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 DEDICATION To all who fought and died at Fire Support Base Andersen, especially the Sappers of 3 Troop, 1st Field 
Squadron, Royal Australian Engineers.   To the Late Mrs Norma Meehan, whose treasured lost son John Garrett 

died a brave Australian Soldier at Andersen ς may they both rest in peace. 

 

MEMBERS OF THE ENGINEER STANDING PATROL KILLED IN ACTION OUTSIDE OF FSB ANDERSEN 18 FEBRUARY 1968 

INTRODUCTION This article seeks to look at what has been written about Fire Support Base Andersen 
and add commentary from some of the sappers who were there on that battlefield. The objective is to 
make the story of Andersen ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎΩ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎ ( Australian Infantry; Australian, New Zealand and American 
Artillery; and Australian Engineers and Cavalry) more widely known and acknowledged as a significant 
battle of the Vietnam War, and to honour the service and sacrifice of those who served and those who 
died there.  

During their Tet Offensive of 1968, the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army made numerous fierce 
assaults on the joint Australian, New Zealand and American manned Fire Support Base Andersen near 
the village of Trang Bom east of Bien Hoa, on the north-easterly outskirts of Saigon. It was the first time 
that the Australian Task Force (1 ATF) had operated outside of Phouc Tuy Province, and the Task Force 
deliberately established fire support bases astride the communist lines of communication, expecting 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fire_support_base
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lines_of_communication
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that the NVA and VC would attack and attempt to destroy them. And attack they did, in assaults which 
became precursors to further fierce assaults on Fire Support Bases Coral and Balmoral just a few months 
later.  

During the battle on the night of 17/18 February 1968, seven Australian soldiers and one American lost 
their lives, with dozens more wounded, as fierce grenade, mortar and rocket attacks were launched at 
Andersen by a tenacious and skillful enemy. The defending Australians, Kiwis and Americans were no 
less tenacious, pouring artillery, mortar, machine gun and small arms fire onto enemy mortar and rocket 
launch sites, and engaging enemy soldiers as they threw themselves on the wire.  The enemy attacks 
were timed to coincide with the lunar New Year celebrations for the Year of the Monkey, or ά¢Ŝǘ aŀǳ 
¢ƘŀƴέΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ м!¢CΩǎ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ Coburg.     

Tragically, an overƴƛƎƘǘ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǇŀǘǊƻƭ ǎŜƴǘ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǊŜΩ ƻŦ Andersen by the FSB defence 
command was decimated during the enemy assault. This patrol comprised a full Section (No. 11 Section) 
of ten sappers from 3 Troop of the 1st Field Squadron Royal Australian Engineers, acting in the role of 
infantry, sent to a previously well used knoll feature some 300 metres outside of the protective barbed 
wire defences of the base. They were ordered to take up a fixed position overnight, lying on top of rocky 
ground, to provide an early warning listening post to detect advancing enemy forces. Though considered 
important for base defence, the patrol provided, in reality, a dangerously isolated and exposed target at 
an often used site well known to the enemy. 

During Operation Coburg, Main Force elements of the North Vietnamese Army and Viet Cong had 
moved past Andersen for weeks to and from their targets in and around Saigon and Bien Hoa, and 
Australian Army Intelligence knew this. Notwithstanding the vital contribution of the standing patrols to 
base defence plans, the decision to continue to deploy listening post standing patrols to the knoll was 
extraordinarily risky.  In the words of Sapper Jack Lawson, one of the survivors of the Engineer standing 
patrol on the night of the 17th/18thΣ άǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƘǳƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ŘǊȅέΦ 

During enemy assaults in the early hours of the morning the patrol received direct hits from mortar and 
RPG (rocket propelled grenade) fire, and was virtually wiped out:  four of the sappers were killed, with 
three others wounded. The remaining three were unwounded but heavily traumatised by the brutal 
nature of the mortar attack and the death of their mates. 

In cruel twist of fate, two of the surviving sappers were to be killed in action just one month later in a 
mine incident during Operation Pinaroo in the Long Hai Mountains south east of Nui Dat. Dark days 
indeed for the proud men of 3 Troop of the 1st Field Squadron RAE, 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 3rd Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment.   

Meanwhile, on that same night inside of the wire of Andersen, another four soldiers were also killed 
during the enemy attack; they were two 3RAR riflemen and an Australian and American artilleryman, 
who names are listed in the Honour Roll at the rear of this article.  The next morning the bodies of four 
enemy soldiers, who died on the wire while trying to take Andersen, were searched, then buried onsite 
by 3 Troop sappers inside of the Base. More dead and wounded enemy had been dragged away in the 
night by their comrades. 
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Above: FSB Andersen 18th February 1968 the morning after the First Attack      photo: Sapper Peter Macdonald 3 Troop 

1 Field Sqn RAE 

 

Above: Looking out from a 3 RAR position at FSB Andersen         photo: Bob Dabinett OAM 3RAR 
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 3 RAR soldiers at FSB Andersen    photo: Bob Dabinett OAM 3RAR 

 

Most tragically of all, the events and sacrifices at FSB Andersen are virtually unknown and forgotten 
during Australian Government and community remembrances of the Vietnam War, remembrances that 
disproportionately and repetitively focus on other landmark battles such as Long Tan, Coral/Balmoral 
and Binh Ba.  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ hŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ LƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ±ƛŜǘƴŀƳ On the Offensive The Australian Army in the 
Vietnam War January 1967-June 1968, Ian McNeill and Ashley Ekins (2003) give a short passing 
reference to Andersen, but say nothing about the decimation of the standing patrol. 

Lƴ tŀǳƭ IŀƳΩǎ ǿŜƛƎƘǘȅ ǘƻƳŜ Vietnam: The Australian War (2010), there are no references to FSB 
!ƴŘŜǊǎŜƴ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ƴƻǊ ǘƻ Ψ9ƴƎƛƴŜŜǊǎΩΣ ƴƻǊ ǘƻ the 1st Field Squadron RAE being part of Operation Coburg.  

In ǘƘŜ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ²ŀǊ aŜƳƻǊƛŀƭΩǎ Wartime issue 20, a passing comment is offered by Chris Coulthard-
/ƭŀǊƪ άThree times between 18 and 28 February, Andersen came under attack but each time the Viet 
Cong were beaten ƻŦŦΦέ In both cases, there is no commentary of the ferocity of both the enemy assaults 
and 1ATF response, and no acknowledgement of the Australian soldiers (infantry, artillery and 
engineers) who died there in violent and traumatic warfighting. 
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Perhaps the decision to continue to mount standing patrols outside of the wire was unsafe in light of 
known intelligence on enemy activity and fact that the Base was very much undermanned. A whole 
Infantry Company was added to the defence of Andersen on the day after the first attack and was sent 
out to the knoll area. Perhaps battles such as that at Andersen ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǊŜǎƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ 
were seen (and still are) as lacking in ΨmeritΩ and therefore best forgotten. McNeill and Ekins in On the 
Offensive refer to Commander Australian Force Vietnam (AFV) MAJGEN Arthur MacDonald being critical 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƘŜŜǊ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ōŀǎƛŎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ b/hǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ at the time, and, despite 
believing that Operation Coburg was a success and that the statistical results were considerable, άǘƘŜȅ 
ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊΧέ όǇŀƎŜǎ 303,304)   

Not spectacular! Not enough dead on both sides? By what ratio did the enemy body count have to 
exceed that of 1ATF to please AFV Headquarters?  

General MacDonald, according to Paul Ham (2010), was a usually grumpy man who mistakenly believed 
that the Viet Cong were virtually defeated in Phouc Tuy, and subscribed to the American view that body 
count and kill ratios were a measure of success. His disparagement was perhaps the blow that snuffed 
out the likelihood of any recognition for the brave soldiers who fought at Fire Support Base Andersen 
during the Tet Offensive. 

 

Australian Force Vietnam 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 SaigonïBien 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 1, overlaid with the approximate location of FSB Andersen. The 
Standing Patrol on 17/18 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

