
139

9
Securing Route 15

No sooner had we arrived at the new location for the Battalion Headquarters 
opposite the village of Ong Trinh North than we encountered several 
acts of hostility. Clearance of Route 15 for mines and booby traps began 
on the afternoon of October 10th and the first mines were soon found. 
Unfortunately one of the sappers who were making the first search with 
mine detectors was blown up by a booby trap. A mine laid close to 
the verge of the road blew a track off an APC—the second APC to be 
disabled that afternoon, as one had been similarly damaged on the track 
between Phu My and the foot of Nui Thi Vai while bringing A Company 
back to Route 15. The most serious incident was the crash of our light 
reconnaissance helicopter. A sniper had fired at the pilot, Lieutenant Bill 
Davies, when Davies was flying at low altitude. The bullet had hit Davies 
in the head and the helicopter ploughed into telephone wires at the side 
of the road, turned over on its side and crashed straight into the bitumen, 
turning over and over as the tremendous momentum of its rotating parts 
expended itself.

Our medical officer, Tony White, had been waiting some eighty yards 
from the crash point for the helicopter to collect him. His immediate 
presence on the scene resulted in Davies being flown direct to the 
American Third Field Hospital in Saigon for emergency brain surgery 
which could be carried out only by the specialists at that hospital. This 
snap decision saved Davies’s life for his condition was extremely grave. 
Later Davies made a complete recovery and was able to return to flying 
within six months.
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Fig. 15. The company dispositions while the American convoys were 
using Route 15, Operation Robin, 11–16 October 1966.
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Davies’s passenger had been Staff Sergeant Mealing, Quartermaster 
Sergeant of B Company and it was to our great loss that Mealing had to 
return to Australia as a result of this accident. He was fortunate in that 
his injuries were not serious for he had seen the crash coming as soon as 
Davies had been hit, he had relaxed as the aircraft went into the road 
and his safety harness had saved him even though the helicopter itself 
was a wreck. Mealing had served in Korea where he had been seriously 
wounded and he had also fought for a year in Malaya during the emergency 
period. Fortunately he made a good recovery from this accident.

On the following day, October 11th, the companies set about clearing 
their individual stretches of road. Each company was assisted by sappers 
with mine detection equipment and no further casualties were caused by 
mines. Each company sent out clearing patrols at dawn to examine the 
road and it was patrolled at frequent intervals throughout the remainder 
of the day. Patrols also pressed back into undergrowth which could have 
concealed snipers and APCs cruised up and down the road, ready to assist 
the infantry with their speed and firepower and occasionally taking patrols 
through to the muddy reaches of the mangrove fringe to search for Viet 
Cong hides and caches.

Several of the villages along Route 15 derived most of their livelihood 
from the production of charcoal, and clusters of long low mud ovens were 
scattered along the roadside on the few pieces of dry ground available. 
Drainage from the hillsides had made the flat country along the road 
into a shallow swamp and most areas on which houses had been built 
had been raised and surrounded by drains. There were few places from 
which to choose the Battalion Headquarters site and it had to be placed 
amongst the charcoal ovens opposite the village of Ong Trinh North. This 
location immediately raised a security problem because the villagers had 
to have constant access to the ovens and Viet Cong infiltrators could have 
concealed explosives in an oven by masquerading as villagers. However 
this risk had to be accepted and precautions were taken by detailing men 
to watch the activities of the villagers as they went about the ovens.

The people who burnt the charcoal were extremely poor—quite the 
poorest we had encountered in Phuoc Tuy. We learned from them that 
many were deeply in debt and that they existed by borrowing on their next 
batch of charcoal to pay for the labour which went into the present batch. 
Thus they were always at the mercy of the charcoal wholesalers who came 
down from Saigon to buy their produce at low prices. One would expect 
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that these circumstances would produce people who inclined naturally 
towards the Viet Cong. However they were remarkably friendly to us and 
this attitude was inconsistent with people who were known to be Viet 
Cong supporters. The villagers allowed their children to play around the 
outskirts of our position and to join in splashing under the showers which 
our Assault Pioneer Platoon had erected by means of a pump, a well and 
a few pieces of piping.

While most of the villages along Route 15 had been lived in for many years 
and were composed of Buddhist South Vietnamese, two were of recent 
origin and were inhabited by Catholic refugees from North Vietnam. 
These villages were Ong Trinh South and Long Cat. Each of these was 
surrounded by well maintained defences and the houses inside looked 
much tidier than those of most of the other villages along the road. Both 
villages also provided their own defence force which guarded the outer 
perimeters at night and were always ready to repel a Viet Cong attack.

Because these villages were known to be friendly and to harbour no Viet 
Cong it was an easy matter for us to pay a courtesy call to each without 
taking any elaborate precautions. In this type of village, social structure 
is simple for everything revolves around the priest. He is usually the only 
man who has had a tertiary education and so he is the fount of much of 
the local knowledge on everything from economics to electricity. He is 
usually the person whom the villagers rely on to handle their negotiations 
with outside authorities, particularly the Province and District Chiefs. 
He maintains the spiritual cohesion of the village in the broadest sense 
of the word by his attitude to vital questions such as the Viet Cong, 
education, village growth and planning and self-defence. Although each 
village administers itself through a village council elected by the people, 
the councillors look to the advice of the priest in most matters which fall 
outside the day to day experience of a peasant farmer. Consequently the 
whole character of a village depends on its priest. Where he is energetic 
and concerned about his people the village is independent, it does not 
lack for many fundamentals and the people are in good spirits. Where the 
priest is indifferent to his people, the village lacks identity and is neglected 
both by the people who live in it and by the outside agencies who are there 
to improve the standard of village life.

Consequently the first person whom we contacted in visiting a Catholic 
village was the priest and he was almost always the man who could give us 
the clearest idea of how we could be of assistance to the local people and 
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how the Viet Cong could be countered. The priest at Long Cat received 
us with joviality and welcoming hand gestures. We had arrived while 
workmen were still building part of his house so we sat around a table 
and drank a tea made from local flowers while plasterers clambered about 
overhead on flimsy bamboo scaffolding with amazing agility. Our host 
gave a broad smile and told us in French that his village was much happier 
now that Viet Cong pressure had been taken off it. In 1965 the D445 
Battalion had attacked Long Cat in order to punish the villagers for their 
total rejection of the Viet Cong. The village had managed to hold the 
attack off due to the stout fight put up by the self-defence force, but the 
people were afraid that a regiment might overrun them one night.

When Colonel Warr asked how we could be of assistance while we were 
in the vicinity of Long Cat, the priest asked for a visit by our doctor and 
a dentist and showed us part of the outer fence of the village which had 
been cut by the Viet Cong. These requests were easy to answer. Tony 
White and one of the dentists from the Task Force dental unit spent a day 
treating the villagers and Colonel Warr sent down some coils of barbed 
wire for the fence.

The situation at Ong Trinh South was similar, except that the Viet Cong 
had not launched a heavy attack on the village. The priest was an older 
man and did not speak French so we had greater use for the services of Bic. 
It was fascinating to watch the priest and Bic in conversation for so much 
seemed to be communicated or emphasised by their eyes and eyebrows. 
It is difficult to imagine how more facial muscles could have been brought 
into play during conversation. Again, medical and dental aid was provided 
for a day and some urgently needed defence stores were given.

After each visit to the priests we met the commanders of the village 
defence units and some of the leading men of the village. They said they 
had been very sorry to leave North Vietnam and they realised that there 
was no other refuge for them so they were resolved to stop the Viet Cong 
or go under. They were at their last ditch.

On October 12th the American convoys began to pass through. 
Twice daily, columns of over one hundred vehicles would stream past. 
The convoys were preceded by APCs and gun jeeps with machine guns 
mounted on swivels behind the front seats. Overhead flew a command 
helicopter and to the sides flew a team of gun ships at low altitude, ready 
to engage any snipers or detonators of electric mines who attacked the 
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convoy. Twelve hundred men were ferried through to Bear Cat on each 
of four days, seated in three-ton trucks from which they keenly regarded 
the country which had occupied most of their training and thinking 
for the past few months.

It was a warming experience for we who watched them go by because it 
brought home the realisation we were not fighting the war alone but were 
a small part of a huge effort. How this was comforting I don’t quite know 
for the presence of another American brigade did not mean that we were 
exposed to any less danger from the local hazards, but it was certainly 
a welcome sight.

While we were stationed opposite Ong Trinh North, the regular visits of 
Brigadier Jackson which we received every few days during all operations 
became more frequent as plans were discussed for the return to Nui Thi 
Vai. Glad though we had been to see the Americans, we were also glad 
when the last convoy had rumbled past, ending the tedium of patrolling 
familiar stretches in the fierce heat from which there was not the protection 
of jungle or rubber trees. We felt that the Viet Cong would put up a hard 
fight for the hills and so tension and excitement at the prospects of the 
next phase began to mount.
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