Midshipman

lan Thomas Caird

Royal Australian Navy

lan Thomas Caird was born on 30 October 1937, at Kalgoorlie,
WA. He was the only son to Frank and Megan Caird, and
brother to siblings Mollie and Susan. On 30 March 1955 he
enlisted at Perth in the Royal Australian Navy as a Recruit
Naval Airman (Aircrew) for a six-year term [commencing 30
October 1955]; at the time his occupation was listed as student.

On 31 March 1955, Caird was drafted to HMAS Cerberus the
RAN training depot south of Melbourne. Upon arrival he began
his initial recruit training and joined the Air Training Course to
gauge suitability for aircrew training, which he passed. As a
result he was then rated Probational Naval Airman (Aircrew)
on 20 June 1955.

Having completed his primary training at Cerberus, Caird was
drafted to RAAF Point Cook, (near Melbourne) on 08 July 1955,
where he was enrolled in a Basic Flying Training Course. This
involved studying flight theory, navigation and learning the
basics of flying on a Link Trainer then progressing to practical
flying with the aid of a tutor in a DH Tiger Moth. On 26 October
1955 he was rated PNA (P), continuing his aircrew training and
building-up hours in the Tiger Moth.

On 16 April 1956, Caird passed his Basic Flight Training
Course, finishing with his graduation from RAAF Point Cook on
10 May 1956. He was drafted to HMAS Lonsdale, at Port
Melbourne for a short period, then on 15 May 1956 he returned
to Cerberus for special RAN administrative training, prior to
being promoted Midshipman on 06 June 1956.

On 09 June 1956 Caird was transferred to HMAS Albatross, the
RAN Fleet Air Arm base at Nowra, NSW. Apparently, at this
point a change in his aircrew career took place, as he began a
Higher Ability Selection Test (HAST) and thereafter began an
Observers Training Course. As an Observer Caird would be a
crew member specialising in anti-submarine work, an important
role which required special skills sets. The RAN Fleet Air Arm
had a focus on anti-submarine warfare (ASW) at that time, with
a growing demand for skilled Observers following the arrival of
the new AS1 Fairey Gannet aircraft.

Because there is no record of the Squadrons Caird was
assigned to at Albatross, it is reasonable to assume that after
completing his Observers course, Caird joined 851 Squadron;
as it was the chief anti-submarine training squadron at Nowra.
Here he would have begun the practical OFS side of his
Observer training, operating in rear cockpit of the AS6 Fairey
Firefly. Much of this work involved navigation, radar operations,
and detecting submarine acoustics with the aid of sonar-buoys.
Caird’s job as an Observer was intense and lengthy work-up
exercises were required.

On the night of 19 March 1957 the two young officers, now
serving on 851 Squadron, left Albatross on a navigation
exercise in Firefly WD869.

At 21:28, on the return leg of their journey, they crashed near
the top of the mountains surrounding the valley of Foxground.
Several local residents witnessed the crash and they all said
they had seen the aircraft flying very low before it struck the
ground, exploding on impact. One of these residents
immediately contacted Police Sergeant L. Daley from Berry who
took his Jeep and six other residents up as far as it was
possible to drive.

A Veary light was seen to rise shortly after the crash and there
was a faint hope that someone may have survived. It was later
determined that the cartridge had been ignited by the intense
heat from the burning fuselage.

After leaving the Jeep, Sgt Daley and his team battled their way
up the mountain in the extremely thick bush for an hour and a
half, trying to reach anyone that might have survived.

When they finally reached the still burning wreckage they
realised that it was too late to render any assistance to the
unfortunate crew. Some twenty minutes later, the Navy rescue
team arrived, having climbed the hills from Broughton Village. It
was a weary and solemn group that gathered together as a
Naval Officer said a prayer for the souls of his two young
comrades.

The accident investigation concluded that the crew had
mistaken the lighthouse at Kiama for that at Point Perpendicular
on Beecroft Head. The aircraft was actually displaced some 20
miles north of their correct route, but they had descended below
lowest safe altitude in the belief that they were on track back to
Albatross.

The remains of Midshipman Caird lie in the Karrakatta

Cemetery in Perth, near those of Sub Lieutenant Leon Mauritz,

who lost his life in a SR T IR T
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Gannet accident
some two years
later. Caird’s grave
was ‘rediscovered’ in
2019 and visited
shortly thereafter to
lay a wreath in his
memory. Heis
interred with his
father who died on
23 June 2000.
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