
VIETNAM VANGUARD – a Book Review 
 
The 5 RAR Association in cooperation with the Australian National 
University Press have recently published a new book titled "Vietnam 
Vanguard - The 5th Battalion's Approach to Counter Insurgency 1966". 
The book recounts S RAR S insertion into Vietnam as the initial major 
unit of the 1st Australian Task Force, the securing of Nui Dat and major 
offensive operations conducted throughout 1966. 
The book comprises 456 pages including 17 chapters written by 33 
contributing authors, 7 appendices, 44 photographs, 13 maps and 3 
diagrams in full colour. Vietnam Vanguard was launched at the 5 RAR 
55th anniversary reunion on the Gold Coast on 2 March by Major-
General Stuart Smith AO, DSC who is the son of a SRAR member kill~ 
in-action on the battalion's second tour of Vietnam. 
The book can be read free on line or purchased in hard copy for $55 
plus postage from their website. The link 
https://press.anu.edu.au/publications/vietnam-vanguard will take you 
direct to the book. 

Kel Ryan writes: 
Reading Vietnam Vanguard was like reading my personal diary of the events of 1966. I was called up 
for national service in June 1965 and after recruit and infantry corps training joined 5 RAR in early 
January 1966.1 deployed to Vietnam in May of the same year. The Army certainty moved at a rapid 
pace once the decision had been made to deploy a significant force to Vietnam. 
No one who grew up in the post WW2 period could forget the term, the 'Domino theory' which saw the 
progressive fall to communism, of Asian countries, as a crisis that would eventually overwhelm 
Australia. Such was the environment that pervaded at the time and in part muted the public response 
to the Vietnam evolvement and national service for 20-year-old males. 
As a Rifleman in D Company I then became part of the history of 5 RAR or the 'Tiger' Battalion. It is a 
period and a war that defined the lives of the men and women who served there. It has also defined the 
future of those who were part of what was for many of us, including the national servicemen, an 
adventure. \Ne were not to know what the future held though. 
Vietnam Vanguard outlines the diplomatic and military settings that caused the deployment to Vietnam 
of the Australian Army Training Team in 1962, 1 RAR in 1965 and the selection of Phuoc Tuy Province 
as the Australian Area of Operations. 5 RAR, being the first battalion to arrive into Phuoc Tuy, and then 
into Nui Dat became the 'vanguard' of operations for the next seven years. 
The book draws on the recollections on 30 members of the ADF who deployed to Vietnam during the 
war. Twenty-seven of the contributors deployed with either 5 RAR itself or in supporting or HQ roles. 
They include a cross section of all ranks, pilots and medics, gunners and regulars and national 
servicemen. 
This cross section of memories is the first point that resonates in reading the book. 5 RAR fostered and 
maintained a cohesion as it developed confidence in operations in that strange land. The smooth 
melding of the unit in both training and operations, across sections, platoons and companies was 
evident (and thankfully to those of us who gave more than a passing thought to the future. 
The calibre of the contributors is revealed in their considered reflections, drawn from their writings of 
the times but often from their memory, which for us all remains stark. Authors such as the section 
commanders wrote of the tension of heading into the Nui Dinh hills or the Nui Thi Vai hills which had 
been safe havens for the enemy since the days of the French. These hills became known as the 
Warburton mountains or 'the Warbies'. The popular song of the time, "They say don’t go on Wolverton 
Mountain" became, ''They say don't go on Warburton Mountain''. The Warburton' came from Private 
Graham 'Nugget' Warburton who sadly was killed not long before D Company set foot into the hills for 
the first time. 
Platoon Commanders, some drawn from six months training at Scheyville, and often younger than the 
men they commanded all pondered on the unique challenge of leadership. Contemplating that demand, 
Lt Terry O'Hanlon, a national serviceman, reflecting on the death of Private Errol Noack, the first national 



serviceman to be killed writes that, “War is a dangerous and unforgiving business in which innumerable 
factors are at play". 
We knew that we were well led by the CO Lt Col John Warr, a veteran of BCOF, badly wounded in 
Korea, was almost a fatherly figure to the soldiers. He inspired a confidence that, in hindsight allayed 
the fears of many about the future. The undoubted success that the battalion achieved in Vietnam can 
confidently be identified with the steady and considered leadership of the CO. As Robert O'Neill one of 
the editors wrote, "we all agree we were very lucky to have faced the challenges of being at war for a 
year under the outstanding leadership of John Warr". 
Vietnam Vanguard is the account of the Battalion’s introduction to and its development of counter-
insurgency operations in Vietnam. The Vietnam War was unlike the Army’s then recent experience in 
Malaya-Borneo and Korea. The catalogue of operations is again a walk through my diary and a reminder 
of the constant patrolling, the night marches to get into positions for the cordon and searches of the 
villages, the rubber plantations, the monsoons, the running creeks, the constant harassment and 
interdiction, the 10 man sections that inevitably became five or six with the consequent lack of sleep. 
Yes, it was all life changing. 
The book details the internal workings of the CO and his staff who continued to develop the battalion's 
operations based on the lessons learnt - it was a constant learning and demanding environment. All 
this with the backdrop of operations, of casualties, of KIAs, of WIAs and illness and the demands of 
maintaining morale. 
The real heroes’ of Vietnam Vanguard are the men who served who struggled to remain alert to the 
ever-present danger which was a constant. Some like Corporal Bob Kearney were pragmatic who 
quoted Forest Gump, when asked his thought on the war said, “well we walked a lot and it rained a lot”. 

Others were more contemplative such as Major Ron Hamlyn who is 
quoted as saying that, ''every night I used to thank the lord for giving 
5 RAR John Arnold Warr as commanding officer; the most 
compassionate and caring man I ever met''. We would all agree with 
that sentiment. 
Vietnam Vanguard is a good read, Yes, for me a walk through my diary 
but for anyone interested in the history of 5 RARs first deployment to 
Vietnam and the development of counter-insurgency operations there 
it is a must read. 

 
Kel Ryan was commissioned through OCS Portsea, served again in Vietnam. Served in PNG with 1 
PIR, SASR, 1 RAR and was CO of 51 FNQR. He retired after 24 years in the Army. 


