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Extract “The War Within” – pages 254 - 260 

Now it's a curious thing, but I've got no recollection of one particular night, yet it haunts

me still. It's completely gone from my memory. When I told the psychologist Bernadette 

Connor this story, she said it's not all that peculiar-trauma can do that to the mind. But I 

don't know if that's the reason. 

What I do know is that Jim Riddle's own recollection puts me beside him at a lonely 

listening post one night, a few hundred metres from the gates to the ruined village of Thua 

Thich, along with Dennis Manski, 'Pedro' Allen and a few other likely lads, like Bob Secrett, 

Ted Colmer and Mick McAuley. On the other hand, Kevin Lloyd-Thomas is just as adamant 

that I was working the M60 down his end of the same ambush-alongside Arrowsmith's APCs 

at the gates themselves. And another reckons I was on leave in Vung Tau, and didn't get 

back to the ambush site till the morning after, just in time to deal with a stack of dead 

bodies shot up the previous night, which was bad enough if that's all the involvement I 

had. 

It's a troublesome thing not knowing. Not remembering. Whatever, I live with the detail 

as I recall of it. And as Jim Riddle said, years later, 'Tell whatever part of it you can,

because the bastards did the dirty on us afterwards, and if no one tells it, it'll die with us.' 

What happened was, Captain Arrowsmith had laid down an ambush in the best tradition of 

the Armoured Corps, and ordered Riddle to take Private Dennis Manski's infantry section 

south of the position, as a listening post. Riddle had trotted along as he was wont to do. 

He picked and chose which section he travelled with on any given day. 

It was the end of May 1969. The 29th, to be exact. 

That night, Riddle and the small infantry force at that listening post took on a force that

stretched hundreds of metres back along the raised dirt route that linked Thua Thich with 

Xuyen Moc-Highway 328. The best estimates of all who were there suggest the number of 

enemy soldiers was in the hundreds. 

Turns out, it was one of the biggest platoon-sized battles of the war, but don't go looking 

for it in the history books because, as Jim said, it's hidden, secreted away from prying 

eyes. Along with the names of the men in the platoon, and all details of the platoon itself. 

There are things the army don't want known. Things best covered up. What I do recall of it 

is the sight of the Commanding Officer of the entire Task Force-Brigadier `Sandy' Pearson-

jumping out of a chopper at first light the next morning, along with other brass, and a 

couple of photographers who strutted about taking happy snaps of all and sundry from 

every perspective. Elsewhere, a re-supply chopper brought in fresh ammunition and 

reinforcements. 

The cavalry boys stood around watching while us infantrymen did the cleaning up. They 

were hi-fiving and yahooing `their' victory. Everyone was all agog with talk about the night 

before. It was the biggest thing any of us had been involved in. 

It'd been one hell of a shit-fight, that's for sure. All round, the sparse, dry scrub was

shredded, and bodies lay up and down the track. Riddle had us haul the bodies into a neat 

row, so he could search them. 
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'If it wasn't for "Spooky" comin' in, we'd have all been fucking killed. The bastards stuck us

in front of an army,' someone said. It sounded like Private Allen. He was spitting chips. His 

face was ashen, drawn. His eyes blazed in fury. 'We're just shit in their eyes,' he added, 

waving his armalite in the brigadier's direction. 

The brass were oblivious to it. They were busy getting their glory shots like they'd actually 

done some of the dirty work. 

Riddle was more circumspect about the brass invasion. He saw it for what it was and told the

photographers to 'piss off' when they wanted his picture, that it was 'a load of wank'. I'd have 

put my hand up for the glory shots, but not Riddle. He let others do the posing, and attended to 

the business at hand. 

'Look at 'em,' he said of Brigadier Pearson and his crew. 'Out here in force takin' credit-but safe 

in their fookin' beds when the shit was flyin'. It's like every other fookin' army. Officers-you 

wouldn't feed one if he belonged to you.' 

As the other blokes dragged the bodies into one area, Riddle had me and Dennis Manski rolling

bodies onto their backs, so he could search for identification or maps or anything of value. 

Despite the success of the ambush, there was some animosity brewing. As Riddle pointed out 

later, the cavalry boys had fought the battle from the protection of their steel carriers, while he 

and his infantry section did the hard yards from the jungle floor. 

But that was only the tip of it. 

As Riddle concluded later, when he'd had a good long hard think about it, there was a real

stench to the whole business, and he wasn't talking about the female body with her heart blown

out her chest, laying there in a lake of russet-brown blood and her own waste. 

He reckoned the brass had to have known that a virtual army was moving along the highway at

that particular time, because an army of that size didn't move around without SAS patrols

spotting them. And still, a small force like ours had been let loose to confront them outside the 

range of artillery, to boot. 

'There'll be medals involved in this,' he surmised. 'Sure as eggs. And it won't be us infantry gettin' 

them, you can bet on that!' 

Playing with those bodies, a sense of foreboding suddenly swept over me. It was like I was being 

warned that my time, too, was coming. That, chances were, I'd end up shot up too, lying

grotesque and twisted in the dirt, just like those bodies in front of me. What's more, I got to 

thinking that I'd used up a few lives by then, and was sailing close to the wind as far as luck and 

chance were concerned. The war had started to hit home. 

Riddle snapped me out of the reverie. 

'Keep your fookin' eyes on those bodies,' he snarled. 'I don't want one rolling over with a grenade 

primed in his shirt.' 

I snapped out of it. He was dead right. The bodies were the immediate concern. One man's eyes 

were wide open, his brown face sporting a preposterous smile, contorted in his death mask. His 

lips and forehead were blue, and when Manski flipped him over, a loud glugging, squelching 

sound came from him. Blood erupted from his throat. I almost erupted, as well, but kept it 

down. Manski wasn't so lucky. 
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I wanted to drag out my movie camera and capture the moment for my own records, but knew 

Riddle would've kicked me up the arse if I suggested it. He wasn't in a friendly mood. 

Afterwards, when Pearson and his hangers-on had gone, they got us infantry boys to drag most 

of the bodies into a bomb crater. There was going to be a 'sapper's burial', as they called it. We 

all cheered that. Especially the cavalry boys-they didn't want to load the bloodied carcasses into 

their APCs. Fair enough, too, we thought. Who'd want to ride in there after they'd been carting 

around bodies as mutilated as some of them were. 'Spooky' tended to do that. 

But blowing bodies up? That was a newt' to me. It didn't feel right, somehow. And Riddle was 

pissed off about it as well. He didn't think it was 'appropriate'. I couldn't see how it fitted in with 

our program of winning 'hearts and minds' either. 

I was glad I didn't get to see the 'sapper's burial' go down. 

Then an order came down the line: a couple of bodies were to be dropped in Xuyen Moc 'as an

example'. Privates 'Barnet'' Bigwood and Slattery got that job, tying two of the bodies to the 

back of one of the carriers with toggle ropes. Riddle said it was 'propaganda time'-the local

village chief was out to make a point. He wanted the bodies back in Xuyen Moc to scare off the 

Viet Cong. 

We had to oblige-we were just shit-kickers. It was all over my head the way things went down. I 

know Bigwood and Slattery weren't all that happy with having to do it. 

'Fucking cavalry' Bigwood said. 'They think they're so superior to us. The bastards don't like 

getting their hands dirty.' 

The VC struck back early that same afternoon, ambushing the convoy as we made our way south 

to Xuyen Moc. They hit us with RPGs, but they'd been too close, and the rockets bounced 

harmlessly off the sides of the carriers. That was all the VC had, so they got themselves shot up 

pretty bad in return. 

Private Len Ellecombe took two of them out himself at close range while another held his hand 

to stop him sliding off the APC. We scurried round in circles, dashing in and out of the scrub 

raising Cain. My part was modest. 

We were exultant. We'd gotten through two major contacts with the enemy on consecutive 

days, and had escaped without a man killed or wounded ourselves. If Riddle had been an officer, 

he'd have got a gong for sure. But he wasn't. He was just a private like the rest of us. 

He just got another five bodies to bury. 

There was another incident too, that day, on the road to Xuyen Moc when some of the boys

were `out of their lids', as Riddle described it. But I'll let it lie. Some dogs shouldn't be 

disturbed. 

Eventually, the remaining two bodies were dumped in the centre of Xuyen Moc, headless. They'd 

been banging around at the back of the APC till they fell off. God knows where the heads ended 

up. 

A few days later, there was a change in the APC organisation. There'd been some commotion in 

the tankie ranks. 

`They're rotatin' the troop of APCs,' Riddle said. The word was, arses had been kicked about the 

`sappers burial'. `There goes our medals!' 
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'I wonder what history will make of it all,' I said to Riddle and Manski as we brewed up, a day or 

so later, on the fringes of Xuyen Moc. `It's been some month.' 

`History? 'spat Riddle. 'History is written by historians-fookin' men in suits, the sort of men you'll 

never find out here in jungle greens. And it'll be written to suit those with pips on their 

shoulders. You wait and see.' 

I nodded like I knew what he was on about. But I didn't have a clue. 

As far as 1 was concerned, history was sacrosanct-a matter of integrity. Even more so for the 

men who fought it. Validation was everything. And if it was based on first-hand accounts, as this 

war was going to be, there were enough of us out there that day to ensure it would be told 

right, no matter how they doctored it. 

Like I said, I had no idea about how the world really worked. I should have heeded Riddle a bit 

more. 

The APC crew departed Xuyen Moc, and left us there. A new lot of tankies took over with a lot 

less grace than Arrowsmith's mob, and brought Lieutenant Parkin back out with them to take 

over the platoon from Riddle. After his R&R, Parkin said he'd `been liaising with the Yanks, and 

was sorry he'd missed all the action'.

Sounded like skulduggery to me-not having an officer around when the shit hit the fan. Losing 

dickhead privates would be one thing-losing an officer, another thing altogether. Questions 

would've been asked. 

Turned out, the new lot of tankies were a surly lot, and didn't appreciate us travelling with 

them at all. There was a lot of animosity. Riddle threatened to crack a couple of heads, 

including Normie Rowe's-the army's Mr Public Relations. 

Rowe had missed all the action too. Funny about that. 

We all got drunk that last night in Xuyen Moc, and Rowe put on an impromptu concert. He 

commandeered a guitar from a local police sergeant, and got up on a board slung between two 

barrels filled with ice and Vietnamese beer. He sang a few of his hits. I guess we didn't respond

kindly, and he was sad about that. Fact was, he wasn't well liked up there-we believed he had a 

soft cop, because of his profile. The word was, he was mostly kept out of danger by the higher-

ups and, true or not, most of us resented him because of it. 

It was okay for the 'Doc' Danns of the world to lose a leg, but not a Normie Rowe. 

But that's by the by. 

There were some medals out of what went down at Thua Thich, but they went to the APC 

commander, Captain Arrowsmith. Right off, he scored a Mention-in-Dispatches, the lowest

medal an officer can get. Eyebrows were raised about that, especially given the scope of the 

actions, and the results. 

It was well known that lesser lights than Arrowsmith scored Military Crosses for looking sideways 

at the enemy. 

A few people said he'd got a kick up the arse for some reason, and blew his medal. I don't know 

if that was true. Anyway, they made up for it many years later when the dust had settled on the 

whole affair-they upgraded Arrowsmith's medal to a Medal of Gallantry in the End of War list.

Fair enough too. Arrowsmith was a fine soldier, and leader of men. But it was better than what

Private Jim Riddle got-he was charged with stealing money off one of the dead bodies instead,
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and that wasn't true at all. He'd simply relocated it. Said he `didn't think the gook needed it 

where he was goin', and thought it fair enough to redistribute it. 

`That platoon's nothing but a bunch of animals run by a foulmouthed mercenary' the new troop 

commander told Major Pratt when he carted us back to the Dat. Pratt relayed it to Riddle. 

`They're not all animals,' Riddle had replied, smirking. I think he must have been referring to 

me. 

But the writing was on the wall. The bad smell that emanated from Thua Thich permeated the 

HQ Company from all accounts, and spoilt the whole show. Despite its successes, the 2nd D&E 

Platoon was kaput. More than fifty kills in less than a month, and it meant nothing. There wasn't 

any justice.

It was a lovely war. No doubt about that. I was over it. 

[image: image1.png]



