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Many different versions of Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War have been, 

and continue to be, told. Although the ‘official’ version encouraged mostly around 

Anzac Day is by far the most prevalent, numerous stories are now appearing which 

convey another reality of the war. In spite of many soldiers’ silence about their 

experiences in Vietnam, some are battling with their memories to speak up in an 

attempt to quash the official story of pride and honour. This is all the more 

courageous given the overwhelming unpopularity of the war at the time it was fought 

until now, when the public memory of the war has faded into near insignificance. Not 

only do these former soldiers tell a less ‘honourable’ story of the war, but their telling 

also separates their experience from that as seen by Australians on the home front, in 

the media and through declarations by the then Liberal Government. 

 

Barry Heard is one of these soldiers. Despite the success of Well Done, Those Men in 

telling this type of personalised story, Heard, upon writing the book, did not intend it 

to be so public. Rather, his decision to document his experiences as a Vietnam 

conscript, and resultant victim of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), was the 

response to a suggestion by his psychiatrist, as a form of release from recurring 

wartime memories. What has resulted is an honest self-evaluation of the impact of the 

Vietnam War on the life of a seemingly typical, self-confessed ‘naïve’ young man. 

 

The book is separated into three well-defined sections, from training to active service 

to the post-war years, until the present day. This is fitting, as each section seems to 

document the ideas and impressions of three different personalities due to the changes 

which resulted from his experience of fighting the war. Heard himself admits near the 

end of his tour of duty in Vietnam, ‘My youth, which should have measured a decade, 

was already well behind me’ (p.174). This is apparent in the reading of the book-the 

man writing long after the war is clearly different from the one who had hoped years 

before that he would not be conscripted through the much-dreaded Government 

‘lottery’. 
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Initially, Well Done, Those Men appears to be another of the archetypal books written 

by ex-soldiers (of any war) that sentimentally pay tribute to the life of a soldier as a 

unique experience that ‘maketh the man’, so to speak. Despite Heard’s emphasis on 

the negativity of his experience after the war, accounts of his time in training and in 

Vietnam do not favour the bad over the good. Clearly, he views the war as a harsh 

experience that he regrets and would be loathe to repeat, but he nonetheless quite 

fondly recounts his positive memories. In addition, the emotional aspects of this book 

are mainly in the final section, which describes Heard’s post-war suffering, which he 

was doubtless still experiencing while writing the book. Thus this reduces, to an 

extent, the typical problem of exaggerated sentimentality in personal reminiscences.  

This factor-common to many accounts by veterans-can often obscure their usefulness 

for historians, but it must be remembered that this is not an intentionally historical 

work; it is the exercise of one man who is attempting to exorcise himself of the reality 

of his wartime experiences. The larger issues of the war’s political origins, of whether 

Australian involvement, or indeed the war itself, was right or wrong, are not dealt 

with. This is merely a concentration on the thoughts of one young man whose 

remaining decades of life were changed by less than two years of army training and 

combat in Vietnam.  

 

What makes Well Done, These Men noteworthy among other personal narratives of 

the Vietnam war is its concentration on the role of PTSD in Heard’s later life. This 

issue has been quite contentious since the end of the war, because the random nature 

of this condition has, for many sufferers, made their eligibility for approved disability 

pensions difficult. The effects of PTSD have been officially recognised in soldiers 

since the First World War, but the overt nature of symptoms seen after Vietnam 

caused much more research to be done into the psychological effect of warfare on 

humans. Many of Heard’s expressed feelings coincide with results of psychological 

studies of soldiers done since Vietnam (although predominantly in the United States). 

His openness when recalling memories of the war and afterwards, particularly the 

recurrence of nightmares, nausea and daily flashbacks serves as a validation for all 

soldiers of particularly Vietnam, where such effects and, indeed, their very 

involvement in the war, has been suppressed for the most part.  
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Heard’s deep self-evaluation has resulted in a book which is extremely readable and 

quite moving. It is rare to find such honesty and openness in veterans’ accounts of 

war, and particularly those of Vietnam. This can be clearly attributed to the silence 

seemingly ‘forced’ on many men upon their return from the war, due to the 

unprecedented public negativity surrounding the war. Thus an unknown amount of 

hidden suffering has occurred among men. Despite the absence of a detailed military 

or political analysis of the war, Well Done, These Men successfully serves as a 

valuable social history tool, especially given the recent popularity of in-depth 

investigations into the effect of war on soldiers involving the use of first-hand 

accounts. Hopefully, Heard’s example will encourage more veterans to continue 

adding to the seemingly vast, more personal stories of the Vietnam War that are, as 

yet, unrevealed.  
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