Corporal

James Campbell

Royal Australian Air Force

James Campbell, a promising young Medical Corporal, lost his
life in a crash in Bass Strait three weeks before Christmas in
1983.

Little is known of the life of James, other than he had joined the
Royal Australian Air Force and was serving as a Medical
Orderly at the time. He was involved as part of a support team
for an exercise being held by the Royal Australian Navy’s

HC723 Squadron.

This Squadron, a Nowra based Fleet Air Arm unit, had been
involved for some time in the process of proving anti-terrorist
protection for the oil-rigs in Bass Strait, off the coast of Victoria.
This involved regular exercises to the rigs, flying to them at low
level at night with Special Air Service troopers aboard, and with
occasional ‘recovery’ runs during the day to recover personnel
and/or support equipment.

On 04 December 1983, Wessex 825 (N7-215) departed East
Sale with a three-man crew on its second sortie of the day to
collect a five-man RAAF medical team from the oil rig ‘Marlin
Platform’. About 13 minutes after departing the oil rig the pilot
detected increasing vibration through the helicopter. He
declared an emergency at 1206 and reduced height and speed,
aiming to make an emergency landing at Golden Beach, about
19 km east of Sale.
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Before he could reach the shoreline however, the Wessex
suffered a catastrophic gear box failure which severed the
support to one of the main rotor hydraulic jacks. This caused
complete loss of control and the aircraft crashed into Bass Strait
about 2 km short of Golden Beach.

At 1234 the Longford SAR helicopter was launched, a float-
equipped Bell 205, which landed on the water and rescued six
survivors — but two were missing. Later a recovery vessel found
the wreckage of the upturned helicopter in 20 meters of water
together with the bodies of RAAF medical orderly Corporal
James Campbell S228904 and Leading Aircrewman Gary
Macey RAN, R110071.

It is regrettable that we know so little of the life of James
Campbell, but extensive research has revealed nothing to
contribute to this obituary. If any reader is able to assist we
would be very pleased to hear from you.

James Campbell is, nevertheless, remembered and honoured

by the Fleet Air Arm. His plaque is borne upon our Wall of

Honour and his name is recorded on our Memorial Board in the

Fleet Air Arm Museum in Nowra, NSW. The details of his life

[)nayhbe shrouded by time, but the memory of his sacrifice burns
right.
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