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A Genuine Gentleman Pilot turns 100
Although the COVID-19 pandemic put a dampener on ex-fighter pilot Alexander Arnel’s 100th birthday celebrations, the occasion did not go unnoticed
He not only received a card from the Queen, but Chief of Air Force Air Marshal Mel Hupfeld phoned his congratulations when the centenarian reached the milestone on April 2.
Mr Arnel would be the first to admit he was lucky to see
any birthdays after he saw action in World War II.
As he went nose-to-nose with enemy fighters while on a
fighter sweep over Italy in 1944, a surprise from below was
about to tear up his beloved Spitfire.
"I was in a scrap with some [Messerschmitt] 109s and
[Focke-Wulf] 190s near Bologna and in the midst of it, I
was hit by some ground fire and had to bail out," Mr Arnel
said.
He lost control of the engine that was billowing smoke and
needed to get out quickly.
"The side door wouldn't budge, so I undid my straps and
pushed the control column forward, locking it nose down
for the aircraft to lift me," he said.
"I didn't waste any time pulling the ripcord of the parachute and when it opened, that was a wonderful feeling - I
was still alive and no serious injury."
But that feeling of relief soon faded.
I didn't waste any time pulling the ripcord of the parachute and when it opened, that was a wonderful feeling.
"Just before reaching the ground, I saw German soldiers and landed near them," Mr Arnel said.
"There I was in a corn field, parachute billowing over me and a few warning shots fired my way, so I stood and
did the obvious in putting my hands up. ‘For you the war is over,’ they said."
He lasted three out of four years on the frontline, then spent 10 months at Stalag Luft III in Sagan [now Zagan]
made famous by the movie, The Great Escape.
"I think it’s fortunate I didn't get there until four months after the escape, because I might have been one of those
shot," Mr Arnel said.
"Information we received was to stay put but we were still trying to find ways to escape. Security was very tight,
though."
It was the end of one journey for the Victorian-born airman who celebrated his 100th birthday in Canberra.
He first worked as a student teacher at Dimboola, Sunshine, then Stawell, before applying for Air Force.
Training began near Frankston and completed in Rhodesia [now Zimbabwe] on Harvard aircraft before being
sent to the Middle East.
Selected for tactical reconnaissance flying and receiving his operational training, Mr Arnel was commissioned
as pilot officer before a short tour with No. 208 Squadron [RAF] at El Alamein doing reconnaissance and convoy
patrols towards Tobruk.
"This training was on Hurricanes, but they only had a couple and I think I got four hours. When I arrived at 208 I
was very green and was happy to get it back on the ground in one piece," he said.
He transferred to No. 451 Squadron when it was redesignated a fighter squadron and while waiting for Spitfires
Mr Arnel continued reconnaissance missions along the Palestine coast, which was "boring flying".

"I loved the Hurricane but compared with the German 109s and 190s, it was not up to task as an interceptor
fighter. But the Spitfire was marvellous, a real gentleman's aircraft," he said.
The squadron moved from Alexandria to Corsica early in 1944 to support the Italian Campaign and during fighter
operations Mr Arnel was shot down and captured.
This training was on Hurricanes, but they only had a couple and I think I got four hours.
With Russians closing in on Stalag Luft III, POWs were marched out in mid-winter, making packs or sleds to
carry belongings.
"They took us west towards the Rhine. We were prize prisoners – there were hints that Hitler was going to use
us as a bargaining chip," Mr Arnel said.
"There were opportunities to escape but we were likely to get strafed and we thought the war was nearly over.
We also didn’t have adequate clothing and were getting weaker.
"Escaping seemed pointless and while still alive, we had hope of going home."
The prisoners weren’t given any food so had to rely on what they saved from Red Cross parcels or scrounge for
it.
"We suspected we might be moved so had pounded food into small balls to keep for an emergency, which we
lived on for a long while," Mr Arnel said.
But the POWs had cigarettes, something the Germans lacked.
"As we passed through villages, we were able to trade cigarettes for things like kartofel [potatoes]. Some airmen
were ingenious and had made a 'water jacket' to boil water or cook with very little flame," he said.
"We lost quite a few. Some of the men went to sleep in the snow and didn’t wake up."
After being trucked north near Bremen and Hamburg and held for some time, they were marched to Lübeck
where Red Cross parcels were stored.
"We were able to eat up big," Mr Arnel said.
Along the way they dodged strafing by aircraft.
"I dived into a depression on the side of the road and landed next to a frau [woman]. She took one look at me
and got out," he said.
We lost quite a few. Some of the men went to sleep in the snow and didn’t wake up.
"Now we were being guarded by old guards, the others disappeared because they knew the British Army was
coming.
"The first we knew of it was when a dispatch rider drove carefully into our area scouting for us."
They were flown by bombers to London in May 1945, arriving just after VE Day.
"Britain was in a great hangover. That was the end of the war," he said.
"An old chap wanted to carry my bag, which didn’t have much. At that stage I think I was in better condition than
he because we'd been eating well for a week or two from the Red Cross parcels, although our stomachs couldn't
hold much."
Finishing the war as flight lieutenant, Mr Arnel studied psychology at university then taught for a year before
receiving a call.
"During the Korean War I got a call from head of Education Branch and asked if I would like to come back," he
said.
"I asked if I could fly again and they said, ‘oh, you're too long in the tooth now’. They wanted my skills as an
education officer."
He served a further 22 years until retiring as group captain in 1974, before becoming a counselling psychologist
at Canberra University for 10 years.
It's been fantastic. I’m trying to come to terms with it. Thought I’d be long-gone before this.
Afterwards, he spent time as an assistant pastor with his church then as lay chaplain at Canberra hospital.
His daughter was the only person allowed to celebrate with him in person on his birthday - albeit at a distance.
"I had a patrol of cars from my church visit. They couldn't be with me so they greeted me out front as they drove
past," Mr Arnel said.

"It's been fantastic. I’m trying to come to terms with it. Thought I’d be long-gone before this."
Mr Arnel lives independently and is still active, walking 20 minutes daily and driving short distances.
He doesn’t think he did anything particular to earn his longevity but was philosophical about it.
"Somebody asked, 'How have you come to live so long?' and I replied with a couple of possibilities," Mr Arnel
said.
"One was the good Lord looked down at me and said, 'this young fellow is a slow learner, have to leave him
there for a bit longer'.
"The other is you’ve got to choose the right parents."

By Corporal Veronica O’Hara and Sergeant Max Bree - Australian Defence News

The Bitter Legacy of the 1979 China-Vietnam War
The Sino-Vietnamese conflicts of 1979–1991 were a series of border and naval clashes between the People's
Republic of China and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam from the Sino-Vietnamese War in 1979 to 1991 when 2
countries had the normalization of relations. These clashes lasted from the end of the Sino-Vietnamese War until
the normalization of ties in 1991.
When the Chinese People's Liberation Army (PLA) withdrew from Vietnam in March 1979 after the war, China
announced that they were not ambitious for "any square inch of the territory of Vietnam". However, Chinese P.R
troops occupied an area of 60 square kilometres (23 sq mi), which was disputed land controlled by Vietnam
before hostilities broke out. In some places such as the area around Friendship Gate near the city of Lạng Sơn,
Chinese troops occupied territories which had little military value but important symbolic value. Elsewhere, Chinese PR troops occupied the strategic positions of military importance as springboards to attack Vietnam.
The Chinese occupation of border territory angered Vietnam, and this ushered in a series of border conflicts
between Vietnam and China to gain control of the area. These conflicts continued until 1988, peaking in the
years 1984–1985. By the early 1990s, along with the withdrawal of Vietnam from Cambodia and the dissolution
of the Soviet Union (Russia),the relationship between the two countries gradually returned to normality. By 1991
the two countries officially proclaimed the normalization of their diplomatic relations, thereby ending the border
conflicts.
Background
After 1979, there were at least six clashes on the Sino-Vietnamese border in June and October 1980, May 1981,
April 1983, April 1984, June 1985, and from October 1986 to January 1987. According to Western observers, all
were initiated or provoked by the Chinese to serve political objectives. The imminent threat of another invasion
by the northern neighbor impelled Vietnam to build up an enormous defending force. During the 1980s, around
600,000 – 800,000 Vietnamese regulars and paramilitaries were estimated to have been deployed in frontier
areas, confronted by some 200,000 –400,000 Chinese troops.
Throughout the conflict, the Vietnamese Vị Xuyên District was the most violent front. According to cursory examination, seven divisions and one separate regiment of Vietnamese forces were involved on this battlefield in
the mid-1980s. On the Chinese side, armies from seven military regions were rotated through this area to "touch
the tiger's butt", a euphemism for obtaining combat experiences given by Chinese paramount leader, Deng Xiaoping. From 1984 to 1989, at least 14 Chinese armies had been substitutionally committed to the fight in the area.
Besides the use of regular forces, China also armed and trained ethnic resistance groups (especially from
the Hmong people) to wage unconventional warfare against the governments of Vietnam and Laos. From 1985,
Chinese support for these insurgents began to shrink, as the Laotian government had initiated normalization of
relations with China.
1980: Shelling of Cao Bang
Since early 1980, Vietnam had orchestrated military operations during the dry season to sweep Khmer
Rouge forces over the Cambodia-Thailand border. To put pressure on Vietnam to withdraw military forces from
Cambodia, China had garrisoned several armies along the China-Vietnam border. China also provided military
training for some 5,000 anti-Laotian Hmong insurgents in Yunnan Province and used this force to sabotage
an area in northwestern Laos near the Sino-Laotian border. Vietnam responded by increasing forces stationed
at the Sino-Vietnamese border, and China no longer had the overwhelming numerical superiority as it did in its
campaign in February 1979.
In June 1980, the People's Army of Vietnam (PAVN) crossed the Thai–Cambodian border during the pursuit of
the defeated Khmer Rouge. Despite swift Vietnamese withdrawal from Thai territory, the Vietnamese incursion
made China feel that it had to act to support its allies, Thailand and the Khmer Rouge. From 28 June to 6 July,
in addition to outspoken criticism of Vietnam in diplomatic announcements, the Chinese continuously shelled the
Vietnamese Cao Bằng Province. Small-scale skirmishes also took place along the border later in the year, with
seven incidents occurring in the first half of October. China accused Vietnam of conducting cross-border raids
against Chinese positions in the Yunnan Province on 30 September and 1 October, and killing at least 5 Chinese
citizens. The Chinese then replied by an assault against Vietnamese positions in the same area on 15 October,
in which they claimed to have killed 42 Vietnamese troops.

The Chinese shelling did not aim at any strategic military target or create any substantial damage in Vietnam.
Vietnam felt that the conduct of military operations on a larger scale was beyond Chinese capabilities, and that
this gave them a free hand to conduct military operations in Cambodia. The Chinese shelling was indicative of
the type of conflict the Sino-Vietnamese border would see for the next 10 years.
1981: Battle of Hill 400 (Battle of Fakashan)
On 2 January 1981, the Vietnam Ministry of Foreign Affairs proposed a ceasefire during the Lunar New Year festival. This proposal was rejected by China on 20 January. However, two sides continued the exchange of prisoners of war. The situation was relatively calm in the next few months.
In May 1981, ferocious fighting suddenly erupted in Lạng Sơn Province when the PLA launched a regimentsized attack against a height named Fakashan by the Chinese, or Hill 400 by the Vietnamese. Chinese forces
also stormed another strategic peak called Hill 1688, which was known to the Chinese as Koulinshan , and
several other positions in its vicinity. Bloody engagements claimed hundreds of lives from each side. The two
battles began on 5 and 7 May respectively; the one at Hill 400 persisted until 7 June with a succession of Vietnamese counter-attacks to reclaim the hill. To justify this military operation, China announced that the attacks
were in response to acts of aggression by Vietnam during the first quarter of that year.
In retaliation, Vietnamese forces carried out raids against Guangxi Province on 5 and 6 May. A Vietnamese
infantry company also struck the Mengdong co-operative commune in Yunnan Province. The Chinese claimed
to have fought off these attacks, wiping out hundreds of Vietnamese soldiers in Guangxi. On 22 May, they reportedly killed 85 Vietnamese soldiers in Yunnan. In total, China asserted to have eliminated about 300 Vietnamese during these border clashes. These numbers have not included losses in the battles at Fakashan and
Koulinshan, in which Chinese reports accounted over 1,700 Vietnamese personnel killed or wounded.
Although the conflict went on fiercely, China did not want to escalate and only deployed border guard units
instead of regular troops into the battles Other analysts pointed out that the upcoming rainy season and the
recent cut in defense budget would not enable China to carry out a large-scale invasion.
1984: Battle of Loashan
From 2 to 27 April 1984, in support of Cambodian rebel forces, whose bases were being overrun by the Vietnamese Army during the dry season offensive, China had conducted the heaviest artillery barrage since 1979
against the Vietnamese border region, with 60,000 shells pounding 16 districts of Lang Son, Cao Bang, Ha
Tuyen, and Hoang Lien Son Provinces. This was accompanied by a wave of infantry battalion-sized attacks on
6 April. The largest of them took place in Lạng Sơn Province, with several Chinese battalions assaulting Hills
820 and 636 located near the routes taken during the 1979 invasion. Despite mobilizing a large force, the Chinese were either beaten back or forced to abandon captured positions by the next day. Chinese documents
later revealed that the ground attacks primarily served the diversionary objective, with their scales much lower
than that reported by Western sources.
In Ha Tuyen from April to July 1984, Chinese forces struck a strip of hills in Vi Xuyen District, named Laoshan
by the Chinese. Laoshan is actually a string of mountains running from the western Hill 1800 to another hill at
the elevation of 1,200 m in the east.
The PLA launched their assault at 05:00 on 28 April after intense artillery bombardment. The PLA 40th Division
of the 14th Army crossed the border section to the west of the Lô River, while the 49th Division (probably from
the 16th Army) took Hill 1200 on the eastern bank. The Vietnamese defenders, including the PAVN 313th Division and 168th Artillery Brigade, were forced to retreat from the hills. PLA troops captured the hamlet of Na La,
as well as Hills 233, 685 and 468, creating a salient of 2.5 km thrusting into Vietnam. These positions were
shielded by steep cliffs covered by dense forests along the Thanh Thuy River, and could only be accessed by
crossing through the exposed eastern side of the Lo River valley.
The battle came to an interval on 15 May, as Chinese forces had virtually secured these hills, but resumed on
12 June and then on 12 July as the PAVN mounted counter-attacks in an attempt to recapture the lost positions. Afterwards, fighting was gradually reduced to sporadic artillery duels and skirmishes. However, the Chinese failed to advance any further than 5 km southward, despite their outnumbering forces. The heights continued to be contested in a string of later engagements, which lasted no earlier than 1986.
To defend the captured area, the PLA stationed two armies in Vi Xuyen region, consisting of four infantry divisions, two artillery divisions, and several tank regiments. Chinese artillery positioned on the hills included

130 mm field guns, 152 mm howitzers, and 40-barrel multiple rocket launchers, while infantry regiments were
equipped with 85 mm guns and 100-D mortars. The PLA used tanks in some of the battles.
In June, the Vietnamese claimed to have annihilated one regiment and eight battalions of the PLA, equivalent to
about 5,500 Chinese casualties. They raised the number to 7,500 by August. In contrast, the Chinese reported
to have inflicted approximately 2,000 casualties on Vietnamese forces, while losing 939 soldiers and 64 laborers
killed during the five-week offensive campaign in Laoshan. An addition of 1,080–3,000 Vietnamese deaths was
further claimed by the Chinese after the action on 12 July. The Vietnamese admitted that the PAVN 356th Division alone suffered 600 killed on the day.
1986 – 1987: The Phony War
In 1985, the Chinese fired more than 800,000 shells into Vi Xuyen among about 1 million shells targeted on
Vietnamese border regions; this number, however, had significantly dropped in the period from 1986 to early
1987, with only several tens of thousands of rounds per month. In 1986, General Secretary of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev called for the normalization of relations between Vietnam and China
in a speech in Vladivostok. In October 1986, China also succeeded in persuading the Soviet Union to conduct
negotiations on the Cambodia affairs in the ninth round of negotiations between the USSR and China.
However, amid positive diplomatic signals, the situation at the frontier suddenly intensified. On 14 October 1986,
Vietnam accused China of firing 35,000 shells into Vi Xuyen and making territorial encroachment. The Vietnamese also claimed to have repelled three Chinese charges against Hill 1100 and the Thanh Thuy Bridge. This
development was presumably Chinese reaction either to the Soviet Union's refusal to raise pressure on Vietnam
to withdraw from Cambodia, or to Vietnamese plans of military activities in Cambodia during the dry season. In
January 1987, China had fired some tens of thousands of shells (60,000 shells on 7 January alone) and launched
15 division-sized attacks against Vietnamese positions on Hills 233, 685, 1509, and 1100. Vietnamese claims
put the number of Chinese losses in these attacks at 1,500. China, on the other hand, declared to have inflicted
500 casualties on the Vietnamese, giving that number of its own casualties was lower. On 5 October 1987,
a MiG-21 fighter jet of the Vietnam People's Air Force was shot down over the Chinese Longzhou County,
Guangxi Province.
According to Carlyle A. Thayer, this wave of fighting had the nature of a "phony war". Despite heavy clashes in
Vi Xuyen, the situation in other border provinces was relatively calm, and the Chinese did not deploy any of their
regular units into the fight. The order of battle of both sides remained unchanged during this period of the conflict.
1988: Johnson South Reef Skirmish
On 14 March 1988, a naval battle was fought between the Vietnam People's Navy and the People's Liberation
Army Navy within the Spratly Islands. The battle saw at least 64 Vietnamese soldiers killed and resulted in Chinese control over the Johnson South Reef. Five other reefs in the Spratly Islands were also occupied by China
in the same year.
Aftermath
During the 5-year period from 1984 to 1989, the Chinese had fired over 2 million artillery rounds in Ha Giang
Province, mainly in the area of 20 square kilometres (7.7 sq mi) of Thanh Thuy and Thanh Duc Communes. The
situation was quiet at the town of Hà Giang, 10 miles south of the battle sites, without any considerable barrage.
From April 1987, the PLA began to scale down their military operations, yet still routinely patrolled the Laoshan
and Zheyinshan areas. From April 1987 to October 1989, they conducted only 11 attacks, mostly artillery strikes.
By 1992, China had formally pulled out its troops from Laoshan and Zheyinshan. The withdrawal had been
gradually carried out since 1989. Atop Laoshan, the Chinese built concrete bunkers and a memorial after the
conflict. Only earthen structures remained on the Vietnamese sector, which has been delineated and returned
to Vietnam under the 2009 Border Agreement between the two countries. China and Vietnam negotiated the
normalization of their relations in a secretive summit in Chengdu in September 1990 and officially normalized
ties in November 1991.
Thousands of people from both sides were killed in these border clashes. At the military cemetery in Vị Xuyên,
there are more than 1,600 graves of Vietnamese soldiers killed during the conflict. Recent Vietnamese announcement acknowledged 4,000 killed and 9,000 wounded in the area between 1984 and 1989. The Chinese
confirmed their corresponding casualty figure as 4,100, including over 2,000 war dead.

Officially, both sides have tried to forget the bloody conflict. Unofficially, bitterness still runs deep.
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