National Service
Between 1965 and December 1972 over 800 000 men registered for National Service.
Some 63 000 were conscripted and over 19 000 served in Vietnam. Although
registration was compulsory, a process of selection by ballot determined who would be
called up. Two ballots were conducted each year. The ballots selected several dates and
all males with corresponding birthdays were called up for National Service. The ballot
was conducted using a lottery barrel and marbles representing birthdays.

Melbourne 1970, crowds demonstrating at a Vietnam Moratorium march
on the steps of Parliament House

Exemptions were given to Aborigines and Torres Strait
Islanders, the medically unfit and theology students.
Young men were granted exemption on the grounds
of conscientious objection only if they could prove
their objection to war was based on religious beliefs.
A temporary deferment of National Service was granted
to university students, apprentices, married men and
those who could prove that National Service would
cause them financial hardship.
The issue of conscription provoked debate within
the Australian community, with university students
and other members of the community taking part
in large anti-conscription and anti-Vietnam War
demonstrations. The National Service Scheme
was abolished on 5 December 1972 by
the newly elected Labor government.

Introduction
to Vietnam
Australia’s military involvement in the Vietnam War was the longest in duration of any war in the
country’s history. The war started in August 1962 and lasted through to May 1975.
The Australian commitment consisted predominantly of Australian Army personnel, but the Navy,
Airforce and civilians also took significant part in the war. According to the Vietnam nominal roll there
were almost 60 000 Australians who served.
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A total of 521 died, including three who are believed to have been killed in action and have no known graves.

1946

1970

Vietnamese Communist Leader Ho Chi Minh, proclaimed Vietnam
independent from French colonial rule. France proceeded to
establish the state of Vietnam.

A peak force of more than a third of Australia’s available combat
strength was deployed in Vietnam.

The first Indochina war started in late 1946 when Viet Minh forces
defeated the French army at Dien Bien Phu.

1954
Geneva Accords were signed to conclude the Indochina War.
Vietnam was partitioned into a Communist ruled north, backed by
the USSR and China and the non-Communist south, supported by
the United States.
Under the terms of the accords an election was supposed to be
held but when the elections were stalled north Vietnamese forces
and Communist guerillas resumed an insurgency war of terror
against the government and people of South Vietnam.

1973
Australia’s Prime Minister Whitlam established diplomatic
relations with the Democratic Republic of Vietnam while retaining
diplomatic recognition for the Republic of Vietnam (South). The
last elements of the Australian Army left Vietnam in June 1973.

1975
War continued after the Australian and American troops had
left and in 1976 it was formally announced that the two Vietnams
would reunify with the declaration of the Socialist Republic
of Vietnam.

Australian involvement was a gradual process over several years.

1961 and 1962
The Vietnamese government requested aid from the Australian
government to improve security and to assist in economic and
social development.
Australian and American advisors helped to train the army of the
Republic of Vietnam but by 1965 the Viet Cong had continued to
grow in support and strength and the tide was turning against the
south.

1964
National Service is introduced to Australia for the first time.

1965
The first Australian battalion was sent to Vietnam and served
under the operational control of the US 173 Airborne Brigade.

1966
The Australian commitment is expanded. The task force contained
about 4500 men including 500 National Servicemen.

August 1966
Battle of Long Tan.

1967 & 1968
The Australian task force is steadily increased in size and
effectiveness.

Saigon, Vietnam. Troops leaving a Qantas aircraft to start their tour of duty.

Public Opinion
Australian public opinion about the war in Vietnam moved through several stages over the
decade-long involvement. In the beginning a largely disinterested public paid little attention
to a war that involved very few Australian soldiers, especially as they were members of the
regular Army engaged in a training role. At the same time, most Australians were wary of
communism’s spread through Asia and when Australia’s commitment to Vietnam increased
to a regular Army battalion in 1965 there was little negative reaction.

already underway in the early
1970s when widespread
protests, known as moratorium
marches, took place in the
country’s major cities. All
through the war Australia
followed America’s lead (often
with regional concerns at the
forefront of government
thinking) and once the United
States decided to leave Vietnam,
Australia was left with no choice
but to follow suit.
News that Australia would
contribute a task force to the
war in 1966, and that this
expansion would mean front
line service for National
Servicemen, sparked a rise in
the number of anti-war groups.
Some were opposed more to
conscription than to the war
itself. In 1967, when the
deployment of an extra
battalion to Vietnam was
announced, public opposition to
the war increased. An opinion
poll revealed that 46% of the
electorate disapproved of the
decision, 17% were undecided.
Only 37% were in favour,
marking the first time that
opponents of the commitment
outnumbered supporters. In the

period before this, opposition to
the war, as the ALP had learnt to
its cost in 1966, was not a vote
winner. Despite the 1967 opinion
poll results, it took until 1969
before it was electorally popular
to oppose the war. In August
that year an opinion poll found,
for the first time, that a majority
of Australians favoured a
withdrawal from Vietnam.
However, public opinion and
public protest played a relatively
small role in policy decisions
about Vietnam. Australia’s
withdrawal from the war was

Twenty years after the North
Vietnamese victory, in April 1995,
an opinion poll marking the
30th anniversary of Prime
Minister Menzies’ commitment
of a battalion to Vietnam and
the 20th anniversary of Saigon’s
fall found that 55% of Australians
thought that it was wrong to
have sent troops to Vietnam.

Return to Australia
Veterans
Anecdotal evidence holds that most men returned from Vietnam in the dead of night,
hidden from the public. In fact, large numbers actually returned on HMAS Sydney, to a
welcome by dignitaries and a parade. The manner of their homecoming affected the
way in which veterans recovered from the war, those who did arrive late at night to no
fanfare and the seeming indifference of the military had more trouble adjusting to life
at home than did those whose return was more public and who had had the benefit of a
couple of weeks unwinding on board Sydney before reaching Australia.

The return home was only the
beginning of a long period of
readjustment. For a long time
after the war large numbers of
Vietnam veterans felt that many
in Australia blamed them, rather
than politicians, for the war and
the way it had been conducted.
Images of the war had an effect
on public opinion and public
understanding. The fact that
these images related more to the
American/Vietnamese experience
in Vietnam rather than the
Australian experience was less
remarked upon. People associated
the role of Australians in the war
with that of the Americans in a way
that failed to recognise the two
countries’ different approaches to
fighting in Vietnam.
Some veterans recall being
abused on their return. For men
who regarded themselves as
generally having fought with more
humanity and professionalism
than their American counterparts,
this was a bitter blow. Veterans
were appalled at the way in which
their having done the job asked of
them by their government was, in
some cases, used against them.
Even the RSL proved less than
welcoming. Remarks by returned
soldiers from earlier conflicts
suggesting that Vietnam was not

a real war hurt men seeking the
comradeship and understanding
of fellow veterans. This experience
was not universal – rural RSL clubs
in particular did welcome men
returned from Vietnam.
In 1980 some veterans formed the
Vietnam Veterans’ Action
Association which later became
the Vietnam Veterans’ Association
of Australia (VVAA). Established
partly as a crisis counselling
service and as a vehicle through
which to prosecute a case for
veterans claiming to suffer from
the effects of herbicides and
defoliants used in Vietnam, the
VVAA has played an important
role in the lives of some veterans.
By 1987 attitudes to the war had
changed: Vietnam veterans were
given a welcome home parade in
Sydney. Some 25 000 veterans
marched to the cheers of several
hundred thousand onlookers. Five
years later, in 1992, a National
Memorial for the Vietnam War
was unveiled on Canberra’s Anzac
Parade. These gestures meant a
great deal to veterans and they

signalled an acceptance of
Vietnam veterans that some who
returned from that war had not
felt before.
In the early 1990s veterans began
making pilgrimages to Vietnam.
For many it was a time to pay
respects to friends who had been
killed in the war, for others a
chance to meet the former enemy
and make their peace, or simply
make gestures of friendship with
men and women who shared a
common experience and for
whom there was no ill-will.
For every veteran who remains
haunted by the experience of
Vietnam there are others who
have left it behind. Many who
served in Vietnam have gone on
to achieve success in the military,
in politics, in business or in
charitable work. No one story is
typical, but the sacrifice made by
every Veteran is worthy of our
respect.

