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      PREFACE

      
      Stiff and with the tensed, squared shoulders of an old soldier, Barry Petersen stepped forward to lay his wreath at the War
         Memorial at Thailand’s Hellfire Pass. His leg gave a twinge as he put his weight on it and bent down to lay the wreath, but
         he refused to let the pain of an old war injury show. The medals pinned to his chest jangled in the stillness as he straightened
         back up and dipped his head. He turned in perfect military step and resumed his place in the line of dignitaries.
      

      
      An observer looking at the men proudly displaying their medals this Anzac Day might have noticed that Barry Petersen’s row
         of 13 medals, stretching 20 centimetres across his chest, was the longest of them all. Those who know medals would acknowledge
         with respect the white and purple ribbon holding the Military Cross. This medal ranks two below the Victoria Cross, and it
         is only awarded for bravery in the face of the enemy. Further along the row of medals was a small brass oak leaf pinned to the Vietnam campaign ribbon. That one is for
         a Mention in Dispatches, given for courage in action against the enemy.
      

      
      Few in Australia are aware of Petersen’s place in our military history. His life could easily have been the inspiration for
         the controversial film Apocalypse Now. The parallels are there. Like Colonel Kurtz, played by Marlon Brando in the film, Petersen was eventually regarded by the
         CIA and senior American military men as having ‘gone native’. Long before Australian combat troops set foot in Vietnam, the
         young Australian officer had been sent alone into the darkest, most remote part of the country to build a guerilla force of
         primitive local tribesmen to harass and attack the Viet Cong. It was an extraordinary secret mission, overseen by some of
         the most ruthless CIA agents who developed the Phoenix Program, which would later be linked to the worst atrocities in the
         Vietnam War.
      

      
      Over two years in the Central Highlands of Vietnam, Petersen became so successful training and leading the indigenous Montagnard
         tribesmen against the Viet Cong that the communists put a price on his head: they wanted him dead or alive. It was true, the
         Montagnard were in awe of the young Australian, declaring him a demi-god, and in a remarkable traditional blood-spilling ceremony,
         anointed him a paramount chief. When news of this filtered back, the CIA began to fear the mountain tribes were more loyal
         to Petersen than to the US or the corrupt government in Saigon. To them, he was becoming a ‘Lawrence of the Highlands’.
      

      
      Petersen was neither a god nor native. He was an army man in a difficult position. He had learned some of the CIA’s darkest secrets. He’d uncovered top-secret illegal US military operations and the training of special assassination squads
         and when he was asked to do the same he refused. His defiance was not expected and his CIA bosses were furious. They wanted
         him removed (like the Viet Cong – one way or another).
      

      
      Barry Petersen’s life is an astonishing tale of one man’s courage to stand up against what he saw as wrong in a place where
         it was hard to tell who the real enemy was, where murder and torture were the order of the day. The fact that Petersen has
         lived to lay a wreath at Hellfire Pass in 2008 is testament to a little luck and to his courage, moral fibre and tenacity.
         This is his story.
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      SURPRISE ATTACK

      
      February 27, 1965: The first rays of dawn slowly started to light up the Vietnamese village of Thang Thanh, tucked away in the valley below.
         Mist that had collected overnight in the clearings and fields began to lift. Mountain birds, silent during the long dark night,
         opened up with their morning chorus.
      

      
      Lying in a patch of thick cover on top of a hill overlooking the village, Captain Barry Petersen brought his binoculars up
         to his eyes. The 29-year-old Australian Army officer looked down on the village as people dressed in their traditional Vietnamese
         black pyjama-style attire rose from their thatch huts to wash, greet neighbours and begin their daily business. In pairs and
         small groups, they started heading out to work in the fields before the day heated up.
      

      
      Petersen watched closely, searching for villagers who might be making their way to guard posts on the perimeter, looking for anybody approaching hidden bunkers, any sign of weapons, any hint of where the leaders of this village of about 500 people
         might be. He’d been informed by South Vietnamese army intelligence that Thang Thanh was under the control of the Viet Cong
         – a small force, with no North Vietnamese regular troops. But that information wasn’t always reliable, and Petersen was determined
         to be cautious. He and his men were a long way from any United States or South Vietnamese army support if anything went wrong.
         This was not the place to be caught in a trap.
      

      
      The heat and humidity rose steadily. Sweat dripped from Petersen’s brow and his camouflage shirt started to stick to his slim
         frame. Slightly resembling Aussie film idol Errol Flynn, he was the only Westerner around for more than 50 kilometres. Being
         white and taller than the Vietnamese was a curse in this war. He stood out clearly as a target. Any VC who saw him coming
         would take aim at him first, not just because he was a bigger target, but to kill a ‘Yankee’ was the ultimate prize. Few knew,
         or cared, that he was an Australian. To them, any guntoting Westerner was considered an American. The Vietnamese communists
         were determined to defeat the Yanks just as they had beaten the French.
      

      
      Lowering his binoculars, Petersen reached for his water bottle, took a sip of stale, warm water and looked around at his soldiers.
         He was in the same camouflage uniform as them, sharply striped like a tiger, clothing markedly different from Australian or
         American uniforms. There was no sign of rank or anything displayed to show he was an Australian Army officer. Petersen’s troops
         were all Montagnard, fierce mountain tribesmen of Vietnam’s Central Highlands. In just one year he had moulded a motley group of 100 volunteers into what amounted to a private army of 1200 guerillas, and with them he
         had taken the fight to the Viet Cong in the remote mountains 260 kilometres north-east of Saigon.
      

      
      Back in Australia hardly anyone was aware Australian soldiers were engaged in fighting in Vietnam. It would be another two
         months before the Menzies government announced its intention to send combat troops there and another six months before the
         first Australian troops arrived. At the time Captain Barry Petersen was scoping out the village, the first United States combat
         troops were four weeks off arriving in the country.
      

      
      Petersen’s mission was highly classified. It’s doubtful whether even the Australian Prime Minister Sir Robert Menzies knew
         an Australian soldier was fighting Viet Cong in the mountains of Vietnam. Had he known, it’s likely Menzies would have been
         surprised who the Australian was taking orders from. Petersen was not operating under the command of the Australian Defence
         Force. In a top-secret move 18 months earlier, Petersen had been told by his Australian commanding officer in Vietnam that
         he was to work for, and take orders from, the United States Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).
      

      
      The CIA had given Petersen an extraordinary mission – go into the mountains and build a private army of tribal warriors to
         take on the communists. The Montagnard people were a distinct ethnic group from the Vietnamese, they were herders and farmers
         who lived communally in long thatched houses. Their prime weapons were handmade crossbows and arrows and machetes. Petersen’s
         mission was to train them to use modern carbines and machine guns to take on a battle-hardened enemy with decades of experience in guerilla warfare.
      

      
      There was good reason for his task. The Central Highlands were strategically vital to the survival of the South Vietnamese
         government in Saigon. For years the North Vietnamese had been sending supplies south through the Highlands – a meandering
         string of paths through jungle and mountain passes that at times ran down the other side of the border inside Laos and Cambodia.
         These paths were later dubbed the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
      

      
      The village below Petersen lay directly in the path of that trail. He had been told the Viet Cong were using it as a base
         to harass and ambush South Vietnamese forces trying to battle the infiltration. The village was officially called a ‘Land
         Development Centre’, part of the South Vietnamese government’s plan to shift thousands of Vietnamese from the heavily populated
         coastal lowlands into new settlements in the sparsely settled Central Highlands. The Montagnard hated the Land Development
         Centres as they took over their land.
      

      
      The settlement scheme was a disaster. The Vietnamese resented being forced to move to the Highlands and had difficulty farming
         in the mountain conditions. Many had relatives who had joined the Viet Cong and were living in the jungle. The VC relied on
         this resentment and the family ties within the villages for food, support and recruits.
      

      
      Although a lowly captain, at this point Petersen had more troops serving under him then than any other Australian officer
         in Vietnam. The Australian military commander in Vietnam, Cold War warrior Colonel Ted Serong, had only 30 army trainers under him. Petersen was one of them, and he had unique talent and experience. It was Serong who had told him he was being
         seconded to the CIA, and to take orders from them. Petersen was on his own, far from any help, leading hundreds of rebellious
         armed tribesmen with a brimful of bloodlust. He was walking a deadly tightrope and he did not know how close it was to snapping.
      

      
      Petersen looked at his watch. It would be another six hours before the villagers of Thang Thanh returned to their huts to
         settle down for their midday siesta – the perfect time to attack. Get them when they are sleeping, a tactic Petersen had learned
         from the Viet Cong. Petersen had also learned the best way to fight the small mobile units of Viet Cong was with his own small,
         mobile eight-man units. His force had used these tactics so successfully that the VC called them ‘Tiger Men’, referring to
         their striped, CIA-issued camouflage uniforms and perhaps also to the ferocity of their attacks. Petersen latched on to the
         name and gave his troops tiger beret badges made by a local metalworker. His men wore the badges with pride.
      

      
      The Montagnard under his command were mainly from the Rhade tribe, just one of the dozens of tribes living in the highlands
         of Vietnam. The Vietnamese despised the Montagnard regardless of what tribe they were from. They called them moi, savages. The feeling was mutual. The Rhade still seethed with anger that lowland Vietnamese had been forcibly resettled
         in the Highlands, pushing their tribe out of the more fertile valleys. This village, Thang Thanh, had been resettled – even
         more reason for the Rhade to hate the villagers.
      

      
      
      With the enmity going back hundreds of years, the Rhade were ready to kill the Vietnamese in the village, communists or not.
         Petersen knew from bitter experience that if he was not there to oversee the attack, his force would probably slaughter the
         entire village. A previous unsupervised assault on a village had resulted in more than 200 deaths. Not one prisoner was taken.
         His men told Petersen they all died in the fighting. He didn’t believe it; he knew his men had slaughtered every villager
         they could lay their hands on. Even though he was operating outside the Australian rules of war, that wasn’t the way Petersen
         chose to play the game.
      

      
      For this attack Petersen had around 80 men with him hiding in the jungle overlooking the village. They were geared for travelling
         light: a few grenades, a World War Two vintage M1 carbine (more sophisticated guns came later), a dozen fresh magazines to
         reload, and a day pack with rice for one day, water bottle, matches, knife, pistol and medical pack. They travelled light
         for hit-and-run operations. Get in and out quickly. This attack was different, but Petersen was relying on surprise to help
         him and his force. He could not see any machine guns defending the village, but he knew they had AK-47s, grenades and mortars.
         He had ordered another 50 or so men to hide on the roads and paths leading out of the village on the flatlands. Those men
         were to stay put and catch or kill VC who tried to flee. Petersen’s aim was to take as many VC prisoners as he could, and
         turn them over to the Vietnamese.
      

      
      The Australian’s main offsider, a battle-scarred veteran Rhade tribesman called Y-Liu, crawled his way up to him. Y-Liu had
         served with the French expeditionary force battling the Viet Minh. After the Vietnamese kicked the French out of Vietnam Y-Liu joined the French Foreign Legion and fought in northern Africa. Fighting was in his blood, and he was happy to be killing
         Vietnamese again.
      

      
      ‘The guards at the kilns have taken three prisoners, Aey,’ Y-Liu said quietly, using the Montagnard expression for sir.

      
      ‘Make sure they are held securely,’ Petersen replied.

      
      He had put guards on the charcoal kilns and paths heading up into the hills. Any villagers gathering firewood for the kilns
         or tending hunting traps would have to be detained to keep them quiet.
      

      
      It had taken two days of trekking for Petersen and his force to reach the hill overlooking this remote village. His men knew
         the jungles of the Highlands well, and could move unseen through the thick forests without making a sound or leaving a trace.
         Petersen called in his key squad leaders and gave them last-minute instructions on how they were to approach the village.
         They returned to their eight-man units spread out to the left and right of him. The aim was to use whatever cover they could,
         such as ditches and corn and cassava fields, to get as close to the village as possible undetected.
      

      
      Petersen’s order not to open fire until fired upon was not some gentlemanly code: holding fire as long as possible enabled
         the troops to get as close as they could without being seen. It was simple. The closer you were to your target, the more likely
         you were to hit them.
      

      
      The sun was now high in the sky and Petersen watched the villagers returning to their huts, finding shade to sleep off the
         midday heat. Having identified gaps in the makeshift fencing around the village, he’d pointed them out to his squad leaders.
         The village was supposed to have a defensive wall. Ironically, it was insisted on by the South Vietnamese authorities to keep out the Viet Cong. That had turned out to be a bad joke. The
         VC were now the ones inside the fence and the Aussie-led, CIA-financed mountain tribesmen were about to attack. Petersen looked
         at his watch: 1.30pm. The villagers were dozing. It was time to move out. Petersen signalled to the teams to the left and
         right of him. The long line of 80 men picked up their weapons and moved stealthily down the hill, taking care to stay under
         cover. At the base of the hill they fanned out in smaller groups of two and three so they could approach the village across
         a broad front. Petersen was in the commander’s slot in the centre of the line, slightly behind the rest so he could see how
         they were advancing.
      

      
      He had a radio operator with him to keep in touch with his squad leaders further out, as well as with the units in the jungle
         on the other side of the village waiting to trap fleeing VC. The men melded themselves into the gullies and vegetation cover
         as they moved in towards the village. Apart from the bleating of a goat, all was quiet. They’d got to within 10 metres of
         the first huts and the force still had not been seen. Petersen left cover, broke into a trot and reached the thatched huts
         on the edge of the village.
      

      
      Suddenly the sharp rapid cracks of an AK-47 rang out about 200 metres to his right. He heard his own troops return fire with
         their M1s. All hell broke loose. Villagers ran from their huts in every direction, women and children screaming and heading
         for bunkers, the men heading for cover and defensive positions. With his gun poised to shoot, Petersen’s eyes shifted left
         and right: anyone with a gun was now a target. He moved towards the rendezvous point, a VC-erected stage in the centre of
         the village where their leaders harangued the villagers with communist propaganda and signed up volunteers under threat of torture
         or execution. Petersen had a deep sympathy for the villagers’ plight. He recognised they were damned either way. The communists
         burned their huts and killed those who would not join them. Now Petersen and his band were doing much the same.
      

      
      He was moving around the outside of a hut when suddenly bullets whizzed towards him, ricocheting off the ground at his feet
         and hitting the hut behind him, splattering him with dirt and wooden splinters. He spun towards the direction of the shots
         and saw gunsmoke in a clump of banana trees just metres away. Instinctively he fired a burst from his semi-automatic. The
         banana clump trembled, then fell still. Banana trees are not great places to hide as they are too soft to give protection.
         No more shots came his way. Petersen moved forward and as he got closer he saw a badly wounded Vietnamese man crumpled on
         the ground. Blood was pouring from his chest. He was dying, his gun lying beside him. Petersen picked up the weapon and started
         to move on, when from behind him he heard a shot. He turned and saw that Y-Bu, a Montagnard and former VC, had finished off
         the wounded man. Y-Bu grinned at Petersen. ‘You should have done the job properly,’ he said and laughed.
      

      
      Petersen said nothing. He had no particular aversion to finishing off the enemy: after years of guerilla war in Vietnam, and
         Malaya before that, Petersen had seen death and killed. But as he later reasoned, if he had executed the wounded VC the Montagnard
         would have had just a little bit less regard for him. In his eyes, and theirs, an Australian military commander was supposed
         to be above such things.
      

      
      
      Petersen moved towards the sounds of fighting on the other side of the village and joined a group of his men clearing out
         an underground bunker. They were calling on the people to come out or else they would drop grenades down the trapdoor.
      

      
      One by one the villagers came out. None of them had a gun, but when one woman carrying a baby saw Petersen she instantly started
         screaming, dropped the child and cowered on the ground.
      

      
      A startled Petersen turned to his translator, Y-Jut.

      
      ‘What is she screaming at me?’ Petersen demanded.

      
      Y-Jut shouted at the woman. ‘What is the matter, why are you screaming?’

      
      She jabbered at Y-Jut, hysterical with fear. Petersen knew she had more reason to be scared of the Montagnard than him. Petersen’s
         presence was probably the only thing stopping a slaughter.
      

      
      ‘She says Americans eat babies. She’s terrified you will eat her baby,’ said Y-Jut.

      
      Petersen shook his head in disbelief. Communist propaganda constantly told stories of American atrocities, but eating babies
         was a new one.
      

      
      ‘Tell her I am not an American, I am an Australian,’ said Petersen. Someone picked up the crying baby and handed it to its
         terrified mother. She clung to it tightly and moved away, pressing against the wall of a hut, closing her eyes so she could
         not see Petersen.
      

      
      The guns had fallen silent. Petersen’s squad leaders reported that most of the fleeing villagers had been caught by the troops
         waiting to spring the trap and were being held at gunpoint in a field. Several villagers had been killed in the firefight
         – four would be the official tally. It might well have been more. Petersen did not think it wise to go around counting bodies –
         it was better not to know some of the things his men did. And besides, the number of enemy killed was not what made it a successful
         raid for him, having none of his men killed or wounded was what mattered more.
      

      
      The Vietnamese provincial chief who had authorised the raid on the village had ordered that any hut containing communist propaganda
         be burned to the ground. All males of military age – which in Vietnam meant anyone between 15 and 50 – were to be rounded
         up and taken to the provincial military headquarters for questioning. Most of these men would not be coming back to their
         village. Those deemed to be Viet Cong faced a tough future in prison, or worse. Many found to be clear of communist contamination
         would be forced to serve in the South Vietnamese army.
      

      
      Petersen’s men searched the village and set fire to about a dozen huts where they found signs of VC propaganda – this could
         be anything from a pamphlet to a flag. Finding a weapon would have meant instant arrest. The men of the village were all rounded
         up and forced at gunpoint to squat in the dirt to wait for trucks to arrive which would take them far away to the regional
         capital Ban Me Thuot for questioning, not knowing if they would ever see their families again.
      

      
      The aftermath of a firefight is an ugly time. For the victors there is the selfish elation of success and that they survived.
         But around them the wounded wailed in agony, women and children screamed and cried in shock. Smoke from burning huts choked
         the air. The bodies of those killed in the attack were left to lie in the fields and trenches where they fell. With merciless eyes the Montagnard troops kept their guns trained on the villagers – both men and women – in case of a sudden
         suicide attack with a grenade or a lunge with a hidden knife.
      

      
      Amid the chaos in the village, Petersen saw an old Vietnamese couple crouching on the ground, shaking with fright. He walked
         over to them. In his mind, enough damage had been done for the day. Squatting down, he politely asked the old man if his wife
         could make them a pot of tea. The couple looked up at him, disbelieving. Petersen asked again with his few words of Vietnamese.
         He was polite and courteous. The old couple looked at each other and then the old man motioned to his wife to make the tea.
         She set about the task, hands trembling so much that she spilled the water as she filled the pot.
      

      
      Through his puzzled translator, as the woman poured the tea, Petersen gently asked the man about his farming, his children,
         how long he had lived there and about village life. Gradually the couple calmed down. This was not the brutal interrogation
         they expected, but the passing of pleasantries in a bizarre moment of a crazy war. Petersen’s Montagnard warriors watched
         on, scratching their heads. But there was method to the mad tea party. Petersen hoped that word of the courtesy and humane
         treatment from this white man in the feared Tiger camouflage uniform would spread around the villages. Perhaps they would
         learn that this particular Australian was not an ogre who ate babies, but a soldier doing his duty as best and as honourably
         as he could.
      

      
      The Montagnard fighters would indeed spread the story among the Highland tribes of this extraordinary scene, but it was not
         with the message that Petersen intended. The story they told of the white warrior who led a successful surprise attack then sat down with his defeated enemy to discuss crops politely over a cup of tea was to give birth to a legend. It
         was a further step in the minds of the Montagnard to elevate this young Aussie captain to the honoured status of demi-god.
         The legend of the ‘Tiger Man of Vietnam’ had begun.
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