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THE ROYAL AUSTRALIAN REGIMENT
23 NOVEMBER 1948 – 23 NOVEMBER 2018
On this day seventy years ago the Australian Army created the Australian Regiment which four months later, in March 1948 after royal assent from HM King George VI, became the Royal Australian Regiment.
It is said that at the time, Saint George the Patron Saint of soldiers was most pleased with what he saw!
The  origins of the Regiment came by the formation of the 34th Infantry Brigade in October 1945 with volunteers mainly from the 7th and 9th Divisions of the Second Australian Imperial Force serving in the South West Pacific at the end of World War Two. You should appreciate that in both World Wars Australia’s Army was not based on an expanded regular army but on successive specially formed Australian Imperial Forces. I guess by the end of the second, Australia had had enough of the imperial bit and was looking at raising for the first time, a Regular Army of some substance.
The three battalions in 34 Brigade were designated as the 65th, 66th and 67th Battalions and the Brigade then moved to Japan in February 1946 as part of the British Occupation Force. 
In 1947, 34 Brigade became the basis of the post-war regular army and when two of its battalions returned to Australia in 1948 attention was directed to the re-designation of these regular units.
Of course that wasn’t to be as a straight forward exercise as you would like to think. There was a good deal of clamouring on about whether each of the 34 Brigade Battalions should become a separate regiment and what those regiments should be called.
 It makes fascinating reading to compare what the Brigade Commander was proposing and the counter proposals from what was to become many years later the Directorate of Infantry. The former was for naming the regiments on geographic lines eg, the Royal Melbourne Regiment while the latter went for the traditional British Army approach, eg the Queen Elizabeth’s Australian Foot Guards which sounds a bit like something out of the Goon Show for those of you old enough to remember it - at least they didn’t pick my favourite, ie the Queen’s Own Widgiemooltha Mounted Thunderboxes!
What actually happened is described in the handout provided including the design of the Regiment’s badge and motto.
It is probably fair to that in its seventy years the Regiment has spent at least half of that time on operational duty where and when it was needed to support Australia’s interests overseas, though it should be said that some of those interests were a bit dodgy.
It all started just two years into its existence when in 1950 it was committed to the United Nations’ forces in the Korean War which I would like to dwell on because that baptism of fire was the making of the Regiment into what it is today ie, arguably one of the finest Infantry Regiments on the planet.
In 1950 there were only about two battalions worth of men spread across 1RAR and 2RAR which were based at Ingleburn in Sydney and Puckapunyal in country Victoria respectively and 3RAR which was still in Japan with the British Occupation Force. Australia was weary of war and conditions of service for the Army were extremely poor.
To get the necessary numbers for Korea, improved conditions were introduced for what was to be called ‘K Force’ when some 1000 World War Two veterans volunteered for active service in Korea. After training with 1RAR and 2RAR sufficient numbers joined 3RAR for it to serve effectively in Korea.  
During the active war from 1950 to 1953, all three battalions were committed while 4RAR was raised as a Depot Battalion in Australia. Initially just 3RAR was involved but in 1952 it was joined by 1RAR which was then replaced by 2RAR in 1953. the Korean war’s battlefield intensity, especially in 1950 and 1951 was on a scale similar to that of World War Two while the artillery exchanges that occurred during the defensive and patrolling war in 1952-1953 were at levels seen during both World Wars. The Korean War remains the only conventional war that the Regiment has fought in.
And it was an important war for the Regiment because the combat experience gained provided the mould for the operational spine of the new post-World War Two Regular Army, a legacy that would facilitate its commitment to the Malayan emergency shortly after with 2RAR, followed by Borneo with 3RAR and 4RAR and then of course all nine battalions in the Vietnam War. Every Battalion Commanding Officer and Regimental Sergeant Major who served in Vietnam had previously served in the Korean War.
Now something slightly controversial – that is the matter of Battle Honours which I deliberately left off the handout you have. The only time one actually sees the Battle Honours which are a public recognition of outstanding performance in battle, is when you are looking at a Battalion’s Regimental Colour, whereas Unit Citations such as the Unit Citation for Gallantry which are listed on the handout are worn by individual soldiers on the right breast. 
In my view comparing Battle Honours is a bit like comparing tomatoes and mangoes – that is in the sense they are both fruit but you probably wouldn’t put a tomato in a fruit salad – as an example let’s look at the actions that resulted in one of the Korean War Battle Honours, ie Maryang San and compare it with one from the Vietnam War, ie Binh Ba
Maryang San was a battalion attack by 3RAR over five days from 3 to 7 October 1951. it was to clear a Chinese regiment from a series of defended hilltop positions and it then had to withstand battalion size counter attacks while subject to massive enemy artillery and mortar fire. The Battalion expended about one million rounds of small arms ammunition, much of it I imagine from Vickers medium machine guns including the one used by Peter Cundall of the ABC’s Gardening Programme fame who incidentally turned 90 last week. Seven thousand rounds of mortar ammunition were also fired while the New Zealand gunners from Sixteen Field Regiment fired some fifty thousand rounds of twenty-five pounder ammunition in support of 3RAR during the battle. 3RAR lost 20 men killed and 100 wounded during the action while Chinese casualties were in the thousands.
It was as the Korean War Official Historian Robert O’Neill said ‘the greatest feat of the Australian Army during the Korean War’ while the General Officer Commanding the First Commonwealth Division went further in saying it was the finest battalion attack ever done by a British Army battalion which when you think about some of the battalion actions during the World Wars, was possibly just a tad over the top.
Though when one reviews the bravery awards for Maryang San, ie: two Distinguished Service Orders, nine Military Crosses, two Distinguished Conduct Medals and nine Military Medals – perhaps he was right. In 2018 currency = two Distinguished Service Crosses and twenty Medals for Gallantry which is an awful lot of gallantry!
On the other hand and notwithstanding the heroic efforts of the 5RAR companies especially D Company and the Armoured groups on 6 and 7 June 1969, Binh Ba was basically a company action against a comparatively much less formidable foe than faced by 3RAR, for example at Binh Ba the 1st Battalion, 33 Regiment of the North Vietnamese Army had no artillery or mortars to support it and just as well probably!
I suggest realistically there is no comparison between the two examples except of course both involved men of the Regiment who fought with great distinction and courage on both occasions. 
Vietnam was arguably the biggest operational commitment the Regiment has had and is ever likely to have – seven Battalions did two – one year tours of duty while two did one – one year tour – a total of 16 Battalion years or about 15000 man years which is a lot of years. 
You can read about the Regiment’s service in the seven years it was in Vietnam (1965-1972) in the book  A Duty Done which many here tonight would have read – if you haven’t, have a look at our Association website for the latest version of the Second Edition of the book which I have just finished – it is a much larger and improved version of the 2014 edition and hopefully with the support of the South Australian Government will be published early next year.
In the summary of that book I say this:  
“All wars have been, and will continue to be, difficult for Infantrymen. Vietnam was extremely difficult not only because the order of battle was often askew, eg not enough battalions and insufficient armoured support, but also because of the nature of the enemy. Unlike Korea, for instance, where the enemy was essentially conventionally organised and easily identifiable, especially after the Chinese entered the war, in Vietnam it was totally different. The enemy was anywhere and everywhere, moving through remote jungle areas; occupying fortified base camps (bunker systems) in jungle and rugged hill country eg Núi May Tao, Núi Thi Vai and the Long Hais; and operating in and around the populated areas. It can be said in Phuoc Tuy Province at least, the bulk of the civilian population was sympathetic to the Viet Cong and to a lesser extent the North Vietnamese Army’s presence. Indeed, it should be recognised that, despite the many successes achieved by the battalions, there was little doubt the enemy always had control of the bulk of the Province’s infrastructure. 
The Vietnam War will long be remembered as one of the toughest fought by the Infantry soldier – there was no coming out of the line for rest and retraining as in previous conflicts and on average a Battalion spent some 85% of its time in-country on operations and most of that time was out in the boondocks where the threat to soldiers was ever present. Those who served can be proud to wear the Infantry Combat Badge as do those who served with the Regiment in other conflicts.
But the story continues.  Since Vietnam the Regiment has continued to serve with distinction in conflicts where hostile forces needed to be eliminated such as in Iraq and Afghanistan or contained such as in Timor Leste and the Solomon islands. While these operational deployments were not of the same battlefield intensity as occurred in Korea and Vietnam, nevertheless they were still perilous needing high levels of training and sound leadership. In addition there were operational tasks that required some unique battle skills, for example for 7RAR’s deployment to Iraq in 2017 to train Iraqi soldiers the Battalion had to also send a Company to defend the trainers, ie against possible rogue Iraqi trainees turning their weapons on them– I still shake my head as to why the Australian Army was put in such a situation. But it must be said 7RAR handled the situation in the most professional way.
All of these great adventures have been at a cost. In the spiritual home of the Regiment that is the National Memorial Walk in Enoggera Barracks in Brisbane which was opened on this day twenty years ago, there are trees planted in separate areas for each conflict. Each tree has a plaque at its base to commemorate each of the 706 men from the Regiment who have died while on operational duty.
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There is also a contemplation building with a wall that has etched into it all of their names by Battalion and by conflict with the bulk being from Korea (312) and Vietnam (354) the latter including 29 men from the Royal New Zealand Infantry Regiment who served in rifle companies attached to 2RAR, 4RAR and 6RAR in Vietnam.
Many of the Regiment’s dead are buried overseas in Japan, Korea and Malaysia and twenty three remain missing in action presumed dead in Korea. The National Memorial Walk provides a place of solace and focus within Australia to honour and to remember our dead. Importantly the Walk provides a place where veterans can visit to make a final farewell to their comrades who were killed  - in say Vietnam, when often their last memory of a fallen comrade would have been seeing him wrapped in a groundsheet being hoisted up to a helicopter – there was never a chance for a full and proper farewell. The National Memorial Walk can provide some measure of closure to those tragic events. 
There is no saying what the future holds for the Royal Australian Regiment - what great adventure the people who work in Canberra are likely to conjure up in their political stewing pots. But whatever it is I believe we can be confident the Regiment will meet any task it is given and we wish it well in that regard.
In closing I would like to reflect on the marvellous character of the Regiment’s soldiers that is - of mateship, wry humour, courage and loyalty. These were shown by soldiers who served as volunteers in K Force, the Regular soldiers in Malaya and Borneo, the Regulars and the National Servicemen together in Vietnam and the Regulars ever since. We should have confidence that those fine characteristics will continue - and that maybe on the right occasion we might still hear them singing - we’re a pack of bastards!
Ladies and gentlemen I think it would be fair to say that seventy years on, Saint George the Patron Saint of soldiers remains most pleased with what he sees.
Duty First 
Fred Fairhead 
Erindale SA 
23 November 2018
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