
Flying in air-conditioned comfort, then 
confronting a searing plus 40 degree desert  
heat, is an experience that is guaranteed 
to leave a lasting impression on anyone. 
But even more so for a film crew stepping 
out of a PC12NG on an outback station in 
Australia’s Northern Territory, fresh from the 
sharp Swiss Alpine winter.  

Living in Western Australia, I thought I was 
used to the heat, yet the NT heat is quite 
different. So I really felt for the four-man 
Swiss film team on their first exposure to 
the land ‘Down Under’. They had been to 
Bahrain just prior to this, so they felt they 
had a few days acclimatizing under their 
belt. But the climate of the Australian desert 
can be unexpected. It is not friendly and if 
you are not prepared, it will rapidly ruin your 
day. It is vast, with little or no shelter. 

 There is water, but it is generally 
underground and can only really be located 
if, like the indigenous Anangu peoples, you 
can read the signs in the landscape.
The trees in the outback never rarely grow 
more than a few metres and don’t offer OUTBACK 
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anything in the way of shelter. If you do 
stand still for more that a minute, you 
will be seen as food for the many insects 
that are just waiting for anything that has 
moisture. These include very aggressive 
ants that start their exploration of you very 
quickly and painfully. But above all though, 
it is the common outback fly that quickly 
saps you of energy. There are thousands 
of them, and they do not take no for an 
answer. They love eyes, noses and ears, 
anything that may contain moisture of any 
sort. No sooner than you have waved your 
hand to scare them off, they are back in 
a second. You simply cannot exist with 
them crawling all over your exposed skin, 
so your energy quickly dissipates as you 
adopt the ‘Aussie wave’. Our film crew 
were all expert at the ‘wave’ in a matter of 
minutes.
Yet the crew and cast did not complain or 
head for shelter beneath the many small 
stunted trees, they just got on with it. With 
temperatures exceeding 40 degrees daily, 
these guys worked all day in the heat to 
get their shots. The cast had to stand in 
the same place for often up to five takes, 
whilst the patient had to be strapped to a 

PC12 IN ACTION

David brings the R44 in close to RFDS FVE as she 
prepares for take off at Napperby. 
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stretcher and endure the same heat until 
the shots were in the can. 

The only shelter was a small open hanger, 
with a very weathered and dusty Cessna 
that the farm owner uses for mustering. 
But the heat inside the hangar was no 
different, in fact it was probably hotter, but 
it did offer shelter from the direct sun.

The films aim was to explore the views of 
peoples experiences who rely on a Pilatus 
aircraft for their living or survival. The 
first segment looked at the Royal Saudi 
Arabian Air Force operating their nimble 
PC21 trainers. The Australian chapter 
looked at the PC12, whilst Indonesia 
looked at the operator of a PC6.  
Here in the Central Australian desert, it is 
the realm of the RFDS, the Royal Flying 
Doctor Service of Australia. The vast 
distances mean that emergencies can 
only be serviced by aircraft with long legs, 
and in this environment the PC12 is king. 
Its ability to handle the extreme heat, 
dusty gravel runways, a 7 hour range, and 

large cargo door means it is the perfect 
machine. To drive from an outback cattle 
station over dusty, dry red earth to the 
nearest hospital could take days, and your 
patient, or more to the point, your vehicle, 
may well not survive it. Abandoned 
vehicles rusting on outback roads are 
mute testimony to people who have tried 
to test the limits of this. 

The film team set their Australian story 
at Napperby Station, in the Northern 
Territory’s Tanami desert, 99 nautical miles 
from the arid city of Alice Springs. An 
outback cattle station run by pastoralist 
Roy Chisholm, which is typical in its 
remoteness, as is its need for self 
sufficiency, use of aircraft and helicopters, 
and in Napperby’s case cattle spread over 
2200 square miles. 

The smooth running of the shoots logistics 
and shoot planning was handled with ease 
by Pilatus Australia’s CEO Seb Lip. His 
boundless energy inspired everyone as 
usual. For the film shoot, three PC12 NG’s 

BELOW: The film crew (Felix Muralt on camera, and 
Valentin Baerlocher right) at work in the +40 degree 
heat. RIGHT: RFDS pilot Alan Benn, Sebastian Lip and 
director Daniel Leuthold discussing camera angles.
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(VH-FVE, VH-TCP and VH-FMM) arrived 
at Napperby’s red silt clay dirt runway. 
The RFDS aircraft (FVE) was wearing its 
new 2013 livery, and operated as the 
shows star, with the other two executive 
NG’s moving the crew, actors and all the 
equipment. In all 16 people had to be 
catered for, with enough food and water 
to cope with the extreme conditions. This 
meant about 3 litres of water per person 
daily. 

The story revolved around an outback 
family whose daughter had fallen off 
her horse and broken her neck whilst 
mustering cattle, though fortunately not 
fatal. The RFDS were called in from Central 
Operations in Alice Springs, to take her to 
the nearest hospital for intensive care. The 
shoot involved a number of takes where 
the patient was wheeled by stretcher to the 
aircraft, loaded on board and whisked away 
amid a cloud of red dust. To achieve this, 
ground and aerial cinematography were 
required. The latter utilizing Napperby’s 
nimble Robinson R44, which was flown by 
our pilot of choice David Adamson.  Other 
shots were used to establish the location, 
including aerial views of the station and the 
cattle.

David is a highly experienced film pilot 
with over 13’000 hours in 19 types of 
helicopters. His ability to fly his machine 
like a camera is a very rare quality, and 
once seen in operation by a rookie film 
crew, is not forgotten. He knows what the 
cameraman is looking for and will position 
the helicopter automatically be it flying 
backwards, sideways, hovering etc, even 
before the cameraman or director has 
even thought about it. This means less 
time is wasted during an aerial shoot, and 
maximum value in shots recorded.

My role as still photographer was to 
provide location images of the shoot as 
well as air-to-air photography of TCP, 
with its distinctive orange flap actuator 
housings, for the next Pilatus calendar. 

BELOW: TCP over the Reynolds Ranges. RIGHT: 
Sebastian brings TCP close in to the R44 
cameraship for my camera.
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So as early mornings or sunsets are my 
preferred shooting times, we waited until 
the magical time came and off David and 
I went, with Jerome Zbinden shooting 
from the front. We shot TCP taking off and 
landing from the red earthen runway of 
the Napperby airstrip, then headed over 
to the distant Reynolds Ranges, about 40 
minutes away. Not only was it spectacular 
seeing the sun setting on these ancient 
rock formations, through the open door 
of the R44 as Sebastian flew TCP a few 
meters away, but a rare privilege. It is a 
feeling like no other when you realize that 
you are thousands of kilometers from the 
nearest large city, with pastoral stations, 
and Aboriginal communities scattered here 
and there. This was remoteness in the 
absolute, with a beauty that has to be seen 
to be believed.

Following the shoot at Napperby, the 
entire crew and fleet flew south to set up 

at Uluru (Ayers Rock) for more aerial shots. 
Here the RFDS PC12 NG with the patient 
aboard, was to be filmed as it passes by 
Uluru on its way to the hospital. By this 
time the weather had deteriorated, and 
storms were threatening with dark clouds 
on the horizon. So filming was a bit hit and 
miss and limited to one or two gaps in the 
lowering sky, but the film crew got some 
great footage. 

All in all a very memorable location shoot in 
the heartland of Australia.

Grateful thanks to;
Jerome Zbinden (Pilatus Switzerland), Sebastian 
Lip (Pilatus Australia/ TCP), Felix Muralt 
(cinematographer), Oliver Monnard (Producer), 
Daniel Leuthold (Director), Valentin Baerlocher (grip), 
Roy Chisholm (Napperby Station), David Adamson 
(R44 pilot), Gary Williams (RFDS/TCP), Alan Benn 
(RFDS/FVE), Morgan Davies (sound), Hayley 
Cahalan (RFDS/patient). Grateful thanks to Simon 
Hackett for his generous use of VH-TCP.

OPPOSITE: Pilot Gary Williams lifts FMM off from 
Napperby airstrip. ABOVE TOP: Sebastian brings 
TCP close in to the R44 cameraship for my 
camera over the Reynolds Ranges. ABOVE: A rear 
end view of TCP against the setting sun.
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