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4
An Experiment in Night 

Movement

There is little of the central plain of Phuoc Tuy which cannot be seen from 
the long level ridge which crowns Nui Nghe. The hill is visible on a clear 
day from Vung Tau as a small grey bump on the northern horizon, but 
its six hundred feet of steep, thickly covered slope become greener as one 
approaches. At Ba Ria it is grey green, at Nui Dat dark green, while in 
amongst the tangle of bush and bamboo which lead up to it, Nui Nghe 
becomes a rich mid-green. As the highest piece of ground within a few 
miles of our base, it seemed fairly obvious that we should investigate it as 
soon as possible. The area around Nui Nghe had not been cleared during 
Operation Hardihood, so we had to discover what use the Viet Cong had 
been making of it.

The first opportunity for sweeping through the area of Nui Nghe arose 
in early July. The Sixth Battalion, RAR, was engaged from mid-June until 
early July in searching Long Phuoc and in destroying the great number 
of tunnels which the Viet Cong had dug there. While the Sixth Battalion 
was out of the base we had to remain behind in order to defend it and 
patrol the approaches. One of our companies was always in the vacated 
Sixth Battalion defences while another was stood by as the Task Force 
emergency reserve. This situation was reversed when we were out on 
operations, but it meant that we had to wait until the Sixth Battalion had 
completed the search of Long Phuoc before we could commence our next 
operation—Operation Sydney.



VIETNAM TASK

54

Nui Nghe was known to be a focal point for Viet Cong tracks. We did not 
know exactly where these tracks ran but we did know that the Viet Cong 
moved between Binh Ba, the rubber plantation village, and the Dinh hills. 
Nui Nghe lay close to the direct line joining these two places. The main 
bases of the Hat Dich area lay to the north of Nui Nghe and tracks from 
these bases joined and crossed the Binh Ba – Dinh hills track. Intelligence 
reports had indicated that the Viet Cong had established some caches 
and camps there of an auxiliary nature to support their operations in 
central Phuoc Tuy and it seemed very likely that the Viet Cong had been 
observing us from the summit of Nui Nghe.

The Viet Cong forces which we were likely to encounter on Operation 
Sydney were the guerilla platoon based in Binh Ba and Duc My, the 
Montagnard hamlet to the south of Binh Ba, and the Chau Duc District 
Company which operated and lived in western Phuoc Tuy. The possibility 
of the appearance of the 274 Regiment could not be discounted, for it was 
located within ten miles to the north of Nui Nghe. Hence, each company 
would have to take precautions so that it was not ambushed or attacked in 
an area where it could be cut off from the support of the other companies.

This problem was similar in some ways to that posed by Operation 
Hardihood. However, the country around Nui Nghe was much less 
penetrable in the region where the forward companies would be operating. 
This factor ruled out the possibility of reinforcing by lateral movement of 
the forward companies and forced us to keep a central reserve which could 
be sent forward quickly, mounted on the troop of armoured personnel 
carriers (APCs) which was supporting the operation. Thus the number of 
searching companies had to be reduced to three in order to provide one 
company as a reserve to be located at Battalion Headquarters.

Provision of artillery support for the forward companies was another 
problem. While the possibility of a company encountering one or more 
battalions of 274 Regiment existed, it was essential that each company’s 
movements were within range of the field artillery. Many of the areas to 
be searched were at the extreme range of the guns at Nui Dat. Should 
a company have wished to pursue any Viet Cong to the north or the west of 
the search areas it would have been forced to move without artillery cover 
and thus would have been very vulnerable to any Viet Cong ruse designed 
to lure it out from its protective umbrella of fire. Even if the companies did 
not move outside the limits of extreme range from the Nui Dat batteries 
there were many disadvantages in operating at ranges close to the extreme, 
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such as the greatly increased susceptibility of shells to varying air currents 
and temperature layers in the air. There was much to recommend that our 
supporting battery, 105 Field Battery, should accompany the battalion to 
a new gun position within a few thousand yards of Nui Nghe.

Weighing against this consideration was the need to provide protection 
for the guns. The Viet Cong have always paid great attention to exposed 
or vulnerable gun positions in order to prevent the guns from firing by 
sniping at their crews or to capture these priceless pieces of equipment 
which they so badly need. Protection of a battery of guns requires at least 
a company of infantry so the requirements of a central reserve and of 
protection for the guns were merged by siting Battalion Headquarters 
at a suitable gun position for supporting the forward companies. This 
arrangement also made the APCs available for bringing up additional 
ammunition for the guns.

Several areas were considered for the guns and these were examined by 
patrols and an artillery officer. It was essential that the area selected was 
within gun range of the whole of the area to be searched, that APCs could 
reach it without becoming bogged, that the guns could have hard ground 
and that water was available nearby. One area which had been selected 
was rejected forty-eight hours before the operation because heavy rain had 
made it risky for the APCs. The final choice was the crest of a low hill, 
one and a half miles to the north-west of Nui Dat, which was code named 
‘Tennis’, a name which was to adhere to that piece of ground, often to be 
crossed by our patrols, for the following ten months.

Early on July 6th the battalion filed out of the base in company groups. 
A Company headed off to the west of Nui Nghe, C Company towards 
the eastern slopes, to wheel south a few days later and come back over the 
crest of the hill, D Company to the flatter country between Nui Nghe and 
the Binh Ba plantation and the remainder of the battalion, B Company, 
the Assault Pioneer Platoon and the Anti-Tank Platoon accompanied the 
headquarters to Tennis.

We did not wish to let the Viet Cong know that the gun area had been 
established, for their commanders would have been able to determine the 
area which we planned to search. Therefore, the guns were moved from 
Nui Dat to Tennis inside APCs. By exchanging the smaller tyred wheels 
of the guns of the New Zealand battery with those of 105 Battery it was 
just possible to fit the latter guns inside the APCs. For five days before the 
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operation, joint patrols of APCs and infantry moved through the general 
area of Tennis in order to establish a pattern of movement which the Viet 
Cong might consider to be of minor importance.

During the following ten days the companies wound back and forth, 
discovering a great number of small camps and huts, some caches and 
some puzzlingly large diggings. One trench, four feet wide and four feet 
deep, ran for over four hundred yards. Each company had encounters 
with small groups of Viet Cong who were living in, or travelling through 
the area. Lieutenant Hartley’s platoon of A Company met a group of 
several Viet Cong who were much superior in fighting ability to any who 
had been encountered up to that time. This group wore black uniforms 
and webbing, their packs were black, they had black turbans on their 
heads and they were armed with automatic weapons. A heavy fire fight 
broke out between one of Hartley’s sections and this group. By skilful 
direction during which he exposed himself to danger several times and was 
wounded, Hartley drove off the Viet Cong, inflicting casualties on what 
were probably our first main force opponents. Lieutenant Hartley was 
mentioned in despatches for his leadership in this action.

Fig. 9. The company movements during the search around Nui Nghe, 
Operation Sydney One, 6–17 July 1966.
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C Company returned to the headquarters area and their area of search was 
assumed by B Company. Late one afternoon a patrol from Four Platoon 
commanded by Sergeant Williams located a small Viet Cong camp on the 
edge of a clearing. Sergeant Williams had been advancing through thick 
jungle along the edge of this large clearing when suddenly the patrol heard 
voices a few yards in front of them. The men went to ground immediately, 
hoping that their presence had not been detected. The Viet Cong gave 
no sign of realising that they were being watched. Unfortunately the 
denseness of the jungle was such that it was impossible for the patrol 
to extricate itself to test the flanks of the enemy camp without risking 
noise which would have betrayed the patrol’s presence, so the men lay 
still and watched, hardly daring to breathe, waiting for an opportunity 
to discover more of the occupants’ nature before planning an attack. 
Sergeant Williams had hoped to lie up until dark and then to withdraw to 
the clearing where the patrol could noiselessly creep up on the camp and 
annihilate those inside.

Because of the closeness of the enemy, Williams had not dared to speak 
into the radio to give his location report so Major McQualter was 
anxiously broadcasting messages, trying to find out what had become of 
Williams’ patrol. Even the sound of a voice in Sergeant Williams’ earphone 
endangered his patrol, so he had turned the volume of his radio almost 
completely off. Bruce realised that Williams must have been in some sort 
of position where it was too dangerous to speak into the microphone, so 
he asked Williams to press his microphone switch twice if he could hear. 
The two presses came back to the Company Headquarters set. Bruce then 
set about finding out Williams’ situation by asking questions which could 
be answered on a yes or no basis—three presses for no and two for yes. 
This system was sufficient for establishing facts like the number of enemy 
in the camp, but it was impossible for Williams to give his whereabouts, 
and so he could not be helped.

As darkness fell, one Viet Cong stepped out into the clearing and, 
following a hand line of wire, moved out to a small clump of bushes in 
the centre of the clearing. This was apparently their sentry position and 
a very good one it was. No one could approach the camp through the 
jungle without making too much noise to remain undetected, while to 
step out into the clearing in the amount of moonlight at that time would 
have attracted the sentry’s attention at once. Williams lay and hoped that 
the moon would go down. Suddenly, after the sentry had been at his post 
for about forty-five minutes, there was a clashing of cans being struck 
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together. The muscles of the patrol tightened—was this the signal for 
a Viet Cong attack on them? Another man walked out into the centre of 
the clearing and the first sentry came back. The signal was for the relief 
of sentries and the noise went on all night at regular intervals—a most 
curious procedure which must have attracted the attention of anyone 
within a few hundred yards of the camp.

Williams had to think of a new plan. He decided to wait until dawn 
when there would be enough light for aimed shots and then to launch 
a lightning assault. The patrol lay undiscovered through the night, the 
men not daring to stretch their cramped limbs, take off their equipment 
or sleep lest they snore. When dawn began to light the clearing one of the 
Viet Cong walked out of the sleeping hut to relieve himself. He almost 
fell over one of Williams’ patrols and shouted an alarm. Surprised for an 
instant, the patrol took a few vital seconds to respond with volleys of fire 
into the sleeping hut. Although they may have wounded a few of the 
fleeing enemy, the patrol found no bodies and had to withdraw quickly in 
case it received a counter attack.

While the battalion had been sweeping around Nui Nghe, Colonel Warr 
had been thinking about the village of Duc My. Most of the inhabitants 
of this village were Montagnards who had been gathered together by 
the Government in 1961 from their isolated huts scattered throughout 
Phuoc Tuy. This resettlement had been carried out as part of a nationwide 
programme to complicate the supply system of the Viet Cong. The aim 
had been to separate the Viet Cong from the people on whose support 
they depended, applying the successful methods of the British in Malaya. 
However, the Vietnamese situation was a much more difficult one to 
control than the Malayan. There were many more people to be resettled, 
the Vietnamese administration was not as experienced as the Malayan and 
the forces at the disposal of the Vietnamese authorities for sealing off the 
villages from the guerillas were neither as efficient as those in Malaya nor 
as numerous in proportion to the population to be controlled.

In the case of the Montagnards of Duc My, these complications were of 
vital importance to their behaviour in the following years. They had been 
taken away from their homes and fields and established in a new area 
with minimal facilities for the agriculture to which they were accustomed. 
Consequently, many of the Montagnards were strongly prejudiced against 
the Government after their resettlement and were highly susceptible 
to the Viet Cong propaganda which was exerting a growing influence at 
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that time. Gradually the status of the Viet Cong grew in the eyes of these 
Montagnards to the extent that several men were prepared to join the Viet 
Cong as guerillas and the majority of the village was ready to assist the 
Viet Cong with food and shelter.

These Montagnards looked incredibly wild alongside the men from 
Binh Ba. They were smaller and much darker in skin colour—quite often 
they were coffee coloured. Instead of smooth, neatly parted hair they 
had great tousled mops which looked as if they had not seen a comb 
for months. The Montagnard faces were more lined and craggy, more 
expressive than those of the other Vietnamese, and their features were 
more distorted, heightening their appearance of the primitive, their eyes 
showed wider, whiter and wilder because of the darkness of their skin. 
Straggly wispy beards sprouted from their chins and several wore a type 
of black turban. All of these characteristics reinforced the unreasonable 
prejudiced conception of savagery in my mind, which has its roots in my 
earliest schoolday reading of tales of imperial adventure set in Edwardian 
Asia. My first feelings were that these Montagnards were beings of a totally 
different nature to myself, quite beyond the communicational range of 
human personality.

They lived in a rambling village of huts built of grass or of teak with iron 
roofs. Duc My is divided by a swiftly running creek whose waters, some 
three feet deep and wide, pluck with considerable force at anyone wading 
across or along its course. Thick tropical undergrowth and trees abound 
on the luxuriously drenched banks. Behind this line of high vegetation 
and between the houses lie paddies whose thick black mud clogs and 
sucks as one walks across them, relinquishing with soft shuddering sighs 
their apparently desperate attempts to drag the boots off those who have 
intruded onto them. Dissecting the paddies are the boundary mounds or 
bunds, often several feet high. Any novice rash enough to persist in the 
crossing of these slippery sided bunds will probably find himself ejected 
headlong down the far side before he has gained his balance at the top 
of the mound and he will then have to extricate himself from a further 
expanse of ooze. Often the other side of the bund descends a further 
few feet into a drain which might be filled with stone, slush, or more 
fortunately, water. Around the paddies lie dense banana plantations, 
untended for the most part, and choked with grasses high enough to 
conceal a man standing and so intertwined as to make a pace of six inches 
fair progress through their tangled growth.
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Duc My contained some fifteen Viet Cong guerillas and our presence in 
the area to the west of the village seemed to offer a good opportunity for 
capturing some of these men. Colonel Warr had been thinking about the 
possibilities of first placing a cordon around the village by night so that it 
would be undetected while it was being positioned and then of searching 
the village on the following morning with all means of escape to the Viet 
Cong cut off by the cordon. The major difficulty in such an operation 
from the tactical point of view was to move the whole battalion at night 
through strange country over a distance of some miles with precision 
sufficient for each company to occupy a final position within a few 
yards of where it was meant to be. The movement had to be executed in 
complete silence without loss of contact from one man to the next so that 
individuals and groups did not become separated from the main body and 
lost. Finally, security of the operation was vital, for the whole battalion 
was extremely vulnerable to ambush when it was strung out in a number 
of lines of men moving on fixed paths, close behind each other. Night 
movement was carried out by very few units on the Government side 
in Vietnam and consequently the Viet Cong enjoyed all the advantages 
which the cover of darkness confers. There were many risks to be run, but 
they did not appear to be insuperable in the light of our training and so 
Colonel Warr had decided to attempt the cordon and search of Duc My 
in late July.

The first requirement for his planning was detailed information of the 
approaches to the village and of its edges. The battalion had to know 
exactly what sort of terrain it would pass over, what landmarks there were 
and their location and the time it would take for movement between 
the assembly area and the final cordon position. In a cordon operation 
involving the simultaneous movement of several groups, timings must 
be known down to a few minutes so that the cordon appears in position 
without any open sides at the required time. In addition, each part of 
the cordon must know where to locate itself on the ground with respect 
to the local land marks so that nowhere is there a gap of more than ten 
yards between men. To achieve this in the case of the join between two 
companies who have approached the village from assembly areas a mile 
or more apart demands the most precise knowledge of the edges of the 
village. Different approaches might suggest themselves and the practical 
merits of these had to be tested. Enemy activity in the area had to be 
ascertained. In particular, enemy sentry positions or ambush locations 
had to be discovered. The amount of movement at night within the 
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village had to be known. The presence of dogs which might bark, of 
pigs which might charge about in the darkness, and of buffalo and cattle 
which could cause casualties as well as betray the movement of our troops 
had to be determined before the planning of a cordon operation could 
be completed.

All of this information could be obtained only by a ground reconnaissance 
of Duc My at night. I was given charge of the patrol which was to provide 
this information. With the second-in-command of each of the other three 
companies I was to take two dozen men who were to be the platoon guides 
for the insertion of the cordon. The route which we had to check led 
upstream along the creek which flowed out of Duc My. It seemed to offer 
the advantage of a permanent guide line which could hardly be mistaken. 
The companies could all diverge from the creek at a dispersal point and 
move around the edges of the huts to their final positions. On paper it 
looked a good plan, but as is so often the case with infantry tactics, there 
were many small factors, all capable of wrecking the operation, which 
could be discovered only by walking over the proposed route.

I made a preliminary reconnaissance of our route by helicopter on the 
morning before we were to set out. We wound upwards in a spiral fashion 
out of the Tennis landing pad and set off to the west rather than flying 
directly to our objective and hovering over villagers who might swiftly 
put two and two together. We spent a few minutes over Nui Nghe, a few 
more over the beautiful and tempting villas of Binh Ba, inhabited by the 
French managers, then Binh Ba village itself with a good oblique angle 
view to the south over Duc My. We then took the liberty of a few minutes 
directly above Duc My, while I made corrections and additions to the 
map on my knee, peering at the little clusters of houses in bright sunlight 
1,500 feet below us. The wind blew coldly in on us for the small Sioux 
helicopter had had both its doors removed. Maps flapped and threatened 
to tear out of my hand. I thought how ironical it would be if my new 
enlargement, complete with guide markings, were torn out of my hand to 
float down into the curious hands of those people below. Their interest in 
us suddenly grew beyond the stage of mere curiosity as a shot, harmless at 
our height, went close to our flight path.

One feature which the air reconnaissance revealed gave rise to some 
apprehension. This was the presence of a hut about five yards north of the 
creek on the extreme south-west corner of the village. The map had shown 
one about ten yards to the south of the creek at that point. This latter hut 
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did exist, so we were faced with the problem of navigating between the 
two houses that night without alarming the occupants of either. Looking 
along the creek line I tried to count prominent trees so that we would be 
able to tell when we were in the vicinity of the houses. Unfortunately the 
number of trees and the vibrations of the helicopter defeated the resolving 
power of my eyes and we had to return to the Tennis pad with only an 
approximate idea of how we would find our way in the darkness.

We set off on the reconnaissance at 4 pm on July 14th, moving out to 
the north of Battalion Headquarters, across fairly open swampy country, 
strewn with impenetrable clumps of bamboo which upset navigation 
through the detours which they compelled. After some forty-five minutes 
of ploughing through this swamp we entered a plantation of rubber trees. 
It was cool and dark under their leaves; the long regular rows of tall trunks 
were like aisles through the white ribbed Gothic arches formed by the 
intersection of the branches high above us. We could see for long sweeps 
down the rows of trees. Lanes of uninterrupted vision radiated out all 
about us, in front, behind, to left and right, and on several diagonals 
between each of the four cardinals. We could see any small figures in 
black which moved within several hundred yards of us, but this was 
cold comfort, for we were equally visible to them. We spread out and 
kept moving fairly rapidly, reaching the northern edge of the rubber at 
5.15 pm—much faster progress than we were to make for the remainder 
of that day.

We formed a small harbour, all facing outwards around a hollow square, 
and sent out groups to report on the country to our front and flanks 
so that we could calculate our exact location. Our navigation for the 
night march depended greatly on starting from a known point which 
appeared with precision on the map. I had selected a corner of the rubber 
plantation from the map and had made the navigation calculations of 
pacings and compass bearings from it. We were not far away from this 
corner and so we could settle down and wait for the approach of darkness. 
An hour of torrential monsoon rain was too much for us to bear with 
complete stoicism and we roared with laughter at our ridiculous situation 
for supposedly civilised beings. At 7 pm we moved out through a thickly 
overgrown banana plantation to its northern edge, arriving just at last 
light. We sat down in a small square, so that every man was touching 
his two neighbours for communication, pulled sandbags on over our 
boots to prevent leaving tracks and let our eyes become accustomed to the 
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gathering gloom. I reckoned that we should not strike any Vietnamese 
movement along the creek line after dark, so we waited until 8.15 pm 
before crossing an open patch of high grass and entering the thick line of 
bush which bordered the creek. The rain had stopped, but in the inactivity 
of our two halts our sodden clothes had made us shiver violently with the 
cold. We grew warmer once we were moving again, shuffling forward with 
only three feet between men so that we would not lose contact and cause 
the rear end of the patrol to become lost.

Despite my intention of following along the south bank of the creek, we 
were forced to cross and recross it several times. As we moved along one 
bank we would suddenly find a thick patch of bamboo rearing up out of 
the darkness and we would thus be forced either to skirt it or, if the edge 
of the bamboo could not be located, to drop into the creek and clamber 
out up a vertical bank sometimes six feet high.

After two hours of this procedure, our forward scout, Corporal Mulby, 
noticed a tiny glimmer of light to his right front. About ten feet away 
from him was the first of the two houses at the south-west corner of Duc 
My. Hoping that we had not been heard, but rather fearing that we had, 
we retraced our steps for twenty yards, crossed the creek and formed 
a small base on the south bank. This point was marked by two tall trees 
which would enable us to find the area again when we came to meet up 
after each company group had investigated the ground which its company 
was to occupy in the cordon.

Captain Ron Boxall and his group from D Company held the base secure 
while the C, A and B Company groups went out to the western, southern 
and eastern sides of the village respectively. Each party floundered around 
in the darkness on the edge of the huts. Fortunately, most of the noise was 
drowned by another downpour of rain and its accompanying thunder, 
but the absence of light was so complete that we had to move holding 
on to each other, for we could not see six inches ahead. This method of 
movement meant that we fell into more than our fair share of wells and 
drains, for not only were we virtually blind, but one man falling tended to 
pull the others down also, all landing heavily on top of him.

We managed to probe the village perimeter without incident, narrowly 
missing the walls of several huts by feeling as we went. Captain Ron Bade 
once found himself within the open doorway of a house, but sounds of 
sleeping people immediately in front of him saved him from completely 
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entering the dwelling. No dogs barked at us and there was evidently, to 
my relief, no village guerilla organisation waiting to ambush us. During 
the approach to the village we had been very vulnerable to ambush, for we 
were moving close together, slowly, and somewhat noisily as we pressed 
our way through thick bush and grass.

After reassembling at the two tall trees we set off around 3 am, moving 
some hundred yards away from the creek in case anyone was waiting for 
us to return by the route which we had taken to approach. I attempted 
to steer a course to the south-west initially and then due south, but my 
confidence in my navigation was rudely shattered by Ron Bade who 
assured me after we had gone a few hundred yards that we had swung 
around in a huge semicircle and we were heading north-east, back into 
enemy territory. I made a few checks and guessed that we were heading 
too far to the west. We then pressed due south, arriving at the northern 
edge of the rubber plantation by 5 am. After an hour’s rest with half the 
group sleeping and the other half standing to, we moved back through the 
rubber and the swampy country to Battalion Headquarters.

One of the most significant results of the patrol was the discovery that the 
creek line was far too tangled with bush for the whole battalion to use for 
an approach, so Colonel Warr changed his plan. A, B and D Companies 
would approach along the eastern side of Route 2, through the rubber 
trees which stretched to the east of the road for over a mile. After crossing 
Route 2 when they were due east of Duc My, these three companies had 
from a few hundred yards to a thousand yards to move to occupy their 
cordon positions. C Company would swing around to the west of Duc 
My in a wide arc and approach from the southern edge of the Binh Ba 
plantation. Once the cordon was in position, D Company would sweep 
through the village from north to south, gathering all inhabitants for 
checking by the Vietnamese police and security officers.

A further reconnaissance confirmed that these lines of approach were 
feasible. The date set for the cordon was the night of the 19th–20th July. 
On July 15th, B and C Companies returned to Nui Dat to assist the 
Sixth Battalion who were operating around Long Tan. They returned to 
Tennis on July 19th and received the final orders before the battalion 
commenced the approach march to Duc My.
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Fig. 10. Placing the cordon around Duc My on the night of 19–20 July 
1966, Operation Sydney Two.

One of the main problems to be overcome was the maintenance of 
contact between each soldier when on the move at night in conditions 
which made talking intolerable for the security of the operation. Several 
different solutions were tried by the companies, such as use of each man’s 
rope to fasten himself to the man in front of him, or the manufacture 
of one long communication cord for the whole company by tying all 
the ropes of the company together. Useful experiments were carried out 
with luminous moss worn on the shoulder or on the pack of each soldier. 
Luminous watches were also of assistance.

Using whatever means it favoured, each of the companies and the 
headquarters set off from Tennis on July 19th. A battalion harbour 
was formed in the rubber plantation to the south of Duc My, from 
which the companies moved to their cordon positions via the planned 
routes described above. The major incident which occurred during the 
positioning of the cordon was the disappearance of one man down a well. 
Private Clark of D Company found himself falling through space at an 
early hour of July 20th. He had walked into a well in which the water 
level was fifty feet below the ground. Running across a diameter of the 
well just beneath the surface of the water was an eight inch timber beam. 
Clark had the good fortune to avoid striking this beam when he hit the 
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water and so he survived the fall. The problem was to rescue him from 
the depths of the well without causing too much noise. A long rope was 
made out of all the individual ropes of the men nearby and Clark was 
hauled out eighteen minutes after falling into the well, little the worse for 
his adventure.

The cordon moved forward over the last few yards to the outer houses 
in the grey light of the dawn. Colonel Warr had arranged for an aircraft 
equipped with loudspeakers to fly over Duc My at dawn to instruct the 
villagers to remain in their houses until our troops came through to 
guide them to a central assembly area. Quickly it became apparent that 
the cordon had succeeded in surprising several Viet Cong. Armed with 
rifles, some men dashed out of the houses and tried to break through the 
cordon by means of sheer speed. Some dived into trenches and attempted 
to shoot our men down. Some rapid actions overpowered them without 
loss to the battalion. Lieutenant Carruthers, commander of Four Platoon, 
B Company, personally captured two Viet Cong at the point of his Owen 
gun. His knowledge of Vietnamese convinced the two enemy that their 
best course of action would be to lay down their arms. Another member 
of Four Platoon, who was investigating a trench was startled by a Viet 
Cong who jumped into the other end of the trench. A quick draw contest 
then ensued in which the Australian was the victor. During the afternoon 
some Viet Cong tried to escape by hiding in the midst of a herd of cattle 
being driven out of the village. Others hid in the back of ox carts, which 
were then pursued by armoured personnel carriers in one of the strangest 
races imaginable. Eventually the situation calmed down and the search 
was completed. After the interrogation of the villagers it was clear that the 
night move had been a success. The Viet Cong had been taken by surprise, 
several of the members of the Binh Ba Guerilla Platoon had been captured 
and the Viet Cong in all the nearby villages were left to wonder whether 
it was safe for them to spend the night with their families and friends.

The cordon of Duc My was important also as it brought the soldiers 
of the Fifth Battalion close to the Vietnamese people for the first time 
and provided an opportunity to practise the many aspects of civil 
relations which had formed a large portion of the battalion’s training. 
This opportunity had been looked forward to by most because of the 
general belief that this was a war for people, rather than for territory. 
Of particular interest was the attention paid to two Viet Cong who tried 
to break through C Company’s cordon. Members of the company opened 
fire at the two charging figures, killing one and wounding the other. 
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4. AN EXPERIMENT IN NIGHT MOVEMENT

The wounded man jumped into a nearby bunker. Colonel Warr ordered 
that he was to be taken alive if it were possible without endangering our 
men and Lieutenant Rainer’s platoon was given the task. It would have 
been simple to kill the Viet Cong by lobbing a high explosive grenade into 
the bunker, but instead a tear gas grenade was thrown through the narrow 
entrance. A sapper, wearing a gas mask, then took the risk of going into 
the bunker after the fugitive. All was well, for the gas had overcome the 
Viet Cong and he was carried out into the open air and resuscitated by 
Tony White. The episode was swiftly circulated among the villagers and 
by the end of the day our soldiers were getting along very amicably with 
many of the inhabitants of this former Viet Cong village.
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