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Northern Territory Aerial  
Medical Service by TAA
On 1 March 1952 Trans-Australia Airlines took over the operation of all the N.T.A.M.S. 

aircraft. For 29 years the NTAMS was operated by Trans-Australia Airlines for the 
Commonwealth Department of Health and later NT Department of Health.
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Early History
The story of the Aerial Medical Service is closely tied to that of Capt. Jack Slade, M.B.E., A.F.C., and its historical lineage can be drawn 
back to the pioneering efforts of Dr. Clyde Cornwall Fenton, (later O.B.E.), with the backing of Dr. Cecil (Mick) Cook, the Chief Medical 
Officer of the Northern Territory Medical Service at Darwin, who had in March 1934 been appointed Medical Officer at Katherine, with a 
mileage allowance if he used an aeroplane for transport. 

The government, however, would not provide an aircraft. Fenton asked the Australian Inland Mission, which had started the Flying Doctor 
Service in Queensland, for backing for the purchase of one. However, his appeals fell on deaf ears when it was realised that he intended to 
be his own pilot, as the Rev. John Flynn firmly considered that in both flying and medical work it should be "One man, one job”.

So Clyde had to borrow the £500 himself to buy a D.H.60M Moth at Essendon, which he took with him to Katherine and with just a private 
pilot licence initially, started flying himself to patients and evacuating patients to Katherine and Darwin.

In the 1940’s he left The Territory to enlist in the R.A.A.F.
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Early History

In 1942 the No.6 Communications Flight, (later "Unit") was formed at Manbuloo near Katherine on 16 December, and its first aircraft were 
D.H.84 Dragons.

In February 1943 No.6 took over No.2 Air Ambulance Unit which operated Dragons, Tiger Moths and Ansons. In August 1945, No. 6 
moved from Batchelor to Darwin and Jack Slade, by now a Flight Lieutenant, took over command when Fenton was discharged.

RAAF operations were scaled down after the war the main remaining work for No.6 Comm. Unit was aerial ambulance services.

The Chief Medical Officer of the N.T., Dr. William Kirkland, had been the C.O. of the Army base hospital at Darwin and was aware of the 
work being done by Flight Lieutenant Slade and 6 Comm. Unit.

At Dr. Kirkland's suggestion the Department of Health in Canberra had approved the formation of an Aerial Medical Service to fill the 
vacuum that would be created by the disbandment of 6 C.U. and Jack Slade, (with Dr. Kirkland initially), was  asked to organise it.                 
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TAA and NTAMS

●Jack was discharged from the R.A.A.F. on 1 April and after a period of leave, the Northern Territory Aerial                                     
Medical Service was formed at Darwin on 21st June 1946 with Jack Slade as the Chief (and only) Pilot.

●On 1 March 1952 Trans-Australia Airlines took over the operation of the N.T.A.M.S. aircraft on behalf of the Commonwealth 
Department of Health. Captains Slade and Moss became TAA employees, Jack retaining his position as Chief Pilot of the N.T.A.M.S.

●The N.T.A.M.S. Dragons were now occasionally supplemented by Dragons from the TAA fleet, though these were not liked as much as 
VH-ASK and VH-ASL.

●
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TAA and NTAMS

● Qantas continued to maintain the aircraft in Darwin.

●Normal maintenance was to be carried out by Qantas with annual C. of A. inspections to be done at Archerfield, Brisbane.

●Since TAA was now responsible for the flying standards and by this time the amount of flying had increased to the extent that another pilot 
was needed in Darwin, Captain John Rosenberg, who was a DC-3 captain and O.I.C. Light Aircraft in TAA, arrived and flew there for about 
six months until Bob Lambert, the first of a long line of TAA pilots on two-year postings took over.

●Before TAA was awarded the contract to operate the N.T.A.M.S. aircraft they had offered to replace the Dragons with de Havilland 
Australia Drovers which they would make available from their orders.
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DH Drovers

TAA established its own engineering base in Darwin in 1955 to handle its own airliners and the NTAMS aircraft routine servicing. Major 
inspections on the Dragons and Drovers were now done by TAA in Brisbane.

The Drovers had three Gipsy Maior 10 engines of 145 H.P. each, with accommodation for one pilot and up to eight passengers. They had a 
fixed, tail-wheel undercarriage and cruised at about 105 kt.
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DH Dove

Later in 1957, a de Havilland D.H.104 Dove, VH-DHE,  was chartered from de Havilland from 17 July to 23 August, for evaluation. The 
Dove was a considerable improvement on the Drover, it cruised at 155 kt. on two Gipsy Queen 70 Mk2 engines and was larger, with a max. 
T.O.W. of 8,800 lb / 4000 kg compared to the Drover at 6,500 lb / 2,950 kg.
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Nomads

The first N.T.A.M.S. Nomad, VH-DHO, had been handed over to TAA in Melbourne on 24 October 1977 and went into service in the 
N.T. from 16 November, followed by -DHP, -DHQ, and -DHR within the next two months. VH-DHU and -DHF were delivered in 
August 1978 and June 1979.
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Nomads
The N.T.A.M.S. Nomads were very well equipped, with weather radar, built-in oxygen system, autopilot, airliner radios and 
navigation instruments, and medical cabinet.

They were fitted with optional auxiliary fuel tanks in the wing-tips giving a total endurance of seven hours forty minutes, cruising 
at around 150 kt., with a fat wing optimised for S.T.O.L., not speed.

TAA made some extra modifications including an emergency electrical system and eventually added a continuous ignition 
system for the engines, to be available for use during take-off or landing in wet runway conditions, after some take-offs on 
flooded runways had caused flameout from water splashed up from the nosewheel.
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NT Self Government
When the Northern Territory was granted self government in 1978 the Northern Territory Medical Service was handed over from 
the Commonwealth to the N.T. Government.

One Nomad, VH-DHP, was repainted with an N.T. flag on the tail, all the red painted areas changed to orange as on that flag, 
and the signwriting changed from ''COMMONWEALTH DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH" and "NORTHERN TERRITORY MEDICAL 
SERVICE" to "NORTHERN TERRITORY AERIAL MEDICAL SERVICE", the word "AERIAL" appearing on the aircraft at last.
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TAA ceases NTAMS

At about the middle of 1980 the rumour became fact and TAA was told to finish up at the end of September.

On the 30 September  1980 TAA ceased NTAMS.  Alice Springs base was closed


