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ROYAL AUSTRALIAN NAVY HELICOPTER FLIGHT VIETNAM 
Statement by Minister for Veterans Issues 

MR P.C. TINLEY (Willagee — Minister for Veterans Issues) [2.04 pm]: Fifty years ago this week, in 
September 1967, the newly formed Royal Australian Navy Helicopter Flight Vietnam arrived in Vietnam and was 
embedded into the US Army’s 135th Assault Helicopter Company. This combined group was known as the EMU, 
or Experimental Military Unit, and was the forerunner for evaluating how the military forces of the two countries 
could function together. The acronym EMU was apparently chosen by the Americans, who were evidently unaware 
that the emu was a flightless bird. It did turn out, however, to be an apt emblem because, as the Australians told 
them, an emu cannot take a backwards step. 

The RANHFV flew the military variant of the “Huey” Iroquois helicopter. Hueys flying low over the jungle, 
transporting and dropping troops into the war zone is without doubt the most iconic image of the Vietnam War. 
The EMU flight operated continuously in Vietnam from September 1967 through to June 1971 and comprised 
70 officers, 230 men and 30 Iroquois helicopters, split into three platoons. A typical day for these air crews started 
at 4.30 am and involved 12-plus hours of flying, with tasks including inserting up to 100 troops at a time into hot 
zones; recovering downed crews; Medivac operations; and extracting the troops at the end of the day. 

At the completion of each mission, the maintenance crews would work all night to ensure the choppers were ready 
for the following day. The importance of these maintenance crews cannot be understated. The Navy News reported 
at the time that the Australian maintenance crews were “recognised by all similar US Army units as being the best 
maintenance people available, and the very high aircraft availability figures their Assault Helicopter Company has, 
attest to this fact.” 

The EMU flight pilots and air crew were involved in some of the most intense battles experienced by Australians 
in Vietnam. By the time the unit was officially disbanded in 1971, it had lost five men and had 22 wounded in 
action—the highest casualty rate of any RAN unit in Vietnam. During the hundreds of missions flown over the 
nearly four years of operation, the RANHFV earned three Members of the Order of the British Empire; eight 
Distinguished Service Crosses; five Distinguished Flying Crosses; one British Empire medal; 24 mentions in 
dispatches; and 34 Australian Commonwealth Naval Board commendations. This represents more than half the 
total number of honours and awards presented to RAN personnel during the Vietnam War—an incredible 
achievement for a single unit, and one more addition to our national story that all Australians can be proud of. 
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