fast towards the Palong and are now past our patrols. I crab-scuttle down the flat ridge behind us and hear Mabgwe and Zacka following me. We’ll attempt to cut them off and engage them closer at the point where the creek wends its way close to the northern spur of our ridge.


    We reach the swampy creek at the same time as the CT are scurrying by. They’re on the far bank and not easy to see clearly but there seems to be about six of them armed with rifles and Sten guns. They’re chirruping and urging each other on in Chinese. Fair odds. We three have the initiative. They have not shot at us, therefore they have not seen us. We run crouched and crawl closer to find better firing positions. They see us first and fire wildly. We fire back and charge in. I shoot at two CT twenty-five metres in front of me, one is firing at me, he stumbles, I fire and bowl him over, but I can’t see my lads with me. Bullets thump into trees near me. I feel alone but keep scrambling forward. I fire my ‘signature’, a one-three double tap, twice, to let the others know where I am. Thunk: my Patchett jams! I change magazines. Still jammed. I can hear firing on my left: Mabgwe. ‘Get up with me, you dingwit!’ I mutter. I look in the ejection opening. It is plugged with moss and crud. I drop into lopak swamp behind a log and quickly clear out the mess with my finger. It burns. I see blood mixed in the water. Not mine. I’ve lost my jungle hat and I feel awkward and exposed without it. I bind my head with my sweat rag and roll forward over the log. A spray of bullets showers me with muck. They must now know there are only three of us. I scramble sideways and crawl through the swamp noticing, of all things, dozens of little pitcher plants which trap insects. I stand in a tree buttress and fire a burst in the direction of the CT. Then I hear Zachariah shout and the ‘thump-thump. . . thump-thump’ double tap of his Bren on my right.


    We keep stumbling and scrambling up the incline getting even further behind them. We cannot keep up and we are the ones firing wildly now. They fire back at us with controlled bursts of fire. I can’t see them but there now seems to be many more than six. Their bullets crack overhead. I see blood splattered on a log. ‘Steady buster’, I caution myself: ‘you’re supposed to be commanding a company, not two men’. I shout: ‘Stop!’. The CT have gone over the ridge line ahead. I give them a short final burst for luck and bravado and put on my last full magazine.
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      Marshalling a whirlwind. Bringing in an RAF Westland Whirlwind to lift out my platoon from the Palong Operation. Note the scramble rope hanging next to the cabin opening—to get us through holes in the jungle canopy.

    


    Zachariah joins me. We are both excited, grinning and panting. He has only half a magazine left. We find Mabgwe. He’s a little shaky and has a badly swollen sprained ankle. Supporting him, we move warily back to the patrol base.


    Everyone in the base is euphoric. Our patrols return. We send out search parties for the wounded and dead. I radio back to headquarters to tell them that we’ve had a successful contact and will confirm later the details of CT killed or suspected wounded. I also asked for tracker-dog teams to help us follow up. It is the Battalion’s first success, for which we’d trained and waited for nearly two years.


    I cool down and squat, exhausted, against a tree buttress, next to my radio operator. The body of a dead CT lies next to me on a makeshift stretcher of cut saplings, poncho and nylon cord. I’m pensive. It could have been one of us, or me, lying there in his place. He was about thirty and had been a big, strong, black-haired man with jungle-paled skin. His partly open mouth reveals many gold teeth. I’m surprised how little the bullets have damaged his body; just little mauve holes with blue bruising around them. He had been well fed and his burnished Sten gun with three full magazines lies beside him. He must have been a good warrior. I do not yet know his name. His pack has been opened and the contents laid out on his green floral-patterned plastic groundsheet. There is a notebook, an open wallet with photos, pencil, knife, chopsticks, tin-opener, batteries, Tiger Balm, matches, rice in plastic bags, some small tins of Chinese dainties, a tin plate and mug, Chinese language newspapers and magazines, rags and clothes—even two tins of Solbrand Norwegian Kipper Snacks. I have a momentary pang of remorse before I remember the cruelty and murder he had done to others who could not retaliate. But I still wonder if he had a wife and children and what anguish his mother and father will have when they are told of his death. But c’est la guerre! Forget it, Digger. Get cracking.


    I don’t feel too successful. I’m embarrassed that I’d ignored my own orders about follow-up and impetuously become a fighter rather than commander. I hadn’t led even two men well. My Patchett had not been able to tolerate the crud and mud of a jungle contact, nor had its 9 millimetre round done anything but knock men over. I decide never to carry an open-breech sub-machine-carbine again, and neither will any of my platoon.


    As the excitement dies and we have nowt to do but wait for the results from our search parties, an unusual sensibility surges within me. I have never doubted myself, my religious beliefs or my ethics, yet I muse and write, ‘Why am I in this exotic place doing these extraordinary things and what events brought me here? What of that was fate and what elements were of my own choice or action?’ I start scribbling.

  


  
    2 The Die Cast


    The heroic deeds of great men, mainly British, were my early intellectual diet. I was brought up as a middle-class son of the ‘Empire’. Born in Hong Kong in 1931, I was dispatched to board at schools in Australia and England, and both school and university in South Africa. Rider Haggard, Kipling, W. E. Johns, Ransome, Shakespeare, Scott, Idress, Dickens, Paterson, Forester and Hardy were my mentors and they were salted with the Boy’s Own Annual and The Champion boys’ weekly. My heroes were warriors, explorers and empire builders. I spent much time wandering and day-dreaming through libraries, museums and art galleries on three continents. I often stood spellbound gazing at a Constable, Turner or Reynolds and spent many entrancing moments in front of a Hogarth or Holbein listening to my father describe the artists’ skills. My father and mother were both amateur artists. My father was a potter and a Shakespearean fanatic while my mother played the piano and painted in oils. She loved the operettas of Gilbert and Sullivan and I was bundled into Her Majesty’s in Melbourne to see them and such shows as the Desert Song and Maid of the Mountains with Gladys Moncrieff and Max Oldfield. At theatre parties at home I would dutifully meet guests and hand out snacks. I was mesmerised by the actors and, especially, the bubbly younger actresses.


    I became chauvinistic about King and Country. While at university studying for an arts degree I became slightly more broadminded, yet confused. I was interested by the ideas of such as Oscar Wilde and George Bernard Shaw but I felt that they were unchivalrous upstarts and disloyal to the traditions and ethics in which I believed.


    My family did much travelling by sea and I saw many foreign ports and other lands. I travelled on British, German, American, Dutch, Australian, Canadian and Japanese passenger ships. I remember vividly Mount Stromboli erupting as we passed by at night. In 1941 I was on board the Empress of Japan when she had her name changed, in disgust, to the Empress of Asia. I heard and saw proud Nazi salutes on the Scharnhorst. Later, when the Japs started getting openly obstreperous, my mother, myself, brother and sister were smartly evacuated from Hong Kong to Australia on the Neptuna (later sunk at Darwin). I remember transferring to and from an abundance of ships, merchant and naval, and rescuing my sister from drowning. I also remember doing quite silly things to display fearlessness to my friends such as scrambling around the outside railings of the ship’s stern while throwing potatoes at the huge sharks following us.


    All this travelling, plus the lack of an identifiable ‘home’, probably gave me a wanderlust that swayed many of the major decisions of my life.


    On my ninth birthday, while we were living at my uncle Ted’s and Aunty May’s home in Warrnambool, Victoria, my mother gave me a Christmas present that was to have an important subliminal influence upon me. It is now fifty years old, and only when I was searching my mind for material influences, ‘things’ that were important to me, did I realise its significance. Purchased at the Scout Shop in Melbourne, it was heavy and packed solidly inside a 15-centimetre square cardboard box. Shaking it gave me no clue to its identity. I was not allowed to see it until the day. I was, like all other children, impatient, intrigued and frustrated.


    When I woke on that exciting morning I left it till last, like a cherry in a fruit salad, and opened the other presents from my younger sister Rowena and the youngest in the family, my brother Peter. Then I carefully opened the box. I took out the tissue paper wrapping and saw the present. It was a bronzed statuette. Kneeling on a step and suited in armour was a knight, his visored helmet lay by his right knee. He knelt upright, his head proudly lifted and facing towards his extended and lifted arms, palms upward. Placed across his palms was a broadsword. Written in bold raised lettering across the front of the icon was the word ‘Dedication’. I was mesmerised. It was the most wonderful thing I had ever seen. I put him on the dressing table in the bedroom I shared with my cousin Dennis and we both stared and marvelled. Dennis asked me, ‘What’s his name?’ I told him, ‘Saint John’. I didn’t want anyone to touch him. I still don’t.


    As I grew stronger I became absorbed, obsessed might be a better word, in sport. I was a sprinter and shot-putter, an unlikely track-and-field combination, played a vigorous game of Australian Rules football and enjoyed trying to bowl fast at cricket. Inevitably, when I went to South Africa, Rugby Union replaced Australian Rules. I was fortunate to be big and quick and could handle a football. Others seemed to regard me well and listen to me because of those qualities. A Spartan image was easier to cultivate and more popular than an Athenian. The smell of liniment, linseed oil and dubbin dominated that of paper and ink.


    Early during the war against Japan my school buildings were taken over by the American logistics empire and we were packed off to the bush near Healesville in Victoria. From then the Australian bush became my favourite habitat. Friends and I spent much time trapping rabbits and generally messing around along Badger Creek. We sold the rabbits to feed the eagles at the Wildlife Sanctuary and sent a few of the best skins to the furrier, Ellemores, in Melbourne. We used the cash to buy more rabbit traps. My family stayed often at a friend’s farm near Moyhu, south of Wangaratta, where I could ride alone, with a grub sack, billy and the makings, into the hilly eucalypt forests near Whitfield.


    At Healesville I befriended an elderly Jewish refugee who taught me about the outside world and the war. I believe he had been a professor at a university in Austria but he was now chopping wood and helping in the kitchen at school. He once said quietly to me in his deliberate, slightly faulty and heavily accented English that I would be a soldier. I would have enemies and I should know them better than I knew myself or they would destroy me. He told me I was a ‘crazy rusher’ and ‘jumped in where angels feared to tread’. He used to say that everything is not what it seems. Not bad advice and I wish that I’d followed it more often.


    One of the memorable moments of my youth was when this old ‘reffo’ was enlisted in the Army for duty within Australia and he came to see us in his uniform and proudly wearing a slouch hat with the AIF badge. He was so happy that we all felt good for him. He disappeared without saying goodbye a week later. Many of us youngsters naively thought he might have been a German spy. The more generous thought he was going to spy for us! We never knew his name but we knew the teachers did not like or understand him. I thought he was wonderful.


    My heroes at school in Australia were men to admire and follow. ‘Jenno’ Jennings, one of my early headmasters set a standard of warmth and style by which I judged all my future teachers. The Reverend ‘Kiwi’ McQuie enthralled me by illustrating poems on the blackboard. I remember well Masefield’s ‘Sea Fever’ and Wordsworth’s ‘Daffodils’. McQuie had fought as an infantryman at Galli-poli and once showed us how God worked by letting us touch a metal AIF collar badge, bent in two by an almost-spent Turkish bullet, that had saved his life. The sheer rollicking fun and nostalgia of ‘Banjo’ Paterson was thrown at me enthusiastically by the fearsome ‘Basher’ Weight. For bravery my standard was Flight Lieutenant Bill Newton who was awarded the Victoria Cross posthumously for extraordinary heroism as a bomber pilot in New Guinea. He was shot down, captured and beheaded by the Japanese. In 1944 his photograph hung in the classroom of ‘Bully’ Taylor, our Latin teacher, and he measured our weak-willed academic or sporting efforts against those of his former pupil. We were all proud of such an ‘old boy’.
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      At boarding school on my fourteenth birthday. Even after receiving extra clothing coupons for growing too fast, I was a sartorial shambles.

    


    My father returned to Australia in 1945. After over four years as a prisoner of war of the Japanese he wanted to leave Asia. We went with him to England on the Aquitania and I had to give away my treasured collection of books which had provided some character guidance in the absence of my Dad. I was sad as I parted from Biggies, Umslopagaas, Captain Goode and Marco Polo, and from my books on aircraft and learning to fly.


    In England I was a school cadet in both the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry and the Essex Regiment. My forebears had served in both in past wars. We learnt something about drill, regimental traditions and rifle shooting with SMLEs with .22 inch ‘Morris tubing’. We played with Canadian P14 rifles and tumbled awkwardly with our oversize equipment over frosty hills, muddy dales and often frozen ponds. We learnt how to indicate targets to others by using obvious reference points, imaginary clock rays and our outstretched arms and the distance between our knuckles, fingers and hand spans. I learnt the first of many military mnemonics when we were drilled in controlling the fire of a group of men using large panorama landscapes of the South African veldt on a 25 metre range inside an English Drill Hall. We shouted fire control orders at each other and then popped away at the target, our sights set high so the bullets went through brown paper above the target without spoiling the panorama. To get more shooting practice a couple of us would aim anywhere but at the target indicated, much to the frustration of the pompous regular army warrant officer instructor from the regimental depot.
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      Strong parents indeed. Dad had fattened up after being a POW of the Japanese.
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      The Old Contemptible. My grandfather served on the western front against the German Army in 1914. His happy band was titled ‘that contemptible British Army’ by the Germans.

    


    Fruitless sliding and slopping through cold mud is my most vivid recollection of cadet training in England. After a grubby day during which I took off my battledress jacket and trousers to cross a stream I was accused by a British teacher-cadet officer of being silly. I told him, reasonably and tactfully, that we only had one woollen battle-dress that we had to wear smartly on parade the next day. He retorted disdainfully: ‘Bloody Australians—you’re all the same—grumble, grumble, grumble!’ I told him to get stuffed, and was caned. However I still won a little embroidered red-star cloth patch for efficiency which I sewed on my sleeve with pride.


    My father, grandfather and great-grandfather had been army officers. My grandfather marched on every Armistice Day with the British ‘Old Contemptibles’. Framed at home were the medals won by my forefathers at Waterloo, Ghuznee, Kabul, Jellalabad, the Boer War and the two World Wars. Under my consequently macho veneer I was really a wary and sensitive youth with a passion for reading historical novels and some ability to write and sketch. I enjoyed poetry. I wrote short stories. I relished art and loved music. But closeting these sissy traits had been a subliminal constant: I refused to learn to play the piano and to dance.


    I did not enjoy being taught at school but learnt from and mimicked the style of the teachers I liked and respected. I found arithmetic and algebra difficult because I disliked the cynical and condescending teacher, but liked trigonometry because the teacher was superb. I enjoyed English, geography, history and the sciences and remember those teachers with gratitude.


    Somewhere I started resenting and chafing against unfeeling or pompous authority. I developed an ‘antipodian cockiness’ as one irritated teacher in England titled it after I had told him that sarcasm was the lowest form of wit. My style, if one had the cheek to call it that, was a combination of size, fitness, strength, and a brash imitation of the Anzac myth and the well reported gallant deeds of Australians fighting in Tobruk, El Alamein and on the Kokoda Trail. Naturally I was never fully accepted in overseas society, and in truth my role-playing of the bronzed-Anzac myth was as false and insufferable as the other styles I so loudly denigrated. I had taken the first steps to being a ‘loner’.


    At the English speaking University of Cape Town in 1950 I lived in a temporary men’s residence, outside the university, which was nicknamed ‘Belsen’. It was populated mainly by ex-service undergraduates who were completing their various degrees after the war, or had started their degrees under a special returned servicemen’s scheme. They talked often at meals about their colourful war exploits which had now become highly embroidered and polished fables.


    I had always intended to become a soldier, in spite of my father’s ideas for a business life, and these impressive and mature men with their exciting anecdotes finally convinced me. But which army? I could have joined the British, South African, Southern Rhodesian or Australian armies. I was uncomfortable with the politics, hypocrisy and racial tensions in South Africa and could not speak Afrikaans, so South Africa was out. Australia and Britain were too distant. Rhodesian friends at university clinched my decision by telling me that C (Rhodesian) Squadron of the British 22nd Special Air Service was recruiting men for training in preparation for operations in Malaya, and that the Permanent Staff Corps of the Rhodesian Army, which I thought I first had to join, had earned the nickname ‘Permanent Sports Club’. That did it! Soldiering and sport was an irresistable mix.


    So it was with romantic motivation and some impetuosity rather than deliberation and commonsense that in January 1951 I entered the army as a private soldier. Sadly, I disappointed my father and mother who felt that I could have obtained a commission by attending Sandhurst or Duntroon. I then knew and wanted to know little about those establishments, or even what a commission entailed. I told my parents that I was sure the Rhodesians would commission me as an officer if they thought I was good enough. I certainly had a naive youthful optimism blended with romanticism and misplaced confidence. Nevertheless I had a gut-feeling that I could do well as a soldier, though I knew I’d have a lot to prove.


    My father saw me off on the train and gave me a diary. ‘Write it up as often as you can, son, so you can tell Mum and me about your adventures when you find time to get home.’ He knew already that I was a very casual correspondent, but keeping a diary was sound advice. It and my subsequent diaries not only recorded facts and my thoughts but allowed me to let off scribbled steam when I needed to and forced me to analyse my thinking and deeds. They were a necessary device for an impetuous enthusiast. I was also given a dog-eared linen-covered booklet with the uninspiring title The Defence of Duffers Drift. I thought, ‘Oh no, here we go, more advice’. With a mighty bear hug, damp eyes and a quavering, ‘So long, son, good luck, God bless you and write soon for Mum’s sake’, he saw me off. I waved to him from the compartment window of the train as it slid away from the station and was heart-wrenchingly reminded of reversed roles ten years earlier when I had said a sob-wracked goodbye while pressed against his rough greatcoat at Flinders Street Station in Melbourne when he left for the war against Japan. I wondered if he had felt as miserable and alone as I did now. I wrote the first lines in my first diary.


    Three smut-eyed days to the north in a clacketting open-carriage steam train took me past many of the battlefields of the Boer War. Through my father’s enthusiasm I had developed a keen interest in the study of battlefields and the factors that shaped the commanders’ decisions. I read The Defence of Duffers Drift and was fascinated. It was clever fiction. It described a series of tactical faux pas and stupidities by a young British officer during the Boer War and how, during a series of dreams, he blundered finally to a correct tactical decision. It was a good guide for a young duffer like me.


    At Kimberley I had a long wait for a connecting train to Rhodesia. An Afrikaner business friend of my father, and his family, unexpectedly came to meet me and offered to show me the ‘Big Hole’ where diamond mining had started in South Africa. I asked to see some of the strong-point areas of the siege of Kimberley and the Paardeberg battlefield instead, and spent the day driving and trudging around the dry, rock strewn veldt, sliced by the Modder River and overlooked by small flat-topped kopjes peppered with thorn bush. The river was steep banked and sluggish at the Paardeberg Drift where the battle started. I tried to imagine the battle at places such as Stinkfontein, Kitchener’s Kopje and the area of the Boer laager at Vendotiedrift where, fifty-one years earlier, the intrepid but over-confident and stubborn Boers under General Piet Cronje had surrendered after taking a severe beating from artillery for ten days. I possessed a battered and blatantly British-biased booklet complete with sketch maps so I had little difficulty and an exciting time finding the positions of the Queensland Mounted Infantry and the New South Welshmen during the siege. I walked where the Essex Regiment and the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry had many killed and wounded by cleverly sited, well camouflaged and entrenched Boer snipers during their assault upstream along the flanks of the river. I also found the spot where my grandfather had encamped his supply wagons. I remembered Banjo Paterson:


    
      From Queensland plains, where hot as fire the summer sunshine glows—


      And in the front the Lancers rode that New South Wales had sent:


      With easy stride across the plain their long, lean Walers went.


      Unknown, untried, those squadrons were, but proudly out they drew


      Beside the English regiments that fought at Waterloo.


      (‘With French to Kimberley’)

    


    I finished my scramble at the lonely grave of the Scot, Colonel Hannay, who had commanded the brigade which included the Queenslanders and the Lancers. He had ignored the callous orders of General Kitchener to have his weary mounted force charge the entrenched and concealed Boer marksmen. To maintain his honour Hannay charged alone until he was shot from his saddle by the Boers. They couldn’t believe what they were seeing and they buried him with dignity. The lonely grave was still beautifully tended. I knew nothing about tactics then but it seemed that there had been a paucity of thought mixed with an abundance of bravery on the British side, and I felt uneasy about my admiration for the great Lord Kitchener. However, asking an Afrikaner family to show me the places of a Boer retreat and then a major defeat was tactless. I learnt quickly that not only had Afrikaners not forgotten their war of independence but also that their defeat was still a festering cultural sore which they scratched open regularly. My host was, rightly, not impressed by my lack of discernment and my gaucheness. I had had little contact with Afrikaners but I had been in South Africa long enough to know better.


    Then it was off to the Anglophile and self-governing colony of Southern Rhodesia. Joining the train at Kimberley was one ‘Sparky’ Durand, a blond, handsome and confident Afrikaner with an unusual background who was also joining the Rhodesian Army. He was to become my mentor in my early weeks of soldiering. Sparky had been an airforce radio operator who had flown missions into Yugoslavia and Poland during the war and had recently been in the Berlin airlift. To me he seemed a most worldly man and a very casual, succesful and likeable rake. He gave the strong impression that he would have immediate amorous success that night on the train and, from the contented and smug look on his face at dawn, I’m sure he did. He had served with Australians in the war and gave me the nickname ‘Digger’. Few were to know me by any other printable name for the next thirteen years.


    After living in Australia, England and South Africa, I found that Rhodesia in January 1951 was an anachronism. A pilot with BOAC (now British Airways) is supposed to have said, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, we are about to land at Salisbury Airport in Rhodesia, there is a time change, please put your watches back fifty years’. He exaggerated, but the sentiment was accurate. The colonial style was still flourishing albeit modified with expatriate Brits and Rhodesians rather than temporary British civil service mandarins, magistrates and native commissioners. Missionaries of various Christian persuasions attempting to convert the heathen were still abundant, and all the other trappings of a colonial bureaucracy and hierarchy were on display.


    The Government was elected by a vote determined by wealth and ownership and thus restricted to ‘Europeans’, ‘Coloureds’ and a tiny number of blacks. It had power over all matters except ‘native’ and foreign affairs, which meant that any law that discriminated against the blacks, except those concerning law and order, required approval by the British Government. This legal constraint was probably the principal catalyst to the Rhodesian unilateral declaration of independence in 1966.


    The Rhodesian police organisation, the British South Africa Police, was initially an élite, para-military force. It had recruited high quality well educated and adventurous young men from England, who then learnt colonial administration, horsemanship, bush-craft, shooting and cavalry techniques, and African languages. They were to form the nucleus of much of the civil service, including native commissioners and magistrates and, later, the army.


    The army was small but had a proud war record. There was a staff corps for administering and instructing the efficient Territorial Force, which had two part-time white battalions of infantry, the nucleus of an artillery regiment and supporting arms and services. There was a regular African battalion with white officers and some white senior warrant and non-commissioned officers. The African warrant and non-commissioned officers and soldiers were generally titled ‘askari’. Temporarily and traditionally, an all-white SAS squadron was attached to the British 22nd Special Air Service in Malaya. The ‘airforce’ had transport, reconnaissance and training aircraft, maintenance personnel and facilities. It was then part of the army. There were no serious internal security problems, but there was some insidious murmuring amongst the intellectuals and covert leaders of the black population.


    The cultural separation of white and black was obvious. There was no thought by the whites of the two being equal. British stock formed the majority of the white population though there was a small Afrikaner element. Some of the newer British immigrants were not as tough, intelligent and resourceful as the early explorer-soldier-settler-farmer-miner or the troopers of the British South Africa Police. This was another catalyst for legitimate frustration and subsequent racial unrest.


    There were two big and opposing Bantu tribes. The populous, hard-working and clever Shona were in the north and centre of the country. The less industrious, more athletic and warrior oriented Ndebele, of Zulu ancestory, were in the south. Both tribes had soft and vulnerable chieftaincies and therefore were open to subversion. The Ndebele had once vigorously conquered and ruled the Shona and that caused


    

    
      [image: ]

      
    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  
    ABBREVIATIONS AND MILITARY TERMS


    
      
        
          	
            AO

          

          	
            area of operations (usually for mobile operations)

          
        


        
          	
            ARVN

          

          	
            Army of the Republic of Vietnam

          
        


        
          	
            CG

          

          	
            commanding general

          
        


        
          	
            click

          

          	
            a kilometre

          
        


        
          	
            CO

          

          	
            commanding officer

          
        


        
          	
            CSM

          

          	
            company sergeant major

          
        


        
          	
            CT

          

          	
            communist terrorist

          
        


        
          	
            dustoff

          

          	
            a medical evacuation helicopter and crew

          
        


        
          	
            Fire Base

          

          	
            (Fire Support Base) a protected location of a deployed battery or more of artillery to support fluid operations; fire bases are normally mutually supporting

          
        


        
          	
            grunt

          

          	
            an infantryman

          
        


        
          	
            gunship

          

          	
            an armed attack helicopter

          
        


        
          	
            H and I

          

          	
            harassing and interdiction fire

          
        


        
          	
            Huey

          

          	
            UH-1 helicopter (Bell 202 or Iroquois); many variations and models

          
        


        
          	
            hutchie

          

          	
            an infantryman’s field shelter and sleeping location

          
        


        
          	
            L5

          

          	
            Italian 105 millimetre pack-howitzer used by the Australian and New Zealand armies in the early days of the Vietnam War

          
        


        
          	
            lift

          

          	
            the number of troop-carrying helicopters on an operation

          
        


        
          	
            M113

          

          	
            armoured personnel carrier; it can lift a section of infantry

          
        


        
          	
            M2A2

          

          	
            US Army 105 millimetre howitzer

          
        


        
          	
            M48

          

          	
            US Army medium tank with a 90 millimetre gun as its main armament

          
        


        
          	
            NCO

          

          	
            non-commissioned officer

          
        


        
          	
            PWLH

          

          	
            Prince of Wales Light Horse (renamed 1 APC troop)

          
        


        
          	
            PX

          

          	
            Post Exchange (US military shop or shopping complex)

          
        


        
          	
            RAAF

          

          	
            Royal Australian Air Force

          
        


        
          	
            RAF

          

          	
            Royal Air Force (United Kingdom)

          
        


        
          	
            RSM

          

          	
            regimental sergeant major

          
        


        
          	
            red-leg

          

          	
            a US Army artilleryman

          
        


        
          	
            slick

          

          	
            one troop-carrying helicopter

          
        


        
          	
            TAOR

          

          	
            tactical area of operations (usually an area outside permanent bases for which a specified unit is responsible)

          
        


        
          	
            unit

          

          	
            a permanent tactical or logistic grouping of personnel and material commanded by a lieutenant colonel; normally about 500 to 800 persons

          
        


        
          	
            USAF

          

          	
            United States Air Force

          
        


        
          	
            VC

          

          	
            Viet Cong

          
        


        
          	
            1RAR

          

          	
            1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment

          
        


        
          	
            1RhAR

          

          	
            1st Battalion, The Rhodesian African Rifles (normally 1RAR; abbreviation used in Malaya only)
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