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Wayne Clarke       
 

Member of the Gawler RSL 

 

Interviewed as part of the Gawler Oral History Project 

 

Wayne reflects on his time as a National Serviceman. He was conscripted in 1965.  

 

Interview 2 ______________ “National Service. Training in Australia. New 
Guinea Border Patrol. First Weeks Vietnam 1966, Vung Tao, Nui Dat. 
Operation Hardihood.” 
 
Recorded Barry Neylon in May 2018 

 

Transcript of interview is as follows: 

 

Wayne: After the basic training at Puckapunyal I was then transferred to Holsworthy 

obviously for what was known as infantry training. That essentially was marching for a long 

time and camping out overnight in freezing cold conditions. It’s an old army saying that the 

army picks the hottest spots and the coldest spots in every State to have their army camps. 

Holsworthy was no exception. It was freezing cold camping out overnight. Weapons training 

included firing Owen guns, throwing grenades, using the SLR with rifle practice, and this 

continued for about another two months.  

 

At the conclusion of the infantry training we were asked to have a choice of joining a group 

of people known as "The Ready Deployment Force". "Ready reaction Force" was another 

name for it. To get into that you had to volunteer to be ready to go at 24-hour notice. And 

that Company was known as A Company, 5 Battalion. Obviously just after infantry training 

the 5th Battalion was formed officially .. and we had a big parade in Holsworthy and we 

were inspected by the Minister for the Army of the time. He told us what we already knew 

that we were earmarked for going to Vietnam in a short time. Some of the other Companies 

were then rotated through jungle training at Canungra.  

 

A Company because we were on Ready Reaction didn't have to do that for a while and we 

were on standby. At one stage we were packed up ready to go to Rhodesia. However, that 

got cancelled .... lots of things in the army get cancelled at short notice without any 

explanation. Any way we were on Ready Reaction Force for about two months and then at 
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the completion of that the Company was earmarked for a trip to New Guinea and that was a 

Force called Sprinkler Force. We were then flown to New Guinea and landed at Port 

Moresby. That was when I got out of an air-conditioned aircraft and walked out into an 

absolutely sweltering tropical day. It was unbelievable.  

 

We ended up sleeping overnight for a couple of days at Port Moresby and then we were 

picked up and flown by small Caribou aircraft. And we landed at a remote airport which was 

actually a golf course near the top of a mountain near the border of Papua New Guinea, 

which was obviously Indonesian territory. We were then issued with five bullets for each rifle 

and proceeded to do a patrol along the Indonesian border. That was very exciting. We were 

on patrol and we had to go up these mountains ... and I can remember my Dad talking to 

me about razorback ridges ... and they were absolutely unbelievable. They were thousands 

of feet up in the air and the track was only about 2-3 feet wide. They went for days. You 

could spend two days climbing a mountain. 

 

 We were away about 14 days on this track. We were due to be resupplied by a parachute 

drop and of course we trekked and trekked up this ridge for a long time trying to find a spot 

big enough for the Caribou aircraft to drop the supplies to us. We eventually found a piece 

of ground that was about 20' wide. We were meant to get our supply first. Any way the 

RAAF came along and said, " We can't land there. Go and get us a bigger spot". Eventually 

they dropped the supplies to the other two platoons and came back to drop our supplies. 

Well!! ...  What happened!! .... The plane came along, flew across the ridge and out came 

the parachutes and they sailed straight off and past the edge of the ridge and went down 

about 2000' to the bottom of the jungle. Obviously, we had no resupply and on that drop 

were our letters from our home and, of course, we didn't get any mail that time. That was a 

bit of a tragedy. We went on and we ended up meeting some very remote native groups ... 

and we struck one particular group and when we got to the village ... the village was empty. 

We did have some scouts from the Papua New Guinea native army and they were there. 

We waited and eventually out of the jungle came a couple of very old looking natives. They 

came up to us and made themselves known. At that time after realizing that we weren't 

going to do any harm to them they got on a great big tom tom drum and banged the drum 

for about 15 - 20 minutes and then all of the people from that village ... which was a rather 

large village ... they all came filtering out from the jungle ... in dribs and drabs. Amazing to 

see it all happen.  

 

Village chiefs told the native interpreters that they were not used to seeing many white 

people ... and they were concerned after seeing the Japanese soldiers retreating that they 

had seen these people travelling around the countryside ... and they made the assumption 

that perhaps the Japanese had come back. The reason they were pretty wild and upset 

about it was that when the Japanese retreated from their spots in New Guinea they 

kidnapped and ate some of their people. So, they were not sympathetic to that and they 

were very pleased to see us there. Any way, we later went on and when our patrol finished 

we were airlifted to a place called Wewak. 
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 From Wewak we boarded the HMAS Sydney, which was there at the time, but of course we 

weren't to know that this was actually a run to test the HMAS Sydney to become a troop 

transport to later take the battalions from Sydney to Vietnam. We had a very exciting trip 

back to Sydney on the Sydney. So, I had several voyages on the Sydney. I actually came 

back from Vietnam on it as well. After we came back from New Guinea because we hadn't, 

as A Company, been on a jungle training course at Canungra they sent us off to Canungra. 

Well! The jungle training course was nothing compared to what we had already been 

through in New Guinea. There was definitely jungle in Canungra but the mountains and 

everything were only hills and much easier to handle then the New Guinea stuff. That 

prepared us for the later training which we did.  

 

After coming back from Canungra, they asked for volunteers again and against my father's 

judgement I again volunteered to go in the advance party to Vietnam. So eventually I flew 

off to Vietnam ahead of the main battalion. 

 

We arrived in Vietnam and we spent 24 hours at the Tan Son Nhut airbase, which was the 

busiest airport in the world at the time. In addition to the military planes flying in and out 

every 10 minutes or so there was every airline in the World .... Lufthansa, QANTAS, 

American United Airlines etc .... were flying in and out. It was absolute chaos this place ... 

and it was huge. Any way we were loaded on to Caribou aircraft again and we were flown 

down to a place called Vung Tau. At the time Vung Tau hadn't been .... wasn't a military 

base of any sort. It was just a beautiful beach .... wonderful .... equally as good as Port Elliot 

and those places. We had to set up ... erect tents and everything ... for the battalion which 

was being flown up to Vietnam in a couple of weeks’ time.  

 

The patrolling areas at Vung Tao essentially, they were ...... the beach area was just sand 

dunes ... and I recall walking around through the sand dunes one day and I found there was 

an Australian engineer driving a crawler tractor. As I am walking along the guy that was 

driving the tractor said to me; 

 

 " Hey! Wayne. What are you doing here?"   

 

It turned out it was a bloke I had known from my school days ... and he was a friend of 

people in Gawler. He'd joined the Army as an engineer. Obviously, unbeknown to me, he 

was in Vietnam. We had a chat there and he told me that I had nothing to worry about in 

Vung Tau. He said it's only when you get up north that you have to really worry about it. So, 

it was a strange coincidence that we ran in to each other. I have spoken to him a few times 

since Vietnam. He's retired and lives in Queensland. But it's a marvellous thing that you 

strike one of your school mates up there ... out of the blue. 

 

Any way the situation with the training at Vung Tau .... one of the most important things at 

Vung Tau from a battalion point of view was, that whilst we had been trained at Holsworthy 
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with our infantry training, we had had no training to any great extent with helicopters. In fact, 

our total helicopter drill was a 5-minute flight around the football ground at Holsworthy. Our 

Battalion commander who was known as "Wingy War" was most concerned about it 

because unbeknown to us we were due to be flying off and landing as a battalion with 

helicopters from the 173rd Airborne Brigade, which was an American unit, which had been 

in Vietnam for some time. They had the capacity to take our entire 600 odd battalion off 

from Vung Tau ...  from the temporary helicopter pad which the engineers had made ... and 

we were set to go to Nui Dat in one lift. And some of the time at Vung Tau was spent in 

company airborne airlifts .... they called them. It was a hair-raising experience. It really was 

exciting. The helicopters arrived one day to take us all off in one lift. It is very hard to 

describe. There's about 600 men. There are five people max in each helicopter. There were 

over a hundred helicopters coming and landing and taking off ... and we were all flying off 

with one helicopter travelling behind another .... they used to call them "in a stick" .... and 

they'd only be 30-50 yards apart behind each other. 

 

One of the chaps I met in the RSL afterwards was an artillery man who was attached to the 

173rd Airborne. The artillery unbeknown to us had actually taken up an artillery position at 

an area known as LZ10 at Tannis which was where out battalion was landed. it was an 

awe-inspiring site to see these hundred odd helicopters land in the space of 30 minutes. 

Our battalion commander, Mr Wingy Ward, was most adamant that he wanted support from 

the mortars when we landed ... immediately. And it sounds ridiculous ... and obviously I 

think it was ... that we all had to have our weapon packs and before we got on each 

helicopter ... we were handed a mortar bomb each. And this mortar bomb was in a 

container about 18" high and about 5-6" round ... and each one of us had to carry that on 

our knees on the helicopter ... and as we landed at LZ 10 Tennis the helicopter carrying the 

mortar group was unloaded first, and we had to hand them a mortar each as we filed past. It 

sounds a bit like "Dad's Army" ... and it was. 

 

We landed at Tan Son which was slightly north of the area now known as Nui Dat and we 

then patrolled out from there probably for about two weeks in an operation known as 

Operation Hardihood. That particular operation ... and we were one of the first people to go 

and occupy the hills at Nui Dat. I think that looking at it with hindsight it was ... the helicopter 

landing at Tan Son can only be described .... the only thing similar I have seen is in Francis 

Coppola's movie, Apocalypse Now. It was absolutely awe inspiring, and for the Viet Cong 

who were based in and around at Bin Bah I think they might have got a bit of a shock that 

day when we landed. The 5 Battalion was attached to the 173rd Airborne Unit for about 3 

months and we actually were under the command of the American commander of the 173rd 

Airborne. I believe it was the first time the Australian Army had been under the command of 

an American since World War 2. 

 

 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
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