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AGENT ORANGE
The Onus of Proof.
by Gary McMahon 

THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW OF DEATH 

A Vietnam Veterans view of the history, cover-up and 
abuse of chemicals in the Vietnam war.
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FOREWORD
WHY WAS VIETNAM UNIQUE

 

I did two tours of duty in Vietnam. The first was with A Company, the Sixth Battalion in 
1966/67, and being part of a large combat unit gave a feeling of security. We were like family 
and supported each other in every way. We came home together on HMAS Sydney, and in 
hindsight that was the best way to come home from Vietnam. We had time to relax and wind 
down from operational service. Our nerves had time to settle and our minds had time to adjust, 
and switch off from the constant state of combat readiness we had been in for twelve months. 
Even so, family and friends said that I had changed dramatically. After a couple of weeks, I 
realised that some of them were scared of me.

My mother was devastated in the change. She said that I had gone away young and carefree, 
always laughing, and had come home from Vietnam emotionless and cold, a nervous and 
jumpy wreck. I honestly did not notice at first, but after a few weeks, I could not stand being 
around any of my old civilian friends. They were like children. All of them were completely 
ignorant of the war in Vietnam, they complained about the weather, or the traffic, or their 
football team losing. I felt that my country had sent me and thousands of others to fight a war 
in Vietnam and no one back home gave a damn.
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Most of the anti-Vietnam protesters that I met were completely ignorant of the facts and were 
involved because it was trendy. Others were simply short on guts and had to justify that 
somehow.

My second tour was with the 1st Australian Reinforcement Unit, (1ARU) in 1970/71. Coming 
home after that year was bad news, I could not adjust. I was patrolling in Vietnam one day and 
home in Sydney the next. Too quick...on a plane, off a plane. Jumpy, animal instincts still 
working. Angry...we flew into Sydney at about one in the morning to avoid demonstrators. A 
few Australians returning home from a year at war, and Americans coming to Australia for R & 
R. Even at 1am though, the demonstrators were there. I remember thinking to myself, "Hell, 
they’re supposed to be greeting us not calling us names and spitting on us." I remember 
thinking about the men that didn’t make it home and wondering about how they would feel, the 
ones that had been shot, blown apart, mined, booby trapped, poisoned with chemicals.

I will never understand why those uninformed bastards were directing their anger at us. No one 
wanted the war stopped more than we did. Why did they blame us for the war? Why weren’t 
they down in Canberra, tearing Parliament House down brick by brick, instead of attacking war 
weary men.

Anyway, I was home alive, but I felt like a criminal trying to sneak in the back door early in the 
morning. That is one of the huge differences between Vietnam veterans and veterans of all 
other wars. Most of the veterans of World War 2, and Korea, travelled with their units and 
spent weeks or months returning on ships. During these long trips home they had the 
closeness and emotional support of each other and were able to talk about the horror and 
trauma that they had experienced together. The epitaph for a lot of Vietnam veterans was a 
solitary plane ride home with complete strangers and a head full of grief, conflict, and 
confusion. 

It is obvious that the vast majority of Vietnam veterans have had a much more problematic 
readjustment to civilian life than did their World War 2 and Korean counterparts. When we first 
arrived home the joy of being alive, of surviving, made us happy and carried us along as we 
tried to fit back in to society. However, after a couple of years, sometimes less, a lot of us 
started to notice changes. Those that applied to the Department of Veterans Affairs found that 
the department did not recognise their problems as being service related and in most cases 
ruled out compensation and treatment. Veterans began to suffer depression, we became 
cynical and angry, and trusted no one.

When I started to talk to other veterans about my problems, I quickly realised that most of them 
were the same. We all experienced sleep problems, temper outbursts, depression, intrusive 
thoughts...could not get Vietnam out of our minds. When we did get to sleep, nightmares were 
a problem. Feelings of Isolation, Rage, Alienation, Anxiety reactions, Survival guilt, headaches. 
All of these symptoms were, and still are common amongst many Vietnam veterans and in the 
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early days, following the war there was very little help available. Most veterans with these 
symptoms were labelled as being crazy...mad. Many started to believe that they were crazy, 
and tried to hide out, isolate themselves from society.

The civilian population of Australia was indifferent to the Vietnam War, to Vietnam veterans, 
and to our problems. This did a lot of damage to our emotional state, but most of the damage, 
most of the hurt, came from politicians. Politicians mislead us about Vietnam, about how we 
got involved, about how the war was going, and about the use of herbicides and pesticides in 
Vietnam. From about March 1979, when questions were first being asked about Australians 
using herbicides in Vietnam, politicians, the government, continually denied all knowledge of it. 
It was not until 1982 that the government admitted for the first time that herbicides were used 
in Vietnam. 

We could still smell the stuff, taste it. It was in the air, in the water we drank, the food we ate, 
the bush we patrolled. In some cases it was sprayed directly on top of us, but even if it wasn’t, 
the spray drift spread it all over South Vietnam. No area was sprayed more heavily than Phuoc 
Tuy Province, the Australian area of responsibility.

Vietnam was a completely different war. All the things mentioned so far point out how it was 
different, and why it caused so many problems for a lot of Vietnam veterans. The sense of 
alienation that returning veterans felt, the public ignorance and the lack of public support in 
Australia hurt us a lot.

I am pointing out all these differences between the Vietnam war and other wars because these 
events had such a huge effect on us, the veterans who did the work. The blame for the 
confusion, the attitude of the civilian population to returning veterans, and the emotional 
trauma suffered by veterans because of it lay with politicians, not with the Army, the Navy, or 
the Air Force.

Politicians in Canberra, those who ran the nation, and those in opposition who demonstrated 
against us, used the Armed Forces of this country as a political tool to further their own 
ambitions. Veterans have suffered the consequences since then, and will for the rest of their 
lives.

Nothing however can detract from the Armed Forces undoubted quality or standard of 
performance. We were sent to Vietnam and asked to do a job without proper resources, 
without a comprehensive policy, and without adequate financial support...and we did it well.
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ONE

"The Onus of disproof rule."
I read a paper some time ago written by Graham Walker and presented on behalf of the 
Vietnam Veterans Federation to the Vietnam Voices Conference held at the Casula 
Powerhouse Arts Center. He said, and I quote:

"So what is the Onus of Disproof Rule? To explain that I must take you back to the 1914-18 
War. Parliaments then were grappling with what responsibilities they had to the soldiers 
returning to Australia from the front. The Commonwealth Governments answer was the 
Australian Soldiers Repatriation Bill.

In introducing this bill into the Australian parliament in 1917, Senator Millen explained:

Repatriation, he said, was an attempt to indicate Australia’s obligation ‘to those who on its 
behalf have gone into the Valley of the Shadow of Death.’ "

The Prime Minister at that time, Billy Hughes, had no doubts that this obligation was the result 
of an unwritten but binding contract between the Australian parliament and Australia’s service 
men and women. He declared:

"…We say to them, You go and fight and when you come back we will look after your welfare."

And:

"We have entered into a bargain with the soldier and we must keep it…"

Billy Hughes was also clear that the servicemen and women had every right, to expect that the 
government would honour its promises.

"The Soldier will say to the Commonwealth Government: "You made us a promise, we look to 
you to carry it out."

In framing a new act in 1941, much thought had been given to how difficult it should be for sick 
and disabled veterans to have their illness and disabilities accepted as war caused. The 
thought of sick war veterans having to fight their way through court hearing after court hearing, 
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with a heavy burden of proof on the veteran to prove his case, was abhorrent to the Parliament 
and to the Australian people. So the new legislation included a more lenient test of whether a 
veteran’s service could be linked with war service. The Attorney general, during the 
parliamentary debate on the bill, explained in the following terms:

"The whole purpose of this provision is to reverse completely the method of proof and put the 
burden of proof upon the authorities to negative any connection between war service and the 
disability.

In other words, if any question which is material to the case before any of these tribunals 
cannot be placed beyond reasonable doubt, the question must be determined in favour of the 
member of the forces. (Emphasis added.)"

Successive Federal Parliaments have supported these provisions of the Repatriation Act, so 
that it was these provisions which were in force when Australians were again sent to war, this 
time in Vietnam.

These provisions were part of what Billy Hughes had described as the bargain, the promise.

Even in 1977 when the Repatriation Act was completely overhauled, these onus of proof and 
standard of proof provisions were retained, indeed, they were made more explicit. So when 
Vietnam veterans began applying for compensation for cancer on the grounds that it was 
caused by Agent Orange, it was under these long standing provisions.""

 

TWO

ANALOGY
Vietnam veterans are constantly being asked why veterans from other wars don’t have the 
same problems. The fact is they do to a certain extent. Their circumstances are completely 
different of course. They were always treated as heroes and had the full support of all the 
people at home, so they didn’t have to deal with feelings of guilt about whether or not they 
should have been fighting. They did have to deal with the same combat related problems as 
Vietnam veterans though and American records show that at one point in the Second World 
War, the number of men being discharged from the service for psychiatric reasons exceeded 
the total number of men being newly drafted.
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Australian records show that one Field Ambulance alone reported that for a single month (July 
- August) in 1916, fully 22 percent of casualties passing through the unit were diagnosed as 
‘shell shock’, i.e. a psychiatric casualty.

The point is that many of the problems Vietnam veterans have, were, and still are suffered by 
other veterans. They were not compounded by all the other factors that Vietnam veterans had 
to put up with. Things like rejection by the people at home, the constant arguing about whether 
or not we should have been in Vietnam. They were not called names such as "baby killer" or 
"murderer" and they were not confronted by demonstrations when they came home.

We were, in fact we were even rejected by some World War Two veterans, and by some 
branches of the RSL.

Vietnam cannot be compared to other wars because so many things were different. World War 
2 was a joint effort by all the people of Australia, men and women. Whether fighting on the 
front line or working back in Australia, it was a united effort against a uniformed and identifiable 
enemy. The task was clear-cut, our country was under threat and the Australian people 
responded.

Vietnam was not clear-cut. It was Australia’s longest war. It went for ten years, and every day 
was shown on television sets for people back home to watch. They were treated to the horrors 
of the war every day on the six o’clock news, but to them, it was a television program. By the 
time veterans started coming home from the battlefields, the public was tired and numb to the 
whole experience.

Politicians got us into Vietnam. The Menzies government contrived to become involved in 
Vietnam, they were over eager, and it is doubtful that the South Vietnamese government of Dr. 
Pham Huy Quat ever requested Australian military assistance. When we did become involved 
we didn’t get support from the people at home and it seemed that our own government sent us 
to fight the war and then sat back and hoped for the best.

The government of South Vietnam was riddled with instability and fraud. The whole 
environment was different, foreign to everything we had been taught, and this fostered distrust 
and added to our personal fears.

To us, the statements made by Australian politicians simply did not mesh with the war’s reality. 
Enemy body counts were more important than ground taken and military tactics were 
compromised for political expediency.

We started to wonder what we were doing there. The protests at home made no sense to us, 
the soldiers in the field. Why were we dying if no one wanted us to be there? Why did we fight 
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over a piece of real estate, and then walk away and give it back, only to fight over it again later 
on.

Vietnam cannot be compared to other wars because there was no front line. It was a never-
ending nightmare and we could never relax completely, because we did not know who the 
enemy was. Out the bush, in base camp, on leave, it made no difference, you had to watch 
your back. Friend and enemy looked the same. Friendly villagers by day were Viet Cong by 
night and even the children and the elderly had to be viewed with suspicion and distrust, 
because they were the offspring and the parents of the enemy all around us.

The demonstrations at home made us angry. Not because they were objecting to the war, but 
because they were blaming us, the soldiers, for what they were seeing on their television sets. 
While we were engaged in the real combat, the people at the moratoriums got all excited 
because they were part of the action. The good citizens of the moratorium marches showed 
their true colours when they started taunting the wives of men serving in Vietnam. They 
terrorised some of them by saying things like, "your husband’s a murderer", or "your husband’s 
a baby killer", or "he’s fucking Vietnamese harlots."

The fact is we were the ones putting our lives on the line, no one else and all the ranting and 
raving in Australia did nothing but irritate us.

Graham Greene got it right when he said, "To the soldier the civilian is the man who employs 
him to kill, who includes the guilt of murder in the pay envelope and escapes responsibility".

In a quote from "The Cream Machine" a soldier focuses on home.

"People back home are driving around with ‘stop the war in Vietnam’ stickers on the backs of 
their motorcars and every now and again when they wipe the frost from their windows they will 
be reminded of their conviction and feel outraged. I wonder how many of them knew where 
Vietnam was in 1965? They have jumped onto the current protest band-wagon, understanding 
all that is happening here, which makes them rather unique, as we don’t. They have a 
conscience where we have only an icy ache. They possess the conscience when convenient, 
appropriate, or stylish...Why not? The bleeding hearts have always existed, through all the 
ages they have thrived, the non-combatant, non-participating objector; tear jerking, psalm 
singing, eloquent intellectual, a million miles from the action, well fed and farting."

It is too easy to sit on the fence and get involved only because it is fun.

From ‘The Odd Angry Shot.’

"The dying face; tears pouring, nose running, blood spitting. Remember when you thought, 
what if he does make it, what if they give him a nice new tin leg and get him on his feet again, 
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how do you tell some randy typist that you’re sorry you can’t screw her because you lost your 
manhood on a dirt road in a place called grid reference one eight three - one niner six? She’ll 
look sorry in her sweet suburban way and she’ll be busy the next time he asks her out.

Half a man. And so much more of a man than any one of the smug bastards safe at home who 
stand in the streets and scream to stop the war. Ask him if he’d like to stop the war, smug 
bastards. At least he came."

 

THREE

THE KILLERS
Everyone has heard of Agent Orange. Not everyone takes much notice of what those words 
mean. I am sure a lot of people laugh about it and think it is a lot of noise about nothing. 
Alternatively, perhaps they think that it is merely some chemical that is a bit unpleasant; but 
whatever they think of it, you can bet that they are completely ignorant of the real facts.

Over the years I have listened to and been part of conversations about this issue with people 
from all walks of life, all levels of intelligence, and the one thing they all have in common is 
ignorance. Because they are all educated and most of them can read and do read more than 
the sports pages, they know that the name Agent Orange refers to chemicals used in the 
Vietnam War. Without exeption these people have all expressed an opinion on the chemicals 
and on their effect both on the countryside and on people.

I have never heard anybody outside the veteran community or the scientific community say 
anything that is even remotely close to the real facts on these horrific chemicals, how they 
were used, what if any safety precautions were taken, or what effect they have had on people 
in the thirty years since they were first used in Vietnam.
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What interests me about what all these people say and how they have come to even have an 
opinion about something so horribly misunderstood is that none of them are concerned about 
the health of veterans of the war or the people of South Vietnam. Veterans are getting sick and 
or dying from cancers and other illnesses at a rate much higher than the general population of 
this country. The South Vietnamese countryside has been devastated and changed beyond 
belief by the chemicals and the rate of deaths and birth abnormalities amongst the Vietnamese 
people is beyond words. Yet, the public of this country is completely unaware of all of this.

I’m not really surprised by their lack of knowledge given the history of understanding of the 
whole thing. Most of the Australian public took no great interest in the reality of what we the 
armed forces were doing there in the first place. 

When veterans who are ill try to explain what is wrong with them it is like talking to someone 
from another planet. In fact, people who weren't involved know almost nothing about the War, 
or our involvement, or the turmoil we all found ourselves in trying to fight that war with our 
hands tied behind our backs by politicians and ignorant civilians.

I still have trouble coming to terms with what is wrong with me. I It is so easy for civilians who 
have never served to have opinions or to judge others and it is too easy to sit on the fence and 
that is what they do. Academics are the worst, they study the war or the politics behind it and 
from that they become experts.

These things are always easy to look at and be an expert on in hindsight. Hindsight is a 
wonderful thing but it does not deal with the cold hard reality that was the war then. We had to 
deal with that and what we ask now is that we are looked after medically and that our families 
are looked after. We are owed that much.

I am always fighting with or writing to politicians about what we need or what has to be done 
from our view and it probably sounds sometimes as if we are blaming them for everything. 
That is not the case and like them or not most politicians are hard working men and women 
who mean well and try to do good for this country. Again though it comes down to ignorance or 
not being able to understand what it is we are saying.

I am sure many politicians think Vietnam veterans are looking for someone to blame. I know 
that I am not, and all the veterans I speak to about this are not. Mistakes were made, god 
knows so many mistakes, but wars are not scripted and this was different to all the others we 
have been in. There were political mistakes, many of them. There were military mistakes, there 
always are. In general though I believe the Australian Forces in Vietnam did an honorable and 
honest job in our efforts to stop the South Vietnamese being forced into communism and when 
all the garbage is pushed aside, that’s what it was about to us. 

I went back to Vietnam in 1995 with a mate of mine from the same unit, 6th Battalion. The 
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Royal Australian Regiment. All of the people we spoke to in the south told us that life for them 
was terrible under the communists. They are in fact being punished for losing the war and so 
are their families. I asked them if they blamed us for leaving them to face the communist forces 
on their own. They all said yes, they blamed the politicians who allowed that to happen, both 
theirs and ours, meaning mainly the Americans of course, but not the soldiers. They did not 
blame the soldiers. They all said that the only hope they had to remain free from communism 
was when we, meaning the USA armed forces and Australia and the other allies were there to 
help them.

Again, people of this country know none of this and it amazes me that a country can send the 
cream of its youth to fight in these places and yet the population can take so little interest in 
what they are doing.

FOUR

SPRAYED AND BETRAYED
his is the frightening story of the damage that has already been done to Vietnam War veterans, 
To our children as well as to adults, by the irresponsible spraying of chemicals in Vietnam. It 
investigates the lack of care taken, the sloppy practices within the chemical industry, and the 
problems with successive governments in this country, to have them accept responsibility, 
because it is their responsibility! To provide health care for veterans and their families, and 
compensation for disabilities caused by exposure to the chemicals. It is also about the future 
damage to our health and that of our children, and perhaps even their children. These 
chemicals sit in your system and can be triggered by many things at any time. No one knows 
at this stage how long this can last or what problems can arise because of exposure to any 
one of these chemicals, let alone the cocktail of all of them mixed together. 

More than three decades have now passed since the start of spraying in South Vietnam, and 
not much less than that since problems were first noticed with the Vietnamese as well as with 
the allies. We veterans have always known that there was a problem, but until the last couple 
of years, I do not think we really understood how far reaching these problems might be. The 
mortality studies of veterans over the years have pointed out that a problem exists. None of us 
however was ready for the figures that came out of the last study. Our children are innocent 
victims of all of this and by extension so are our wives. There can be no argument about it, we 
have been saying for years that we can see a health problem within our ranks and the 
Governments own study now reinforces that fact.
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Many of the health effects are just now being felt. It seems no accident that we are currently 
seeing a great number of our veteran friends dying from a range of illnesses, predominately 
cancers, at a relatively young age, most in their 50's. It would be plausible and prudent to 
assume that the chemicals that played such a huge part in our lives is a very significant factor. 
Chemicals are the common denominator linking all veterans. All veterans who are ill seem to 
have the same problems whether we served in Saigon, Vung Tao, Nui Dat, Phan Rang, Da 
Nang, or indeed anywhere else in that country. It doesn't seem to matter whether you were in 
combat or safe in a base job, if you served in Vietnam during the war, chances are you have or 
will have some of the problems common to Vietnam veterans. The only common link 
between us all is chemicals; the stuff was sprayed all over the place and the spray drift 
took it in the wind. 

The only people on this planet who have a problem accepting the facts and admitting that it is 
as probable as not that most of our problems come from our war service for this country are 
Governments and the Department of Veterans Affairs. 

This whole subject has been argued about, written about, researched and debated, published 
in magazines and newspapers, talked about on radio and television. It has been the subject of 
documentaries, legal battles, and here in Australia a Royal Commission that lasted some two 
years and cost about 3.8 million dollars.

The Commissioner found that veterans are ill as a result of our service in Vietnam. His ultimate 
decision was that the illness was caused by stress, although cancer, from which some 
veterans are suffering, may result from chemicals to which veterans were exposed. That was 
back in 1985 and a finding after an inquiry, that chemicals did not cause present illness in 
veterans, was acceptable to some people. Personally, I thought the whole Commission was a 
joke. I was more naive then and it was my introduction to the real world of legal maneuvering 
and the dirty world of cover-ups, lies and deceit involving chemical companies. 

Shortly after spraying began, Australian soldiers started to feel the effects. Of course we did 
not know anything about what was being sprayed and we were very young and trusting, we did 
not question why some of us were ill. We were fighting a war and there were many other things 
to worry about, and anyway we trusted the powers that be --- They wouldn’t spray any 
chemicals that were harmful to us, would they?

We were not warned that there was any danger, in fact, the subject was not ever talked about. 
The spraying was to control mosquitoes and vegetation so it sounded like a good idea to us. 
When you spend your days patrolling and ambushing, watching your every step and looking 
out for mines and booby traps and enemy troops, the spraying of chemicals is not a huge 
worry. We trusted others with those things.

We were not warned of any dangers. We were not warned that there was a danger in drinking 
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the water, or eating the food, or breathing the fumes. We could smell the stuff at times and I 
can remember my eyes stinging from something from the sky but at the time, as I said, we had 
other things to worry about.

Despite glib assurances from our government, we have suffered an extraordinary rate of 
cancers and other illnesses that could only have been caused by chemical spraying; there is 
no other common factor that could explain these illnesses. Though the DVA and Government 
has insisted all along that there was little or no danger from these chemicals, I believe there is 
irrefutable evidence, which has only gradually come to light, that it is as likely as not that 
many Vietnam veterans and our children have suffered and-or died from heart disease, chronic 
respiratory distress, progressive muscular weakness, leukemia, prostate cancer, cancer of the 
colon, other cancers, motor neuron disease, cleft lip or palate, absent body parts, spina bifida 
and many more. Also PostTraumatic Stress Disorder and other mental disturbances have 
ruined many lives. 

Most tragically of all, some veterans’ children have been born with physical and mental 
handicaps. Yet in spite of overwhelming evidence, the Veterans Affairs department has in 
many cases adamantly refused to admit there is any proof that these illnesses are service-
related, the veterans and their widows and children have been consistently denied 
compensation. Of course, no individual case of leukemia or cancer or birth defect carries a 
label saying exactly what caused it. But the statistics, gathered by the veterans ourselves, 
show that the chemicals were as likely as not responsible. 

With shocking callousness, DVA and Government have refused to accept that it is as likely as 
not, (and I keep saying that because it can never be proven 100% either way) that veterans 
illnesses and that of our children are probably linked to chemicals.

When we look at the degree of toxicity of dioxin, it amazes me that anyone would bother to do 
surveys and health studies trying to prove or disprove a link. This stuff is unbelievably deadly.

Think of dioxin this way; it is measured in parts per trillion. This can be compared to a 
teaspoon of salt mixed evenly through a dump truck full of sand. The extreme toxicity of dioxin 
makes even this amount a potentially lethal dose. It is the most potent cancer-causing agent 
known to man. The tiniest amount causes malignant tumors in animals. It is also a powerful 
teratogen, causing birth defects and reproductive toxicity such as stillbirths and miscarriages.

The sick part is, TCDD does not kill plants. It could have been removed from 245T without 
affecting its purpose. The manufacturer knew its extreme toxicity and the danger of using it, 
but TCDD was not removed from 245T because that would have increased production costs.

Dioxin is only one part of one agent though and I believe that the "Cocktail Effect" is the real 
worry. The mix of all the different chemicals, and there were fifteen of them used in Vietnam, is 
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