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A NIGHT IN THE YEAR OF THE MONKEY
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ANIGHTIN THE YEAR OF THE MONKEY

THEDECIMATIOMFAUSTRALIAN ARMY SAPPERSTANDING PATROL
DURING THE BATTQE FIRE SUPPORT BASE ANDERSEBRNH/IETNAM
TET OFFENSIVID68

Compiled and Written byeRer Scott

DEDICATIONo all who foughaind died at Fire Support Base Andersen, especially the Sappers of 3 $réopld
Squalron, Royal Australian Engineerd.o the Late Mrs Norma Meehan, whose treasured lost sonGamett
died a brave Australian Soldier at Andergenay they both rest in peace.

LCPL John Garrett SPR Allan Pattison SPR David Steen SSGT Colin McLaughlin

MEMBERS OF THE ENGINEER STANDING PATROL KILLED IN ACTION OUTSIDE OF FSB ANDERSEN 18 FEBRUARY

INTRODUCTIORiIs article seeks to look at what has been written abeig Support Baséndersen

and add commentary from some of the sappers who were there on that battlefield. The objective is to
make the story oAndersert Y R A (i &(@ustiaflah Rfan8yN&ustralian, New Zealand and American
Artillery; and AustraliarEngineers and Cavalry) neowidely known and acknowledged as a significant
battle of the Vietham War, and to honour theervice andsacrifice of those whaservedand those who
diedthere.

During ther Tet Offensive of 1968he Viet Cong and North Vietnase Armymade numerousfierce
assauls on the joint Australian, New Zealand and Americaanned FireéSupport Base Andersarear
the village of Trang Bomast of Bien Hoaon the north-easterlyoutskirts of Saigorit was the first time
that the AustralianTask Forcel( ATl had operated outside of Phouc Tuy Provinmed the Task Force
deliberately establishedire support basesstride the communistines of communicationexpecting

1968


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fire_support_base
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that the NVA and V@ould attack andattempt to destroy them And attack they didin assaults which
becameprecursosto further fierce assaults orire Support BaseSoraland Balmoraljust afew months
later.

During the battleon the night of 17/18 Februar¥968,seven Australiarsoldiersand one American lost

their lives, with dozens more woundedsfierce grenade, mortar andocket attackswvere launchedat
Andersenby a tenacious and skillful enemyhe defendingAustralians, Kiwis and Americans were no

less tenacious, pouring artillery, mortar, machine gun and small arms fireeor@imymortar and rocket

launch sites, anéngagingenemy soldiers as they threw themselvess the wire. Theenemy attacks

were timed to coincide with the lunar New Year celebrations for the Year of the Monkéy¢to8 i a | dz
CKIYyeés | yR 2u0@d2NINE RCoBNNIVA 2 v

Tragicallyanovery A 3K &aidlF yRAYy 3 LI G§NRf Aadérgeiby tHe 3B défdrEe 2 T
commandwas decimated during the enemy assatlithispatrol comprised dull Section(No. 11 Section)

of ten sappers from 3 Troop of thE" Field Squadron Royal Australian Engineers, adimthe role of
infantry, sent to a previously well used knoll feature some 300 metres outside of the protective barbed
wire defencesof the base.They were ordered ttake up a fixed position overnighiying ontop of rocky
ground,to provide an early warning listening post to detect advancing enemy fof¢esighconsidered
important for base defencahe patrol provided in reality, a dangerously isolated arekposed targett

anoften used site well known tthe enemy.

During Operation CoburgMain Force elements of the North Viethamese Army and Viet Qag
moved pastAndersenfor weeks to and from their targets in and around Saigown Bien Hoaand
Australian Army Intelligence knew thiotwithstanding tte vital contribution of the standing patrols to
base defence planghe decision to continue to deplolstening poststandingpatrols to the knollwas
extraordinarilyrisky. In the words of Sapper Jack Lawsone of the survivorsf the Engineerstanding
patrol on the night of the 19/18" 6 6S 6 SNB Kdzy3d 2dzi (2 RNEE D

Duringenemyassaultdn the early hours othe morningthe patrolreceiveddirect hits from mortar and
RPG (rocket propelled grenade) firand was virtually wiped outfour of the sappers were killedwith
three others wounded The emaining three were unwounded buteavily traumatisedby the brutal
nature of themortar attack and theleath of their mates

In cruel twist of fate, two othe suwiving sapperswere to be killed inaction just one month lateiin a

mine incident during Operation Pinaroo in the Long Hai Mountains south east of NuD&it days
indeed for the proudnenof 3 Troop ofthe 1* Field SquadroRAE who in a period of about one month,
gave up seven of their number killed, and four more wounded in support of Operations conducted by
infantry of the 3 Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment.

Meanwhileg onthat samenight inside of the wireof Andersenanother four soldiersvere also killed
during the enemy attackthey were two 3RARriflemen and an Australian and American artilleryman
who names ardisted in the Honour Roll at the rear of this articl€he nextmorning he bodies of dur
enemysoldiers who died on the wirewhile trying to takeAndersenwere searchedthen buried onsite
by 3 Troop appersinside of the BaseMore dead and woundednemyhad beendragged awayn the
nightby their comrades.




Above:FSB Adersen 18 February 1968 the morning after the First Attackphoto: Sapper Peter Maamhald 3 Troop
1 Field Sqn RAE

Above Looking out from a 3 RAR position at FSB Anderserphoto: Bob Dabinett OAMRAR




3 RARsoldiers at FSB Andersephoto: Bob Dalmett OAM 3RAR

Most tragically of allthe events and sacrifices &SB Anderseare virtually unknown and forgotten
during Australian Government and community remembrances of the Viethampdfaembrances that
disproportionately and repetitively focus asther landmark battles such as Long Tan, Coral/Balmoral
and Binh Ba.

Ly GKS h¥FAOAILIE 1 Aald2NE 200 the QfansivelTiieMisBadian Argiyithed S Y S

Vietnam War January 196June 1968 lan McNeill and Ashley Ekins (20@#ye a short passing
reference to Andersen, bigaynothing about the decimation of the standing patrol.

t I dzt 1 Y Q&ietma®:ATHeK Australiah 2W(3010) there are no references to FSB
'YRSNESY Fd Itz #elNBieldSqgaténRABeyidSpEriNGEparatighZChidurg 2

NG KS ! dza i NI t A | Wartimke NSuea2B8apassidg lcdm@énis offered by Chris Gdthard-

/ £ | Thiee times between 18 and 28 February, Andersen came under attack but each time the Viet
Cong were beateg T Tdath cases, therssno commentary of thderocity ofboth the enemy assaults

and 1ATF response, and no acknowledgement of the Australian soldiers (infantry, artillery and
engineers) who died therim violent and traumatievarfighting




Perhaps thedecision tocontinue tomount standing patrols outside of the wire wassafein light of

known intelligence on memy activity and fact that the Base was very much undermann&dvhole

Infantry Company was added to the defenceAoiderseron the day afterthe first attackand was sent

out to the knoll areaPerhaps battlesuch as that afnderseni K & RARY Qi NBadzZ G Ay
were seen (and still ajeaslacking in¥heritQand therefore best forgottenMcNeill and Ekingr Onthe
Offensiverefer to Commander Australian Force VietngdAFVMAJGEMrthur MacDonaldbeing critical

2T (KS WaKSSNI t101 2F ol aao 1y zaptheStivng §nQ, desfite Y I y
believingthat Operation Cobug was a success and that the statistiesults were considerable; (i K S &
GSNB y2i &aLSO0308304t  NX¢ o6LJ 3Sa

Not spectaculdrNot enough dead on both side8y what ratio did theenemy body count have to
exceedthat of 1ATF to pleasaFV Headquartefs

GeneralMacDonald, according to Padiam @010), was a usually grumpy man winsstakenlybelieved
that the Viet Cong were virtually defeated in Phouc Tuy, and subscribed to the American vidodiat
count and Kill ratios were a measuof succesdHisdisparagemenivas perhas the blow thatsnuffed
out the likelihood ofany recognitionfor the brave soldiersvho foughtat Fire Support Base Andersen
during the Tet Offensive.

Australian Force Vietham Commander, Major General Arthur MacDonald (centre), Task Force Commander, Brigadier Ron
Hughes (right), arrive at FSB Andersen. With them is the Commanding Officer of 3rd Battalion, The Royal Australian
Regiment (3RAR), Lieutenant-Colonel Jim Shelton Source: AWM
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Map of Saigoni Bien Hoa-Vung Tau area showing Bien Hoa, and Trang Bom east of Bien Hoa. Source:
vietnamairlift.com (Nui Dat area shown as Luscombe on this map, and Trang Bom is located just south of
the blue CM letters)

Topo map of Trang Bom on Route dverlaid with the approximatdocation of FSB mdersen The
Standing Patrol o7/18 Feb 1968 was located at YT202128 on the slope of the knoll feature.



https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj-yNSxn4nPAhXCNSYKHfGcDNkQjRwIBw&url=http://vietnamairlift.com/bienhoa.html&psig=AFQjCNGja11HjW9MMgqQ2YNGVw0bVUydpg&ust=1473749578534519

