
1950 

1951 

1953 

1954 

1955 
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A Select Chronology of Australian Involvement in 
the Vietnam War 

14 January 

7 February 

B February 

9 March 

BMay 

7 May 

B September 

9 October 

Ho Chi Minh declares Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam. 

United States and United Kingdom recognize the 
French -sponsored government of the former 
emperor, Bao Dai. 

Australia recognizes Bao Dai Government. 

Percy Spender, minister of external affairs, speaks of 
the domino theory in the House of Representatives. 

United States provides $10 million in military and 
economic aid to the Bao Dai Government. 

ANZUS treaty signed. 

Jean Letourneau, French Minister in charge of 
Indochinese matters, invited to visit Australia to 
discuss aid. 

John Foster Dulles, U.S. secretary of state, encour­
ages "united action" during the Indochina crisis. 

Battle of Dien Bien Phu lost by the French and Bao 
Dai forces. 

South East Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO) formed 
with initial signatories: United States, United King­
dom, France, Australia, New Zealand, Pakistan, 
Thailand, and the Philippines. 

France leaves Hanoi. 

United States provides aid directly to Saigon; Aus­
tralia sends troops to aid in Malayan Emergency. 
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1957 May 

September 

Ngo Dinh Diem, president of South Vietnam, visits 
United States. 

Ngo Dinh Diem visits Australia. 

1960 20 December National Liberation Front (NLF) is founded by 

1961 

Hanoi for the liberation of South Vietnam. 

Laotian crisis. 

Indonesia incorporates former Dutch West New 
Guinea colony as Irian Jaya. 

17 November United States seeks diplomatic indications of Aus­
tralia's stance on, and willingness to assist in, South 
Vietnam. 

1962 Very Low Frequency "joint" U.S.-Australian naval 
communications station established at North West 
Cape, Western Australia. 

13 January Operation Ranch Hand (defoliation) begins. 

24 May Athol Townley, Minister of Defence, announces that 
thirty advisers are to be sent to South Vietnam. 

July-August First AATTV personnel arrive in South Vietnam. 

1963 Malaysia formed. 

1964 

1 June 

June 

Indonesia declares Confrontation with Malaysia. 

William Francis Hacking, an adviser, is the first Aus­
tralian casualty, killed forty miles west of Hue. 

15,000 U.S. advisers in South Vietnam; U.S. gives 
$500 million in aid. 

83 Australian advisers committed to the Republic of 
Vietnam. 

Robert Menzies, Australian prime minister, visits 
Washington, D.C. 

AATTV members committed to active service. 

2 August USS Maddox incident in the Gulf of Tonkin. 

4 August USS Turner Joy incident. 

7 August U.S. Congress passes Tonkin Gulf Resolution. 

10 November National Service (Conscription) Act proclaimed. 



1965 

1966 

January 

March 

29 April 

May-June 

13 May 

23-24 July 

September 

22 October 

26 January 

8 March 

16 March 

May 

24 May 

14 June 

21 June 

30 June 

18 August 
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Agent Orange first used. 

u.s. Marines land at Da Nang. 

Menzies announces the commitment of Australian 
combat troops. 

1st Battalion, RAR (800 men), arrives in Bien Hoa 
to operate with the U.S. 173rd Airborne Brigade 
(Separate) . 

u.S. troop commitment surpasses 50,000. 

Save Our Sons (SOS) founded. 

First Australian "teach-in" on Vietnam at the Aus­
tralian National University, Canberra. 

Morgan Gallup Poll: 56 percent of Australians in fa­
vor of Australian participation, 28 percent in favor 
of withdrawal, 10 percent are undecided. 

First arrests (65 people) for antiwar demonstration 
in Sydney. 

Harold Holt succeeds Menzies as prime minister and 
leader of the Liberal Party. 

Government announces troop increase: two battal­
ions and supporting units, and the Special Air Ser­
vices, to be sent to Phuoc Tuy Province-a total of 
4,500 men, including 500 conscripts. 

2,000 march in protest against the war organized by 
the SOS group. 

Seamen's Union refuses to load supplies for Vietnam 
on the Boonaroo. 

Errol Wayne Noack (first conscript) killed in action. 

5th and 6th Battalions, RAR, and supports in place 
at Nui Dar, with logistic support base at Vung Tau, 
16 miles south. 

Attempted assassination of Arthur Calwell, leader of 
the Opposition, after an antiwar demonstration in 
Sydney. 

Holt visits Washington, D.C., and utters in a speech 
the famous "all the way" in support of Lyndon 
Johnson's Vietnam policy. 

Battle of Long Tan: Australia loses 18 killed, claims 
245 Vietnamese killed. 
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1967 

1968 

1969 

September Arrest of schoolteacher William White, a conscien­
tious objector. 

21-22 October Lyndon Johnson visits Australia. A million Sydney­
siders and 500,000 in Melbourne line the streets to 
welcome him on successive days. 

19 November Morgan Gallup Poll: 68 percent in favor of conscrip­
tion; 37 percent in favor of sending conscripts to 
Vietnam. 

8 February E. G. "Gough" Whitlam succeeds Arthur Calwell as 
Opposition leader. 

May Morgan Gallup Poll: 62 percent in favor of the war, 
24 percent in favor of Australian withdrawal, and 
14 percent are undecided. 

2 October Teach-in titled "National Forum on Vietnam" held at 
Monash University, Melbourne. 

17 November Holt missing presumed drowned. John McEwan 
(Country Party-the Liberals' coalition partner) 
temporarily becomes prime minister on 19 De-
cember. 

November- Australian troop commitment peaks at 8,300. 
December 

Australian Draft Resister's Union established. 

10 January John Grey Gorton, Liberal Party leader, becomes 
prime minister. 

31 January Tet Offensive begins. 

12 February Gorton announces semiofficially that there will be 
no increase in Australian commitment. 

16 March My Lai massacre occurs but remains unknown until 
16 November. 

May National Services Act amended to impose two-year 
civil jail term for draft evaders. 

August Paris student riots. 

June President Richard Nixon announces withdrawal 
of 250,000 U.S. troops and the initiation of "Viet-
namization." 

August Morgan Gallup Poll: 5 5 percent in favor of with-



1970 

1971 

1972 

1973 

3 September 

4 October 

15 October 

22 April 
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drawal, 40 percem for continuing the war, and 6 
percent are undecided. 

Ho Chi Minh dies at age 79. 

U.S. Morgan Poll: 58 percent believe the war is a 
mistake. 

Massive antiwar demonstration occurs in Washing­
ton, D.C. 

Government announces one battalion to be with­
drawn. 

4 May Kent State shootings in Ohio. 

8 May Approximately 120,000 march in the first Mora­
torium March in Sydney; approximately 70,000 
march in Melbourne. 

18 September Second Moratorium Marches in Sydney (100,000) 
and Melbourne (50,000). More than 300 arrested. 

10 March William McMahon succeeds as Liberal Prime Minister. 

30 March 1,000 men withdrawn. 

30 June 110,000 participate in third and final large antiwar 
march. 

18 August McMahon announces that most troops will be home 
by Christmas. 

17 December Last major troop withdrawal. 

2 December Australian Labor Party wins. Whitlam becomes 
prime minister-elect. 

5 December National service ended; imprisoned draft resisters 
released. 

8 December Last Australian troops leave Vietnam. 

18 December Last Advisers leave. Nixon renews bombing of 
Hanoi and Haiphong. 

23 January 

27 January 

26 February 

Nixon announces "peace with honor." 

Cease fire initiated. 

Whitlam announces establishment of diplomatic 
relations with Hanoi, but continues diplomatic 
recognition of South Vietnam. 
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29 March Last American troops leave Vietnam. 

1974 4 January South Vietnam's Pres. Nguyen Van Thieu alllOunces 
that war has been declared again. 

1975 17 April Phnom Penh falls to Khmer Rouge. 

25 April Australian embassy in Saigon is closed. 

30 April Fall of Saigon. 

December Malcolm Fraser, Liberal leader, wins election. 

1,000 Indochinese refugees resettled in Australia. 

1976 April First Vietnamese Uboat people" arrive in Australia. 

1978 Fraser government introduces refugee component 
into immigration program. 

1982 Arrival of the first Vietnamese migrants under the 
Orderly Departure Programme. 

Vietnam Veterans Counselling Service established. 

1983 June 4,000 U.S. veterans begin class-action suit in New 
York State against the manufacturer of Agent Orange. 

Justice Philip Evatt charged with the Royal Commis-
sion to investigate the mortality of veterans. 

1984 AVHS mortality report published. 

1985 July Evatt Royal Commission declares Agent Orange 
UNot Guilty"; Vietnam Veterans Association rejects 
findings. 

1987 4 October 25,000 March in Sydney Welcome Home March. 

1989 July At the Geneva Conference on refugees, Australia 
votes with ASEAN nations for the mandatory repa-
triation of Vietnamese refugees. Australia is commit-
ted to resettle 11,000 people during 1989-1992. 

June-July First Cambodian boat people arrive in Australia. 



1990 

1992 3 October 
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Two more Cambodian boats arrive. 

Dedication of the Australian Vietnam Forces Na­
tional Memorial, Anzac Parade, Canberra; 30,000 
veterans march, watched by a crowd of about 
30,000 
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1. For examples of these government reflections, see Desmond Ball, "The Official 
History of Vietnam and its Critics," Quadrant 37, no. 11 (Nov., 1993): 40-44; 
and Gregory Pemberton, "The Vietnam War and its Supporters," Quadrant 8, 
no.4 (Apr., 1994): 51-52. 

2. A corrective and more thoroughly documented version of the actual qualities of 
Australian horsemen in the Boer War can be found in the various essays in Pe­
ter Dennis and Jeffrey Grey, eds., The Boer War: Army, Nation and Empire, 1999, 
Chief of Army/Australian War Memorial Military History Conference (Canberra: Army 
History Unit, 2000). Notwithstanding the "history," the popular view of Aus­
tralians in the Boer War through such "personalities" as poet/soldier Breaker 
Morant contributed to the developing legends of Australian fighting prowess 
and indiscipline. 

3. This should be pronounced with a hard ess, as in "Ozzie," rather than as it so 
often is in the United States with a soft ess, as in "Ossie." Contraction is a fa­
vorite word creation device with Australians and has worked to minimize even 
Aussie, so that the hard ess gives rise to the identification of Australia as "Oz." 

4 . Until very recently, Korea has been the "forgotten war" despite what Vietnam 
veterans argue. For some analysis of the lapse of memory, nostalgia, and the 
history of the forgotten war see Peter Dennis and Jeffrey Grey, eds., The Korean 
War 195{}--53: A 50 Year Retrospective. The Chiefof Army's History Conference 2000 
(Canberra: Army History Unit, 2000), particularly Jeff Doyle, "Another Forgot­
ten War Remembered," 179-99. In the volumes Vietnam Days (1991) and Viet­
nam: War, Myth, and Memory (1992), Peter Pierce, Jeffrey Grey, and Jeff Doyle 
address the issues of Vietnam and memory. 

Chapter 1 

1. This chapter summarizes some of the principal themes of Peter Edwards, Crises 
and Commitments: The Politics and Diplomacy of Australia 's Involvement in Southeast 
Asian Conflicts, 1948-1965, the first volume of the official history of Australia'S in­
volvement in the Malayan Emergency, the Malaysian-Indonesian Confronta­
tion, and the Vietnam War. In this chapter sources will be given only for direct 
quotations. The full references for the other material cited can be found in that 
volume. 

2. Minute, Sir John Bunting to Sir Robert Menzies (quoting advice from Plimsoll) , 
13 Apr. 1965, CRS A1209, 65/6365. 

3. Francis Stuart, Towards Coming of Age: A Foreign Service Odyssey (Nathan, Queens­
land: Centre for the Study of Australian-Asian Relations, Griffith University, 
1989), 143. 

4. The different spelling of Labor and Labour noted here between political parties 
of apparently similar persuasions rests with the Australian party's decision to 
use the spelling to differentiate, perhaps even distance itself, from other such 
parties. 

5. See the coverage of this visit in the Sydney Morning Herald, 17-26 Apr. 1950. 

6. Cabinet decision 241 , 15 May 1962, CRS A494011, C4643, pt. 1. 

7. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, H of R vol. 43, 13 Aug. 1964, 194. 

8. Melbourne Herald, 12 May 1962. 

9. Cabinet decision 204, 1 May 1962, CRS 494011, C3568. 
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10. C.V. Wedgwood, William the Silent (London: Jonathan Cape, 1967), 35. 

11. Message, McEwen to Harold Wilson (with cover letter from Lawler to Oliver), 
19 Jan. 1965, CRS A49401l, C1473, pt. 2. 

Chapter 2 

The author wishes to thank Ashley Ekins and Col. David Chinn (Ret.) for their 
research assistance. 
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A Note on Archives and Archival Practices in Australia 

All records generated by the Australian federal government are subject to the 
Archives Act (1983), which provides for material to be made accessible to the 
public thirty years alter its creation-the so-called thirty-year rule. Australia 
also possesses a Freedom of Information Ad (1982), but unlike in the United States, 
the provisions of this legislation do not cover records generated before its en­
actment. 

As a result, records relating to Australia 's war effort remain partially closed 
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east Asian conflicts, Peter Edwards and his staff, had full and unhindered ac­
cess to all such material for the writing of the history, but nonofficial historians 
are generally constricted in their access by the relevant legislation. Exceptions 
are made by individual deparnnents concerning their own records, but this is 
on a case-by-case basis and cannot be assumed. 

The one significant exception to this state of affairs involves material used 
in evidence before the Evatt Royal Commission on the use of herbicides, pesti­
cides, and other chemicals by the Australian Army. These records, aU of which 
are operational in nature, were released {or public access in 1982, and are lo­
cated at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra in a temporary record se­
ries, AWM 181. This series comprises some one hundred shelf feet of documents 
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series titled "Search and Research: Operation .Mitchell: lnformation collected 
in the search to compile the Report on the Use of Herbicides and Insecticides 
and other chemicals by the Australian Army in South Vietnam," whidl can be 
found in Archives and Manuscripts 11 (May, 1983): 7-13. The materials in AWM 
181 are gradually being folded back into the AWM 95 series as the passage of 
the thirty-year rule renders the exempt material open to public access. 

Private records and those created by nongovernment agencies are subject 
to no such restrictions, although private embargoes or normal copyright rules 
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Australia. For example, the records of the Campaign for Peace in Vietnam, a 
pressure group formed in 1967 and based in the state of South Australia, are 
held in the State Library of South Australia in Adelaide, the state capital, as 
Record Group 124. They occupy nearly thirty shelf feet. Most states spawned a 
branch of the Vietnam Moratorium Campaib1fl, formed in 1970, and these 
records ate held in the State Library in South Australia's case, and in the Uni­
versity of Melbourne Library in the case of the state of. Victoria. 
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The National Library of Australia in Canberra holds a number of important 
collections of anti-Vietnam War material. Prominent among these are the rec­
ords of the Save Our Sons group (MS 3821), the Vietnam Moratorium Com­
mittee (MS 4969), and the Women's International League for Peace and 
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For Australia, Vietnam was by no means the media war it is commonly held to 
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