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Wagga Wagga’s Vietnam experience: a local study

Aaron Pegram

Introduction

For many Australians the domestic repercussions of the Vietnam War are remembered as a tainted chapter in the country’s history. The federal Coalition government’s decision to introduce selective National Service to assist in maintaining Australia’s ‘forward defence’ came to be strongly contested at both the political and social levels. The anti-war and anti-conscription campaigns overlapped with broader debates about contemporary values that ultimately contributed to the Australian Labor Party’s (ALP) 1972 defeat of the Coalition government after twenty-three years in office.

These events are chronicled in Peter Edwards’ official history of Australian politics, diplomacy and society during the Vietnam decade.
 Although his work aims specifically to document the impact of the war on the home front, it professes to do so from a broadly ‘national’ perspective. In reality its focus is ‘metropolitan’. The present study aims to test whether the metropolitan reactions that Edwards delineates were duplicated in the rural locality of Wagga Wagga, the largest inland city in New South Wales, with two armed forces training establishments on its outskirts. One of these, the Army’s Kapooka Military Area, was a major facility for training National Servicemen until 1973.

Neither of the two recent histories of Wagga Wagga interests itself in the local impact of the Vietnam War. Keith Swan’s A History of Wagga Wagga
 was published in 1970 and is mostly concerned with the nineteenth century. He gallops through the twentieth century in just twenty pages. Sherry Morris’ Wagga Wagga: A History
 provides more even coverage through to the 1990s, but it is as much concerned as its predecessor with celebrating community consensus. The Vietnam years’ reputation as a ‘decade of dissent’ perhaps explains why two writers commissioned by the local council should want to concentrate on more positive manifestations of community feeling, and depict Wagga Wagga as a ‘sporting little town’ and (later) as ‘the City of Good Sports’.

The present study—undertaken in December 2003-January 2004 on a CSU Regional Archives Summer Research Scholarship—is a pilot for a history honours dissertation, to be completed during the 2004 academic year. Given the restricted time frame, the pilot project attempts to establish what evidence is available in local newspapers and other extant sources, and to trial structured oral history interviews with participants, their families, and those who supported or challenged Australia’s commitment to the Vietnam conflict. On this admittedly limited evidence it suggests that the local experience of Vietnam was built on conservative, country-minded values which encouraged most residents not only to support engagement in the conflict, but to support selective National Service as well.

Literature review

Australia’s commitment to Vietnam ended in 1973, but it was not until the 1980s that a sensationalised ‘Vietnam culture’ got underway. Journalism, pulp-fiction and Hollywood movies emphasised the American experience, and paid relatively little attention to Australian involvement.
 The earliest Australian writing, like its American counterpart, looked to an audience among ‘gung-ho’ action fanatics, and did not let truth get in the way of a good story. Robin Gerster makes the point that although the war writer’s ambition is to make ‘art’ out of military events, there is some concern to manipulate them for ‘… the propagation of political, cultural or physiological doctrine’.

Australian writing generated its own ‘Vietnam culture’ by emphasising the gruesomeness of warfare, anarchy and disarray within the army, and the brutality of soldiers. It quite consciously eschewed any resemblance to Bean’s Anzac archetype and selectively emphasised the most grotesque and shocking aspects of the individual Australian soldier’s experience. Stuart Rintoul’s oral history Ashes of Vietnam
 is a prime example. His interviewees included veterans who snorted speed whilst telling him their war experiences and others who were incapacitated or domiciled in mental health facilities. Rintoul includes gruesome photographs of the ‘massacre’ of Vietcong at Binh Ba and shows wounds of an Australian casualty on a mortuary slab, illustrating the effects of high powered weapons.
 The resulting fixation on gory details, and the vivid psychological picture that this literature projects, underscores the author’s claim that ‘many veterans have retreated into a world of almost hysterical bitterness, disillusionment, anger, guilt and sickness’ and shatters any connection with the Anzac tradition.
 Following in the wake of American popular fiction, this literary genre insists that the ‘Myths of heroism and glory are made from pain, futility and death’.

The early 1990s saw a significant decrease in sensational fiction, less of an attack on the Anzac tradition, and an increase in personal testimonies written by participants themselves. Pike questions the value of these sources contending that they lack historical context and are subjective and generally unreflective.
 They tell the story of the everyday soldier, relating how it felt to be in Vietnam, what it was like to be on combat operations in the field, and capture specific personal attitudes towards the war—for example, to being called up for National Service. In this sense, the literature is quite helpful when studying the personal qualities of the Vietnam experience because it is full of emotion and sensitivity. However, it does not help us understand the wider Vietnam conflict, nor does it offer alternative discourses of the type that the academic literature embodies.

The best of these personal testimonies, such as Garry McKay’s In Good Company,
 and oral histories such as Vietnam Fragments,
do recall the horrors of war, but they also capture the more humane aspects of Vietnam such as humour, personal eccentricity, and everyday service life abroad. Yet while Rintoul’s oral history (with its cast of socially dysfunctional veterans) sets out to undermine the Anzac tradition, McKay’s anthology of firsthand accounts (assembled by a career soldier who himself saw active service in Vietnam) sets out to promote it. The battle lines between Bean’s national legend and its adversaries consequently have been drawn.

Neither Rintoul nor McKay offer any information about how they selected the veterans they interviewed, but the conclusion is inescapable that their selectivity was directly related to attempts to advance their respective theses. Many oral histories of the Vietnam War are selective in other ways as well because they confine themselves to the masculine experience. By and large they neglect the feminine voices of those who not only served but who waited anxiously for those serving to return. Thus far there is just one published oral history of Australian women during the Vietnam War, and it deals mainly with those who actually went to Vietnam as nurses or entertainers.
 Very little attention has been given to the oral testimonies of wives and girlfriends of servicemen: a shortcoming which the present study endeavours to address, by not privileging the ‘masculinity’ of war, and instead encompassing female perspectives alongside those of males.

Despite the great tradition of writing about Australian military history, involvement in Vietnam has not attracted sustained scholarly scrutiny until quite recently. Some of the earliest writers responded to the introduction of selective National Service by re-examining similar episodes in the nation’s past—for instance, the conscription debates of the First World War.
 But many of those who actively campaigned against Australian involvement in Vietnam did not begin to publish about the anti-war and anti-conscription protests until the late 1980s and early 1990s.
 Langley’s oral history, Decade of Dissent,
 appeared almost thirty years after Australian involvement ceased.

The 1990s meanwhile saw the beginning of the nine-volume official history of Australia’s involvement in the Southeast Asian conflicts 1948-1975, to give the series its fullest and most formal title. The constituent volumes cover Australian combat operations by all three services as well as strategy, diplomacy, society, home front politics and medical matters. They deal with the Malayan Emergency (1948-1960), Indonesian-Malaysian Confrontation (1963-1966), and the Vietnam War (1962-1972). Commissioned by the federal government, and sponsored by the Australian War Memorial, researchers were granted unrestricted access to the closed period and security-classified government records that officially document the events. With a variety of authors, the series contains a mixed bag of interpretations that claim to be ‘free from any political influence or censorship’.

Despite the comprehensiveness of the official histories, they offer little insight into the social impact of the Vietnam conflict at the local level. They concentrate on important events such as the popular anti-war demonstrations and the government policy decisions that occurred in the east coast cities of Sydney, Canberra and Melbourne. Ostensibly ‘national’ histories of this kind are thus more appropriately seen as metropolitan histories in which the experiences of rural localities like Wagga Wagga are overlooked.

Methodology

This study of the social effects of the Vietnam War on the locality of Wagga Wagga is divided into four sections. It begins by setting the Vietnam War into its social and political context. Secondly, it considers how residents of Wagga Wagga responded to Australian involvement. Thirdly, it looks at their reactions to National Service. Finally, it reflects on how the Vietnam War is remembered in Wagga Wagga.

A large part of the study’s two-month timeframe was devoted to examining eight years of the local newspaper, The Daily Advertiser, surveying how the war was reported once Australia had made a full commitment in 1965, and identifying the ways in which local reactions to it were treated in editorials and in the letters to the editor columns. Local newspapers, as Nancy Blacklow suggests, have their own political agendas. But they also are concerned to perpetuate their local ownership and extend their readership, so they are more likely to convey the most popular or widely shared viewpoints.
 The Tom Lennon photographic collection was searched for relevant images, and oral history interviews were conducted with a National Serviceman who served in both Vietnam and Malaya, with his spouse, and with the president of the Wagga Wagga Sub-branch of the Returned Servicemen’s League (RSL) who held office in 1962-71. These three interviews aimed to trial the questions to be used for the honours project, as well as to develop the interviewer’s skills. A problem with the three interviewees, who were located through personal contacts on the part of the author and staff at the Regional Archives, is that they are closely associated with the RSL and with local government in Wagga Wagga. The RSL is an excellent organization for networking, with plenty of members willing to put their experiences on record. However, it is less likely to provide linkages to returned servicemen with negative attitudes to their war experiences. This is a shortcoming that the oral history interviews for the honours project will specifically aim to address.

The first interviewee, David Gardiner, was called up for National Service in 1968 after a three-year delay, although his birth date had been drawn in the first National Service ballot in March 1965. He served in Vietnam with 1RAR and 5RAR as a forward scout of an infantry unit for six months, and then served with his battalion in Malaya.
 David was president of the Wagga Wagga Sub-branch of the RSL in 1991-95 and currently works for the Wagga Wagga City Council. David’s wife Gwen Gardiner, the second interviewee, worked in a Gundagai bank. Assuming that David would not be required for service, the couple moved to Wagga Wagga and were married. When David went to Vietnam in 1969, Gwen remained in Wagga Wagga where she again worked in a bank. She subsequently became a teacher. The third interviewee, Harold Fife comes from a well-known Wagga Wagga family with a long-standing involvement in local, state and federal politics. After service in the Second World War as an engineer in New Guinea, he returned to a chaff-cutting job near Wagga Wagga. During his presidency of the local RSL sub-branch, Harold often spoke publicly on Vietnam, National Service, and the RSL. For twenty years he was an alderman on the local council. He is a keen local historian and is collaborating with Sherry Morris on a book about the Kangaroo recruitment march during the First World War.

Oral history interviews with people like these offer insight into what John Ferry has described as the ‘hidden world’ of local residents to which local newspapers would not normally give attention.
 But it is important to stress that oral history, like the study of history itself, serves only as an interpretive reconstruction of bygone events. Oral testimonies are not ‘fixed in the past’ in the way that a contemporary document like a newspaper may be. Rather, the individual’s memory of the event is exposed to a variety of variables that can affect the semantic memory of more precise recollections of dates and events. Oral testimonies consequently are not properly seen as primary sources because hindsight can affect the recollections of first interpretations. A further problem with oral testimonies is the impact of collective memories: that is, socially constructed memories that are reinforced by specific cultural activities, such as Anzac day, and promote the collective memory of a specific event.
 Nevertheless, what is of particular value, and what this study is more interested in recording, is not the descriptive variables of dates and time, which can be obtained from secondary sources, but the underlying values and attitudes of each interviewee, which we cannot obtain from other sources apart from those who experienced these events themselves.
 Even so, it is important to remain conscious of oral history’s limitations.

The social and political setting

Between 1929 and 1945 Australians had endured three significant national traumas: two World Wars and a great depression. The election of a federal Coalition government, led by the Liberal Party’s R.G. Menzies, marked the beginning of an extended period of domestic stability and security. Menzies laid emphasis on the home and family, and took pride in maintaining what his party liked to characterise as the ‘Australian way of life’, which supposedly was distinguished by an absence of extreme wealth and extreme poverty. According to Liberal rhetoric all Australians could partake of the ‘affluence of the middle order’.
 Even primary producers, buffeted by the pre-war collapse of wheat prices and prolonged drought in the closing years of the war, experienced a wave of prosperity as a consequence of high rural commodity prices on world markets in the 1950s and early 1960s.

The ALP’s E.H. Graham had held the New South Wales Legislative Assembly seat of Wagga Wagga in 1941-57, but this reflected more on Graham’s personal qualities—in particular, his ability to attract significant middle class support—and his publicly expressed opposition to Communism, than on his party affiliation. Warwick Eather points out that the ALP was never successful in securing the election of endorsed candidates to the local council, which was dominated by Liberal Party members.
 Ivan John Jack, who was Wagga Wagga’s mayor in 1954-57 and in 1958-66 was president of the district council of the Liberal Party for roughly a decade. Hugh Condon, another Liberal, was mayor in 1958 and deputy mayor on three other occasions. Alderman Errella ‘Smoke’ Heard and Alderman Clyde Fife were founding members of the Wagga Wagga branch of the Liberal Party; Fife was one of Wagga Wagga’s longest serving aldermen after the Second World War. His son Harold also was a long-serving alderman, while Clyde’s younger son Wal successfully contested the NSW Legislative Assembly seat of Wagga Wagga in the Liberal interest at a by-election, following Graham’s death in office in 1957. Wal Fife held various portfolios in state Coalition governments, as well as in their federal counterparts, following his transfer to the House of Representatives seat of Farrer in 1975.

There is some uncertainty about the prevalence and persistence of the Australian Country Party’s (ACP) ideology of ‘country-mindedness’ in Wagga Wagga during this period.
 Blacklow believes that the Riverina local press in the first half of the twentieth century generally articulated country-minded values, insisting that rural producers were vital to the national economy, that this entitled them to subsidies and support, and that country life was more wholesome than life in the ‘money-hungry’ cities.
 Eather also suggests that ‘much of the local community’ was country-minded ‘until at least 1960’, but offers no evidence apart from Blacklow’s findings for the region’s local newspapers.
 That there was strong local sympathy for the ACP cannot be doubted because the city was chosen as the venue for the party’s annual state conference in 1965.

Addressing the party faithful in Wagga Wagga’s Civic Theatre on June 24, the party’s leader, acting prime minister John McEwen, ‘dispelled doubts’ about Australia’s role in Vietnam. He claimed that Australia’s population was far too small to defend itself and that Vietnam was ‘the only fighting front in the world today where the forces of freedom [were] actually fighting Communism’. Communism was out to undermine the ‘Australian way of life’ and eradicate the newly found freedom and prosperity of the post-war period. He wound up by reminding members that the ‘Country Party was the first … political party in Australia [to declare] that Communism should be banned”.

Local responses to Australian involvement in the Vietnam conflict

On 30 April 1965 Menzies announced Australia’s full commitment to Vietnam.
 Wagga Wagga residents were supportive of this stance, as the ‘letters to the editor’ columns in the Daily Advertiser demonstrate. When the superintendent of Sydney’s Central Methodist Mission, the Reverend Alan Walker, claimed that Australia had made a ‘tragic blunder in dispatching troops to Vietnam’,
 Wagga’s Kevin Murphy wrote to the Advertiser insisting that ‘all clear thinking Australians are in support of the commitment of troops’.
 The RSL’s Harold Fife was just as emphatic:

I can come to no other conclusion that Australia must keep a substantial army in a state of readiness at home and must support our allies in Vietnam to the limit. It is a dirty war there and we must not let a military victory over us be had for if we do then the gate is open for a free flow of Communists to Australia.

Another local resident, Bernard Edgehill alluded to the Communist challenge to Christianity and claimed that those who protested against the use of Australian and American combat forces in Vietnam were succumbing to ‘obvious Communist ruses’.
 

When the ALP senator Lionel Murphy visited Wagga Wagga in August 1965, to address a public protest meeting at radio station 2WG’s studios, he attracted an audience of just fifty people. Murphy branded Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam conflict a ‘military adventure’, insisting that Australia had not been invited to send troops by the United States or by the government of South Vietnam, and that the United Nations had been ‘extremely weak’ in attempting to negotiate a diplomatic compromise. In the street outside, according to the Daily Advertiser’s report, ‘harsh words were exchanged’ after members of the Young Democrats (who had declined an invitation to attend the meeting) ‘tried to hand out pamphlets’.

Vietnam only began to receive significant coverage in the local newspaper once the first contingent of National Service recruits arrived at 1 Recruit Training Centre (RTC) Kapooka for their ten-week basic training. Even then, it was the local angle that interested the paper: a finding which is consistent with Blacklow’s claim that, while the Daily Advertiser gave reasonably extensive coverage to national and international events, it often did so from a local perspective so as to perpetuate the sense of local ownership and strengthen community identity.
 By contrast, reporting of Australia’s role in the war itself was generally condensed to a small column amongst the paper’s other national and international reports, and was poorly covered by comparison with local news.

It was not uncommon for men training at 1RTB Kapooka or residents of Wagga Wagga who were serving in Vietnam to have their photographs in the local newspaper. If Wagga servicemen were mentioned in dispatches, awarded citations, or photographed by a wire service, the Daily Advertiser displayed its pride by featuring a short article outlining the career of the serviceman in Vietnam and detailing his local connections. Wing Commander Raymond Alfred Scott appeared quite frequently in the paper. He was the commanding officer of No.9 squadron RAAF, which would soon begin operations with Iroquois helicopters.
 In June 1967 Scott was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross, prompting another outpouring of local pride.

Casualties or deaths among servicemen from the Riverina region were extensively reported. Charlie St Claire was closely followed after his photograph appeared in the Daily Advertiser in January 1969.
 A door gunner in an Iroquois helicopter, attached to the Naval Helicopter Flight, he was severely wounded during an encounter with the Vietcong. St Claire recovered from his injuries and was shipped home just in time for Christmas 1969. The newspaper recorded that he was warmly received by the community.
 Less fortunate was Private John Slattery, who was killed in action with 1RAR near Nui Dat in October 1968. Slattery had been born in Lockhart, but his father was a respected Wagga businessman, and his death came as a shock to local residents.
 The only other resident to die on active service was Warrant Officer John Fitzgerald, a rugby league footballer and member of the Australian advisory team (AATTV) responsible for training South Vietnamese troops. Fitzgerald had been in the army for more than seventeen years before his deployment to Vietnam.
 The Daily Advertiser reported his death on 20 April 1970, under the headline ‘Popular Wagga soldier killed in Vietnam action’, and gave correspondingly prominent coverage to his burial with full military honours.

By 1968 public support for the Vietnam War had shifted dramatically. In his book, Decade of Dissent: Vietnam and the conflict on the Australian home front, Langley suggests: ‘Many reached the conclusion that the government was wrong and the 1960s and 1970s became an era of demonstrations, strikes, and confrontation as initial public support for the war turned into majority opposition.’
 In metropolitan areas this may have been the case, but in Wagga Wagga such behaviour was unheard of apart from what residents saw on television or read about in their newspapers. A few dissenting voices continued to get space in the ‘letters to the editor’ columns of the Daily Advertiser, but there were no significant signs of anti-war protest per se in the local community. Those who did join debate over Vietnam in the ‘letters to the editor’ columns tended to be habitual correspondents who wrote regularly on a range of issues. Typical was the staunchly Catholic and anti-Communist Jim McLeod from San Isidore. His skirmishes with critics of Australian engagement in South-East Asia often only ended when the editor declared debate to be closed.
 While religion was invoked by correspondents like McLeod, representatives of the city’s major religious denominations did not feel obliged to make their views known to the media.

The early 1970s saw several peace moratoria across the nation, including one in Wagga Wagga at the city’s botanical gardens. Despite being advertised in the local paper, the Wagga moratorium failed to attract public interest.
 This does not mean that protest was foreign to the city. According to the Daily Advertiser, 1,000 Young Christian Students successfully rallied in the Morrow Street civic gardens to protest the mounting death toll on Riverina roads.
 And students at the Wagga Wagga Teachers’ College regularly took to the streets over issues as diverse as teachers’ salaries and the food served in their dining room. The student publication, Talkabout, did reproduce some banter about the Vietnam debate, but this appears to derive from the prevailing fashion for youthful rebelliousness that was sweeping the globe rather than from independent action on the part of local teacher trainees. When Talkabout declared, ‘Student dissention at an all-time high’ on 11 July 1969, the red-hot issues were alcohol on campus, social benefits and sex education. As in the city itself, there was no concerted action over either National Service or the war.

Community support for those serving in Vietnam remained consistently strong. The Daily Advertiser mailed free copies of the paper to residents on active service, so they could keep up with local news, and in particular, with the results of local sporting competitions.
 The 4th Wagga Wagga Rover Scouts collected over 8,000 books donated by the community for Australian troops in Vietnam, and the Women’s Auxiliary sent parcels containing Christmas cake, sweets and nuts to Riverina servicemen and women.
 Many residents hailed the Anzac Day march in 1971 as a fine display of the city’s proud military tradition. For the first time, a significant number of Vietnam veterans took part, with the Daily Advertiser reporting their appearance as the ‘highlight of the march’.
 Boree Creek resident, Vietnam veteran and emerging politician Tim Fischer alluded to the mounting support for the anti-war movement in the nation’s cities and expressed concern about ‘Vietnam veteran victimisation’. Another speaker warned that those who were not participating in the ‘spirit of Anzac’ were ‘betraying the trust of the men who had fought and died for them’.

Sentiments of this kind had found their way into the Advertiser in the previous year, when the paper printed a poem, purporting to be written by a Wagga Wagga resident serving in Vietnam. It confronted what the soldier portrayed as national ingratitude, singling out the protesters who ‘burn draft cards’ and ‘… march at dawn, [who] plant their signs on the Parliament lawn’. The soldier’s disgust at the protesters continued:

Use your drugs and have your fun, 

And then refuse to carry a gun.

There is nothing else for you to do, 

And I’m supposed to die for you.

The poem was published several weeks before the local moratorium rally. It drew a reaction from only one member of the community who identified himself as representing the hitherto unheard-of Country Anti-Conscription Association.

While it is plausible to suggest that returning servicemen and women may have harboured feelings of this kind, the oral history component of the present study has not been sufficiently inclusive to permit generalisation about either their own state of mind or the reception they received in the local community. David Gardiner recalls that his return to Australia was uneventful; he did not experience any ill will from Wagga Wagga’s residents.
 Others may have suffered different treatment, although there is no evidence in the Daily Advertiser to indicate that Tim Fischer’s 1971 comments on ‘Vietnam veteran victimisation’ referred to specific local occurrences. Hopefully, these are issues that further interviews may elucidate and clarify.

National Service and the Wagga Wagga community

The Vietnam War was not the first occasion on which the issue of conscription aroused heated nation-wide debate. Referenda held during the First World War in 1916 and 1917 had seen conscription soundly defeated, with sharp ethnic and sectarian divisions in some Riverina communities.
 During the Second World War, compulsory military training was introduced soon after the conflict began. In the initial stages, only volunteer troops of the AIF were sent overseas, but conscripts were later dispatched to Papua New Guinea and the Southwest Pacific.

Public opinion polls conducted by the Morgan Gallop organization suggest that the majority of Australians supported selective National Service throughout the Vietnam years. There are, however, no comparable data for Wagga Wagga, other than a survey conducted by the Daily Advertiser when the government decided to send conscripts to Vietnam. Thirty residents were interviewed; 47% approved of the decision, 23% disapproved, and another 30% had no opinion. The prevailing view, according to the newspaper, was that although no one liked involvement in war, ‘something had to be done to stop Communist aggression and Australia could not morally stand by and watch America carry the burden’. The survey revealed a widespread lack of knowledge of the National Service issue, with the majority of those who had no opinion stating that they ‘had not thought much about it’ in spite of some of these respondents being of ‘call-up’ age themselves. Older residents considered it promoted personal development. Mrs Rush espoused the rather cold-hearted view that ‘ it will give them something to do. We must expect some loss of life’, whereas Gordon Beer insisted he ‘would be proud of my son to go over. I can’t see anything wrong with it.’ Richard Martin who was eligible for National Service professed no difficulty about serving in Vietnam: ‘It is something which has to be done. Australia must send troops. We can’t just let America to everything.’

David Gardiner had initial misgivings about National Service, as he had recently married, and two years in the Army meant prolonged separation from his wife. With hindsight, he felt as though service was forced upon him, and the thought of being killed was a serious worry. He originally hoped to remain in Australia, but elected to join drafts for Vietnam and Malaya after seeing his mates he had trained with embark for Vietnam. Today he considers the experience worthwhile, conceding that war service has had a major impact on his life.

Not all in the community supported National Service. During 1971, when the Daily Advertiser was reporting the moratorium demonstrations in Sydney and Melbourne, the newspaper managed to find Wagga Wagga’s own National Service resister. John Farrell, a licensed stableman, informed reporters that he was more concerned with getting drunk than attending his Army medical. It is interesting that the newspaper depicted Farrell as a drunk, a brawler and a thief, who had stolen $200 worth of jewellery from a local resident in order to gain a criminal record and avoid the National Service process. Farrell described National Service as ‘ridiculous’, claimed he would ‘do anything possible to avoid it’, and announced his intention of making contact with anti-conscription campaigners in Sydney because the authorities were looking for him.

It is unsurprising that wives of men who had been conscripted into the Army were among the most outspoken critics of selective National Service. Margaret Curry and Judy Hampson had married just weeks before their husbands were inducted into basic training, and claimed to have had an exceptionally lonely time without them. Gwen Gardiner recalls how much she hated the Army for the mix up in David’s registration process. After nearly forty years, Gwen still remembers quite vividly being left alone at home in a town to which the couple had only recently moved. She found it frightening by herself at nights and slept with a carving knife under her pillow. She recalls how she felt ‘… shock, horror … upset … so many different emotions’ upon hearing that David would soon be embarking for Vietnam, and says the lingering fear that his name was going to be announced in the next batch of casualties was always in the back of her mind. Although David was eligible for two weeks’ rest and relaxation (R&R) leave, to return to Australia and visit his family and friends, the couple agreed that he would not spend his R&R in Australia because it would be far too emotionally wrenching when he had to return to Vietnam.

The first death of an Australian National Serviceman, Errol Noack from South Australia, on 24 May 1966 undermined national support for the war and sparked outrage from protest groups all around Australia, particularly from radical students in the larger cities, who retaliated by desecrating local Anzac memorials. In Wagga Wagga, unidentified persons daubed the slogans ‘Save our sons’ and ‘Down with N.S.’ in red paint on the entrance gates to 1RTC Kapooka, the military area where National Service recruits received their ten weeks’ basic training. The Daily Advertiser adopted the extremely ‘county-minded’ stance that the perpetrators could not locals, but must be visitors from the metropolis: ‘There would not be any persons in Wagga who would look with any favour on vandalism of that nature’, the paper declared. Liberal Party member Geoff Cox meanwhile condemned the vandalism as ‘a disgrace to the honour of the Army and indeed to all those fighting forces’.

There is no evidence of public action by the Riverina’s own Country Anti-Conscription Association, aside from the letter its secretary Roger Wescombe addressed to the editor of the Daily Advertiser after the paper printed what purported to be a soldier’s poem about public ingratitude, to which reference already has been made.
 However, Sydney-based protest groups, including the Save Our Sons (SOS) movement and the Sydney Conscientious Objectors group, had pooled their resources and dispatched a ‘Caravan Against Conscription’ to ten of the state’s larger country towns in August 1968. Wagga Wagga saw the anti-conscription delegation arrive on 28 August, with conscientious objector Simon Townsend among its members. Townsend had attracted widespread attention and considerable public sympathy when revelations about his maltreatment by the military, after he refused to obey his call-up notice, were made public. Before the group arrived in Wagga Wagga, a pamphlet had been distributed throughout the community, purporting to represent the activists’ cause. The pamphlet, which those travelling with the caravan claimed to know nothing about, acknowledged sponsorship by the Communist Party and the Peace Front. Needless to say, the ‘caravan’ received a cool welcome in the staunchly Liberal Party electorate and was refused permission to use a local church hall as a call-in centre whilst in town.
 In response to the visit, and the recent Russian invasion of Czechoslovakia, RSL president Harold Fife reiterated the need for National Service, claiming that all countries in Western Europe saw it as essential to national preparedness. ‘To talk against National Service’, Fife thundered, ‘is to talk against national preparedness. This is folly of the first order.’

In fact, the majority of Australians still supported National Service. One of the great misapprehensions of the Vietnam War is that conscription had divided the nation as it had done in 1916 and 1917.
 This was not the case. Morgan Gallop public opinion polls were conducted annually. Until 1972 they revealed that a majority of those polled were in favour of National Service. Public support for the war had dwindled as the conflict dragged on, but in 1970 some 71% of respondents still favoured selective National Service,
 and just short of 60% judged it morally wrong to refuse to register.
 By contrast, the issue of Australia’s commitment to Vietnam polarised the nation. In the Morgan Gallop of September 1967, almost 56% of those surveyed wanted to continue fighting, and only 28% wanted a full withdrawal.
 By October 1970 some 50 per cent of those surveyed wanted Australian troops bought home.

Remembering Vietnam

Approximately 250 men and women from Wagga Wagga saw active service in Vietnam.
 With two major military facilities in the locality, it was predictable that a majority of these would be enlisted service personnel from other localities who had been posted to either Kapooka or the RAAF training establishment at Forest Hill. However, some fifty servicemen and women were locals and they are commemorated in the city’s Victory Memorial Gardens. The names of Private John Slattery and Warrant Officer Jack Fitzgerald, who each made the supreme sacrifice, are listed on a small plaque attached to the original cenotaph, erected in the Gardens in 1922. Fitzgerald’s name does not appear on the memorial honour roll in the new eternal flame monument, unveiled on Vietnam Veterans’ Remembrance Day in August 1991, because his attachment to Wagga Wagga arose from his posting to 1RTC Kapooka. Since the war’s end, ten Wagga Wagga residents who served in Vietnam have died, and they are more informally commemorated on an honour roll in the Tourist Hotel in Fitzmaurice Street, the favoured watering place for Wagga Wagga’s Vietnam veterans.

Various organizations for Vietnam veterans have been established in Wagga Wagga, including the Wagga Wagga Ex-Vietnam Veterans’ Group, which was set up with assistance from the local sub-branch of the RSL. This relatively short-lived social club was keen to maintain its distance from the Vietnam Veterans’ Association of Australia (VVAA), a pressure group that was established to seek redress for veterans suffering from the effects of chemical defoliants (such as Agent Orange) and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The VVAA remains a powerful voice for veterans, its mission succinctly summarised in its motto, ‘Honour the dead and fight like hell for the living’. Battalion reunions are held frequently: in August 2003 Wagga Wagga saw the reunion of 7RAR and in November 2003 a veterans’ march down Baylis Street. Veterans and members of the RSL and the VVAA are active at annual commemorations on Anzac Day (25 April) and Vietnam Veterans’ Day (19 August).

Conclusion

Historians who have written about Australian involvement in the Vietnam War have mostly done so from a ‘national’ perspective. When they have concluded that the Vietnam years were a ‘decade of dissent’, they have based this finding on the experience of the big east coast metropolitan centres of Sydney and Melbourne. They have shown little interest in testing whether residents of rural communities, like the inland city of Wagga Wagga, responded in a comparable fashion. The city’s own official historians have been no more interested in pursuing a potentially controversial and divisive issue in books which otherwise emphasise more positive manifestations of community feeling.

This study—a pilot project for the author’s history honours dissertation—has demonstrated that politically conservative residents of Wagga Wagga did not manifest public opposition to Australian involvement in the conflict, or to the operation of a selective National Service scheme. Drawing on evidence from the local newspaper, the Daily Advertiser, only one anti-conscription body has been identified as operating in the region, and that did not appear to have organised any public action beyond an isolated letter to the editor. No group claimed responsibility for daubing anti-conscription slogans on the entrance to 1RTB Kapooka, and local elites effectively isolated the metropolitan protestors travelling with the ‘Caravan Against Conscription’ by denying them access to public meeting places. Precisely which organizations oversaw the failed local moratorium rally in the botanical gardens has yet to be established, but there is nothing to link it to students at the Wagga Wagga Teachers’ College, whose talent for organised street protest seems to have been channelled into campaigns in support of bread and butter issues such as teachers’ salaries.

Insufficient data have so far been located to generalise about whether the reactions of Wagga’s residents mirrored those captured in the Morgan Gallop public opinion polls. These disclosed a fairly consistent level of support for the National Service Scheme, but declining support for continued Australian involvement in Vietnam. A 1966 survey conducted by the Daily Advertiser concluded that 47% of residents favoured National Service. On the other hand, 30% had no opinion, claiming not to have given the matter any thought. The role of political apathy in a community like Wagga Wagga warrants further investigation, and is possibly a more critical variable in determining community responses than the ‘country-mindedness’ of earlier years.

The oral history component of the project proved indicative, but scarcely definitive, because of the small sample of interviewees, all of who had strong links to the RSL. The one female interviewee admitted she had been hostile to National Service, although there is no suggestion that this resulted in public action on her part. For the honours dissertation an attempt will be made to broaden the sample to include at least one woman who saw active service, more partners of National Servicemen, and veterans affiliated with organizations like the VVAA. Questioning will need to be refined to address whether feelings of public ingratitude (like those expressed in the serviceman’s poem published by the Daily Advertiser) were widespread, and whether those who held these attitudes were more likely to experience adjustment problems on their return to civilian life. The issue of veteran victimisation, highlighted in Fischer’s address, also requires detailed investigation.

Although broader conclusions can only be provisional at this stage, Wagga Wagga’s Vietnam years were far from being a ‘decade of dissent’. Rather, they can reasonably be characterised as a ‘decade of support’. The passage of time has strengthened community feelings. Today Vietnam is remembered in Wagga Wagga as another chapter in Australia’s proud military history, with ceremonies, reunions, and memorials for those saw active service.
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