sabre2history2april09
To assist in getting rid of this twat forever, if anyone would like to see references to Army records, letters, emails, that debunk what Tate has written as “History”, copy or cut the relevant section and send in an email to  admin@austvetmatters.net  attn Mowgli.  Your anonymity assured.
Examples.
Q. Was the underlined really Brig. Pearson’s decision? 

2. RATIONALE FOR THIS PLATOON’S CREATION
There is evidence that insurgent SAS patrols had reported large numbers of Viet Cong and North Vietnamese troops on the move in AO’s Frog and Scorpion (including Thua Thich and Xuyen Moc) in early May, 1969. In fact, the official “3 SAS Squadron Narrative, Duty Officer’s Log Annexes May 1969” record 35 sightings of enemy- Viet Cong and NVA, totaling almost 1000 enemy soldiers.
According to the Field Commander’s Diary, May 12th, Brigadier ‘Sandy’ Pearson decided to create a “second D@E Platoon” to counter this activity. He opted to only use the reinforcements from the 4th Battalion- but chose only the regular soldiers for this special platoon- 60, or so, ‘nasho’s’ went straight into the remaining battalions. This suggests that he made a deliberate decision about the make-up of this platoon- one eye on the professionalism of regular soldiers, and one eye on political expediency.
A.            Nothing here.                      The earliest date I can identify the 4 RAR transfers is 23 May in AO Scorpion.
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Q. Is this a true Dennis Manski quote?.
“We could hear them screaming out and groaning around us all night. We could see them dragging away their killed and wounded in the moonlight, some screaming, some groaning.”                                                                            
- Pte.Dennis Manski

A. No. This is what Dennis Manski wrote. (I deleted the names of those I believe to have been innocent bystanders)
From: Dennis Manski 
To: Barry Corse ; 'Richard Bigwood';xxxxxxxxxxx rainingfilms@yahoo.com.au ; 'Don Tate' ;xxxxxxxxxxx, ;xxxxxxx 
Cc: 'Don Dennis' ; 'tony white' ; 'Bernie' ; 'Dave Briggs' ; 'Owen Eather' 
Sent: Sunday, March 04, 2007 7:38 AM
Subject: Re: Sabre 2 2nd D&E platoon Vietnam
“We could hear the VC moaning and groaning for sometime during the night.”
                                  $$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$
Submission to the Australian War Memorial - The History of Sabre 2 

“SABRE TWO”
A SHORT HISTORY OF THE 2nd D@E PLATOON (May ’69- July ’69)  
By Don Tate
134 Princes Highway 
Albion Park Rail 2527
©
PREAMBLE
This is an account of an obscure Australian infantry platoon that fought in the Vietnam War with astonishing success, yet does not “officially” exist in Australian Army records, or any history of the conflict. It was one of the most lethal Australian units to operate in the war, and is credited with killing and wounding a very large number of the enemy in a very short time, and did so without having a single casualty of its own. This was due to the exceptional leadership of the platoon by Corporal James Riddle- a remarkable English ex-marine commando, who had assumed the leadership of the platoon by default.

That a record of this platoon has never been recorded to date is a travesty; that the men who fought in it have been denied their valid place in military history, is a national disgrace; that some of the men who served this nation so capably in this unit, and yet have been denied pension entitlements because no “official” record exists of its activities, is tragic.

I refer to a ready-reactionary force of approximately 40 infantrymen which operated for six weeks during 1969- from about May 12th, until the end of June, that year. It was made up of regular soldiers left behind when the 4th Battalion (4 RAR) went home at the end of its tour- men who had reinforced the battalion during its tour of duty, and who had yet to complete the minimum six months ‘in country’.

Attached to a troop of APC’s from 3 Cav Regiment, the men believed they were called the “2nd D@E Platoon”, which was the term given them by a Major Pratt, when they transferred over to their new digs in 1ATF. (This is NOT to be confused with the original “D@E Platoon” which operated from 1ATF from start to finish of the war, and which DOES exist in military history, and whose history has often been confused with that of this second platoon.)

I am proud to say that I was one of the men who fought in this platoon, and this narrative is designed to place this platoon in its correct chronological place in military history. 

While many others have been involved in unraveling the details of this matter, I particularly acknowledge the research skills, and first-hand accounts of the following: 

Jim Riddle; Dennis Manski; Ted Colmer; Richard Bigwood; Allan Roach; and 
Kevin Lloyd-Thomas.
*****

1. FORMATION
In 1969, when the 4th Battalion was due to complete its tour, 40 Regular soldiers who had reinforced that battalion, and who had not yet completed six months ‘in country’ were told we were to become a “2nd D@E Platoon”. We were marched out of the 4th Battalion’s lines and transferred to new tents near the boozer in 1ATF. These were no bunks, and no bedding. 

From the Routine Orders of the day, I can confirm that the men confirmed to have fought in this platoon are:

· R.H. Appleby; R.C. Ellis; G.W. Beh; D.N. Manski; C.J. Fahey; O.W. Schuler; D.W. Tate;
H.G. Browning; R.J. Enright; K.G. Lloyd-Thomas; R.J. Rickert; E.W. Colmer; D.R. Moss;
R.A. Bigwood; C.R. Ebsworth; R.J. Cairns; B.J. Cannons; A. Seychell; I.R. Ramadge; J.B. Riddle;
L. Ellcombe; B. Rennie; D.J. McGregor; R.F. Bryant; J.C. Fleer; R.B. Howie; G.C. Williams;
T.J. Slattery; W.H. Whitney; S.F. Patterson; D.J. Blazely; P.D. Allen; R.S. Secrett; J.L. Arnold;
R.S. Belgrove; A.J. Roach; M.P. McAuley; D.H. Simpson; M.L. Bann; P.S. Morgan; P.R. Brown

Those names highlighted have been absolutely confirmed as members of the “second” D@E Platoon

* Note: When this platoon was disbanded, some of these men were then assimilated into the other D@E Platoon- in itself, further confusing the issue.

2. RATIONALE FOR THIS PLATOON’S CREATION
There is evidence that insurgent SAS patrols had reported large numbers of Viet Cong and North Vietnamese troops on the move in AO’s Frog and Scorpion (including Thua Thich and Xuyen Moc) in early May, 1969. In fact, the official “3 SAS Squadron Narrative, Duty Officer’s Log Annexes May 1969” record 35 sightings of enemy- Viet Cong and NVA, totaling almost 1000 enemy soldiers.
            
According to the Field Commander’s Diary, May 12th, Brigadier ‘Sandy’ Pearson decided to create a “second D@E Platoon” to counter this activity. He opted to only use the reinforcements from the 4th Battalion- but chose only the regular soldiers for this special platoon- 60, or so, ‘nasho’s’ went straight into the remaining battalions. This suggests that he made a deliberate decision about the make-up of this platoon- one eye on the professionalism of regular soldiers, and one eye on political expediency.

Another explanation comes from the platoon’s first leader: “…it has been a matter of concern to many (including mysef) as to why the existence of the 2nd D@E Platoon was never acknowledged, and our service with that unit never recorded. Major George Pratt asked HQ 1ATF what he should do with all the spare soldiers (left behind by 4RAR) and it was then decided to raise a 2nd D@E Platoon to work with the APC squadron as a ready-reactionary force.”- Lt. Barry Parkin
Major George Pratt gave this platoon the call-sign, “Sabre Two.” 

The platoon operated under the authority of the Cavalry, but was never formalized on the Task Force structure. It was the negligence of this decision that has proved to have the greater consequence on the men involved.

 3. TRAINING
Initial training for this platoon involved “watermanship” training on mangrove swamps near Baria. We had a Sgt. Cheney (?) in charge. He was seconded from 4RAR, but after this training, he went home, and was never part of this platoon.

“I do recall that bit of water training on the Delta... That's where I recall Steve Patterson trying to do a deal with the local ARVN.  I asked him to organise something illegal ‘cos he was a sort of 'fixer and collector’.                                                                                                                – Cpl. Jim Riddle
“I remember doing watermanship training down near Baria in assault boats, and during that time we decided to go fishing using hand grenades. Those underwater explosions caused us to have a visit from a US Navy swift boat, stationed nearby.”                                                                   – Lt. Barry Parkin
(We never used those “watermanship” skills. We were all glad of that.)

We were told we would be doing things differently- instead of barging through the bush like every other infantry platoon, we’d be riding in, and on, armoured personnel carriers. We thought that sounded like a great idea. In the first week or so, we learned new tactics, like how to quietly rollout of the backs of APC’s as they moved through the jungle, and how to operate with the armour in ambush situations.

4. LEADERSHIP
Although the Cavalry had overall authority for the overall activities of this platoon, we had an infantry officer in charge of us, to start with. We are still uncertain of this man’s name- though a Lt. Barry Parkin states that it was him. He may have been a CMF officer. (The collective opinion of the men in this platoon is that whoever the officer was, he only lasted a week or so, and was not seen again.)

· I have been contacted by this “Lt. Barry Parkin” (and included his thoughts in this analysis) but have been unable to establish a return connection to obtain additional information

What is generally agreed on, is that without an officer in charge, an NCO by the name of Cpl. Jim Riddle assumed leadership of the platoon, and remained so for the duration of the platoon’s life. Riddle was a former ex-marine from the British commandos, and was well respected by every man in this platoon. (I actually trained with him at Ingleburn and Canungra, and fought alongside him in “D” Company 4RAR for five months.)

As well as “Sabre Two”, Jim Riddle was given the personal call-sign, “Sunray”. 

None of us objected to Riddle taking over the leadership. He was a natural leader of men, and those of us who had fought alongside him in “D” Company, 4th Battalion, knew him to be astute, ferocious, and fearless- the consummate professional. He had but one flaw- an innate disregard for ‘pogo’ officers who stayed inside the wire.

Jim Riddle was an old-fashioned soldier. You trusted him, without question. Battle-hardened in four campaigns with Britain’s Royal Marines, he had resigned from the commandos specifically to fight alongside us Australians in a war his country had no stomach for. He might have been labeled a mercenary by some, except that the Australian Army didn’t pay soldiers of fortune.

The commander of the armoured troop was a Captain Tom Arrowsmith MG, who never questioned Riddle’s rank, or his credentials. Arrowsmith, like Riddle, was well respected by us infantrymen. He had a real military presence about him.

“I was most impressed by Captain Arrowsmith. He was at war with the enemy only, not with his troops or his home life, or office life. He was focussed on the now period, knew what was happening about him, and was flexible in his ability to adapt for ground, weather and any circumstances. He gave a feeling of being seriously capable. He was a rarity.”                                                    - Cpl. Jim Riddle
 4. GENERAL ACTIVITIES
In the first week of operation, we were not all that successful. The platoon laid down a number of ambushes, and had various small contacts with the enemy but recorded no kills. 

· “We malfunctioned as a group,” says Riddle..

· “I recall an incident when our D@E Platoon came across two VC wheeling a 500 pound bomb down the road, and the resulting firefight.”                                     - Lt. Barry Parkin
“Just before the Thua Thich ambush, eight of us, led by Jim Riddle, exited an APC by the back ramp, lowered as the vehicle kept moving. We ambushed a track, and put claymores out. A very fierce tropical storm hit us in the night, and during it, we heard enemy soldiers coming down the track, calling out as if they didn’t have a care in the world. Ted Colmer (the gunner) opened up, but the rain and sand splashed up into his M60, and it jammed. We fired off the claymores, and Jim called in mortars “danger close” because of the large number of enemy in front of us. The enemy did not engage us, and all we recovered was a tobacco pouch- which annoyed the cavalry boys, no end.”                   - Pte. Dennis Manski
5. THE MAJOR CLASHES
· the ambush at Thua Thich
 On the 29th May, 1969, this platoon ambushed a very large force of enemy soldiers at the gates to Thua Thich. The size of the enemy force varies between 50 and 200, depending on which source one takes note of. The cavalry narrative (written the day after, and them seeing only the first part of the enemy unit) records it as 50 or so, while the infantrymen (who were the closest to the main body, being parallel to the road they were on) estimate the number at closer to 250. The cavalry conducted their part in the ambush from the relative safety of APC’s, while the infantry section, placed as a listening post, were involved at close quarters from the jungle floor.

This battle has been recorded from the Armoured Corps perspective (see Commanders Diary 29 May 1969), and the role of the infantry all but overlooked in it. The official record is recorded in the Australian War Memorial as follows:

Supporting Documentation
(The account of this ambush is recorded in “When The Scorpion Stings” by Paul Anderson. It is written from the cavalry perspective.)

            1. An Army photographer, Sgt. Bellis, arrived next morning with Brigadier Pearson and other dignitaries, including Major Ron Rooks, C.O. of the Cav; an American officer, and a photographer called Gibbons Many photographs were taken, and are currently in the Australian War Memorial collection. The infantrymen shown in these photographs are referred to as “D@E Platoon”, but the incorrect one. They belonged to the “second” D@E Platoon- the one here, in question. The photographs include:

· BEL/69/0370/VN: Slattery and Bigwood dragging a VC body to the carrier to be slung up

· BEL/69/0354/VN: Elcombe in action

· BEL/69/0372/VN: Blazely; Elcombe; Manski; Tate; Slattery; Colmer; the gates; dead bodies

An examination of these photographs reveals that all the men involved, were part of the “second D@E Platoon, as listed earlier- NOT men belonging to the ‘original’ D@E Platoon!

            2. The Australian War Memorial contains the cavalry narrative of the action. It is found at:

http://www.awm.gov.au/cms_images/AWM_95/2/AWM95-2-1
Riddle’s role in this battle should have earned him a medal, but as usually happens in the Australian Army, the medal went to the officer in charge- Captain Tom Arrowsmith. He was awarded a MID, upgraded in 2006 to a Medal of Gallantry. The irony was- Arrowsmith fought it from the safe confines of his steel carrier (and this is not to detract from his award), while Riddle and nine of his men fought it from an extremely dangerous, vulnerable, jungle position.

“The ground in front of me seemed to suddenly grow into a forest of brown trees. As the torrent of bullets struck the dry earth, they threw up explosions of soil, each bullet kicked up a ‘bush’ of earth, and in the orange light of the hanging flares it looked to me, from very close to the ground, that the world was exploding. The leaping ground seemed to run towards us in a wave of loud farting sounds. Suddenly I noticed a line of my men, including ‘Ernie’ Entwhistle (?) a fellow Englishman, Privates Don Tate and ‘Snow’ Manski, closely followed by two others from the machine gun crew rushing backwards, away from ‘Spooky’s’ fire. We felt this tremendous blast of gunfire tear up the ground about three feet across our front, and then it was past and we all crawled back. I think we all pretended that this had been a sort of organised and planned withdrawal, but it was more of a knee jerk panic. We got back into our holes, while I got onto the radio to let ‘Spooky’ know that we were satisfied with his first straffing run, and it would be OK to switch to further away from our front now, and ‘thank you’! There’s little doubt now that there were no living enemy soldiers close to our front.” 
 - Cpl. Jim Riddle
Spooky’ was called in on two occasions- at about 2130 hours and again just after midnight. (I am sure this can also be validated) 

This section of infantry inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy. 

“We could hear them screaming out and groaning around us all night. We could see them dragging away their killed and wounded in the moonlight, some screaming, some groaning.”                                                                            
- Pte.Dennis Manski

(b) The ambush of the APC’s (30th May)
On the way to Xuyen Moc, the APC’s containg the 2nd D@E Platoon was ambushed by a Viet Cong force with RPG’s.  

A further 5 VC were killed.

After these two clashes, a different troop of APC’s took over from Tom Arrowsmith’s troop. It was led by a Captain Lawrence. Trooper Normie Rowe was in this section.

The 2nd D@E Platoon was disbanded towards the end of June, and the infantry members split up. Some were retained by 1ARU, and continued with the “official” D@E Platoon under a Lt. Wooten MC . The rest of us went to other battalions.

Final Comment
There is no doubt that this platoon existed, and operated. It is essential that its activities be differentiated from the “official” D@E Platoon, operating under the 1ARU umbrella.

This omission is particularly galling for me. It wasn’t until 1997 that CARO acknowledged that I fought in 9RAR (where I was badly wounded), so I am used to Army incompetence in relation to administration.

I have made donations to the AWM that have been assessed at being worth some $90,000 (film and photographs) and I urge the AWM to honour that by making very careful consideration of this matter.

I can assure the AWM that there are a number of commentators watching this matter. If the integrity of this country’s military history is important at all, then this platoon must be identified, and its activities recorded for posterity, otherwise the matter will be made public.

Yours Sincerely
Don Tate A.S.M.
1201907
Ex-4RAR; ex 2nd D@E Platoon; ex- 9RAR

