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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Thanks for invitation 
Outline intentions 

Main topic search for mass grave at 3RAR defensive position Balmoral 
Also bit of how that came about and things that came about in its wake 

** note! Orig put together a moderately indepth look at aspec a beyond the grave search but we'd have been here till after 7
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My personal background covv
Dad at NĐ
Dad was 2 Pl A Coy 3RAR first tour 67-68
Big year, Tết, 1st Aus assault Long Hais, 1st ground assault on Oz base (Ando), Coral and Balmoral

Heavy last fight where 17 2pl were ambushed by 100 hvy wpn

A number of events compounded that day which led to decades of pts
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Presentation Notes
Rifleman / MG / sign writer (served entire tour) 

(extreme abbrv version) 
I grew up wanting to understand what caused the most strong, loving bloke I knew to suffer in the way he did. 

Did decade of research ops plans, radio logs, aa reps, mapped it all out 
Brought the incredibly detailed info to dad, he filled in bits between the lines with colourful memories and raw emotions 

Together we built pretty clear picture, next step was to explore his bases and battlefields 

1988 welcome home parade - only 19, convincing dad to go, counselling 
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exploration of Dad's wartime experiences led to:

- exploration of Dad's battlefields (2009+ pilgrimage (use that word delib) 
- cultural immersion 
- exploration beyond Dad's battlefields 
- connections in vet / war history community
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Relics of war

A Few places hold a little bit of tangible evidence to casusl observer 
Other places need to know what your looking for
-Bà Rịa tết / Peter badcoe vt 
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Most evidence lies beneath thin veneer of topsoil (hidden in plain view) 

Beyond just visiting sites, I've been active in finding hard evidence of base occupation, contacts / battles. -  Not collector of artefacts
instead do subsurface soil searches to confirm desktop research.
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While finding evidence of battles is interesting, what is quite more powerful is to be able to guide vets / fam members on their own pilgrimages to sites of personal significance

While some have told me they'd never return, others expressed desire to confront the past, gain context, perspective and even a sense of closure to the decades of memories of war

Mike Pehi V4
Kevin Stevens 7RAR
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So what can one do with this kind of experience / skills? 

Screenshot from the website of the charity organisation HTH

Over the years I've come into contact with dozens of folks, veterans, family members, historians, researchers, officials etc all somehow connected to the war. Many whom i now consider friends or good aquainteces. 

One of the outcomes of these connections has been the establishment of charity org HTH. Goals of which include research and advocacy for veterans and families of MIA servicemen 
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Hth Founded and directed by my good mate Glenn Hines, 3 other directors with expertise in imagery analysis and aircraft casework, and myself as director at large based VN

Glenn is an Australian navy vet, who's uncle Harry white was killed at FSB Coral with 1RAR

- we undertake desktop and on ground research into cases of US Vietnamese mia’s servicemen 

developed a state of an the art historic archival recon imagery platform

provide information to family of US MIA servicemen and Vietnamese authorities to assisted with searches for the missing

There are still over 1500 US servicemen still unaccounted. Figures for the communist military MIA (called martyrs in vn) I've seen are over 200,000 and southern republic around 200-250k.

Behind each one of these is a family who have not only suffered the loss, but the torture of complete lack of closure 
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Search for fallen northern Vietnamese soldiers who were buried in a mass grave after the second assault on the northern perimeter of 3RAR defensive position Balmoral 

This part of the journey began for us in 2014 when i was invited to meet film maker David Bradbury to provide research input into his recreation of the battles of Balmoral for his documentary The Crater 

The film followed the story of D/3 veteran Brian Cleaver on what was to be the final of his excavations for the mass grave at Balmoral. He'd been searching for around a decade by that time and the film culminated in an emotional but anticlimactic nil result. 

Cleaver had been searching in loosely the right area but had misread the information he'd accumulated. 
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Presentation Notes
Ao Surfers NE SG

Not time to go into history of Op Toàn Thắng 1 

But focusing on Bal
 was a 3RAR defensive position (rather than FSB) 5km north of FSB Coral 

assaulted twice by elements of 165 nva regt straight off hcm trail 
24 and 26 may 68 by a (2 bn / regimental size force respectively) 

Assaults commenced with accurate mortar and rocket barrage followed by ground assaults on two fronts 

 (A Coy - 3Cav - Antitank Dad etc / D Coy 4 Cents at the top) 

A Coy area fronted dense scrub, D Coy area open dry grassy swampland littered with b52 bomb craters (golf course) 

Mass grave we searched for approx where the red arrow is pointing to the front left of D Coy (specifically 11 Pl) 
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View out over dry swamp land from above Bn position 
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Swamp (note orientation) 

A Coy landing during buildup 

View from 4 Section 11 Gun pit (Donnelly Robertshaw) - key location from which we determined mass grave see later 
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This image also taken from Donnelly gun pit played a key role in the search as its creater(John Bryant) had recorded that at this point the bulldozer u can see was backfilling the mass grave 
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Geospatial analysis - Glenn's handiwork 

Involves identifying distinctive features across multiple images to get a sense of relative position of them to each other. From this you can generate a kind of floating map (not tied to a location on the ground). 

Outcome. A fixed location to tie Glenn's geospatial analysis. A control point.With the ground loc and referenced satellite imagery we had a well defined search chord and produced a report that went to the Vietnamese. 

Same time Glenn managed access to period sat imagery (68, 72 and later 81)



The next step is to tie this to a fixed location on the physical space..Discuss shortly 
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Next part of the process was on ground investigation. 

I spent time during the covid lock down camped near Balmoral and conducted search for evidence of the 3RAR defensive position at Balmoral, mostly searching for any sign of Paul Donnelly’s gun pit crater to lock Glenn's desktop research to a fixed point on the ground 

Mapped every observable ground anomaly (raised /sunken ground), and subsurface metal (with a detector). 
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Outcome.we located Paul's crater, slumped but extant, and a few telltale signs 

1964 WRA stamped 7.62 Shell casings on the lip of the crater where Paul had expended thousands of such rounds.
Corrugated iron used in Paul's ohp.And to one side the remnants of the earth bund that we can see in photos in front of the Centurion tanks 
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Inviting veterans to inspect the proposed area 
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After some time and assistance from the Australian Embassy, in particular the defence attache office,the relevant authorities accepted our proposal and initiated an onground search in March 2024.

Pictured: ground breaking ceremony.Deeply rooted in military / political tradition, respect and spiritual reverence for the fallen, considered as (and referred to as martyrs of the national cause). 

Praying to the ancestors and in this case the fallen plays a ubiquitous role across Vietnamese society, you can see the use of incense / joss sticks in both of the RH images (top at the search site and also at the memorial on the site of Coral) 
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A handful of veterans from 141st Regiment, some of who'd been at Coral and one who told me he'd been sent tk recon Balmoral, visited the site very early on. Speaking with them brought for me a deeper sense of personal connection. It was their mates we were searching for. 

As with nearly all vets I've met from the other side of the divide, I've found them all genuinely proud, humble gents,who are proud of their service and feel the loss of their comrades to this day. 
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This is how the team operate,and whilst a large excavator may seem heavy handed it was actually one of the most expedient ways to cover a lot of ground (in lieu of not having used gpr) AND was actually incredibly thorough. 

A civilian contractor who i became quite good friends with would dig and visually inspect each scoop for critical anomalies.Anything that indicated further inspection he and the local militia would drop in to sift through it by hsndt

What you see here is a slit trench.The golf course swamp has been drained and planted with young rubber trees but this seems to be the standard technique. 2-3m wide trenches to whatever depth is required. In this instance looking for backfilled bomb craters we progressed through areas where the dark topsoil you see extended to greater depths, indicating topsoil that had been pushed into a he such as a bomb crater 
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Remember searching for this crater 
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The very first slit trench run through the search chord we'd indicated intersected this very deep and wide backfilled crater (extended to between 5 and 7 m). 

When such a feature was located all backfilled soil was excavated to the original substrate. In the area that was white inland marine sand deposits over kaoliite (pottery clay) 
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And in that crater we had the eureka moment when personal items belonging to Northern communist forces were discovered 


Canteen shot up
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AK was found in the immediately adjacent crater, believed to have been hidden by a surrendering prisoner. Of not hidden could have been seen as posing a threat.Also unhidden undoubtedly would have been collected during battlefield clearance 
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In addition the site held other surprises… .Bomb shrapnel,discarded Allied trash
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Over a period of a week 20 remains were exhumed from that very first crater 
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The result sparked intense interest among the Vietnamese media, but also military government and civilian community. 

Many, high ranking delegations, local officials, community and school groups visited site 

Massive offerings were made to the appease the spirits of the fallen (food, personal items, various soft drinks and alcohol cigarettes). 

As the sole Australian on site at the i was asked more times than i can recall to give interviews,tell my back story, show my level of respect to the fallen soldiers
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During the excavation Duncan Reid (W02) epresenting the Australian Embassy Defence Attache office visited the site. I was able to walk him through the search proceedings and sending his eagerness to walk the Australian fighting position did so also 
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Remains and artefacts collected, cleaned and catalogued, prep was made to transport the recovered soldiers to the provincial martyrs cemetery 

Note seperate vs sarcophagus
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They were first interned in a holding facility,where i heard rumours that DNA sampling may have been one of the procedures to take place. 

Around a week later a large and incredible respectful commemorative service tool place prior to burial of the remains. 
I'd estimate between 500-700 military personnel , government and civilians weeetin attendance,with the former prime minister (insert), provincial party secretary and various other high ranking officials leading the service 

In addition the Australian ambassador, defence attache and staff represented the Australian government. On paper myself and John Bryant (who returned for the occasion) were guests of the embassy party. 

Significance to Australian government and bilateral relations




Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
One of the 20 men who's remains wees recovered was identified prior to the burial, i was told not by dna always ya but through the names inscribed on the pen. For the sisters (pictured) the grief was open, raw and as painful as if she'd lost her brother just yesterday 
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National gold award documentary 
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What has since followed on the wake of Balmoral 
Engaging viet military and providing research input into multiple searches 
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Continued encounters in most unexpected places and times

 Projects such as this… Request to find the fate of two kids filmed by w fellow 3RAR first tour veteran near LT… LoLocal networks never cease to amaze.
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2026 still exploring - this long hais 
Personal journey, healing Dad's war induced trauma,leading to skills I'm able to utilise within w network of exceptional like minded folk to continue to serve others
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Ubiquitous significance/impact of war 
Across societies, cultures, families and individuals 
Regardless background / side of political / military divide 
Physical and emotional impact still very much present (even if just below the surface) 
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