Petty Officer Aircrewman

O’Brian Cedric Ignatius
Phillips

Royal Australian Navy

Petty Officer O’Brian Phillips, sometimes referred to by his
nicknames of “Brin” or “Darky”, served as an aircrewman with
the Royal Australian Navy Helicopter Flight Vietnam (RANHFV).
He was killed in action on 21 August 1968 while serving as a
gunship aircrewman.

O’Brian Cedric Ignatius Phillips was born in Patna, India on 18"
June 1936, but moved to Australia some time in the following
years. His home town at the time of his service is recorded as
Bassendean, Western Australia, and his occupation was noted
to be “Trainee Engineman”.

Phillips joined the Royal Australian Navy in March of 1960, for
an initial engagement of 9 years as an Electrical Technician. He
served his initial years mostly in HMA Ships Vendetta, a Daring
Class destroyer, and Diamantina, a River Class destroyer, but
in 1963 opted to transfer Branch to become an Aircrewman. His
initial training would have been on the Bell Iroquois, but shortly
afterwards he trained and served as a sonar operator in
Wessex anti-submarine helicopters, operating from the aircraft
carrier HMAS Melbourne on 817 Squadron.

He was promoted to Petty Officer in 1965 bearing the
specialisation “POAUC” (PO Aircrewman Underwater
Controller) after his name. This title was changed in April of
1967 to “POACM” (Petty Officer Aircrewman”.

In 1967 Petty Officer Phillips volunteered for service with the
RAN Helicopter Flight Vietnam which was attached to the US
Army 135th Assault Helicopter Company, a combined
American—Australian aviation unit commonly known as the
“‘EMU” (Experimental Military Unit).

During this deployment he served as an aircrewman and
gunner on UH-1 Iroquois (“Huey”) helicopters. He was involved
in operations conducted from Vung Tau and later Fire Support
Base Black Horse, near Xuan Léc. At Black Horse, he served
as second-in-command of the working party responsible for
expanding the base, including construction of the command
bunker documented in Australian War Memorial holdings. He
also spent time attached to Australian Army infantry units in
Vietnam and earned qualification for the Infantry Combat
Badge, a most unusual distinction for a naval aviator.

On 21 August 1968 Phillips was a door gunner in the lead
helicopter of a light fire team of gunships. Flying at treetop
height from Black Horse to Hui Dat, the helicopter crashed into
a clearing with the loss of all four personnel on board, including
fellow Australian LEUT Casadio, and Americans WO Hershel
Bullock and Specialist 4 William Fennell. More detail can be
found in Lieutenant Casadio’s obituary on this website, who
was the pilot in command of the fatal flight.

The loss of the four men was keenly felt among the close-knit
EMU contingent at Black Horse, who held a memorial service at
the Base. Phillips was just 32 years old and was survived by
his wife Margaret.

He is commemorated on the Roll of Honour at the Australian
War Memorial and in official records relating to the service of
the RAN Helicopter Flight Vietnam.He is buried at the Karrkatta
Cemetery in Perth.

Below. POACM O’Brian Cedric Phillips, of Bassendean, WA
(left) and an unidentified serviceman (probably from the US
Army), building the Command Bunker, probably at Fire Support
Base Black Horse, South Vietnam. This is one of the few
images available of him.
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