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Against the Village Cadres

The first battalion operation for 1967 was a return to Binh Ba. Since 
October 1966 the security of the village had been in the hands of 
a Regional Forces company. Although often undermanned to a strength 
of forty or fifty men, this company had not been seriously challenged by 
the Viet Cong and it had constructed defences of sufficient strength to 
cause the Viet Cong severe casualties if they did attack the post. However, 
the post was only a small part of the village and it was easy for the Viet 
Cong to bypass it in order to obtain access to the people. The large size of 
the village coupled with the smallness of the garrison made it impossible 
for the Vietnamese troops to ambush all the approaches leading into 
the village every night. The Viet Cong discovered this and began, in 
November, to infiltrate a small group of cadre and tax collectors back 
into Binh Ba. They acted with caution, visiting the village on only one or 
two nights per month. By December they had found some sympathisers 
amongst the villagers, albeit mostly teenagers, and we were confronted 
with an attempt to regain the ground from which we had just ejected the 
Viet Cong.

This was only to be expected for Binh Ba had been one of the major Viet 
Cong prizes of the previous years and it represented a substantial source 
of revenue and prestige. In a way it was pleasing confirmation of the value 
which we had placed on Binh Ba ourselves. Moreover, the incidents of 
November and December demonstrated that the Viet Cong were still 
prepared to put their efforts into the villages even though their main force 
operations had been severely curtailed.
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Reports of the new Viet Cong activity in Binh Ba came from some 
of the villagers themselves and from some of the Vietnamese troops. 
The  soldiers had detected movement at night around their compound 
and along the airstrip. Small groups of Viet Cong had been making their 
reconnaissances of the defences and of the approaches to the village. 
On  two occasions shots were fired into the compound just to indicate 
that the defenders were being constantly watched. Several of the soldiers 
had made friends in the village and occasional reports of Viet Cong visits 
began to come in to the Vietnamese company commander. He passed the 
information on to the two Australian warrant officers who were attached 
to the company as advisers, and the warrant officers told me the news 
when I visited Binh Ba every few days. The Viet Cong had not been bold 
enough to visit either of the Frenchmen nor to intimidate Father Joseph, 
so we could learn nothing additional from them.

When we received word that the Viet Cong were re-establishing a cadre in 
the village Colonel Warr began to make plans for another cordon of Binh 
Ba between Christmas and New Year. However, just before Christmas 
the Viet Cong withdrew from the village and so the operation was 
postponed until we received better indications for success. These came in 
early January with reports that several Viet Cong were back in the village. 
After conferring with Brigadier Graham, Colonel Warr fixed the date for 
the cordon as January 9th.

The first problem with mounting this operation was the insertion of the 
cordon, for the Viet Cong in Binh Ba were doubtless very alert and ready 
to flee at the least suggestion of another cordon. In particular they would 
be closely watching the behaviour and conversation of the Vietnamese 
troops in the village to glean any hint of an Australian operation directed 
at the village. Consequently the operation had to be mounted without the 
knowledge of the Vietnamese company, but with sufficient restriction of 
their movement about the time of our cordon so that we would not be 
ambushed by them in mistake for Viet Cong. Fortunately we were able to 
count on the assistance of Major Prescott at Duc Thanh. At Colonel Warr’s 
request he arranged for Captain Be to confine the Binh Ba company to its 
compound while we were in the vicinity. No reason for this confinement 
was given to the Vietnamese troops and so they did not know whether the 
restriction of their movement was due to the presence of large Viet Cong 
forces, or to the proximity of an Australian operation.
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Not wishing to risk an ambush by using the same route to Binh Ba as on 
Operation Holsworthy, Colonel Warr selected an approach which led out 
to the north-east of Nui Dat and swung into Binh Ba on a westerly tack. 
The general order of the move was much the same as before. The battalion 
was to leave Nui Dat around 10 am and to take most of the day in covering 
six miles through jungle to a harbour area close to the eastern edge of the 
Gallia Plantation. This harbour area was divided by a creek, the Suoi Da 
Bang, and while this creek was convenient for the replenishment of our 
water bottles and as a directional aid for our navigation it presented a 
rather inconvenient obstacle which made wet feet for the night inevitable.

The people of Binh Ba were to be interrogated at their own village this 
time, instead of being taken to Ba Ria, so that the whole operation could 
be completed within thirty-six hours. Special facilities for interrogation 
and processing of the people had to be planned and constructed within 
the first hour of our day in the village. In view of the increased security of 
the village it seemed reasonable to gather the people together on the green 
just in front of the market in the centre of the village. In handling large 
scale interrogations it was important to separate the men from the women 
and, after the interrogation, the innocent from the suspects, so  several 
enclosures were necessary, viz.:

two to hold the men and women who had not been interrogated,
one for the interrogators to use,
two to hold those men and women who were suspects, and
two to hold those who were innocent until the whole village had 
been searched for weapons, caches, and persons attempting to hide.

These latter two enclosures were part of the first enclosures in which 
everyone was gathered.

We had discovered during some of the previous cordon operations that 
many of the villagers had not had time to have breakfast before they 
had been gathered out of their houses and so they had gone hungry 
for the first few hours of the day. For this operation, which was called 
Operation Caloundra, arrangements were made so that the people were 
not moved from their houses until they had breakfasted. A loudspeaker 
aircraft overhead was also to advise the people to have their breakfast as 
soon as the cordon was announced to them. So that the day would bring 
the villagers some assistance as well as some inconvenience, Task Force 
Headquarters arranged for distribution of food and clothing, medical and 
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dental treatment, and for the showing of South Vietnamese Government 
films on improvement of living standards, especially health and hygiene, 
and on the work of the Government armed forces.

The huge operation order which Caloundra required was written by our 
new S3, Major Peter Cole. Major Cole had taken over from Major Carroll 
in December when they had exchanged jobs. Major Cole was well suited 
for this position being a graduate of Duntroon and the Australian Staff 
College and having had extensive experience as a company commander in 
New Guinea with the Pacific Islands Regiment.

The battalion wound out of the base through the wire defences in front 
of B Company. It was a beautiful morning. The sun was filtering through 
the dark green leaves of the rubber trees in bright slanting shafts. The day 
was still sufficiently young for the temperature to be mild and it was no 
effort to appreciate the soft brightness of the rich foliage we were filing 
through. During the first part of the approach we had to cross through 
the south-eastern corner of the La Son sector of the Gallia Plantation. 
This area was closed to the local inhabitants because of its proximity 
to our base so tension mounted when one of the flank scouts signalled 
that some Vietnamese were approaching us from the east. We went to 
ground and waited for clarification of their intentions. Fortunately the 
group was composed of women who had been out in the jungle gathering 
bananas from an overgrown plantation—probably one of those through 
which we had passed on Operation Hardihood. The women were rather 
surprised by the sudden appearance of Australians girded for war all 
around them. Through Chinh, my interpreter, I explained to the women 
that they had placed themselves in danger by entering an area which had 
been closed by Colonel Dat for they could have been mistaken for Viet 
Cong. The women had come from Hoa Long so they were escorted back 
to their village under observation from our supporting Sioux helicopter. 
We hoped that they were not in fact Viet Cong for it was possible that 
they could have sent a warning to Binh Ba once they had returned to their 
homes. However, there were many places to which we could have been 
heading from that point so we did not worry greatly about losing chances 
of achieving surprise through this encounter.
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Fig. 19. The second cordoning of Binh Ba, Operation Caloundra, 
9–10 January 1967.
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The evening harbour was laid out in advance of our arrival by our new 
second-in-command, Major Ivor Hodgkinson. Major Maizey had left us 
in December to become the senior operations staff officer at Task Force 
Headquarters. Major Hodgkinson had recently commanded a company 
in the Borneo fighting and had been awarded an MBE for his skill and 
daring. Just as darkness was falling we began to move out of this harbour 
area to the edge of the rubber plantation so that we would have, we 
hoped, no night movement through the jungle which hid us from any 
Vietnamese plantation worker who may have been in the plantation in 
the late afternoon. However this intention was not achieved for a large 
part of the battalion. Movement out of the harbour area was slower 
than had been planned and darkness became complete while one half 
of the battalion was still on the eastern side of the Suoi Da Bang. The 
moon was not due to rise until midnight and so visibility was reduced to 
nothing. Fortunately we had only a few hundred yards to go to the edge 
of the plantation, but it took nearly two hours for the battalion to cover 
this distance.

The chief problem was the creek crossing. The creek was only a few feet 
deep but the banks were steep and slippery and the bottom was soft mud. 
The first few men through it stirred up the bottom making it harder to 
plough through and they made the banks into slippery slides which took 
some effort to clamber up. Thus the passage of the creek became slower 
and slower as man followed man. A long queue of men formed on the 
eastern side, waiting their turn to cross, while the intervals between men 
on the western side grew steadily larger until the point was reached where 
one man climbing out of the creek would stand on the bank, peering into 
the blackness with no idea of which direction the man in front had taken 
to follow the winding path through the jungle. Fortunately everyone’s 
navigation was fairly proficient and all the companies met at their correct 
locations on the edge of the plantation.

The night was quite cold and we felt frozen after being accustomed to 
sleeping without need of a blanket in the hotter part of the year. To add to 
the discomfiture we were wet and mud covered from the waist down and 
we had to remain still for several hours until we began the final part of 
the approach to the cordon position a few hours before dawn. However, it 
was the only part of the operation during which we could get any sleep so 
many of us were soon aware of the cold only at infrequent intervals when 
it woke us up.
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The final stage through the rubber trees was easy going except for an 
obstacle created by the village defences which the Viet Cong had 
destroyed. Several men fell into a ditch six feet deep and liberally strewn 
with barbed wire, but no great harm was suffered. A Company, who were 
in the lead, were charged by some pigs which caused great confusion in 
the darkness, but no one panicked and no shots were fired. The cordon 
went into position without further incident. It then remained to be seen 
whether this was due to complete surprise or whether the Viet Cong had 
already departed before the cordon was closed.

The dawn heralded the usual procedures of troops and Vietnamese police 
going around the houses while the loudspeaker aircraft told the villagers 
what was happening. The Assault Pioneer Platoon busied itself with the 
construction of the holding enclosures and the provincial interrogation 
team of twenty-eight men arrived. Unfortunately these interrogators 
took a long time to organise their system in this new location. They had 
become accustomed to operating in Ba Ria where they had a familiar set 
of enclosures and facilities for handling large numbers of people. They 
had to interrogate some fifteen hundred people during the one day so we 
became a little anxious at their delay, fearing that the results of twenty-
four hours’ effort by several hundred men might go for nought as the 
people could not be held in the enclosures overnight. However, all went 
well and the whole population was screened.

The results of the interrogation were heartening for several suspects 
were arrested, indicating that surprise had been achieved by our careful 
move. The Viet Cong circle in Binh Ba had been broken by a boy 
aged twelve who had admitted to carrying messages for the Viet Cong. 
He then identified the persons to whom he had brought messages and so 
a new cadre-in-embryo composed mostly of persons under twenty was 
dissolved and our determination to keep the Viet Cong out of Binh Ba 
was demonstrated. Although Binh Ba was visited on a few occasions after 
Operation Caloundra by Viet Cong, they had not come back into the 
village to make another attempt to establish a cadre before we finished our 
period of duty in Vietnam.

During January 1967 we participated in a series of Task Force operations 
directed at the Viet Cong in Hoa Long. In October 1966, both Australian 
battalions had joined forces to provide a complete cordon for a Vietnamese 
battalion, the 1st/43rd Rangers, to search the village and gather the people 
for interrogation by the provincial team in Ba Ria. This operation had 
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yielded over thirty Viet Cong but this was by no means the whole of the 
Viet Cong population of Hoa Long. Agents were still coming into Hoa 
Long taking messages to and fro, taxation was taking place occasionally 
and villagers were still being forced by the Viet Cong to perform tasks 
such as transporting bags of rice at night.

Consequently a much more thorough cleaning out of Hoa Long had to 
be done as soon as time permitted. The major difficulty in a cordon and 
search operation at Hoa Long was the size of the village. Three thousand 
persons lived there and its perimeter called for three battalions if it were 
to be cordoned all at once. It was clearly beyond the resources of the Task 
Force to tackle the whole village at once and to comb it thoroughly so it 
had to be partitioned in some way and done piecemeal. The village was 
divided into four sectors by the two roads which crossed at right angles 
close to the village centre. These roads formed convenient boundary lines 
for it was possible to place a cordon along them in a matter of minutes 
by swiftly moving APCs. The outer perimeter of each sector could be 
cordoned by four infantry companies, so the operation could be carried 
out by the APC squadron and five companies of infantry if one company 
was provided for searching the sector to be cordoned. Thus each sector 
was approximately a battalion-sized operation and the whole village could 
be covered in two operations for each battalion.

Of course this method was not perfect for the Viet Cong in the second, 
third and fourth sectors to be searched would have guessed that their 
turn was coming. However the series of cordons was spread over several 
weeks so that the resident Viet Cong were placed in the dilemma of either 
continuing to live in Hoa Long and so risking arrest at any time or of 
leaving the village for good. Either of these outcomes suited our purpose. 
It was intended to keep returning to Hoa Long even after the whole village 
had been searched so that the Viet Cong would never feel secure there. 
We did not expect the Viet Cong to yield Hoa Long to the Government 
without a protracted fight which would continue for as long as the Viet 
Cong had resources within Phuoc Tuy.

The cordoning of the two sectors of the village which were allocated to the 
Fifth Battalion was uneventful. In both cases the cordon was positioned 
without incident and each day of interrogations yielded a few Viet Cong. 
After the first cordon we were very glad to receive a letter from a Vietnamese 
journalist who had watched the operation and who had talked to the 
villagers during the day of the search and interrogations. He pointed out 
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a number of ways in which we could minimise the inconvenience which 
these operations imposed on the people. Two of his suggestions were 
particularly useful. These were to process quickly those prominent local 
persons whose loyalty to the Government was unquestioned so that their 
loyalty might be fostered, and to use some fencing material other than 
barbed wire for the enclosures. We had used the expanding coils of barbed 
wire, commonly known as concertina wire, because it was the only readily 
portable fencing material which we possessed which presented some 
discouragement to someone who wished to break out of the enclosure. 
Of course the appearance of putting well intentioned villagers en masse 
behind barbed wire was very bad and the journalist suggested that we did 
not need to go to the extent of barbed wire because the presence of a few 
armed soldiers was quite sufficient to deter any one from attempting an 
escape. If this was the case then all we required were simple one strand 
fences of white tape or something similarly inoffensive for purposes of 
handling the people during the interrogation process and for guiding 
them to the medical and dental officers’ tents and the civil aid team.

These suggestions were incorporated into the second cordon and they 
produced excellent results. Other refinements which had been developed 
included Vietnamese music which was arranged by Bandmaster Bob Taylor 
for the battalion band, provision of awnings for shade, copious amounts 
of fruit drink which was very popular with the children, and a letter of 
apology for the inconvenience caused by the operation which was sent 
to each household on the day following the cordon. Arrangements were 
made for talks to be given to the assembled villagers collectively and to 
apprehended Viet Cong individually by some returnees, on why they had 
left the Viet Cong. A local Vietnamese official was also present to explain 
to the people the reasons for the cordon, search and interrogation.

After the cordon operations in Hoa Long, a barrier fence was placed 
around the village to prevent traffic between the village and the Viet Cong 
and to keep the Viet Cong influence away from the people. The  fence 
was built of concertina barbed wire, six feet high and six feet wide and 
was thickened with aprons of stranded barbed wire. Three gaps were 
left in it for the people to enter their fields. These gaps were controlled 
by Vietnamese police by day and were closed and guarded by night. 
A Company controlled the operation and did much of the construction. 
They were aided by a company of returnees who worked with a will and 
infectious good humour. After part of the fence had been erected but not 
anchored, the commander of the returnees turned on a demonstration of 
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Viet Cong breaching techniques. Several of his men, armed with short 
lengths of stout bamboo rushed to the fence, placed their bamboo under 
it, lifted the bottom coil of the fence wire with it and slid under the gap, 
keeping the barbed wire off their bodies with the bamboo which they 
rolled rapidly in their palms. The purpose of the fence was explained to 
the people of Hoa Long and Captain Kim’s men took over responsibility 
for patrolling it constantly.

During the last week in January, A Company laid a number of successful 
ambushes on the tracks which run close to the foot of the eastern slopes 
of the Dinh hills, linking central Phuoc Tuy with the Hat Dich base area 
in the north-west. On the afternoon of January 26th signs of ablutions 
and  teeth cleaning carried out that morning were found by a creek, 
indicating that Viet Cong were near by. Major Carroll planned to move 
into his ambush position under cover of darkness at 7.30 pm. Just as the 
company was preparing to move from its harbour at 7.15 pm, fifteen 
Viet Cong walked into the company perimeter from the north-east. 
One Platoon opened fire, killing one Viet Cong and wounding several 
others. Five men were seen to fall. Artillery fire was brought down onto 
enemy movement heard outside the company perimeter shortly before 
midnight. On the following morning the dead Viet Cong was buried 
and the blood trails of the wounded were followed for three-quarters 
of a mile. With the dead man were found his Garrand M1 carbine and a 
pack containing letters identifying the Viet Cong as members of the Chau 
Duc District Company.

On the afternoon of January 27th A Company moved to a new ambush 
area to the south-west. Major Carroll and Lieutenant Hartley, commander 
of One Platoon, made a forward reconnaissance and discovered the tracks 
of three Viet Cong no more than twenty-four hours old. An ambush was 
planned for the area and the officers moved back to the company. Again, 
just as the company was in the exposed situation of preparing to move, 
a  group of twenty-five Viet Cong moving cautiously from the south-
west came onto the rear sentry of One Platoon. The sentry killed one of 
the Viet Cong and wounded another. The enemy reorganised and put 
in a  flank attack on a front of one hundred yards. The other machine 
guns of One Platoon broke up this attack and the platoon countered with 
a hooking movement into the flank of the Viet Cong. They withdrew to 
the south, split into two parties and ran off through the thick vegetation.
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At midday on January 28th, Major Carroll divided the company into 
three separate ambush groups in order to cover as wide an area as possible. 
Evidently the group of Viet Cong who had tried to get through the 
company and escape to the north on the previous day were becoming 
desperate. D Company of the Sixth Battalion was nearly a mile to the 
south and the Chau Duc company was alternately striking the two 
Australian companies.

Lieutenant Sheehan, who had become commander of Three Platoon 
in January, was making a reconnaissance in the early afternoon of the 
area which he was to ambush when suddenly six Viet Cong entered the 
opposite side of a clearing which he was crossing. Sheehan opened fire 
instantly, wounding one of the group who spun around, flinging his arms 
in the air. The group then ran off while artillery fire was called in onto their 
escape route. As a result of the contact Lieutenant Sheehan and his two 
escorts, Privates L. E. Gates and N. B. Hexter were wounded. The three 
casualties, the only ones suffered by A Company during five successive 
contacts with the Viet Cong in three days, were quickly evacuated by 
helicopter. Lieutenant Sheehan was wounded so seriously that he had to 
be returned to Australia.

At 2 pm on the following day, January 29th, ten Viet Cong were seen 
approaching cautiously by a sentry of One Platoon. He opened fire and 
the enemy immediately deployed into extended line and assaulted the 
section position. This attack was broken up by firing a Claymore mine 
into the enemy who then commenced to cover their withdrawal by fire 
and movement. While one group of Viet Cong moved, the others fired 
at One Platoon to prevent our men from pursuing. When the first group 
had withdrawn some fifty yards they covered the second group by firing 
at One Platoon while the former pulled back to a fire position well in rear 
of the covering group. While this was taking place Lieutenant Hartley had 
been organising another flank attack onto the withdrawing enemy. This 
attack broke up the Viet Cong tactics and they dispersed in full flight.

They ran straight into another ambush which had been set behind them 
by Two Platoon. Two Viet Cong were killed instantly and two others were 
wounded. The Viet Cong responded with an immediate counter ambush 
hook and threw grenades into the Two Platoon position. This determined 
action enabled them to recover the Browning automatic rifle from one 
of their men who had been killed. The Viet Cong then fled to the north 
leaving heavy blood trails. A Thompson sub machine gun was found with 



VIETNAM TASK

216

the two dead men. One of these was a man of some importance, probably 
a platoon commander, for several certificates of commendation for 
bravery were found in his wallet. Both of these men belonged to the C20 
Chau Duc District Company. No further contact with the Viet Cong was 
made that night and A Company returned to Nui Dat by helicopter on 
the following afternoon.

In February the attention of the whole Task Force was focused on the 
vital rice production area of the Dat Do district. We had been collecting 
information on the Viet Cong cadres in the villages of this district for 
several weeks and had formed a plan to cordon the northern part of Dat 
Do village. However it was suspected that this intention may have become 
known by the Viet Cong and so the plan was altered to cover the next 
most suitable village, An Nhut, just to the west of Dat Do. An Nhut 
was a village of nearly one thousand inhabitants, most of whom were 
Government supporters. Several men from the village were members of 
the C25 Long Dat District Company, the local guerilla unit. Others had 
joined D445 Battalion and there were a number of resident cadre in the 
village. The village chief had been murdered by Viet Cong in November 
1966. The village stood like an island in a flat sea of rice fields and so 
it was very easy to isolate. Route 23 ran through An Nhut dividing the 
village into northern and southern sectors, of which the latter was nearly 
twice the area of the former. The perimeter of An Nhut was nearly two 
miles long and so was just within the capacity of four rifle companies 
to encircle.

It was clearly difficult to position forces close to An Nhut so that 
their presence would not compromise the security of the operation. 
The battalion had to be positioned within easy reach of An Nhut during 
the day before the cordon, despite the open paddy fields for some miles 
around. The nearest jungle was at the foot of the Long Hai hills, one and 
a half miles to the south-west of An Nhut. However, the security offered 
by this vegetation was lessened by the presence of another village at its 
edge, Tam Phuoc, which was under an appreciable degree of Viet Cong 
influence. Although it was still possible to avoid Tam Phuoc by moving 
around the southern side of the village to come out onto the edge of the 
paddy fields a little further to the south-east, the distance from the edge 
of the jungle to An Nhut was too great for the whole battalion to use that 
line of approach during one night.
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Fig. 20. The cordoning of An Nhut, Operation Beaumaris, 13–14 February 
1967.

However another suitable harbour area close to An Nhut was available. 
On the western edge of Dat Do lay the district compound and airstrip. 
This area was fairly secure and it offered access to An Nhut, less than 
a thousand yards distant, without disturbing any of the population of 
Dat Do during the night approach. By harbouring two companies near 
Tam Phuoc and the other two at the Dat Do airstrip the battalion could 
concentrate around An Nhut effectively in the course of one night.

However the deployment of troops near Tam Phuoc to the south  of 
An  Nhut  and at Dat Do to the east could have suggested a cordon 
of  An  Nhut  to any Viet Cong in the neighbourhood. Colonel Warr 
decided to use a cover plan to explain the movements of the companies 
around Tam Phuoc and to rely on secrecy for getting the remainder of 
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the battalion into Dat Do on the night before the cordon, so that the 
credibility of the cover plan for the first two companies would not be 
jeopardised. This cover plan was a thrust into the northern part of the 
Long Hai hills to clean out some of the C25 Company’s bases. It was to be 
suggested to the local people by two means. The companies were to travel 
in APCs to the northern edge of Tam Phuoc and to proceed into the jungle 
immediately to the north of the hills. The direction of their ostensible 
goal was to be made more apparent by an artillery fire programme onto 
the northern part of the hills. This bombardment was to begin in the 
early afternoon of the day before the cordon, just as the companies were 
setting off into the jungle. Secrecy for the two companies and Battalion 
Headquarters at Dat Do was to be obtained by bringing these troops to 
the airstrip inside closed APCs just on last light. The troops were then 
to remain inside the vehicles until darkness had become complete. The 
presence of the APCs was not likely to arouse special attention for they 
had been operating independently to the south of Dat Do on several 
occasions and so the most likely explanation of their presence at Dat Do 
for the night was to save time for operations on the following morning 
by harbouring at Dat Do instead of Nui Dat, fifteen miles away by road.

The date for this operation, Operation Beaumaris, was selected as the 
night of February 13th–14th after consideration of moonlight data 
and the Task Force operational programme. Colonel Warr decided that 
a reconnaissance was necessary to see whether we would encounter any 
problems with local Vietnamese forces such as guards on the bridges on 
Route 23 who might open fire on the paddy fields at random during the 
night of our approach. It was impossible to conduct such a reconnaissance 
by night so we made it from a convoy of APCs on an afternoon drive 
through the villages of Long Dien, An Nhut, Dat Do, Tam Phuoc, and 
An Ngai to cloak our particular interest in An Nhut under the guise of 
a routine road patrol. We saw to our concern that the five bridges on 
Route  23 on either side of An Nhut were provided with sentry posts. 
We did not know whether or not they were manned every night and we 
thought it better not to make specific enquiries of the local Vietnamese 
troops, such as the Popular Forces platoon in An Nhut, for fear of 
compromising the operation. Instead small groups of men were sent to the 
bridges at last light on February 13th to occupy the post and to prevent 
any Vietnamese sentries who were manning them from firing during the 
night. Again this move threatened the secrecy of the operation, but we 
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hoped that our intentions would still remain hidden by occupying every 
bridge between Long Dien and Dat Do and by moving our men after 
curfew and under the cover of dusk.

Similar problems were presented by the Vietnamese Regional and Popular 
forces groups in Long Dien, Dat Do and Tam Phuoc. These difficulties 
were unobtrusively overcome by sending a liaison officer and a radio 
operator to each post during the morning of February 13th to request the 
local commander to keep all his men inside his compound at night and to 
refrain from firing any weapons in the interests of our operations in the 
Long Hai hills.

The preliminary moves of B and C Companies around the southern side of 
Tam Phuoc went well and they harboured inside the edge of the jungle to 
the south-east of Tam Phuoc late on the afternoon of February 13th, having 
swung their direction of movement from south to east in mid-afternoon. 
A and D Companies with Battalion Headquarters travelled to the Dat Do 
airstrip, leaving Nui Dat at 7 pm. We dismounted from the closed APCs 
after 8 pm and emerged from their confined stuffiness into the soft mild 
air of a Vietnamese night, unlit by moonlight. After posting sentries we 
lay on the ground behind the armoured vehicles and tried to obtain what 
few hours of sleep we could before the final phase of the move which 
was to begin at 2 am. However, neither Colonel Warr nor myself ever 
obtained much sleep on these cordon nights for we divided the part of the 
night when we were not moving into shifts between us to listen for any 
urgent calls on the battalion commander’s radio.

The cordon was placed around An Nhut without a great deal of difficulty. 
One problem which presented itself was the possibility of encountering 
South Vietnamese mines and booby traps around the outside of the 
village. All villages seemed to have some of these devices and they were 
a serious hazard to our operations for no one had recorded their location 
and they could be avoided only by staying well back from the perimeter 
ditches and fences. An Nhut had been enclosed within two wire fences 
with a belt of mines laid between them. The American adviser at Long 
Dien, the district headquarters which controlled An Nhut, informed 
us that the mines had been taken out during the previous wet season and 
that the wire had been taken from the steel pickets which had supported 
the fence. However, until we had checked the ground with mine detectors 
we could not be sure that it was safe. A Company encountered part of the 
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perimeter fence as they were feeling their way around the northern side of 
An Nhut at 3 am and Major Carroll ordered his men to swing out from 
the village to avoid further risk.

The cordon was closed at 4 am. Although it was still over two hours 
before dawn we took this additional precaution because we had learned 
that the Viet Cong in some of the villages had begun to make a habit 
of leaving their villages each morning around 4.30 am in order to avoid 
being caught by an Australian cordon. A company of Vietnamese troops, 
the 772 Regional Forces, came down from Long Dien shortly after 8 am 
to assist our troops with the search and clearance of the village. This 
part of the operation progressed smoothly until 9.15 am, when a loud 
explosion came from C Company, followed by an urgent appeal on the 
radio for the medical officer and for a Dust Off aircraft.

When C Company had reached their cordon position, a preliminary 
check had revealed no mines or booby traps in the area of the fence so 
the Company Headquarters had moved right up to it. The company 
commander had held a conference of his officers and senior NCOs close 
by the fence. At the conclusion of the conference, someone, while getting 
to his feet, must have set off a mine which had been perfectly concealed. 
The effect of the explosion was devastating and particularly tragic for it 
killed three of the company’s officers and wounded another five men. The 
officers killed were Major Bourne, the company commander, Captain 
Milligan, the second-in-command, and Captain Williams, the artillery 
forward observation officer attached from the New Zealand 161 Battery. 
In one blow the Company Headquarters had been wiped out. Major 
Bourne had just taken over command of the company from Major Miller 
who was about to lead the battalion advance party back to Australia. 
Major Bourne, a Malayan veteran and a graduate of the Staff College 
had been on the staff of the Task Force Headquarters for several months. 
He was killed on his first operation with the battalion. Captain Milligan 
had just joined up with the company after spending the previous day and 
night in the Tam Phuoc compound, guarding the safety of our troops 
from that direction. The suddenness and severity of this blow distracted 
our thinking for the remainder of the operation. The specific cause of the 
explosion was impossible to determine for the mine had blown itself to 
tiny pieces, but probably it had been part of the old mine field.

The remainder of the day proceeded smoothly. Loudspeakers announced 
the reasons for the village search and interrogation to the people. They 
were told to have breakfast and to carry their lunches with them as they 
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came to the central enclosures of white tape. Once they were gathered 
together, the local District Chief explained the procedures of the day, 
and some former Viet Cong who had surrendered under the Chieu Hoi 
programme addressed them, stressing the emptiness of Viet Cong policy 
and the hopelessness of the Viet Cong prospects in the war. The band 
played to the people, they were offered soft drinks and given colourful 
brochures explaining Government policy. The elderly, the mothers and 
the expectant mothers were interrogated first. After interrogation the 
people moved through the dental and medical treatment tents to the 
civil aid point where they were given food and clothing. The serious 
intention of these proceedings was masked under the mantle of a Sunday-
school picnic as small children ran around the band whose tunes wafted 
pleasantly on the warm air through the marquees and across the sunny 
field which contained everyone. As our medical officer remarked, on these 
occasions the Government must have seemed like the Cheshire Cat to the 
villagers, arriving and giving a bountiful grin for a day, only to disappear 
leaving nothing but the grin at the end of the afternoon. We felt that 
when the situation permitted the permanent stationing of elementary 
welfare personnel in these villages, the platform of the Viet Cong would 
finally disintegrate.

Proceedings around midday livened when a man who had been hiding in 
the roof of a house broke out of the cordon and set off at a furious pace 
across the paddy fields. In order to avoid firing at him several of our men 
set off after him across the dry mud of the paddies which was being baked 
by a scorching sun. The chase went on for over half a mile until our men 
eventually ran the suspect down and overcame a prisoner who may one 
day be a live supporter of the Government rather than a corpse now.

The interrogation team of thirty Vietnamese worked hard, interrogating 
1,111 adults and catching four female cadre members, two male cadre 
members, fourteen suspects whose apprehension had been desired for 
some time, two deserters from the Army, one draft dodger, five Viet 
Cong sympathisers who had aided the Viet Cong with supplies, and ten 
persons who were to be interrogated further. This operation closed our 
series of village cordons as the direction of Task Force operations swung 
to interdiction. During six weeks we had captured nearly forty Viet Cong 
in six days of operations for the loss of three of our own lives. These forty 
village workers would be difficult for the Viet Cong to replace and the 
people of Phuoc Tuy were witnessing that Viet Cong in the populated 
areas were becoming easy prey for the Government.
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