Lieutenant

Anthony Austin Casadio

MiD, DFC(US) RAN

Anthony Austin Casadio was born on 30 December 1945 in the
South Australian town of Port Lincoln, but spent most of his
childhood in Mount Gambier, where he attended Marist Brothers
College.
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Before joining the Navy he spent about 2'2 years in the Air
Training Corps (ATC), reaching the rank of Flight Sergeant. The
lifestyle obviously suited him, and in 1963 he topped the ATC
senior Non-Commissioned Officer course at RAAF Edinburgh -
a good indicator he was both talented and very serious about
aviation from an early age.
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It was a natural progression, therefore, to become a military pilot
and in August 1964 he chose the Royal Australian Navy to fly,
joining at the age of 17. There is no previous employment
anrr]motation on his record, suggesting he joined directly from
school.

Anthony progressed through the normal training pipeline,
completing basic training at HMAS Cerberus before embarking
on No.56 Basic Flying Training course at RAAF Point Cook in
Victoria (Winjeels); and thence in October of 1964 to No. 56
Advanced Flying Training Course at RAAF Pearce (in
WA)(Vampires). He graduated in March of 1966 and was
provisionally awarded his Flying Badge (“Wings”) before being
posted to HMAS Albatross in NSW, where, with the rank of
Acting Sub-Lieutenant, he undertook the Helicopter Conversion
Course later that year on the Bell Iroquois ‘B’ model. He then
completed a conversion course on the larger Wessex Mk 31,
joining 725 Squadron to do so.

In April of 1967 Anthony was posted to HS817 Squadron, which
was his first “front line’ tour, during which time he embarked
aboard HMAS Melbourne, our only aircraft carrier.

He was not to serve long on the Squadron, however, as his
records show an air passage back to HMAS Albatross in July of
the same year, having volunteered for service with the RAN
Helicopter Flight Vietham. Training for that task was undertaken
at 723 Squadron (at Albatross).

Having completed reconversion to the Iroquois, Anthony was
booked an air passage to Vietham in mid October 1967, ‘for
operational service with [the] US Army on arrival’ (Note: the
RANHFV was fully integrated into the US Army’s 135" Assault
Helicopter Company, forming a joint US/RAN Unit known as the
“Experimental Military Unit, or EMU). He was promoted to
Lieutenant a few weeks later, in early February 1968.

The 135" EMU operated UH-1 “Huey” helicopters in two roles: Bnae . v Damianas e i
Gunships, for close air support on operations, or ‘Slicks’ which —
carried troops into and out of combat zones. Anthony served as  Top. Anthony Casadio and an

a gunship pilot, which involved operations often at low level unknown technician examine one
under fire. of his gunship’s maching guns.

In November 1967 Anthony was flying a gunship in support of Middle and above. Anthony

an attack against Viet Cong positions in the Rung Sat Special during training - first at Point Cook
Zone near Saigon. His helicopter was hit by small arms fire, in Victoria to learn how to fllg
puncturing the fuel tanks and forcing him to land in enemy Winjeels, and later at RAA
controlled territory. He and his crew used the door mounted Pearce in WA where he graduated
M60 machine guns to form a defensive perimeter to hold off on the De Havilland Vampire.
advancing enemy troops until another EMU helicopter rescued
them. For his leadership, skill and courage under fire he was
awarded the United States Distinguished Flying Cross,
becoming the first Naval Aviator in Vietnam to receive a
gallantry award.

Right. Anthony in his dress whites,
bearing the Fleet Air Arm ‘Wings'’.

Casadio Obituary. Page 1




In December 1967 the 135" Assault Company was moved from
Vung Tu to the Blackhorse base near Xuan Loc, and it was from
here that Anthony lost his life on 215t August 1968. He was ten
months into his 12 month tour and was acting as lead gunship
in a light fire team, flying at tree-top level from Blackhorse to Nui
Dat. An extract from the Detachment Commander’s Report of
Proceedings for that day reads as follows:

“On August 21, a UH-IC gunship leading a light fire team was
downed whilst en route to Nui Dat. The aircraft was flown by
Lieutenant Casadio and the crew included PO Phillips, the
Platoon Sergeant of the Gun Platoon. The aircraft was at low
level on the tree tops as the cloud base was low and tree-top
flying under these circumstances reduces the chances of being
hit by ground fire. At a position about 6m south of Blackhorse,
the wingman reported that a sheet of flame exited from the jet
pipe of the lead a/c and it immediately flared and sank into the
trees with rotor RPM slowing down rapidly. The aircraft crashed
heavily into the ground, broke up and began to burn.

An aircraft flown by SBLT Dalgleish landed within a short time of
the impact, to extract crew etc., but the force of the impact had
killed the crew and exploding ammunition prevented attempts to
stop the fire. An accident investigation has been appointed (not
from the Company but the Battalion) and laboratory
examination of the wreckage is at present underway in an
aftempt to establish the cause of the tragedy. The possibility of
enemy fire is as likely a cause as any.”

An eyewitness report was also provided by Terry Brooks, who
was a gunner in the ‘wingman’ aircraft mentioned above:

“On that particular day, | was in the chopper astern...just the
two gunnies setting out for Nui Dat re a standby (though | have
recorded 7 hours flight for the day). | was sitting with M60
cradled at my midriff, right foot on the rocket pods, with my eyes
fixed on those two white stripes going in circles on the top of
Casadio’s blades, when | noticed the blades start to slow down
and the chopper start to descend. We

were slightly higher than Casadio’s

chopper and astern at a distance

of some two or three cricket

pitches. There was a clear

space to the right [in]

which Casadio

aftempted to set

down. To me, the whole area wasn’t much bigger than a
football field and there were some trees, though they were
sparse. The cry “Mayday” | heard several times before the
crash. | do not recall any trees being struck by the craft during
the time | watched. | am probably wrong here, but | still believe
the craft ended upside down in an old bomb crater. Shortly after
flames erupted and explosions occurred. That's how it appeared
fo me while | witnessed the event.”

Advice was also received from Jeff MclIntyre, who was in the
crew of a rescue helicopter that attended the crash site. He
agreed that the downed chopper, side number 125, had struck a
few sparse trees on its descent and came to rest on the edge of
a bomb crater. He believed that it would have appeared upside
down from a high vantage point as the tail and part of the
fuselage was bent back under the main body. In fact it had
come to rest on the edge of the crater, and fire and exploding
ammunition made any approach impossible. The rescue aircraft
took off soon after to refuel and returned later to retrieve the
remains of those who had been lost.

Whilst the cause of the tragedy cannot be determined with
certainty, but a precise RPG strike directly into the engine
compartment from such heavily forested terrain seems unlikely,
particularly given the aircraft’s aspect and extremely low
altitude. The fact is we will probably never know for certain
whether it was enemy fire or an engine failure that caused
Casadio to attempt a forced landing, but his low altitude and the
lack of any suitable landing spot on the ground resulted in an
impact that was unsurvivable.

Anthony Casadio’s name is inscribed on the Roll of Honour at
the Australian War Memorial in Canberra (panel 4), and he is
also remembered on the Fleet Air Arm of Australian’s Wall of
Service outside the FAA Museum at Nowra Hill in NSW. He is
remembered as a young man (being only 22 at the time of his
death) who gave unselfishly in the service of his country.

He is buried in Carinya Gardens Cemetery in Mount Gambier.
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