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6
A Frustrated Effort

During the afternoon of August 18th D Company of the Sixth Battalion 
encountered a strong force of Viet Cong just inside the edge of a rubber 
plantation on the northern side of Long Tan village, a little over two 
miles from Nui Dat. The right flank platoon came under heavy fire 
which included mortars, and before the platoon was able to withdraw 
to concentrate with the central part of the company, Viet Cong infantry 
launched an attack which compelled the platoon to stand and fight. 
It soon became apparent that this was no guerilla unit, but main force 
regulars, as was shown by their high quality equipment, their tactical 
ability and their numbers. Attacking in waves, the Viet Cong swamped 
part of the platoon’s defences, killing several Australians, including the 
platoon commander, Lieutenant Gordon Sharp, a national service officer.

The platoon sergeant managed to extricate the surviving part of the 
platoon and withdrew to where Major Smith, the company commander, 
had concentrated the remainder of the company. Two battalions of Viet 
Cong then assaulted ferociously and Major Smith had to hold off odds of 
ten to one until a relieving force could reach him. The battle began late 
in the afternoon and there was a possibility that the Viet Cong might be 
able to isolate the company for the night and whittle it away. Fortunately, 
the Viet Cong had made the cardinal error of launching the attack within 
range of the artillery at Nui Dat and they had to cope with the fire of three 
field batteries and one medium battery. The intensity and accuracy of the 
defensive fire which the gunners laid around the beleaguered company 
was of crucial importance to the outcome of the day. The defenders kept 
their heads and inflicted such losses on the attacking waves that they were 
able to hold their ground, but the intensity of fire required threatened 
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to exhaust the company’s ammunition too quickly. Major Smith radioed 
for a resupply, which was flown into him by the helicopters of the RAAF 
whose pilots had to fly low over the heads of hundreds of Viet Cong. 
The air force was lucky not to suffer any losses that day.

In the meantime, a relief force commanded by Colonel Townsend, 
commanding officer of the Sixth Battalion, was racing to the plantation 
in APCs. This force arrived just after darkness had fallen and the 
APCs began to sweep the battlefield with their headlights on. This was 
too much for the Viet Cong, who broke off the attack and fled to the 
east. On  the following day the Sixth Battalion, with the assistance of 
D  Company of the Fifth, cleared the battlefield and buried 245 dead 
Viet Cong. Considering the determination of the Viet Cong to cheat us 
of statistics by removing their dead under all possible circumstances, this 
number was extremely significant. Important also was the large number 
of weapons of all kinds, including mortars and machine guns, which the 
Viet Cong had abandoned as they fled—weapons which they needed 
urgently. If at least 245 Viet Cong had been killed it is probable that 
several hundred had been wounded, so the battle had cost the Viet Cong 
the operational strength of two battalions for the loss of 17 Australians 
killed and 19 wounded.

The next problem was to follow up this success as effectively as possible. 
On August 15th 274 Regiment had launched an attack on a Vietnamese 
convoy on Route 15 at a point where the road is flanked for some miles 
in either direction by the Dinh hills. We knew that they had returned 
to the central northern part of Phuoc Tuy after their attack and it was 
possible that the regiment was intending to attack our company at Binh 
Ba. Prisoners from the Long Tan battle revealed that both the D445 
Battalion and 275 Regiment had made the attack. Both of these units 
were seriously weakened and there was much to be said for attempting to 
pursue them and to destroy their remnants. However, with 274 Regiment 
lurking in a position where it could attack either Binh Ba or Nui Dat 
while the Task Force was engaged in pursuit of 275 Regiment, or ambush 
our pursuing force, the Task Force did not have the strength to act alone 
and so a combined operation with the Americans was mounted.

Meanwhile the effects of the battle were beginning to be seen throughout 
Phuoc Tuy. Our stocks rose considerably after the people had learned 
that the Viet Cong had committed themselves to a pitched battle and 
had been heavily defeated. The Council of Ba Ria erected a huge banner 
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some thirty feet in length across Route 2 where it entered the town. 
A message in English and Vietnamese, in red letters a foot high on the 
gold banner, read:

‘The people of Phuoc Tuy applaud the victory of the Royal 
Australian Forces and the destruction of the Viet Cong Regiment 
on August 18th 1966.’

The Viet Cong countered by circulating handbills which claimed:

‘700 Australians killed, one battalion and two companies of 
infantry destroyed, two squadrons of APC’s destroyed.’

This announcement must have stretched the belief of even the most 
faithful of the Party, for it left but two companies defending the entire 
Nui Dat base, which for some reason the Viet Cong had neglected to take. 
Furthermore, we had only one squadron of APCs and these continued to 
make their presence as obvious as ever on the roads of the province for all 
to see. We did not dig up the Viet Cong bodies for the sake of exhibition, 
but Colonel Dat held a display of the captured Viet Cong weapons in 
Ba Ria to close the debate.

It was interesting to discover that the official report of the outcome of 
the battle which was sent to Viet Cong headquarters by the Fifth Viet 
Cong Division which commanded 275 Regiment, was very close to the 
propaganda leaflet which the Viet Cong had handed out. A few days 
later we heard on Radio Hanoi and Radio Peking news bulletins which 
repeated the essence of the handbills. We then wondered whether Ho Chi 
Minh had any real idea of the true situation in South Vietnam. It is also 
interesting to note that during our twelve months in Vietnam we were 
wiped out on four occasions by Radio Hanoi.

The operation conducted by the Americans, in conjunction with the Task 
Force, was called Operation Toledo. It consisted of a system of sweeps 
across the likely parts of Phuoc Tuy, designed to force any Viet Cong who 
were encountered into the arms of several blocking forces positioned to 
cut off Viet Cong withdrawal. The main problem with this operation was 
time—would the stable door be closed only after the horse had bolted far 
into Xuyen Moc district or the May Tao mountains?

A marine battalion landing team went in on the south-eastern coast of 
Phuoc Tuy, advanced inland and set up a blocking position across the 
southern edge of the area to be swept. The 173rd Airborne Brigade and 
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elements of the First US Infantry Division were flown in to our north-
east with a mission to sweep southwards, flushing any Viet Cong who 
were still within several miles of us either into the marine position or into 
a similar block provided by the Task Force.

After two days of searching, small patrols of our Special Air Service 
Squadron saw some groups of Viet Cong five miles to our north-east. 
It  was possible that these Viet Cong were part of the attacking force 
which was lying up close to Nui Dat in order to remain inside sweeps 
and pursuits directed at an enemy who was supposed to be fleeing swiftly. 
The position in which the Viet Cong were reported was to the south-west 
of the 173rd Airborne Brigade. All that was needed to surround the area 
was another force to advance from the south-west. This was obviously 
a job for the Task Force and the Fifth Battalion was assigned to the mission.

Orders for our part in the operation, which we named Operation 
Darlinghurst, came through from Task Force Headquarters in the early 
evening of August 25th. We then began the furious round of planning, 
preparations, orders and packing which had to precede any operation. 
We were informed that 274 Regiment had moved out of the area to the 
north of Binh Ba and had passed through the area to the north-east of Binh 
Gia, laden for a major operation and moving with urgency. A company 
of this force was encountered by the 173rd Airborne Brigade to the east 
of Binh Gia, but an ineffective air strike had allowed the enemy to escape.

We arose an hour before dawn on the 26th of August, so that we could be 
off at first light. We swung in single file down Canberra Avenue, the Task 
Force ring road which had been built by the sappers, to meet the APCs 
on Route 2. No muscles ached for it was much too early in the day for the 
resilience to be squashed out of our shoulders and backs by our webbing. 
It was all so easy with the weight of our equipment impelling our tread 
down the long gentle slope in the crisp early morning air. But underneath 
this superficial unconcern for things of the moment were deeper pricks 
of awareness that not all those who stepped off down Canberra Avenue 
might be coming back. Each operation so far had taken its one or two 
casualties and one never knew when one was going to strike a massive 
enemy force which could inflict serious losses.

We mounted the waiting carriers and were soon speeding, jolting and 
vibrating our way northwards, over the An Phu bridge and up Route 2 
to the La Son sector of the Gallia Plantation on the eastern side of the 
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road. We turned in and motored to the eastern edge of the plantation, 
dismounted, sorted out into our order of march and set off, filing down 
a track lying deep between two high banks, crested by trees over fifty feet 
tall. Some of these trees had grown out to the edge of the bank and had 
supported themselves by growing great buttresses which stretched down 
and out to the next solid surface some ten feet below. By this distance 
they often reached a width of three or four feet and several of the larger 
buttresses had merged together so that two or three trees appeared to be 
growing out of one flat vertical shaft of mottled wood.

Because of the scanty information available about the enemy to our front, 
it was not possible to develop a detailed plan for the operation. Our first 
task was to search the area and then to react flexibly once Viet Cong 
were found. Colonel Warr’s aim was to keep the battalion as concentrated 
as possible, ready for rapid deployment. However, because speed was 
important, we were not able to afford the slowness entailed by moving 
the entire battalion over one route. Furthermore we had to arrive in the 
area to be searched in such a way that a blocking force could be stationed 
across one side, while a searching force swept through the area towards 
the block. The best way of combining these requirements seemed to be 
a  two-pronged approach on parallel lines, one aiming at the northern 
sector of the search area and the other at the southern sector.

The first of the several hours of movement went by quite pleasantly. 
The  greenness of the jungle was refreshing after the monotony of the 
rubber plantation. There were twisted trees and trees which wound 
around each other in weird knotted embraces; trees growing fifty feet or 
more in height which carried long festoons of vines, and trees growing 
horizontally across our path which spiralled so that they looked like the 
threads on giant bolts. Birds shrieked and cackled in peculiar patterns, 
providing ammunition for a few wits who named each bird in accord with 
its call after some well-known identity of the battalion. Monkeys whose 
curiosity had overcome their discretion were occasionally encountered. 
They ran along branches near tree top height, leaping from tree to tree, 
pausing to stop twenty yards or so from us and gape at the long column 
of strange intruders invading their domain.
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Fig. 12. The search for the Viet Cong who survived the battle of Long Tan 
on 18 August 1966, Operation Darlinghurst.

After a while our shirts darkened as the sweat from our bodies saturated 
our clothing. Then our boots became coated with grey mud as the going 
grew wetter, until we were slopping through ankle deep slush. Surface 
water began to lie in sheets across the mud, a barely perceptible current 
saving it from utter stagnancy but not preventing a strong sour stench 
from rising out of the mud as we stirred it with our passage. At frequent 
intervals the column would stop while some obstacle in front was carefully 
checked for the presence of the enemy. Sometimes these halts took thirty 
seconds, sometimes they lasted fifteen minutes. It took only one or two 
halts anchored in mud and water to the tops of one’s boots to give one the 
skill to calculate the distance one should keep behind the next man so that 
when the column halted one would be standing on drier ground on one 
side or the other of the morass.

Also to be contended with were the creek crossings. Feet can stand up 
to a lot of punishment and fatigue if they can be kept dry, but when wet 
they are prey to tinea, blisters and skin complaints nourished by mud 
particles ground into them with the water. We went to much trouble to 
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keep our feet dry, but were seldom successful. The country across which 
we were moving was intersected by many creeks and the monsoon was 
at its height. Every half mile or so we plunged into water. Sometimes it 
went over an unfortunate individual’s head if he stepped into a hole in the 
river bed. Then there would be a great scramble to pull him out in case 
the weight of his equipment should keep him under the water. Particular 
attention had to be paid to seeing that his hat did not drift away on the 
stream to warn any Viet Cong who happened to be watching further 
down that the Australians were upstream.

Despite our desperate efforts to dance from rock to rock across rapids, 
wet feet had to be accepted. Sometimes a quick crossing of a small stream 
defeated the seeping moisture, but usually one was aware of a gradual 
feeling of cold across the top of the foot under the boot lacing. This 
feeling would spread and disappear as the water warmed swiftly to body 
temperature. Wet socks would grip the inside of boots and slip against the 
skin so that within an hour or two the tops of the socks which normally 
came calf high would be down under the insteps, with the greater part 
of the sock jammed into the toe of the boot, bunching one’s toes rather 
uncomfortably and raising blisters at points where the toes were usually 
bent. One or two days of wetness merely caused the skin to wrinkle, but 
a fortnight produced bleached skin, soft yellow toenails and great callouses 
on the sole. On the earlier operations, when we had thought it unwise to 
take our boots off at night, it was quite a revelation to see our feet again 
after a week’s captivity.

As we moved quietly on, thoughts became gradually distracted from the 
round of Viet Cong—home—feet, Viet Cong—home—feet, by a growing 
weariness in the shoulders and back. Feet would disappear from the cycle 
as sixty pounds of webbing took its toll of the two-inch wide strip across 
our shoulders. Sometimes the shoulder ache would dominate all thought 
patterns, then it would recede, displaced by a lovely long daydream about 
a home or a face not seen for a long time, or by concern provoked by 
some needling point in a letter already seven days old when received. 
It was depressing and frustrating to realise that it would be another ten 
days before one’s attempted solution could be received at home and one 
wondered what sort of allowances would have to be made for this time 
lag. With this long period for the passage of thought and answer dared 
one be anything but mildly and ineffectively pleasant? At this point one 
remembered the possibility of the little man crouching behind a tree 
waiting to snipe at passers-by and one tried to concentrate on searching 
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the thick growth to the puny distance of visual penetration. But after 
a few minutes complete concentration would be eroded by the renewed 
ache in the shoulders which came flooding through the mind again.

Then a halt would come. Should I sit down and take the weight off my 
feet, back and shoulders, and chance the effort of having to get to my 
feet quickly if the column moved on within seconds, or should I remain 
on my feet with shoulders intensifying their nagging? One of these halts 
would be followed by the hand signal for lunch. We would then come 
into a harbour position, capable of providing all-round defence against 
any midday assault, then we would eat a few ounces of food from a ration 
pack and gulp half a canteen of warm, heavily chlorinated water.

In the afternoons we forged on freshly for a while before feeling the 
gradual and sharper return of the pre-lunch aches and lapsing more rapidly 
back into the old cycle of mental events. However, the afternoon usually 
brought its own special form of entertainment. Around 2 pm masses of 
grey cloud would sweep across the sky. Sometimes they poised without 
action for an hour but never did they depart leaving us dry. A gust of strong 
wind heralded the first great heavy drops. The pace of the drops swiftly 
increased until we were walking along in a sheet of driving water. At least 
it was not cold, but its force impelled the water into the webbing of our 
packs, into trouser pockets, into wallets and watches, turning money and 
documents into papier mâché. The great inconvenience of afternoon rain 
was that the heat of the sun had gone by the time the rain had stopped so 
that we stayed wet right through the night and for half of the following 
morning, when we would dry out in time for the next deluge.

On the first afternoon of Operation Darlinghurst the monsoon gave us 
a  respite until the early evening, when intermittent rain both hastened 
and  disrupted our evening harbour making. The afternoon had been 
uneventful and the battalion was now ready to sweep the area where the 
enemy had been seen. This area was bounded to the east and west by two 
creeks. The evening position of the battalion was on the western creek, 
mostly on the west bank. B Company had crossed the creek and had sent out 
reconnaissance patrols to see if any enemy were in our immediate vicinity. 
The patrols trod the jungle gingerly with the prospect of encountering up 
to a thousand Viet Cong dug in, confronting them. However, nothing 
was seen and we hoped that our move in and harbouring had been done 
sufficiently noiselessly to prevent any Viet Cong within a few hundred 
yards from knowing that we were after them.
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There was a great deal of evidence however, that the Americans were 
to the north and south. Helicopters buzzed to and fro, light spotting 
aircraft cruised constantly overhead, and occasional larger aircraft such 
as Caribous and Mohawks, packed with radio locating, infra red, and 
photographic equipment moved in leisurely straight lines across the sky in 
their plotting runs. The size of the American operation necessitated these 
aircraft, but it must have been fairly obvious to the Viet Cong that they 
were being sought by a force of such size that they would have been wise 
to avoid us and withdraw to the east as quickly as possible.

Our sweep began early the following morning with two companies 
moving slowly up from the south, carefully searching every square yard of 
jungle. Spirits began to sag as nothing was discovered. For thirty-six hours 
the battalion had been keyed up to the possibility of a major encounter 
with the Viet Cong—a battle which could have had a decisive effect on 
the Viet Cong in Phuoc Tuy. Instead, all we found was dense jungle with 
no trace of any large Viet Cong force ever having been in the area.

We continued the search, sweeping around to the south to emerge from 
the jungle near Long Tan. This search took several days and produced 
nothing—not even a single shot was fired by any member of the battalion 
during the operation. At Long Tan several extensive Viet Cong tunnels 
were discovered. These tunnels ran fifteen feet under the surface and some 
were over one hundred yards long, connecting bunkers, strong points, 
underground storage chambers, offices and sleeping quarters. At least the 
battalion was able to ensure the destruction of these installations before 
returning to Nui Dat.

We had a pause of only two nights and a day at Nui Dat, for the Americans 
had decided to carry out a similar sweep through the north-western part 
of Phuoc Tuy and the Fifth Battalion was to act as a blocking force across 
the southern part of the search area. We termed this part of the search 
Operation Toledo, the name which the Americans had given to the entire 
operation. The terrain which we had to cover was familiar to the battalion 
because we had covered much of it on Operation Sydney in July. Because 
of this earlier operation we did not expect to find a great number of Viet 
Cong and it was always difficult to prevent them escaping through the 
net, but there were several important bases which the Americans could 
destroy if they found them.
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The companies moved out from Binh Ba on September 3rd and occupied 
base positions from which they carried out intense patrol activity for 
the following five days until the American sweep had been concluded. 
Battalion Headquarters and the gun position for 103 Field Battery who 
were supporting us were located close to each other on the southern edge 
of the Binh Ba plantation, about five hundred yards west of the village. 
As events turned out, this was a slightly unfortunate choice of area.

On the morning of Sunday September 4th several villagers wearing black 
pyjamas appeared and began to dig a large hole in the middle of the gun 
position. The men said they were digging a grave for a funeral which was 
to take place that afternoon, but as there was a good chance that these 
men were Viet Cong intending to bury a box full of dynamite in the 
middle of our position we had to take a few precautions. Someone would 
have to make sure that the object being buried was a body and nothing 
but a body. This would undoubtedly cause distress to the bereaved if 
the funeral was genuine, but the safety of the hundred odd men in the 
gun position and headquarters area demanded that the coffin should 
be opened and inspected.

I suggested to Max Carroll that this was an operational matter and therefore 
he should inspect the coffin. He retorted that the case was clearly to do 
with enemy equipment and hence it was my task to inspect the coffin as 
intelligence officer. I then suggested Tony White as a medical man would 
be the best fitted to examine a corpse, but Peter Isaacs torpedoed my 
case by asking who was the civil affairs officer. I was caught and had to 
prepare myself for a rather ticklish half hour.

When the funeral procession appeared, I explained to the senior relative 
of the dead woman that we were anxious for the safety of our men and 
that I had to be sure that there was no bomb in the coffin. When I asked 
if the coffin might be opened a loud burst of wailing issued from all the 
women present, but the dead woman’s daughter gave her assent with the 
comment that this was very unusual. The Vietnamese men, who had 
taken no part in proceedings to that point, sprang to with grinning faces 
and a few jests and set about prising the lid off the coffin. This took nearly 
half an hour. Almost one hundred of our soldiers had gathered in a circle 
fifty yards across to watch events. I stood in the middle, surrounded by 
a dozen women all shrieking and howling, while I tried to preserve my 
dignity, appear sincerely regretful and keep a close eye on the activities of 
the men lest something was slipped into or out of the coffin. The situation 
would have been funny had it not been so macabre.
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Fig. 13. The blocking operation west of Binh Ba, Operation Toledo, 
2–8 September 1966.

The men thanked me for allowing the ceremony to take place and they 
assured me that they quite understood our problem. They said that the 
deceased had been ill for three years before her death and that the body 
was in rather poor condition. They positioned me upwind of the coffin 
for the climax as the lid was removed. Most of the women were paid 
wailers and local tradition demanded that they put forth a great noise 
whenever it was possible that the corpse might hear them. Thus as the lid 
rose, so did a crescendo of grief. The men then jovially undid the shroud 
and lifted up the head, the feet, and the middle. There was no bomb. 
The men were delighted, I was delighted and the women were wailing in 
excellent voice. The funeral proceeded and everyone relaxed.

We remained in the same dispositions for four days longer, during which 
we received a visit from the Chief of General Staff, Lieutenant General 
Daly, as part of his tour of Australian forces in Vietnam. Several Viet 
Cong attempted to infiltrate through our position and make their escape 
to the south. Two were intercepted and killed by D Company and the 
Anti-Tank Platoon and one was captured by C Company. Tony White 
gave medical attention to the people of Binh Ba and we participated in 
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a combined church service with the Catholic villagers in Father Joseph’s 
church. The Assault Pioneer Platoon spent a busy period building some 
foot bridges of logs over a river to our west. These bridges were to be 
used by the Sixth Battalion on their next operation which was to take 
them into the Dinh hills. Shortly after the bridges were completed we 
received the order to move back to Nui Dat for a very welcome period 
of cleaning ourselves up. The battalion had had a fortnight of constant 
movement, rain, and all the discomforts which go with forward jungle 
operations. Throughout this time nothing had happened to make the 
worth of the operation obvious to those participating, apart from some 
radio equipment found by the 173rd Airborne Brigade which belonged to 
274 Regiment. So it was good to put a finish to Darlinghurst/Toledo and 
to prepare for more fruitful operations.
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Operation Sydney at Duc My, 20 July 1966. In the foreground is the Viet 
Cong prisoner whose capture is described in Chapter 4. He had just 
been resuscitated by Captain White (kneeling) and his capture had been 
controlled by Second Lieutenant Rainer MC, shown standing, centre.
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A service in the village church at Binh Ba conducted by Father Joseph, 
village priest, and Father Williams, battalion padre; attended by 
members of C Company under Second Lieutenant Neesham (left).

The five Ngai Giao villagers of military age who had no identity cards 
being guarded by members of D Company under Sergeant Witheridge 
(standing right), Operation Crowsnest, 3 October 1966 (see Chapter 7).



This text is taken from Vietnam Task: The 5th Battalion, The Royal 
Australian Regiment, 1966–67, by Robert O’Neill, published 2022 by 
ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/VT.2022.06

http://doi.org/10.22459/VT.2022.06



