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APOLOGY TO VIETNAM VETERANS 
Motion 

HON FRANK HOUGH (Agricultural) [3.55 pm]:  Before I move my motion, I seek leave to amend paragraph 
(1) by adding after the word “regret” the words “in regard to the treatment of Australian troops on their return 
home from duty in Vietnam.” 
[Leave granted.] 

Hon FRANK HOUGH:  I move - 

That this House - 
(1) Records that Australia’s military involvement in the Vietnam War is a matter of regret in 

regard to the treatment of Australian troops on their return home from duty in Vietnam. 
(2) Supports the continuation of policies and programs that assist Vietnam Veterans and their 

families to recover from trauma associated with service in Vietnam and its aftermath. 
(3) Acknowledges their hurt resulting from the negative treatment they received, or still receive, 

from all those opposed to Australian involvement in Vietnam. 
(4) As part of the process of healing and rehabilitation, extends its apology to Vietnam Veterans 

for the loss and hurt they have suffered and may still suffer as a result of the Vietnam War, to 
say we are truly sorry. 

I have had great difficulty coming to grips with this problem over the years.  I am thrilled that I have an 
opportunity in Parliament to properly express it.  When I look back to see why Australia was involved in 
Vietnam, no-one seems to know why.  I look back at Gallipoli in World War I and I look back at World War II 
when Australians went overseas to fight an enemy.  The armed forces returned home from World War I with a 
great deal of dignity and pride.  They were the toast of our nation.  The same applied to the forces returning from 
World War II.  Australia was part of the British Empire which defeated the perils of the Japanese and our arch 
enemies at the time, the Germans.   
When the Vietnam War occurred, no-one really knew what was going on.  The French had been fighting it for a 
long time.  Although Australians were in Vietnam in an advisory capacity only, no-one really knew what 
Vietnam or the Asian part of the world was about.  The motion to say sorry to Vietnam veterans has nothing to 
do with party politics of the Liberal Party, the Labor Party, the One Nation party, the Greens (WA), the National 
Party or the Democrats.  The motion is about human behaviour in an underlying social agenda propagated by 
certain sections of the community turning the flame of war against those young Australians who had no option 
but to be balloted and go to fight the war.  If they refused to go, the other option was to go to jail.  Those young 
Australians were 20-year-old men, who were really kids.  A 20-year-old woman may be fully grown but a 20-
year-old man is still like a boy.  Those kids were balloted, trained and sent to a war that was two decades ago.  
Why Australia was involved is a mystery.  One academic commented that there is still little or no consensus on 
what Australia achieved in Vietnam or what came out of it.   
Now that members understand what this motion is not about we can move on to what it is about.  This is about a 
group of young Aussie conscripts who went overseas to fight somebody else’s war.  They were young country 
kids who were probably apprentice mechanics and bakers or they might have worked in jewellery shops or been 
unemployed.  The kids were conscripted, trained and sent to war.  They did not really know what to expect, Mr 
President; I kid you not.  While studying this issue, I spoke to several Vietnam veterans and I know that many of 
them thought they would visit beautiful beaches, meet pretty Asian girls and have a lot of fun and get up to some 
hanky panky.  They thought that they would only occasionally have to fire a round or two.  However, when they 
arrived there, they soon discovered that they were not used to the weather conditions.  During the day the heat 
was maddening and at night the cold was just as bad.  Unless those kids had been to northern Australia, they 
would not know about how heavy the rain could bucket down.  These young guys would sit in steaming trenches 
one minute and they would be sitting waist deep in water the next.  That is what it was all about.  At the end of 
the day, they wondered what they were doing there.  They had been sent to Vietnam to fight a war about which 
they knew nothing.  One Vietnam veteran told me that they did not take any land and they did not give any back; 
they just mutilated bodies.  After a while he began to wonder what the “f” they were doing there.  They were his 
words.  This has led me to demand an apology for the injustices perpetrated against those young kids and older 
blokes who fought in Vietnam.   
Their welcome when they arrived back in Australia was amazing.  They were rewarded with prejudice, 
ignorance and hatred.  They were just young kids for God’s sake.  Vietnam touched the lives of many 
Australians.  Those 20-year-olds travelled to a strange and foreign land to fight for an ideology.  When they 
returned to Australia, they were strangers.  The treatment many veterans received was incredible.  The war also 
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robbed many Western Australian families of a son, a brother, a nephew or a cousin.  Some of the people I spoke 
to would not even show me photos of the family members they have lost.   

The war in Vietnam constituted Australia’s longest involvement in a war in its modern history.  Between 1962 
and 1973, more than 46 800 Australians served in Vietnam.  The financial cost to Australia in those days was 
$250 million to $500 million.  In today’s figures it would be equivalent to well over $1 billion.  Conflicts 
occurred in Vietnam around Phuoc Tuy near the province of Long Tan.  The official statistics indicate that 494 
Australians were killed and there were 3 100 casualties, and that does not mean just a slight shrapnel wound or a 
broken leg or arm.  I talked to some of the veterans who knew of a couple of guys who came back to Australia 
with shrapnel in their brains.  The veterans I spoke to do not know what happened to them.  Ultimately, those 
victims are not shown in the death statistics, but they were never to be seen again.   
I believe it is time to say sorry once and for all to those veterans.  It is time to return some long overdue dignity 
to and to validate the efforts of those brave young kids who are now 50 to 55-year-old men who continue to 
suffer the consequences of their nationalistic pride and their fighting spirit.  On June 6 1966, the 1st Battalion, 
RAR was splattered with red paint on its return to Sydney.  That highlighted the public’s opposition to 
Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam war.  Many men who returned received absolutely no recognition 
whether it be good, bad, ugly or otherwise.  They simply went through an impersonal discharge and received no 
support or traumatic transition from that horrible war to civilian life.   

Only a few days ago, I talked to a fellow called Kelvin Wormall of the 103rd Field Battery who spoke to me 
about his feelings of disillusionment when he returned home.  He said that he felt proud he had done something 
for his country, only to walk back into all this bullshit.  Some of those guys had been taken away from their 
marriages or apprenticeships for what?  I am sorry to use that word but I just stated what he told me.  He said 
some other words, but I have deleted them.  It may interest members to know that Kelvin was a gunner.  With his 
howitzer 125, he was the first Aussie to fire a shot in the Battle of Long Tan.   

I also spoke to a fellow called Peter Douglas who was a dog handler and the rifleman with the 8th Battalion, 
RAR.  Many members are probably familiar with Peter’s efforts on behalf of the totally and partially disabled 
veterans.  Peter was one of only two Australian trackers in that war.  He had a Labrador called Janus - I 
remember that name because it is my wife’s name; she is definitely not a dog, but she is a very good tracker.  If 
my wife reads this, I will be shot.  Peter and his dog were dropped behind enemy lines.  He was dropped with a 
signalman, a machine gunner and two riflemen guards.  They were dropped into the jungle in areas that were 
regarded as hostile territory.  Pete said that they followed a small track in the jungle outside of Long Tan that led 
to a bigger track.  The six of them were walking along the track and the dog could smell Charlie everywhere.  
Suddenly they came across a road like a highway in the middle of the jungle and Charlie was everywhere.  There 
would have been 2 000 trucks and tanks.  The men ducked down and watched as the vehicles drove past.  He 
was not bragging when he told me this.  In his usual Aussie spirit, he said they sat hiding in the bushes and 
watched the vehicles go past.  They noticed about five or six stragglers on the end.  Pete and his men knew that 
an American helicopter was on its way to them because they had signalled where the convoy was.  They could 
hear the chopper land some 500 metres away when the machine gunner shot the last six stragglers.  Suddenly it 
was like an ant infestation and Charlie was everywhere.  The Australians got back into the clearing and jumped 
into the American helicopter.  As they flew away the captain asked how the Australians were.  Peter said they 
had been a bit frightened but, as he explained to me, when things get that exciting, one gets an adrenaline rush 
and loses fear.  He got on board the American chopper and the captain handed him a pipe and said, “Have a puff, 
you probably need a smoke”.  That was his first introduction to marijuana.  They smoked it going back to Long 
Tan and by the time he got off the helicopter the sortie that he had done seemed to have been exciting.  He said 
that they were laughing and joking about it.  However, what he found most concerning was that the Americans 
were smoking dope as they walked through the jungle.  He said that the Australians were too well disciplined to 
do that; they might have smoked back at the camp, but the Americans would be smoking and singing as they 
walked through the jungle carrying transistor radios on their shoulders.  Peter said that it was no wonder that so 
many of the Americans got shot, and that if there were an American patrol around, the Australians would hide or 
keep well away from it.   

When Peter arrived home he landed at Essendon airport.  The area at the airport had been roped off.  The soldiers 
had had a few drinks as they made their way back home from war, and Peter said that when he and another 
soldier got off the plane they were told to stay within the roped off area.  However, his bladder could not last any 
longer so he jumped the rope and he and his mate went to the toilets.  Two federal police officers raced in, 
grabbed them and pinned them up against the wall.  They were handcuffed, searched and given a belt in the 
mouth.  That was the reception Peter received when he came back to Australia: a bleeding mouth and a black 
eye.  The officers then explained that they were looking for drugs.  However, Peter never forgave them for 
treating him like they that.  He expected the best treatment upon his return home, but that was what he got as his 
coming home present.   
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Peter’s lieutenant had bought a stereo system in Vietnam and he was so thrilled about it that he had not taken it 
out of the box.  In fact, the box was still sealed when he arrived back in Australia.  The Australian federal police 
officers used their knives to cut the box open.  The lieutenant explained that the stereo had not been out of the 
box and that he had not broken the seal since he bought it from the factory.  The police replied that they were 
searching for drugs.  In the end the police officers started to cut the face off the speakers.  That was the highly 
decorated lieutenant’s welcome home to this lucky country.   

After his fantastic welcome home, Peter started to make his way out of Essendon airport towards a group of 
people.  He was thrilled that they were out there chanting - he thought they were welcoming the soldiers back 
home.  However, the chant was “Baby killer, baby killer, go back home”.  We can sit back and think what a 
tragedy it would have been to be away one or two years fighting Charlie.  I will drag members through the battle 
of Long Tan later.  However, we have to realise how badly these men were treated.  When the Australian troops 
were being shot at, Peter said that they would wet their pants and wonder if it was end.  Is it fair that our 
Vietnam War troops were betrayed by and alienated from the Australian public as a direct result of government 
policy?  How can we encourage the youth of today to join our armed forces if they know how the Vietnam vets 
were treated when they returned home?  How can we expect anyone to join our Army?  In fact, we are currently 
having great difficulty attracting recruits. 

The Australian soldiers who fought in Timor have been welcomed home.  We currently have soldiers fighting in 
Afghanistan - some people say they should not be there - but they are special troops who train for this type of 
action.  We cannot feel sorry for them, because they joined the Army to become special SAS officers.  When 
they come home - good, bad or indifferent - we should look after them.   

It was not until 1982 that certain concessions were extended to Vietnam veterans.  It was not until the welcome 
home march on 3 October 1987 that the vets received the recognition they deserved for their contribution and 
sacrifice.  That is another example of too little too late.   

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders.   
 


