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To my beautiful daughters, Charlotte and Katy. I hope your lives are filled with as much love and fun as mine has been, whatever you choose to do with them.
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INTRODUCTION

THE idea for writing this book came to me after talking to one of the enthusiastic work experience students who have spent some time with me over the last few summers. Hi Chelsea.

Chatting about what she wanted to do after university she told me that she would love to work on a high profile, high energy television show such as Take Me Out. I didn’t hold that against her and we continued to work together. She filmed most of my promo video for Campervanfilms.co.uk. Thanks Chelsea.

I compared her ambitions with what I could offer her in the way of knowledge and experience. As well as technical experience with cameras and microphones, she hopefully learned something about punctuality, customer service and being organised. Stop laughing Chelsea.

I think she also learned that even if the bright lights of Take Me Out failed to shine her way, there’s still a good living to be earned and lots of fun to be had making short films in a small city. I expand on this theory in chapter one.

We have entered (another) golden age of film-making. It has been claimed that in 2015 there were more photographs taken in just 12 months than had been taken in the entire history of photography up to that point. The same thing is happening to video and it has never been easier to shoot, edit and distribute moving images. Having said that, ease of access doesn’t automatically mean better quality. It’s never been easier to make a dreadful video.

But students of film-making and chancers, like me, who work hard to improve their skills, have a far greater chance of making a living at it than ever before. Some will land jobs at the BBC or Netflix, some will end up in Hollywood or Bollywood, but many, many more will be perfectly happy creating great work for a few hundred dollars/euros/pounds a day in towns like Pittsburgh, Pretoria, Panjin and Peterborough.

This isn’t a book for film-makers with lower expectations, however, it’s a book for realists. Making good quality modest films for sensible money will help to keep your dreams of the big time alive. Too many students leave film school and, when the reject letters from big production companies finally wear them down, they give up and settle for something more ordinary. That’s such a shame.

I hope you find this book full of practical information to help you make better documentaries, music videos, events films, corporate profiles, short features, how-to demonstrations, promos and advertisements. I have presented the technique advice and information in context. It’s like a series of stories explaining how and why I do what I do. At the end of each chapter is a list of things to remember. I’ve called these lists: “Things we have learned today.” Read a chapter a day (some are short enough to read twice) and you will know nearly as much as me in less than two weeks.

If you don’t like it, tell me why at the dedicated website Beafilmmaker.co.uk. If you do like it, tell everybody – especially through nice reviews on the service you downloaded it from.

1. HOW IT ALL STARTED (FOR ME)

THERE have been a lot of memorable days since I started calling myself a film-maker. One of the earliest was the day I got two calls to confirm jobs, one assignment involved filming girls in lingerie and the other would see me shooting on the footplate of a steam locomotive. My excitement that day says more about me as a person than a film-maker but I do remember thinking maybe it was all going to work out OK.

I tend to think of myself of one of the new wave of video producers, shooting high definition digital video on fairly small cameras and editing the footage myself on a (high spec) home computer. There are thousands of us all over the world. Many of us are doing weddings, events, training films and corporate promos; others are creating art films and documentaries; students are trying to break into feature films or television.

Video production is growing at an incredible rate. When I started my business in 2009 there were two video producers in my home town – me and another bloke; five years later I counted 15 websites offering the service in my area. And we’re all busy.

My prediction is that video producers will soon be like photographers – every town will have dozens of them working professionally and hundreds operating as serious enthusiasts. They will offer services at all price points and at various levels of competence/complexity. Some will carve out a niche for themselves, only shooting conferences or maybe health and safety guides; others will continue to be Jills and Jacks of all trades, enjoying the variety.

If you’re reading this in ten years’ time, all this will have happened. Virtual reality will still not be a reality, we’ll probably be shooting half our clips in portrait orientation and TVs will automatically rotate through 90 degrees to accommodate them. Or maybe Instagram will prevail and we’ll be all square.

Although I think of myself as relatively new to the video production sector, I’m actually a very old hand. I won’t go into too much detail about how I used to pore over the Blue Peter Book of Television in 1969 but there was a picture of a girl called Gina holding a stopwatch that I used to stare at for hours.

My first job in the industry was in the mid-1980s as a video producer on board a cruise ship in Australia. A chap called Andy and I would film cruise passengers enjoying their holidays and sell them their memories on a video cassette. We used Sony Betacam cameras and a Betacam editing deck, outputting to racks of VHS cassette recorders. We had a lot of fun.

But by 1989 I had returned to dry land and started a career as a journalist, a career that brought me almost as much fun as the cruise ships but lasted more than 20 years. I was never far from a video camera, though. At Practical Photography magazine we had access to the latest consumer cameras via our sister publication Video Answers. At Classic Cars magazine I took part in a television documentary about the world of historic vehicles and at Max Power magazine we built a website that had a voracious appetite for crazy, sexy, cool video content.

During my stint as editor of another magazine about old cars, Practical Classics, I was asked to take part in a TV show that was a spin-off from the BBC’s famous Antiques Roadshow. The 20th Century Roadshow was presented by Alan Titchmarsh and I was asked to be the resident vehicle expert. I made six or seven shows and absolutely loved it. The programme was never recommissioned.

I had made lots of friends among the crew and one in particular, lighting cameraman Simon Edwards, shared my love for old cars. I was more interested in his job and we would often sit in hotel bars, well beyond a sensible bedtime, talking about each other’s worlds. Simon predicted the explosion in demand for online video content. He told me my magazine should be producing ‘how-to’ films for people who fix their own old cars. He’d planted the seed.

My writing career continued for another three years before I grew tired of working too hard to make somebody else rich. I resigned from my role as editor of a weekly business newspaper and started out as a freelance. Writing work was easy to find. I had written and edited in six different markets and they all gave me articles to write. I also tried new things, such as trail walking, and I launched a website for local business news.

It was this website that introduced me to a totally new client base – companies pleased to use my photography skills as well as my writing and invite me to consult on their marketing and PR strategies.

My sister Jill was, back then, a co-director of a training company in east Yorkshire. Her company had done a deal to provide a client with a corporate video. Part of the deal was that Jill’s company would also get its own cut-price promo film from the production company. She asked me to write the script for the voiceover, something I hadn’t ever done before. That’s when I met Ken Robinson.

Ken Robinson was old-school TV and had worked, mostly in the north of England I think, for years on local news and current affairs before setting up his own production company, earning enough to work from a new base in France. I loved working with Ken. He was funny and grumpy, charming and obstructive, critical and complimentary, all at the same time.

Ken made it all look so easy. He worked fast and operated his camera with smooth professionalism. I watched his every move and quizzed him at every opportunity on how he was interpreting my script and how he was planning to structure the film and what he was going to do next. I think I might have been a bit annoying.

The worst thing Ken did was encourage me to record my own voiceover for the film. I remember sitting in a way too ‘echoey’ boardroom with a lavalier (tie-clip) microphone in front of me as I read the words. I also remember thinking, “He just wants to get this finished.”

I didn’t have anything to do with the editing, which took place in France, but the final production looked awesome. And I sounded awful. If you ever see the Back-Up Training video on YouTube, turn down the sound.

Then one of my own clients phoned me up and asked if I knew anybody with any video production experience. I half-lied and said, “Yes. Me.”

They wanted somebody to film speakers at conferences and corporate events. They had a group of experts who would speak on their specialist subjects for 20 minutes and they were looking for ways to get these messages broadcast to a wider audience. We set up a meeting.

My idea was to get this client to promise me enough work to cover the cost of buying some professional video kit. I could then offer video creation services to other clients and go on to make great films and a profit.

But before that meeting happened, Jill was back on the phone. Her business partner had seen the potential in the corporate video sector and wanted to offer the service. They wanted me to produce the videos



	20 years spent doing something else has not been a waste of time.

	Journalism, writing or simply understanding story structure are valuable film-making skills.

	Film-makers used to earn enough money to go and live in France.

	I haven’t.

	But I did get my sister to buy my first camera.

	Voiceover narration should not be recorded in a big room with a small microphone.

	Things always work out, but not always the way you expect them to.
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