BOMBS, BUNGLES & BOOBYTRAPS

A PERSONAL VIEW OF THE VIETNAM WAR

(Title page)

Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, it’s a pleasure to be here. I guess today’s chat is somewhat different to our usual monthly military history presentations in that it’s being given by someone who was actually there at the time. So what I’m going to do is spin a few yarns that will hopefully give you some idea of what it was like to be a member of an Assault Pioneer section attached to a rifle company in Phouc Tuy Province in South Vietnam in 1967-68.
(ANZAC Bn badges)

I have started the presentation with the badges of the Australian and New Zealand Infantry regiments. The NZ rifle companies that served in Vietnam operated as fully integrated parts of Aust battalions. This seamless blending of soldiers from two different countries into one unit has to be unique. I doubt that any other nations in the world could do this. To their everlasting credit, our Aussie cousins did us the honour of formally renaming those units ANZAC battalions. They made us more than welcome and I salute them for that.
(Diagram of battalion organisation)

Infantry battalions of the time were about 700 strong and consisted of a headquarters, an administration company, a support weapons company and four rifle companies labelled ABC&D. At first the NZ company, Victor Company, became a fifth company in the Aust battalion it was attached to.
Later, Aust battalions arrived in Vietnam with only two or three companies that were joined by NZ Victor and Whisky companies.
Support company provided the battalion commanding officer (the CO) with his own indirect fire weapons – at that time they were 81mm mortars. Heavy anti-tank weapons – 90mm recoilless rifles and sustained fire machineguns – tripod mounted American M60s. It also contained his engineering element, the Assault Pioneer Platoon.
Depending on the situation, sections of these platoons were deployed in various ways.
The NZ rifle companies that served in Vietnam took with them a section of two mortars and a section of Assault Pioneers.
All members of support company were, first and foremost, Grunts. Trained and experienced riflemen who had spent at least a year in a rifle company. The best and brightest young soldiers looking for challenges beyond their current roles could find them in Support company’s specialist platoons.

ASSAULT PIONEERS.

Pioneer tasks were many and varied. Usually attached to Battalion HQ, they provided security, dug command posts on the one hand, and latrines on the other. Created and operated helicopter landing and/or winch pads. Dealt with mines and boobytraps and constructed or destroyed anything and everything the CO ordered.

For instance, the Malaysian based NZ battalion we were a part of before being committed to Vietnam spent a lot of time on exercise in the jungle. Prior to the CO’s almost daily orders group the Pioneers would assist the Intelligence Section to clear and level a piece of dirt, build a model of the ground involved, arrange the seating for an audience of twenty or so and position the Colonel’s peacock chair.
(Image of peacock chair)

A peacock chair? You may have seen them in the movies. A large, woven cane chair with arms and a high flared back – a throne, if you like. And guess who had to carry this bloody thing through the jungle?

Moving on:-

Because the broad range of skills and devious practices Assault Pioneering demands took some years to acquire, NZ Pioneer platoons were usually commanded by an experienced Warrant Officer Class 2 rather than a junior commissioned officer.

How did I get involved? When the first NZ Infantry component, a beefed-up rifle company labelled Victor, deployed from its parent battalion, the First Battalion of the Royal New Zealand Infantry Regiment, (1RNZIR) in Malaysia to Vietnam in 1967 a number of attachments went with it. Among them were a section of two mortars and a section of Assault Pioneers. Obviously, this deployment left big gaps in these specialist platoons in that battalion. The Assault Pioneer platoon commander and half his 25 strong platoon departed for Vietnam, so a new commander and a dozen new men were needed.
As a qualified Assault Pioneer Warrant Officer already on the ground in Malaysia, I got the nod. As the new commander my job was to train and prepare the platoon in readiness for the next sections deployment to Vietnam in six months’ time. A section that I would command.
I inherited a dozen or so trained Pioneers, including some excellent junior NCOs, and a further dozen volunteers from the rifle companies brought the platoon up to strength.
(Photo of Pioneer Section)

Here’s a photo of the section that went to SVN in November 1967. You’ll be pleased to know that they all came home!
TRAINING.

We spent a busy and rewarding six months preparing for Vietnam. We did our watermanship training with the Ghurkha engineers and on the Muar River.
(Photo of boats on Muar River)

(Photo of Land rover on bridge)

We built bridges from whatever timber we could lay our hands on and drove Landrovers across to prove them. We cut with axe and chainsaw, or blew with explosives, helicopter landing and winch pads. And we spent lots and lots and lots of time learning how to deal with mines and booby-traps.

We trained on explosive demolitions up to New Zealand’s School of Military Engineering standards including blinds disposal.
In addition to this specialist training, when Victor 2, the rifle company preparing to relieve the first Victor company, went on exercise we went with it. We provided security for the HQ, helped dig command posts and toilets, created and operated helicopter pads and provided mine and booby-trap clearance teams. We were in every way part of the company.
Incidentally, the training this company underwent was the most intense and realistic I experienced in 33 years of soldiering. And I give Lieutenant-Colonel Brian Poananga, the CO of the battalion at the time, the credit for this. He allowed us to break overly restrictive peace-time safety rules and train realistically. OSH would have had a conniption. And, yes, we had a few accidents – but nobody died and I have no doubt that lives were saved because of it.
Even given his bloody peacock chair, Brian Poananga was a great battalion commander. He went on to command the Army.
Moving on:-

When we arrived in Vietnam, Victor 2 was absorbed into the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Australian Regiment, 2RAR. The rifle company became just another company in the battalion and our mortar section joined the battalion’s mortar platoon. To my delight, our Pioneer section was not forced to join their Pioneer platoon. I don’t know why, but the fact that the twenty-two-year-old Second-Lieutenant commanding the platoon was not keen to have a bloody-minded thirty-year-old Kiwi Warrant Officer thrust upon him may have had something to do with it. So we stayed with Victor 2 and remained part of the team with which we had trained. This proved an excellent arrangement.
Enough of the preamble, now for the nitty-gritty. Firstly, mines.
(Photo of M16 mine & dummy mines. Pass innards around.)

Made in the USA, the M16 mine is a truly fearsome weapon.– millions upon millions have been produced. God alone knows how many men, women and children it, or other countries versions of it, have killed or maimed. The Geneva Convention now bans it. Note the two pins.
(Photo of M16 mine in the ground)

It’s designed to be buried in the ground so that only the prongs on top poke up through the grass or leaf-litter. It can be triggered by pressure on the prongs or by tripwire. Once triggered, a built-in delay allows the triggeree to move off the mine before a small charge launches it into the air. At about waist-height it explodes to spew shards of iron casing through 360-degrees. It’s lethal out to about thirty metres and inflicts wounds way beyond that.
A terrible, terrible weapon that you would hope was not available to your enemy.

Unfortunately!
(Diagram of minefield. Explain)

I’ll talk more about the Horseshoe position later. Here it is at the north end of the barrier minefield.

In March 1967, against the advice of his Chief Engineer and other senior officers, the Brigadier commanding the Australian Task Force in Vietnam decided to lay 16 kilometres of minefield as a barrier to enemy movement in Phuoc Tuy Province. In doing so he gave that enemy access to more than 21,000 M16 mines. Sadly, senior rank does not necessarily bestow wisdom.
A dozen Aust Engineers were killed or wounded laying the minefield, God knows how many Vietnamese died stealing mines from it and another five Aussies were killed when they de-mined it five years later.
And the thousands of mines the Viet Cong did successfully lift from it went on killing Anzacs and others for many years.

Enough of the depressing stuff. Let’s get to the practical bit – how do you deal with these nasty buggers in the wild, so to speak.
You will have realised that the tricky bit is finding the thing before it finds you. Once it’s in the ground there’s not a lot to see, particularly if it’s been there a while. But let’s assume you’ve been clever enough to find it – what now?
It’s actually quite simple – a pin through the throat and it’s harmless. The last action taken to arm it is to remove a pin from the prongs – so you carefully, very carefully, scrape away the dirt and replace that pin. The mine is now safe. Safety pins were the answer – once closed they could not fall out.
Tripwires were not common, but if your mine did have one, another pin took care of it.

(Jungle hat with safety pins)

You will not be surprised to hear that I wore a number of safety pins in my hat.
So that’s the end of it, you now pull it from the ground and move on.
(Photo of mine with anti-lift device & dummy grenade)

Unfortunately, anti-lift devices were not uncommon. More than half the mines in the barrier field had them. This image shows mine with a fitting for a hand grenade, but just burying a grenade with the pin out under the mine worked just as well. As the mine is lifted the grenade is set off.

This image also has a better view of the tripwire trigger.

So what now?

The safest answer was to put a chunk of explosive on it and blow it in place, but our silent ‘Grey Ghost’ tactics often ruled this out. In that case the answer was to put a rope around the striker housing, take cover as far away as possible and pull it out of the ground. Either a grenade went bang or it didn’t – either way it was over. Nasty buggers M16s. Hated the things!
(Photo of Claymore Mine and two dummy mines)

The Claymore mine. Another gift to the World from the USA. Seen as an antidote to the Chinese human-wave attacks of the Korean War, the Claymore mine was produced just in time for the Vietnam one. This command detonated anti-personnel mine contains 700gm of C4 explosive and has 700 steel balls embedded in the front face. When fired, the ball bearings are shot-gunned forward over a 60° arc out to more than 50m.
It has proved to be an effective killer.
Here we can see the detonator about to be inserted into one of two wells. The 30m roll of electric cable, the toggle generator (clacker) and a test set.

(Second photo of Claymore)

Here it is with the clear instruction ‘FRONT TOWARD ENEMY’, a message that even the poor dumb grunt can understand.

It was quickly apparent that the more of these wonderful weapons you could deploy against the enemy the better. So we experimented with linking them together. You will notice that there are two detonator wells. We found that you could link them together with detonating cord. A bank of five or six was the norm – up to ten not uncommon.
(Length of white extension cord)

Detonating cord? This is actually a length of electrical extension cord that we’re all familiar with, but it’s exactly what detcord looks like. Detonating cord is not a fuse, it’s an explosive – it explodes at about 8,000m a second. So, in effect, all mines in a bank linked by detcord explode together.
Detonators were needed???

A well-sited bank of five Claymores meant that more than 100m of track would be swept by 3,500 steel balls. Highly effective.
To be sure we had enough of them, nearly every man in the company carried at least one.
(Photo of big pack)

In addition to the same load the rifleman carried, including your Claymore, we Assault Pioneers also carried the tools of our trade.
To give you an idea of the weight we carried, here’s a photo showing the pack carried by the Assault Pioneer Warrant Officer.
(Why is he smiling? He’s riding on an APC instead of walking.)
(Photo of small pack)

By way of contrast, here’s a shot of the pack carried by the major commanding the company. I’m sure you’ve all heard the term RHIP!
Anyway, a Pioneer’s load included blocks of composition four (C4) explosive, coils of det-cord and safety fuse and containers of detonators. Now we Pioneers were specialists in blowing things up, so we knew all about C4. Oh yeah! We knew it came in blocks of various sizes and that it looked and felt like play dough. I have some here.
(Block of play dough)

We knew it was a particularly stable explosive that needed a big kick from a detonator to set it off, you could drop it, kick it, shoot it, even set fire to it and it would not explode. We knew it could be moulded into shapes, shoved into crevices and torn into chunks. We also knew that it burnt fiercely – it would boil water from cold in seconds. So we would, now and then, tear a piece off a block and use it to boil the billy. OK, often!
Such things do not remain secret for long, however. Envious riflemen began to prise open the Claymore mine they carried and take ‘just a corner’ of C4 to brew up. You can imagine the result – our most lethal weapons could quickly become fizzers. To use C4 for cooking became a very serious offense and the practise was eliminated – well almost.
BLINDS.

What’s a blind, you ask?

A ‘blind’ is any piece of explosive ordnance that has failed to function as advertised. From a hand-grenade to a 500lb bomb, if it hasn’t gone bang, it’s a blind.

It goes without saying that blinds are bloody dangerous things. Can you simply kick it out of the way, or will the slightest touch set it off? There is no way to tell.
After years of war, the Vietnamese countryside was sprinkled with dud rounds of all sorts, shapes and sizes. If the tactical situation permitted, when we found them, we destroyed them. The smaller things like grenades, anti-tank rockets even artillery shells were no big deal. A couple of pioneers would set a small charge on the thing while the company moved on to put jungle between themselves and the bang. The bigger the dud the further they went.
Once the last man in the last platoon had been gone a while the fuse would be lit and the pioneers would hurry to catch up with the company. We’d been taught never to run from an explosive charge, but we certainly walked quickly. Not because of the thing about to go bang behind us, but because we were a couple of men alone in enemy infested country. A rather lonely feeling.
BOMBS

(Photo of 500lb bomb)

This is what a conventional 500lb bomb looks like before it’s dropped.
(Photo of 500lb bomb on ground)

And this is the sort of thing you found on the ground.
(Photo of bomb crater)

If it functions as planned, this is the hole it makes in soft ground.

They come in various shapes, but the most common one was about 1½m long and 300mm through. (500lb = 230kg. 192lb = 90kg HE)

Our first bomb was a thrill in more ways than one. One morning the leading platoon found one and the Pioneers were called forward. The leading platoon commander was told to put a 1,000 metres of jungle behind him and, as the company moved on, we went to work. As I remember we put 2kg of C4 and fifteen minutes of fuse on it and took off after the company.
If you do the sums, 100 men in single file 10 metres apart cover a 1,000 metres. While the leading platoon commander had gone more than the 1,000 metres ordered, the following platoons had not closed up on him, but had stopped when he did. We found out later that they had not known that this time the bang was going to be BIG.
Having lit the fuse and ‘walked’ away, after only 200 metres we came upon the rear platoon, packs off, taking a smoke break while they waited for us.
Golly gosh, I said.
There was no way to get them all moving quickly enough to make a difference. So, I told the tailenders to take cover behind the biggest trees they could find and passed the message up the line.
Feeling we could hardly abandon them, we Pioneers also took cover with the tailenders. After what seemed an awfully long wait there was a huge, huge bang and the whole world shook. Blast and shrapnel whipped the jungle and things fell from the sky. Clods, bits of wood, whole branches. Finally all was quiet and I was relieved to find that no one had been injured. Wide-eyes and pale faces, but no blood.
The next time we did a bomb, we made sure everyone knew about it and we had a long, long ‘walk’ to catch up.
CONSTRUCTION TASKS

In case you’re thinking that all we did was have fun blowing things up, we did do a few constructive things as well. For example, using a truck fitted with a post-hole-borer we erected anti-rocket fencing around the checkpoints at the entrances to a nearby town.

(Photo of checkpoint & concertina wire fence
Explain)
(Photo of bunker)

Manned by soldiers of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (the ARVN), these posts included bullet-proof bunkers with sand-bagged walls and roof as protection against machinegun fire and mortar bombs.
Surrounded by barbed-concertina-wire fences to keep the enemy outside grenade throwing range they were formidable fortifications.
But Charlie had found a weak spot. The enemy armoury included Chinese copies of Russian man-portable anti-tank rocket-launchers – really good weapons.
(Photo of RPG 2 & 7 plus rockets – explain the difference)
(Photo of soldier aiming RPG 2)

Although designed to kill tanks, they were also great bunker busters. So Charlie would sneak up at night, fire a barrage of rockets over the chest-high concertina-wire fence into the checkpoint and bugger off. Night guard duty was not popular.
The answer was simple enough.
Outside the concertina-wire fence we put in a row of solid wooden poles – think three-metre-high telephone poles – and fastened heavy-duty cyclone-type wire mesh to them. The checkpoint could still see and shoot through it, but rockets were either caught or detonated by it. If the enemy were lucky enough to blow a hole in it you simply patched it next day. Charlie soon gave it up as a bad job.
(Photo of booby trap)

The ARVN had booby-trapped the concertina-wire fence. This photo shows a 60mm mortar HE round nose down above a hand-grenade. Anyone attempting to breach the fence would hit a tripwire that pulled the pin from the grenade to set it off and the mortar bomb would go with it. A clever use of readily available items.
It was agreed that they would make the boobytraps safe before we arrived to start work each day.

One morning, after chatting to the ARVN sergeant commanding the checkpoint, I set off to join the fencing party. Instead of going the long way – half a kilometre, perhaps – out the gate and along the outside of the fence – I took a shortcut directly towards them intending to climb through the waist-high concertina-wire fence. I was actually parting the wire when the ARVN sergeant shouted at me. I remember his words. “No safe. No safe.”
As it registered that the boobytraps had not been made safe that morning, I looked down to see a knee-high tripwire an inch or so in front of me. “Oops.”
I spent the longest moment of my life extricating myself from that fence.

I hurried back to thank a very apologetic Vietnamese sergeant, then, taking the long way to re-join the work party, I took that photo to remind myself that complacency can kill you.
It seems that senior NCO rank also does not necessarily bestow wisdom.
THE HORSESHOE POSITION.
The remains of the rim of an ancient volcano looked exactly like a giant horseshoe thrown down on an otherwise completely flat plain. The perfect defensive position, it was garrisoned by a combined Infantry and Artillery force. Like other rifle companies, we took our turn to man it. As we settled into this long-established position, a problem surfaced – well, almost. The multi-seat, long-drop latrines were well-built, comfortable, convivial even – and nearly full. They had been built over natural holes in the lava-rock – a good idea at the time, but unfortunately, nothing could leach away. Task Force HQ had been informed of the problem and it was hoped that they would eventually do something about it but, full of vim and vinegar, the Kiwi Assault Pioneer commander decided not to wait.
He suggested to his company commander that he could use explosives to blow holes for new latrines. Never one to hold a keen man back, Major Brian Worsnop gave permission.

(Photo of beehive charge)

The Horseshoe’s well-stocked magazines contained a number of beehive charges. Looking like the old cone-shaped beehives they were named after, each of these big, specially designed charges contained 40lb of high explosive. Designed to destroy bridges and things by punching holes through steel girders and reinforced concrete, I was sure they’d also blow holes in lava. So we set it up – three beehive charges, primed, boosted and connected by detcord – 130lb of high explosive set to drill holes in rock. We’d warned everyone to take cover. The four seats of a nearby latrine were shut and, as an added precaution, a sandbag had been placed on each lid.

I shouted the traditional “Fire in the hole!” and one of the lads pushed the plunger. The charges blew together with a satisfying bang, the ground shuddered, smoke billowed, rocks flew.

I was inspecting the rather disappointing result when the smell hit.

The awesome power of 130lb of very high explosive had barely pitted the surface of the ancient lava, but it had sent shock waves racing along its stratum. A sort of mini earthquake if you like. Every trench and bunker shook – and a latrine spectacularly expelled its contents. The sandbags had been flung aside and the shit of years now decorated the walls and ceiling of the building. Oops!

The company commander had witnessed the messy consequences of our efforts and his orders left no one in doubt; “The pioneers spread it; the pioneers clean it up.”
It took a few days.
From time to time, when meeting old comrades, I am reminded of that particular bungle!

TRANSPORT.

We moved to and from the Task Force base at Nui Dat and an area of operations using one of four methods:

On foot: not popular, slow going and a heavy load to carry.

By truck: not popular, very vulnerable.

(Photo of APCs)

By Armoured Personnel Carrier: not particularly popular inside. Remember the RPGs? But OK on top.

(Photo of single helicopters)

By helicopter: very popular. Definitely the way to go. I love the Huey.
Although helicopters had been around since the Korean War – remember MASH – they were small and rather fragile machines and there weren’t a lot of them. Just in time for Vietnam the Americans massed produced the first truly useful military helicopter – the UH1. This magnificent brute of a flying machine was a true breakthrough – like the breech-loading rifle, the machinegun and barbed wire, it was a ‘defining moment’ weapon that changed warfare forever.
As a simple Infantryman it meant that, instead of days of enormous physical effort humping a heavy pack up hill and down dale through jungle, swamp or whatever, I now flew high above it all and arrived fit and fresh at my destination.
Even better – at the end of an operation when you were dirty, smelly, worn out and dying for a beer, they plucked you out of the boondocks and flew you back to base. Why would I not love them?
Two memories stand out. The first is a sky full of choppers – hundreds of the lovely things.

(Photo of helicopters – point out slicks)

In Vietnam, a Huey had a five-man crew – two pilots, a loadmaster and two door-gunners. This meant that, as good as they were, they could only carry six fully laden Infantrymen. Therefore, to lift a company of (say) 120 men you needed 20 helicopters. To lift a battalion of 4 companies and a stripped-down HQ you needed 85. A two-battalion lift meant 170. Add in the inevitable extras and I have seen 200 Hueys perform an aerial ballet in three dimensions. Awesome!
(Photo of helicopters 2)

The second memory. This was a combat lift remember, you had to get on and off in seconds. The helicopters had neither doors nor seat belts. As you boarded, you threw your pack onto the floor and the first four in grabbed the seats. The last two in, one on each side, had nowhere to sit – the seats were taken, the floor was full of packs – so you perched in the doorway and someone held your web-gear so you didn’t fall out. The chopper lifted off.

I usually managed to be last on – I wanted to enjoy the moment. Wanted to see this fleet of magnificent machines do their incredible thing – to see the miles of awful country I did not have to plod over pass beneath me – but most of all, I wanted to read my map to know exactly where it was we landed. It was not always where planned.
And I guess there’s a third memory. During all of this, as the chopper unpredictably swooped and soared, someone held onto me. I occasionally wondered what would happen if I’d managed to really piss him off. He only had to let go!
*         *          *

Now in a somewhat different vein, I have one more story.
(Photo of VC prisoner)

Just prior to a two battalion cordon and search operation the Company Sergeant Major became ill and I took his place.

A long, hot boring day as part of the cordon around a sizeable village ended with a dozen or so VC trapped in some overgrown paddy fields on the outskirts of town. The cordon was re-positioned behind paddy bunds on all four sides of a rectangle about 500 metres by 800 metres and somewhere inside it, hidden amongst bamboo thickets, long grass and bushes were the VC. It was decided that the cordon would remain in place overnight and a sweep with flamethrowers would be conducted in the morning.
It seemed logical to assume that at least some of the trapped VC would try to either bust out or sneak away during the night. We were, however, warned about indiscriminate firing as the other side of the cordon was only 500 metres away.

Company HQ was behind the cordon troops and once all was quiet, I decided to try for a few hours’ sleep before my stag in the command post, the CP. It seemed only minutes later that I was woken to be told we had a prisoner. This young man here had crawled up one side of the paddy bund only to find a large Māori lad waiting on top. No bullets were needed.
I was informed that prisoners were the responsibility of the CSM. This was news to me, but as we’d never had one before, I guess the boss was making it up as he went. Ordered to look after him for the night, I did what good Warrant Officers do and said “Yessir.”
What now, I thought?
I always carried a couple of lengths of parachute cord, so I had young Charlie lie on his stomach and tied his hands behind his back. I then took a loop around his neck (You can see that here) and pulling his legs up, I tied his ankles together. I then rolled him onto his side and tied him to an APC that was parked beside the company CP. He couldn’t crawl away towing that, could he?
I then told the duty shift in the CP to keep an eye on him and went back to bed.

When my shift came, I checked on him a couple of times and he actually seemed to be asleep.
In the morning, I visited him again and gave him a drink of water. He was thirsty. As I was doing this, a passing official photographer said, “That’ll make a good shot. Do it again.”
So we did. Not happy with the result, the photographer, said, “Again.”

By now the poor bugger had had quite enough water and shook his head.

I said to him, “Look, Charlie. This is gunna make me famous. Cover of Time magazine and all that. So drink up or else.”

Whether he understood English or not I have no idea, but he dutifully drank for a third time and this was the result. He does look a little worried, doesn’t he.

Before long two Aust MPs turned up. I recovered my paracord and they took him away. I have no idea what happened to him after that.
And no, I didn’t make the cover of Time. Atrocities make the news. Good deeds don’t.
OK, enough from me. I hope it’s been of interest to you.
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