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Praise for The Tiger Man of Vietnam

‘one of those great untold stories … Walker tells it with verve and excitement and with meticulous attention to detail.’

The Sydney Morning Herald

‘Walker’s finely researched book goes beyond the biographical account of an Australian war hero.’

The Sun-Herald

‘It’s been suggested Petersen was the model for the character of

Colonel Kurtz in the film Apocalypse Now. But this remarkable true story is much richer and more compelling than anything Hollywood could conjure.’

The West Australian

Praise for Ghost Platoon

‘Walker, and others like him, are doing their country a great service by bringing both the bad and good of deeds of Aussie diggers out of the shadows and into the light.’

Sunday Age

‘His findings are a shocking indictment of the long-term effect of war.’

Sunday Examiner
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Copyright

Note to readers: This book contains photographs which some readers may find distressing. To Aboriginal readers, please also note that some of these images feature people who are deceased or who may now be deceased. The photographs are relevant to the text and have not been included lightly. The author and the publisher believe that they are an important part of telling the story of the Ghost Platoon.
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‘In war, truth is the first casualty’

AESCHYLUS, 525–456 BC
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PROLOGUE

During the Vietnam War he’d been a photographer in the army’s public relations unit. He’d captured some of the worst moments of the war, snapping photos of Australians in action and dead enemy bodies, recording all the horror and destruction that comes with any conflict.

Bending down, he picked up the box full of pictures he’d taken during the war and carried them to a bonfire he’d started in his backyard.

He waited as the flames steadily built up. He’d risked his life getting these photos. Now the burden of what they revealed was too heavy. For more than 40 years he’d kept the pictures tucked away in a box in a back room of his home. There were hundreds of them. He rarely looked at them; in fact, he’d got them out just once in the past few decades when an old friend, a former army public relations journalist he’d worked with during the war, had visited him. After dozens of beers, he’d surprised his old mate by disappearing and coming back with the box of photographs.

They’d pored over the pictures for a while, remembering war stories and having a few laughs about their old comrades and some of the crazy situations they’d all found themselves in. But after 20 minutes the laughter dried up. They couldn’t look at the images any longer; particularly the ones of mangled bodies, of Aussie soldiers doing things they shouldn’t have. Images that could have turned the public against the war if they’d ever seen the light of day. It was too close, too painful. He’d put the pictures back in their box and had never looked at them again – until a few days ago.

Army photographers weren’t supposed to keep copies of the pictures they’d taken during the war. As he’d been attached to the Army Public Relations Unit he was supposed to hand over all of his work to the Defence Department. In his 12 months in Vietnam he’d taken some of the most iconic images of the war, pictures that have been reproduced in newspapers, magazines and books. Several are still proudly displayed at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra.

But unknown to his superiors, he’d kept copies of every one. Many were so gruesome and so ugly that the Canberra headquarters of the busy military propaganda outfit never allowed them to be seen. Some had been destroyed by censors among the top brass; some had been officially marked ‘Not for Release’. Some were to prove so controversial that attempts were still being made, decades after the war, to suppress the story they told.

In the last few days, the damned photographs had begun to haunt him. There was fresh interest in the secrets they contained. For so long he’d managed to expunge memories of the war from his mind. Now it was all flooding back. The war had reached out and found him once again, shaking the peaceful life of gardening and golf he’d carved for himself in one of the most remote parts of Australia.

He couldn’t bear that. He believed nothing good could come of dredging up events that had happened so long ago and now couldn’t be changed. People would get hurt. He dreaded being dragged back into the conflict surrounding events he’d witnessed and photographed. Now in his 60s, he felt he was winning the fight to stay fit and healthy, but since it became apparent that the long buried story behind the photographs was about to come out, the nightmares had returned. For so long he’d managed to stay beyond the reach of the beast lurking in his dreams. Now the beast was back: just out of sight, but lurching closer.

He’d decided to put an end to it for good. He reached down and picked up a pile of the old prints from the box and, one by one, started feeding them into the bonfire. He watched the edges curl. Images he’d taken, revealing the truth of what happened in Vietnam, blackened and burst into flames. He added more to the fire. The intense heat drove embers up into the air, where they caught the breeze and floated towards the vast waters of the ocean. They were gone.

Yet despite the photographer’s efforts to erase the past, the answers to some of the mysteries of the Vietnam War would still be sought. The secrets surrounding the Ghost Platoon – as it came to be known – weren’t all ash. There were still some old soldiers who were ready to look back and reveal what they knew. Nothing could remove the images in their heads; not time, not therapy, not alcohol.

They just needed someone to ask. Many thought it best to remain silent, even after all this time. Some talked, and then retracted what they said as pressure was applied to silence them. But there were some who faced their nightmares and told their story, believing only the truth could wipe the memory clean.

This is the story of the men of the Ghost Platoon – a ragtag unit the army said never existed.
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