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Operation Orders: TheExperience of a YoungAustralian Army Officer 1963to 1970 Pat Beale

Reviewed by Neil James
Australian Army experiences in Malaya, Borneo andVietnam in the 1960s sowed both good and bad seeds inthe furrow of military professionalism that produced theArmy of today. To a great extent, excelling in relativelysmall-scale jungle warfare at the tactical level with lightforces became an end in itself. From the 1970s to the1990s the Army�s protracted struggle, with mixed success,to re-equip itself intellectually, doctrinally and materiallywas in large part because it was so bogged down in its1960s tactical-level successes.I finished my time as a platoon commander in 1RARonly months before Pat Beale took command of thebattalion in late 1978. My peers who remained to serveunder him have always spoken highly of the experience.After reading Operation Orders I now have a deepunderstanding of the mentoring I missed from a man whoobviously was rarely, if ever, incapable of seeing thebigger picture. Pat Beale�s book is the best intellectualand professional analysis of Australian infantry platoonand company leadership on operations I have read. As ageneral account of such sub-unit leadership it is at leaston par with Jo Gullett�s Not As A Duty Only.Beale�s experiences, which would be the envy of mostyoung officers of the post-Vietnam period, are recountedwith insight, modesty and humour, although fewnowadays would share his relish at seven years as aplatoon commander. The thematic rather than strictlychronological structure of the book adds to its utility anddepth. Without squeezing, Beale�s book drips nuggets ofcommonsense, intellectual honesty and real insight.His obvious respect and affection for the Aussiesoldier, and all his abilities and foibles, shines throughoutthe book. His discussion of fear, both of battle and death,and the best way to manage them are succinct andreasoned. Beale�s ability to extrapolate experiences andderive principles is a gift. When discussing then secretcross-border operations in Borneo he observes: �In thelong run, victory and indeed self-preservation, can onlybe assured by taking the fight to the enemy, a principlethat applies as much in the realm of national security as itdoes at the tactical level on the battlefield�.Beale�s views on the Army Reserve and the lessons tobe learnt today from the failure to deploy formed reserveunits to Vietnam are a refreshing contrast to many of hispeers. His discussion of PNG unity, and the national andPNGDF development activities he undertook with 2PIRin the late 1960s, demonstrate a deep affection for, and

understanding of, the people of PNG. His observationson special operations theory and training circa 1969, andtheir relative unsuitability for an Asian battlefield,resonate with similar practical dilemmas still faced today.Beale�s accounts of his service commanding a battalionof Montagnards in the highlands of South Vietnamoccupies much of the latter parts of the book. Much of itis moving as well as informative. His observations oncombat stress and combat exhaustion, and the inadequacyof combat leadership based solely on what he calls the�two quaint schools of thought ... the qualities approach... and ... the inspirational one� should be read by all sub-unit and unit leaders. By his own admission he stumbledon the functional approach to leadership via battlefieldexperience and instinct.Finally, an earlier passage has considerable relevancewhen considering the force structuring problems the ADFfaces today, particularly in an era when the phrase�professional military judgment� is sneered at by manyof the political class and the denizens of the Departmentof Defence. Beale recounts his pre-deployment trainingat Canungra before joining the Australian Army TrainingTeam�Vietnam (ATTV) and notes:�I enjoyed the urgency and dynamism of the place andalso the more-than-passing salute to its past. Much of theesprit of an army is bound up in such customs andtraditions. I would shortly be going to a job [commandinga Strike Force Battalion of Montagnards] where I wouldbe adrift from those traditions, except those I could carryin my mind or heart.�Till then tradition had unavoidably played a large partof my life. It underpins most activity of an army from itsdaily routine to the most splendid ceremonial. Somewould discard tradition, disdaining the symbolism andits trappings. They contend that a modern army, fightingon a modern battlefield, cannot be encumbered by thepast. On the other hand, there are those who cling totradition as a shield against change, a prop for theirprejudices and a crutch for their intellectual laziness.�These extremes are a nuisance: the hide-boundconservatism of the latter leads to attitudes of �ColonelBlimpism�, while those who abandon tradition in thename of modernity would deny the soldier an importantelement of his morale.�Hopefully an army can use its traditions positively,not as an anchor to the past nor an encumbrance on thepresent, but as a tool for the future.�When I graduated from Duntroon my father, a 2nd AIFveteran, gave me a copy of Not As A Duty Only. If my sonor daughter was graduating from Duntroon this year ornext, I would give them a copy of Operation Orders.Pat Beale DSO, MC, �Operation Orders: The Experience ofa Young Australian Army Officer 1963 to 1970�, AustralianArmy History Unit and Australian Military HistoryPublications, Loftus, 2003, casebound and jacketed, 141pp,RRP $45.00 postage included.
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