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      (Of The Gods.) 
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                                                 SEPTEMBER 2010. 

 
 Disclaimer:  The views expressed in articles in the ―Messenger‖ are those of the writers/contributors and not necessarily those 

of the ―Committee‖ or ―General Membership‖ of the Royal Australian Signal Association (SA) Inc. 

 

                                         ---------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    
 
Accompanying this issue of the “Messenger” is 
an invitation sheet and a return slip. There will 
be dignitaries present including the Head of 
Corps and 144 Signal Squadron will be well 
represented. This event will prove to be very 
special so please don’t delay in registering your 
acceptance for what promises to be a great 
night. Full details are enclosed. 
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                      VK5SIG. 
 

                  Radio Day at the Squadron. 

 
his year on Sunday August 15

th
 as in previous years the Association held its annual Radio Day by 

taking part in the Wireless Institute’s Remembrance Day Amateur Radio Contest. This occurred at 

144 Signal Squadron’s radio room with the help of the five excellent operators provided to us. 

 

The photograph on the left shows the radio 

crew. From left to right is Sig. Bill 

Efthimiopoulos, Cpl Claire Milne, Sig. 

Jason Tolotta, Sig. Clare Miller, Sig Adam 

Maxwell and Brian Melville being one of 

the station managers and a resident ―Ham‖ 

of the Association. The picture below shows 

Adam Maxwell and Clare Miller at the 

operating position.  

 

Radio conditions were an improvement on 

last year the current and rather elongated 

Solar Cycle appears to be now moving 

towards its peak. 

 

80 logged contacts were made during the 

operating period and things were a little 

busy at times. There were no contacts with 

the Northern Territory, the Islands, New 

Zealand or Papua New Guinea but all the 

other Australian States were worked. Some 

of the contacts that were mobile and had a 

weak signal provided some difficulty on a 

noisy band. The conditions seemed to 

favour Queensland some of the signals 

being ultra strong. 

 

This Contest occurs every year on a 

weekend in August which is the nearest to 

the anniversary date when hostilities ceased in the Pacific Theatre during WW2. The object is to 

commemorate those ―Hams‖ who, while serving in any one of the military arms or the Merchant Navy, 

lost their lives in actual wartime conflict. 

 

 

 

                           ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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                      Vietnam 1968. 
 

                                   A Huey Gunship’s Wild Duel. 

 
                                By Brig. Gen. Stanley Cherrie, US Army (Ret.) 

 

 

y February 1968, the 214
th

 Combat Aviation Battalion had been in combat for nine months. We 

didn’t realise exactly what had started in Vietnam, but as we awoke on the morning of February 2
nd

 

at Bearcat, our base camp at Long Thanh 17 miles east of Saigon, we knew that something was different. 

As I shook of the mantle of sleep and made my way to the shaving troughs, I couldn’t help but notice a 

great deal of aerial activity, both helicopter and fast mover, for that early in the morning. 

 

Someone at the shaving trough told me that there had been attacks by the Viet Cong all over the country 

at precisely the same time. We knew that the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese Army troops were 

good soldiers who fought exceptionally well, but most of us didn’t believe the actions of the VC were 

coordinated at a very high level-certainly not at the national level. 

 

I decided to skip breakfast and go straight to the operations tent to file my flight plan for the day. Walking 

in, I learned that my platoon leader, Major Bob Stack, who had the Navy support mission at Nha Be for 

the day, had been diverted on the way there and sent to Bien Hoa airbase, where he had been shot down. 

His helo was damaged but no one was hurt. He was being flown back to Long Thanh to get another 

Helicopter. 

 

My mission for the day, as Bounty Hunter 21, was to take my light fire team south to the Australian base 

camp at Nui Dat and work Special Air Service 

(SAS) patrol insertions.  

 

As we lifted off and cleared the perimeter beam 

on 270-degree heading, I could not believe my 

eyes. All around there were thousands of Viet 

Cong flags of all sizes-in the fields, in trees, on 

fence poles-and, as intended, they served notice 

to us that the people’s support for the VC was a 

hell of a lot stronger than we had ever imagined. 

 

Breaking right and turning south, we were 

stunned by the many fires burning below. 

Usually in the early morning a thermal inversion 

trapped the cooking fire’s charcoal smell at about 

1000 feet and we’d get a good whiff as we 

climbed through it to our in-transit altitude of 

1500 feet. This morning, however, dozens of 

large fires raged all over the countryside along 

our route. To our right rear, it looked as if the 

whole city of Saigon was in flames. 

 

B 
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he radios were alive with traffic. Normally there were two or more pairs of gun drivers on each of the 

five VHF channels at any given time. Even on a quiet day there was plenty of chatter on the nets, but 

on this day they were busier than I had ever heard in my nine months of combat flying. I knew something 

big was up when I heard that helicopters attempting to resupply the U.S. Embassy with additional small-

arms ammunition had taken fire and were driven off after repeated attempts to land on the roof. 

 

We proceeded to Nui Dat, landed and received our mission brief, which was to insert an SAS patrol. As 

we accomplished the mission in the rural hinterlands, it was agonizing to know that the locus of the fight 

that day seemed to be around the cities of Saigon, Bien Hoa, Da Nang and Hue, and not where we were 

operating. 

 

Upon returning home we were met on the flight line by several of the crews that had been in the fight for 

most of the day. They all were dripping wet and extremely fatigued. I learned that Major Stack had been 

shot down twice that day and had just flown his third heli home. 

 

That night we had a company meeting to 

evaluate what had happened and what we 

could expect in the near future. There were 

several assessments and counter-assessments, 

but all we really knew was on that day, at least, 

Charlie had stood up at the bar and said ―Okay 

Sumbitches, let’s fight!‖  Armed forces 

Vietnam Network television reported that all 

over Vietnam large-scale attacks had been 

launched in tandem with the commencement of 

the Lunar New Year---Tet. The AFVN report 

confirmed that there had been heavy fighting, 

especially in and around the larger cities, with 

extremely high loss of life on both sides. 

 

We were put on a higher state of alert, and we 

anticipated that there would be a Greater-than-

normal need for gun-ships. Over the next day, 

February 3
rd

, our battalion was involved in several actions that demonstrated that the war had assumed a 

whole different scale. As luck would have it, my section still didn’t draw support in and around any of the 

big city hot spots, but again we had a support mission for the Aussies at their base camp, Nui Dat. 

 

We landed at the small Nui Dat airfield and were met-not at operations as was the norm, but rather on the 

flight-line by an Australian Officer. He excitedly told us that his men had a ―Tac E‖ –tactical emergency-

to their West, near the town of Beria. A tactical convoy had been ambushed. The Aussies had some 

seriously wounded, but had been pinned down for 30 minutes by .50-caliber fire, which prevented 

helicopter medical evacuation. The officer gave us the approximate convoy location, as well as the site of 

the .50-caliber machine gun, a frequency and call sign. We logged the information, climbed to altitude, 

called bearcat to surprise them of the mission and headed west for Beria. 

 

We then punched in the ground commander’s frequency and identified ourselves as Bounty Hunter 21 and 

Bounty Hunter 27, a light fire team with 2.75-inch rockets, a 40mm grenade launcher, two mini-guns and 

four M-60 machine guns. We were now about six kilometres to the East. 

 

T 
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he ground commander, an Australian major, quickly—and with understandable excitement—briefed 

me on the situation. His company had been on an operation and was travelling in a column formation 

through a village when it came under simultaneous fire from all directions. The Australian’s initial actions 

on contact had driven off most of the enemy. But, while they were in a herringbone formation—a 

defensive immediate-action drill in which tracks assume a zipper like configuration to provide immediate 

defence in all directions—they had come under .50-caliber fire from a gunner located in a small bell tower 

atop a building used as a movie theatre. Since the tracers were pinkish-orange and not green, we 

concluded that we up against an American .50-caliber; but it didn’t really make any practical difference, 

as a U.S. made .50-caliber and a Chinese .50-caliber were both formidable weapons. 

 

The enemy gunner could fire on the Aussie 

company no matter where they were, 

regardless of the angle from which they 

approached him. The Aussies were hopelessly 

pinned down and needed help in eliminating 

the machine gunner in the bell tower. 

 

I told the major that we were familiar with the 

area, since we had frequently worked with the 

Australians as part of the American helicopter 

force that routinely flew in support of SAS 

patrols. He was relieved to hear that. I told 

him to stand fast and give me a few minutes, 

and we would come up with an appropriate 

strategy. 

 

We were about three kilometres to the 

southwest of the area of operations when I 

began assessing the conditions in order to set 

up the attack. My wingman, Command Warrant Officer 2 Larry Miller, and I got the lay of the land. 

There was no terrain cover, but rather good unrestricted observation in all directions. The bottom line was 

that we had no option but to attack the .50-cal in a head-to-head fight. 

 

I established the attack perimeters. We would be starting at 2,500 feet, as apposed to the normal 1,500 

foot ―Over the top‖ gun run. What we would lose in initial rocket gunnery accuracy we would make up in 

ship and crew safety. I can still feel the adrenaline rush and stark fear I experienced on the first gun run. 

As I started inbound, the enemy gunner, perched ion the cupola, let me know that he knew exactly were I 

was and that he was going to do his best to kill me first and then my wingman. Seconds into the run I saw 

large, bright pink golf-ball size objects flying at me on what seemed very close to a 180-degree course to 

mine. What bothered me most was that for every two of these orangey-pink ―Mothers‖ there were four 

more non-illuminated .50-caliber bullets in between them. 

 

The ―Fifty‖ struck fear in the hearts of all helicopter drivers. The .50-Caliber slug is large enough to stop 

a charging elephant, let alone a thin skinned, lightly armoured magnesium, aluminium and titanium UH-

IC gunship. I fired a couple of pairs of rockets, but had no idea what effect they had on the target, because 

before any of them hit, I was breaking right, trying to dodge the fiery golf balls that were flying towards 

me. Climbing for altitude, I could see that my wingman was going through the same thing. Even though 

we were pouring door-gun fire on our target area, the .50-cal gun was still locked directly onto his target--

Us! It was obvious that on the first pass, at least, we hadn’t eliminated the problem. We had to find a 

different way to attack him without giving him another head-on chance at us. 

T 
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n the target area, an M113 armoured personnel 

carrier (APC) had been hit and disabled. It was 

burning, giving off a huge amount of smoke, which 

rolled skyward in a thick, black column that could be 

seen for miles. 

 

Shooting rockets requires selecting an attack axis that 

fires into the wind in order to maximise the rocket’s 

accuracy and effects. When a 2.75-inch aerial rocket 

is launched, it seeks the relative wind. Shooting into 

the wind, in trim, is therefore the preferred method. 

With that in mind, while circling out of range, I got a 

good look at the long, thick black column of smoke 

from the APC being blown downwind—and got a 

wild idea. 

 

I told my wingman to fly to the north and beyond the 

.50-cal’s effective range, to tempt the gunner into 

concentrating on and tracking him, thereby diverting 

his attention long enough for me to enter the cover of 

the smoke column. I would then fly down the 

column, break out near enough so I could be fairly 

sure that a salvo would hit the target, then run like 

hell at low level while my wingman suppressed from 

another direction. 

 

I gave a quick mission brief, wish my wingman 

Miller good luck and approached the smoke column 

at 2.500 feet. It wasn’t long before Miller called me 

and reported that he had taken several bursts as he 

approached the target from the northeast. I feared the 

gunner sensed what we were up to, but there was no 

turning back now; it was my turn. I entered the long, 

black smoke column and came over the top at 2.000 

feet. As we came screaming down at 80 knots, I 

checked trim, centred the bubble on the top of the 

sight and caught a brief glimpse of the building 

through the smoke. 

 

I put my target indicator, or ―Pipper,‖ where I thought 

the target would be when I broke out of the smoke 

column into the open. As we broke right at 1,.200 

feet, I was thrilled to find myself squarely facing the 

cupola in an almost perfect line-up. 

 

Fortunately, the .50-cal gunner was not oriented in my direction at that instant—he certainly had the more 

accurate weapon, and at 1.200 feet he would have eaten my lunch. I fired one, two, then three pairs of 

rockets in rapid succession and then broke wildly to the right as my co-pilot switched to 40 mm and 

I 
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started suppressing the target area. My left door gunner also opened up, and then in an instant we were out 

of there. 

 

I thought that we had gotten the bell tower but wasn’t sure. Then both radio nets, the FM ground 

command net as well as my wingman, started chattering excitedly about how the building and the .50-cal 

gunner had just disappeared. Still not convinced that we were out of danger, I pulled the guts out of my 

Huey to put as much distance between me and the .50-cal as quickly as I could. 

 

Once we were several 

kilometres from the 

target area, I climbed 

to 1.500 feet and 

called Miller. ―Good 

going boss,‖ he said, 

and that was all I 

needed to hear. He 

took up his wing 

position, and as we 

approached the target 

we saw that the 

Aussies had already 

swarmed over the 

area and had dust off 

choppers inbound to 

take their wounded 

out. By the time the 

medivac was over, it 

was late afternoon 

and we broke station 

to go to Nui Dat to 

rearm and refuel. 

 

We were jubilant as 

we humped rockets 

and ammo, and then 

headed back to the 

area of operations to 

ensure that there was 

no further need for 

our support. We again 

checked in with the 

Aussie company, and 

they thanked us for 

what we had done. It 

was late in the 

afternoon when we 

finally broke for the flight to Bearcat, very pleased with what we had accomplished that day during Tet. 
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FAST FORWARD TO AN EVENING in February 1980, 

in my British Army Staff College student quarters in 

Camberley, England, where I was stationed as a student for a 

year. I had hosted a party for my promotion to Lieutenant 

Colonel, and most of the guests had left. The one couple 

remaining was the Australian Directing Staff Colonel 

―Horrie‖ Howard and his wife. The colonel and I both had 

consumed enormous amounts of cold Budweiser and were 

just sort of lounging around when he casually asked me if I 

had ever flown in support of the Australian Forces. 

 

I told him how one fire team had routinely flown in support 

of Aussie SAS patrol insertions, but that only on one occasion did we encounter a fight. I then told him 

the story of the Beria fight. After I finished, Howard quietly excused himself. We all assumed that he was 

making a pit stop, considering all the beer we had drunk, but after about ten minutes I went to check the 

bathroom and it was empty. Shortly, the doorbell rang and there was Howard with a big brown paper bag 

in his hand. 

 

We went into the living room, and before his wife could begin questioning him he demurely said, ―I have 

a gift for my U.S. brother.‖ He pulled out a sweat-soiled, stiff Aussie bush hat that one could tell had 

clearly seen some hard times, namely in Vietnam.  

 

Colonel Howard then explained that the company that my wingman and I had helped save a dozen years 

before had belonged to his battalion. ―I want you to have this as a symbol of my thanks for the support 

you gave to my battalion during Tet’68 at Beria‖ he said. 

 

That bush hat remains one of my fondest treasures to this day!! 

 

 

Footnote: 

                   Stanley F.Cherrie served two tours in Vietnam, Operation Desert Storm, 

Germany and Bosnia. He was decorated many times and retired as a Brigadier General. 

 

 Literature For further reading: Chicken Hawk by Robert Mason and Low Level Hell by 

Hugh Mills. 
 

                                                    ------------------------------------------------- 

 

Vale:  C. (Colin) J. Cattanach. 
 

Colin was OC of 121 Signal Squadron in the early 1960’s. A few people in this state would have known 

and served with him. No real details are available as to his military career but he did have a continuing 

role, it seems in, 7th Signal Regiment operations. To quote the recent 7th Sig. Regt. newsletter ―We have 

lost a dedicated gentleman who always fought for the members of his extended service family.‖ 

 

                                -------------------------------------------------- 
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                          Association and Committee contact details. 

 

 

 

President:   Bruce Long.  Mobile Tel. 0417 227 533  Email:    bruce@adelaide5star.com.au 

 

 

 

Vice President:  Andrew Graves Tel. 0423 02 0234   Email:   andrew.graves@dhl.com    

 

 

  

Secretary:  Sally Napper:    Mobile Tel. 0418 835 049           Email: misa27@optusnet.com.au 

 

 

  

Membership Secretary:  Dean Hudson                      Email:  dean_hudson@bigpond.com 

 

 

 

Treasurer:    Sharen Letton    Tel. 0417 874 108        Email: Sharen.Letton@dfc.sa.gov.au 

 

 

 

Publisher:   Godfrey Williams.    Tel. 8255 3080         Email    N/A 

 

 

 

144
th

 Sig. Sqn. Rep.   Doc O’Connell    Tel. 0419 866 982 Email: daniel.oconnell1@defence.gov.au 

 

 

 

Website:      Michael Southern     Tel.  0418 956 915    Email: msouther@southerns.org 

 

 

                                     

Contributing:           News, articles etc.  Send via the Secretary or Publisher. 

 

The Association’s website address is:    www.rasigs.com 

 

 

Paypal is available for convenient payment of your Association subs. 

 

Disclaimer: In respect of ―Commercial Advertising‖ which may appear from time to time in the 

―Messenger‖ the Committee neither recommends or endorses the goods and or services offered. Any 

dissatisfaction or dispute arising is to be resolved between the provider and the consumer. The consumer 

involved is asked to advise the Committee of the matter. The result may influence the Committee in 

respect of further advertising by the provider involved. 
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