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For Maggie, Thomas and Harry.

Sorry for spending much of the last thirty years away.
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FOREWORD

Catching sight on television of a wildlife cameraman in the wilderness was once not an easy thing to do. Natural history films usually presented a picture of a world in which human beings did not exist. They showed the Garden of Eden as it was before Adam and Eve appeared. And that was not such a bad thing to do. It was what lots of us wanted to see – how the world worked when allowed to operate by its own rules.

But then, quite suddenly, that changed. Major natural history programmes were followed by short mini-films showing the production team at work. Directors turned to the camera to explain the huge problems they were facing; blizzards arrived and confined the team to their tents for days on end; cameramen in jungles, dripping sweat, sat dejectedly having failed once again to catch even a glimpse of their quarry. And then in the last minute or so, just as the team – having failed to achieve their task – are starting to pack up their gear and return home, the difficulties vanish, the long sought-after animal appears and all is well – as indeed viewers knew it would be, having already seen the successful sequence in question.

These entertaining glimpses behind the scenes were not made because the producers felt a sudden need to meet the demands of a few television critics for ‘transparency’ about the way such programmes were made. Nor did they stem from a desire by cameramen to share the limelight with their animal stars. The instruction came from a much more mundane source: television schedulers.

Natural history programmes, then as now, were usually made as co-productions with networks in the United States. There, every hour of television had to contain ten minutes of commercial advertising. So natural history only lasted for fifty minutes. BBC networks, of course, do not show commercials and as a consequence such a length produced a certain untidiness in an evening’s schedules: programmes began or ended ten minutes before or after the hour. Eventually, the moment arrived when British schedulers, in an effort to tidy things up, suddenly ruled that wildlife programmes themselves should occupy the full hour.

That was something of a shock to those of us who were making them. I was in the middle of filming a twelve-part series. Several of our programmes had already been finished and they only lasted – as instructed – for fifty minutes. They had been carefully scripted and filmed to suit that length and it would, we claimed, be very difficult to extend the existing sequences without making them seem tiresomely inflated. Eventually we solved the problem by adding something new, something we began to call, among ourselves – clumsily but nonetheless accurately – the ‘Making-of’. So directors, sound-recordists, researchers and cameramen, suddenly stepped into the limelight.

From such films, viewers were able to see proof of what I have known for many years – that if you are going to get into difficulties when travelling in some remote and hazardous part of the world, your ideal companion would be a natural history cameraman. (I should perhaps add that during most of my time there were not many camerawomen.) They have powers of persuasion that soften the hearts of customs officials and even armed military border guards. They can produce edible meals from the most unpromising ingredients. They can, of course, diagnose and usually cure almost any problem involving a vehicle of any kind and drive it with imperturbable aplomb through the densest and most aggressive traffic. They can even improvise solutions to problems with new-fangled, high-tech devices that they have never seen before. I recall one occasion in the Galapagos when a cameraman fixed a sudden fault that developed in his electronic camera by using a hypodermic needle taken from the medical kit and held in position, deep in the camera’s entrails, with a blob of chewing gum.

Gavin Thurston, the author of this book, is one such cameraman. I have worked with him, on and off, for over thirty years and I can vouch for the fact that he has all these talents and more. He is, as his diary entries reveal, a most knowledgeable and perceptive naturalist. He has endless patience and that invaluable and extraordinary ability to anticipate what an animal is about to do before it does it, so that the camera is immediately ready and able to follow it. But now I realise that he has one talent I had not previously suspected. He is a vivid writer with an ability to describe scenes with great economy and unflinching accuracy.

So here is the written version of the visual Making-of. I sometimes meet people who tell me – with the intention of being entirely complimentary – that they enjoy Making-ofs even more than the programmes to which they are attached. I would not be entirely surprised if some might feel the same about the following pages.

David Attenborough


PROLOGUE

10 JUNE 1972

51° 54’ 03’’ N
2° 04’ 30’’ W

Outside Boots the Chemist, Cheltenham, UK

Discovering magic

It’s summer, and two weeks ago I was on our annual school choir outing to Dudley Zoo. My kind Auntie Mary lent me her camera to take some photos as a record of the day. A small, squarish black box covered in black fake leather, it fit comfortably in my two hands. At the front it has a two-pence-sized recessed lens and two smaller viewfinder objectives, making it look like a gawping, wide-eyed robot. Made by Kodak, it’s affectionately called a Box Brownie, probably the most common camera available. With only 12 photos to a roll and a waist-level viewfinder, who knew what a nine-year-old boy might capture on film – if anything.

[image: image]

Having popped into Boots the chemist to collect the developed photographs with my mother, we stand outside on the pavement. Now with no pocket money left for sweets, I fumble open the envelope. Some negatives half-fall out and I clumsily put my fingers on them as I shove them back. In the front sleeve, though, is what I’ve eagerly waited 14 days to see. I start to slide the 12 photos out.

An overexposed shot of our front door.

A rather silhouetted camel.

Three elephants by a fallen tree.

And then – the photo that is perhaps to change my life. Cuddles, a male orca, is almost fully out of the water and his glossy black nose is touching a plastic ball hanging on a rope above the small pool. That split-second moment in time, captured forever when I pushed the button.

I will later learn that orca – incredible, intelligent animals – should never be kept in captivity. But seeing one so close with my own eyes has without doubt instilled in me the beginnings of a passion for wildlife in general. I don’t know it yet, but this spark of passion will one day lead to me going on journeys around the world to see animals in their natural habitat.

I show the photo to my mother ; I am so excited to be able to share that extraordinary moment I had witnessed.


INTRODUCTION

Hindsight is a funny thing. You can piece together a series of moments from your past and realise how you came to be in a certain place, doing a certain job – but whilst on the journey, you have no clue how it will all end up. I look back now at my memory of me as a little boy standing outside Boots and wonder if it was all meant to be, but I can’t believe that – partly because I’m still on the journey. I’m still waiting to find out what happens next.

What I know for sure is that there was a great deal of chance involved to get me to this point, or in my case a series of very fortunate events. I never started out thinking I would make a career in wildlife filmmaking, but I did like cameras and my first stroke of luck was that I had a loving and helpful family. Not just my Auntie Mary lending me the Box Brownie, but my grandfather leaving me money in his will with which I bought my own camera, and my step-father, as soon as I’d set it up, encouraging me to use it by taking me to the airport. (He was in the RAF ; it was already dark and I’ll never forget him calling the control tower at Brize Norton to see if the runway lights were on. They weren’t, but the guys in the control room switched them on – an extraordinary and memorable gesture for me, aged 13.)

Then at school, eager for extra cash, I earned pocket money by photographing my mates showing off their sporting prowess, spending my evenings processing and printing in a makeshift dark room. This also led to me starting up the school photography club. It was also at school that I watched the natural history television series called Life on Earth – I remember so clearly the presenter, a certain David Attenborough, leading us through the story. An amazing evolutionary journey from primitive cells to plants to animals. He opened my eyes and mind to a magical world. He brought the natural world into our sitting rooms.

But my greatest fortunate event was the night before I left school forever. I had enough money to get me and my belongings home to my parents in Carterton, Oxfordshire, but I made the epic decision to spend it all on beer. This meant that to get home, I had to hitchhike. The man who kindly stopped and gave me a lift was driving a 1962 Bentley. When I told him that I hoped to get a holiday job at Oxford Scientific Films, he said it wasn’t far off route. He drove me there and waited whilst I went in. I got an interview there and then. If proof was ever needed that good things come from drinking beer, or that strangers can be inordinately kind – the first, but not my last, experience of both these things. Also that you can help make your own luck ; I could have gone straight home to nurse my hangover.

I have now been a cameraman for over 30 years. I have worked on some of the most prestigious natural history documentaries of the day and have co-won BAFTAS and EMMYs. I have worked on every continent, scaled mountain peaks and journeyed to the depths of the oceans. I have filmed both the rarest of creatures and some of humans’ greatest achievements. All in all I have witnessed more of nature’s wonders than anyone has the right to do. It is the wild places that grab me ; I have more connection there than in our towns and cities. Away from the man-made I feel most at peace. It’s where, when I stop and reflect, I can’t quite believe my luck.

With the highs, though, come the lows. I have an ever-forgiving wife who raised our two sons single-handedly for much of the time, and who has understood when I’ve missed birthdays and family events because I’m on the other side of the world. My boys suffered me missing school plays, awards days and just generally not being around when I should have been. Spending an average of over 220 days per year away from home, in wildernesses around the world, has given me more than enough memories to fill a lifetime, but it has starved me of others. It also hasn’t all been plain sailing. There is a less glamorous side to making TV shows (you don’t want to know how many dodgy places I’ve stayed in or how many upset stomachs come with shooting in the wild, but I’ll tell you anyway). When I went freelance back in 1989 it was the biggest and scariest risk I’ve ever taken – threats from the bailiffs are far more frightening than a pride of lions hunting you, and I know which one made my hair fall out. But you take the rough with the smooth and I’ve never once regretted doing what I do. (Well, maybe once : when I was arrested by two military guards in Iran for photographing a ‘do not photograph’ sign – what an idiot !)

This book is a meander through those highs and lows, with some plane crashes, wars, coups, near-death experiences and a kidnap attempt thrown in to boot. It’s also a letter of two halves. In writing this book I’ve remembered how many talented people I’ve met and friends I’ve made over the past few decades. Also people who – in so many countries, whether I could speak their language or not (I can only really claim to speak English and schoolboy French) – have gone out of their way to help me. Penniless in Tanzania, an American pilot called Mike bailed me out paying for my food and hotel. Out with the Dinka in Sudan, a child saved my life when a venomous snake was about to bite me. When filming treehouses in West Papua, there were always hands from the Korowai tribe ready to catch me if I lost my grip. This book is a thank you letter to people the world over ; my job has taught me that humans – individually – are mostly kind.

And then, of course, it is also a love letter. An ode to the natural world, the wild places, to nature’s ingenious and intricate designs. To the beauty and colour, to the mighty and the small, to every facet of mother nature. This feels important to stress because as a world we are at a crossroads – if anything we’ve actually gone too far heading down a dead end, and need to back up and take a left. How we act in the next few years will determine the fate of life as we know it. I know that’s deep and dark and depressing, but it’s also a fact.

One thing I have learned over the years from my colleague and friend Sir David Attenborough is that people who want to save something only do so because they have come to know, appreciate and respect what needs saving. I have always been interested in nature and the animal kingdom, but I never aimed to be a naturalist or work with animals. It is only by observing things first hand that I have come to love and recognise the beauty of nature. A spider spinning its web, a robin feeding its chicks, an Arabian oryx roaming the desert dunes, the spectacle of half a million sea birds heading out to sea. As a result of being a privileged witness to these and so many more wonders, I now fully appreciate the balance of all life on earth.

Not everyone will have the opportunity to wander into those situations and experience what I have seen – I get that. So, whilst I hope my stories will entertain and give you an insight into my journey, I also hope they nurture whatever fervour you already have for the animal kingdom, and for our planet.

Bristol, February 2019


The Glamour of TV

JUNE 1981

51° 49’ 32’’ N
1° 21’ 59’’ W

Oxford Scientific Films, Oxfordshire, UK

I’m learning the ropes at my first proper job at OSF. It’s kind of an apprenticeship and initially I am just making teas, coffees and sweeping floors, but I am also being roped in to help out with various tasks in the studios. Each day I come to work wide-eyed and keen, intent on hoovering up as much knowledge as I can. As film companies go, OSF is a large one and growing – 17 plus me – and each person working here is extraordinarily talented. When I look back in years to come, I’m sure being so good at recruiting that talent is why OSF will become so successful. Who knows why they let me in through the doors !

It seems quite a young bunch working here, even the older directors are at least young at heart. OSF has a good sense of team spirit, a welcoming family feel about it. We all eat lunch together, a picnic affair, and in the summer this spreads out into the car park in the sun. Commonly, these outdoor lunches end with a water fight, the scale and ingenuity of which even saw some individuals pre-loading buckets of water up on the flat roof for a revenge drenching. This was before the killjoy of full-on health and safety dampened the fun.

For some reason there is real machismo among all the men here, and everyone wears shorts regardless of the weather or the time of year ; a little bit like a holiday camp. It makes sense when you’re inside and filming under hot lights, and the studios are quite warm – but not so much when you’re outside scraping ice off your car window in the middle of winter. But I like the quirkiness of it.

There is one eccentric and very talented photographer called George, who specialises in wildlife stills for the company. He makes me realise that work isn’t just ‘work’, you can enjoy it – this makes sense because to have a creative atmosphere I think things need to be fairly relaxed ; it can’t be too regimental. It’s also the early eighties : things seem a lot less serious.

George is always doing ridiculous things, which will go on to influence the way I work forever. One of these involves a rabbit named Piss Dick …

There is a small courtyard in the middle of OSF, about 30 feet by 30 feet, which is open to the elements and houses a rabbit warren. George is doing a photographic book on rabbits and most of it will be shot in this tiny set within the confines of the building. This involves lots of hours of George lying on his belly with a long lens, photographing details of rabbits eating grass and generally doing what rabbits do.

Piss Dick is the dominant male rabbit that lives in this warren, imaginatively nicknamed because he basically pisses on everything. On the tripod, on your shoes, on the other rabbits : everything.* ‘He’s just marking his territory.’

One day George is lying face down, perfectly still, photographing some lovely little baby rabbits. Piss Dick sees a territory-marking opportunity : George’s ear. Understandably, George is very annoyed. I don’t know what a normal person would do in that situation, but George, being an eccentric, jumps up, unzips his trousers and starts running round the courtyard trying to piss on the rabbit to teach it a lesson, show him who is boss.

Unfortunately for George, there are some guests in the building down from the London-based company Anglia Television. They’ve come to talk about funding future wildlife programmes and are being shown around by one of the directors of OSF. As they come into view of the courtyard, the director saying, ‘And this is our pièce de résistance : our rabbit set where we’re doing a photographic book’, they are met by a half-naked George charging around with his penis in his hand. George is heavily reprimanded – not least because it almost costs OSF the series commission – but, looking back at it, maybe that is how you stop a rabbit pissing on you ? Ethically, I don’t know how this will go down in the future, although I should add no animals were harmed during the making of that book – only George’s pride.


15 SEPTEMBER 1982


51° 30’ 50’’ N
0° 7’ 58’’ W

Studio 77, Dean Street, London, UK

Up the smoke

Slow-motion cameras can capture images of events that you can barely register with your own eyes. For instance, a butterfly taking off from a flower, which in real time happens in a split second. But if you slow that down 40 or 50 times, you can see how the butterfly folds up its proboscis, each individual wing beating, and how the flower bends and springs back as the butterfly takes off. Slow down the camera speeds even more and you can see the wings of the butterfly bend as it does so. These specialist slow-motion cameras, designed initially for military ballistics research, can reveal magical worlds beyond what our eyes can perceive.

OSF takes these tools and skills and employs them in other genres, such as special effects for feature films and commercials. I’ve learned how to load and use one particular slow-motion camera – a ‘Hadland high-speed’ camera that chews through film like nobody’s business – filming splashing water droplets, pigeons taking off, water-filled balloons bursting, shattering glass and so on. Because of this I’m now often sent out as a technician with the camera. One such shoot is in London, to film some of the opening title sequence for a new TV music show called The Tube.* I turn up on location at Studio 77, Dean Street, in London’s Soho, and am met by the crew, including two special effects guys, who look out of place in their very smart suits.

The concept for the title sequence is a family watching their television in their sitting room, with a montage of images of the Tube logo in a variety of historical events showing on screen. The director explains the ending : ‘I want to see the Tube logo burst through the top of the television and loads of sparks fly out. The shocked family watching then sit up from their slouched position on the sofa.’

Under his guidance I set up the camera looking over the back of the sofa towards the bulky television* in its wooden cabinet frame.

The well-dressed special effects guys step forward to demonstrate what they can do to make the director’s vision a reality. One takes the Tube logo mounted on a short pole and lays it down by the television. The other has an angle grinder used for cutting and grinding metal. They turn to the director and say, ‘Okay, are you ready ? Three, two, one – go.’

At that, one pushes the Tube logo up through the top of the (fake) television cabinet, while the other one touches the angle grinder on a bit of metal and some sparks fly up. It doesn’t quite work because the whole top of the television flies off and there’s one thin stream of sparks.

The director says, ‘No, no, no. The top of the TV’s got to splinter and I need more sparks.’

The two special effects guys take their jackets off and get down to business. One gets a Stanley knife and starts scoring a replacement fake wooden top for the TV cabinet, so that when the Tube logo pushes up through it, it will splinter rather than just come off as one plank of wood. The other guy gets a second angle grinder and scrap of steel for more sparks.

‘Okay, are you ready ?’ and they demo the effects. The first guy has by this point cut his finger while scoring the top of the TV, so now there is blood all over his white shirt and on the studio floor. But this is TV land, so he carries on.

They push the logo up through the top of the TV, which does sort of splinter, and now there are two streams of sparks from the angle grinder. The director says, ‘Yeah, the TV’s good, just need to score the lid so it will splinter even more. But we definitely need more sparks.’

One of the special effects guys says, ‘We can give you more sparks.’ He reaches into their box of tricks and pulls out a firework, a Roman candle. Then he places it upright in the middle of this small studio and says calmly to the director, ‘See what you think of this.’

I make a mental note of the studio exits.

He lights it and sparks shoot about six feet up in the air. The director approves and says, ‘Perfect, perfect. I love it.’

At that, the firework falls over and shoots across the floor to the side of the studio, into a whole load of stage flats stacked against the wall. The two special effects guys chase after it trying to stamp out the flames, ripping scenery out from the side of the studio and causing absolute mayhem. Luckily nothing catches fire, but it is quite close to being a disaster – imagine if the modern-day version of 1666 had been started by something this ridiculous.

The two special effects guys are no longer looking quite as sharp. Their jackets off. Dusty knees and clothes from grubbing around on the studio floor. One has bandaged fingers. Their trousers and nylon shirts dotted with burns from the sparks.

The day continues. I obediently keep reloading the camera and we do take after take with the fireworks and bursting logo. As a fresh-faced boy up from the countryside, this is a real eye-opener as to how the mainstream TV industry apparently works.

Despite the day appearing to be a complete shambles, ultimately the director is very pleased with the shot.*


1 APRIL 1987

50° 42’ N
1° 56’ W

Poole, Dorset, UK

April fools

This has been an exciting few days working with model-aeroplane pilot, Clive. Conventionally, aerial shots are filmed from a helicopter or light aircraft,* but the producer, John, asked if it was possible to put a miniature film camera inside a model glider to be able to film more dramatic, low-level aerial shots for the series Lifesense, currently in production for the BBC. The shots would also be much cheaper to shoot. (In theory.) This is a real ‘boys’ toys’ idea and well before the age of sophisticated camera-carrying drones.

After a bit of research, we found Clive, a model-plane enthusiast who designs and builds his own aircraft. Over the past few months he has built a powered glider with a seven-foot wingspan. He designed the nose of the aircraft to carry a lightweight fibreglass ball, just a bit smaller than a football. The ball is lined with a foam cutout, within which we can place a small ‘gunsight’ (GSAP)* camera with battery and lens. The idea is that the ball can be rotated, like an eye in a socket, to shoot different angles from the model aircraft.

The story we want to get shots for is how seagulls feed on untreated sewage being dispersed into the sea. In doing so, the gulls ingest parasites such as tapeworms. When the gulls then head up to rest in the fields, they inevitably defecate tapeworm segments and eggs onto the grass. This grass is pasture for cattle, so when the cows eat the grass they can also get tapeworms. So the first shot is to get seagulls at a sewage outlet and the location we have chosen is Poole on the Dorset coast.

It is early morning on a Wednesday and the car park nearest the sewage outlet is empty. Clive has devised a genius way of getting his large model airborne and proceeds to lay out a huge length of bungee elastic, attaching each end to two concrete parking bollards along one side of the car park. This is then tensioned back to a hook held by the tow hitch of his car. He assembles the long wing onto the fuselage as I ready the camera. Having taped the focus and iris off on the lens to prevent them from being jogged, we load the camera ball into the nose of the aircraft, judging the angle by eye. Clive connects up the remote record switch and we are ready to go.

I can’t help noticing that the catapult seems to be lined up perfectly with the corresponding bollards on the other side of the car park and, not wanting to overstep my station, subtly mention this to Clive. He dismisses my observation, saying that the glider will be well airborne by the time it gets that far.

Clive fuels up then starts the engine on the little plane and the propeller begins to cut the air. We check that no one is coming and Clive ups the revs. Once the plane is at full tilt, Clive releases the catch holding the tensioned elastic and the aircraft shoots off along its car park runway. It is building speed nicely. However, at this point of no return, a van comes round the corner on the road beyond the bollards.

I see the future.

The plane’s engine is screaming, the aircraft now travelling fast and heading straight towards the bollards and the rear of the van that has turned into its path.* It’s too late to abort the launch procedure and I’m not Superman so I’m hardly going to overtake the speeding plane to lift the van clear of danger.

Clive’s hands wrestle the sticks on the remote control – in vain. The aircraft is still on the tarmac and accelerating and, as I predicted, the wingspan is just too wide to fit through the bollards. The wings snap clean off, the fuselage veers left and the resulting jolt wrenches the camera ball from its socket and it rolls off down the road, miraculously missing the rear of the van, overtaking it on the nearside. Thankfully, it is saved by hitting a pile of cardboard boxes stacked beside the council bins.

While Clive stands white-faced in shock, I leg it down the road and retrieve the camera in its ball. The van driver doesn’t look shocked ; I think he thinks I’m picking up a football. He clearly hadn’t seen Clive’s catapulting aircraft and little does he know what nearly hit his van.

Apart from a few cosmetic scuffs on the ball, the camera and lens are absolutely fine. I’m just relieved no one was hurt – but disappointed the camera wasn’t rolling (excuse the pun).


17 APRIL 1987

50° 39’ 58’’ N
1° 56’ 59’’ W

Studland Bay, Dorset, UK

The weather forecast is amazing, it’s going to be unseasonably warm and sunny. Despite it being a bank holiday weekend we want to take advantage of the conditions for filming. We searched for somewhere we could fly the glider and camera low over calm sea. This search took us to Studland Bay. In theory, the long sandy beach will allow us to use the tried and tested bungee launch technique.

We trudge down with all the kit to find the beach quite crowded. But further along there don’t seem to be so many people so we head in that direction. After a few hundred metres or so I can’t help noticing that some of the women are topless – although we are filming for a wildlife documentary this is not the BBC’s thing. We carry on to a clearer stretch.

As Clive builds the glider I load the camera with a fresh film cassette. I clean the lens, set the focus and exposure and fix them again with tape to avoid them being jogged accidentally. Clive lays out the elaborate bungee, not a concrete bollard in sight. A crowd is gathering so I decide I ought to explain what we are attempting to do and so gain their cooperation in keeping out of the way when asked. But as I approach the crowd I feel a slight unease. I’m not a prude, but apart from the odd beach ball for modesty, I can’t help realising almost everyone is stark naked. Not just a few topless women : we’re actually at a full-on naturist beach. Nevertheless, I am on official BBC business and must give my spiel to the gathering throng. Too embarrassed to look at any of them, I direct most of my chat over my shoulder, gesturing towards the glider and open sea. Chancing a quick glance (at their faces), everyone seems quite excited by what we are trying to achieve and they agree to keep out of the way for their own safety.

Clive starts the engine, ups the revs and releases the bungee catch. The glider hurtles off down the beach and is airborne. Hooray ! Thirty seconds later it belly-flops into the sea about 200 metres out. Fortuitously, a small dive boat is returning to shore and they kindly pick the glider out of the water for us. I can see my evening is going to be spent trying to salvage the camera and lens. Clive has a bigger task.


18 APRIL 1987

50° 37’ 20’’ N
2° 16’ 37’’ W

Durdle Door, Dorset, UK

Flight of the phoenix

Clive was up most of the night again but he managed to fix the glider. It is now late afternoon and the light is perfect. We are standing on the cliffs on a beautiful stretch of the Jurassic Coast. I vaguely remember visiting here as a child in the summer holidays, staying with my mum and sister at the campsite above the cliffs and beach.

Our challenge today is to film a shot flying through the 200-foot-high natural limestone arch that juts out from the cliff known as Durdle Door. It’s supposed to represent a dramatic point of view of a seagull flying out to sea.

Today is sunny and, as expected, there are quite a few people down on the beach. While Clive and I prep the camera and glider up on the cliff, we send Graham, the researcher, down to explain to each family group what we’re aiming to do. We hope he can persuade them to cooperate and move further along the beach away from where we are flying in the very unlikely case that the glider crashes. Also as a precaution, Graham befriends a couple of kayakers so that should, God forbid, the glider land in the sea again, they can paddle out and retrieve it for us.

This is a complicated shot to pull off. Clive explains that I need to hand-launch the glider by throwing it downwards off the cliff. Clive will then fly the glider directly towards the centre of the archway. Graham will be against the left-hand rock face of the arch and, as soon as the glider is going through it, he will signal by dropping his arm. At that precise moment I will tap Clive on the shoulder, and he will pull back on the stick. After a moment of the glider being out of vision behind the arch, Clive will be able to regain control and fly the glider back up to us and land it on the grass above the cliff.

I shout down to Graham and the crowd that we are ready to go. There is a hush broken only by the starting of the engine. Clive carefully hands me the glider with the propeller spinning. I hold it aloft like a giant paper plane and await his command to launch. Clive ups the revs and I feel the power in my hands. He nods and I launch the glider over the edge of the cliff. The wings wobble slightly but Clive has control and the craft is dead on target. Seconds later Graham drops his arm, I tap Clive on the shoulder and he pulls back on the stick.

There is a moment’s silence as the arch shields us from the screaming motor. That moment’s silence seems to last a crazy long time, but, like a phoenix, the glider appears again. It’s almost upside-down and Clive wrestles the sticks on his remote to regain control. I can sense another impending disaster. But Clive heroically brings the glider back to level flight and sets it for home. The crowd on the beach goes wild with cheering and clapping. They too must have thought it was a goner.

It is a perfect landing with the belly of the glider sliding up the grassy slope to a halt. I rush forward to check the camera. It is still running. I take it out from its protective ball and look closer : the footage counter is still on 50. Bollocks ! The cassette jammed and no film’s run through !

‘Erm, Clive,’ I say tentatively.

Clive is understandably disappointed after such an epic flight. We know we have to have another try. I shout down to Graham and the crowd that we are going to go again.

Clive refuels the small tank and we repeat the same routine. Engine started and I’m ready to launch. Clive nods and I throw the glider forwards and down. Once again it flies steady and fast towards its target, the centre of the arch. Graham drops his hand and again I tap Clive on the shoulder and he pulls back on the stick. Silence follows as it goes out of sight behind the rock. This time when it reappears the glider is facing straight up. Clive pushes the stick forwards to lower the nose. The glider responds but there is no sound. The engine has stalled ! It doesn’t have much height and a water landing is imminent. The glider swoops then climbs a little. Swoops again then climbs. The crowd on the beach are on their feet. They too know what is coming. The kayakers are paddling like billy-o as the glider heads for the sea’s surface. Looking down I see the gentle splash and hear a disappointed hush fill the cove.

It takes a while to get the glider back up to us on the clifftop. Meanwhile, there has been a slow procession of people heading back from the beach to the campsite. All of them have a sympathetic manner like well-wishers at a wake.


30 APRIL 1987

39° 40’ N
19° 50’ W

Corfu, Greece

Houdini

I am part of a huge crew out in Corfu for three months and am enjoying the perfect warm sunny weather. Instead of staying in a hotel, six of us are sharing adjoining villas with a pool. We are here to film a BBC One mini-series dramatising Gerald Durrell’s book My Family and Other Animals. The lead characters are being played by Brian Blessed and Hannah Gordon. I’m on the wildlife team, the second camera unit,* and assisting cameraman and mentor Alan Hayward. We are mostly operating independently from the main drama crew, but overlap on shooting some scenes. I am quite glad to be away from the mayhem of the first unit but it’s nice to see the workings of a large drama in production, a behind-the-scenes peek and a first for me.

[image: image]

There’s a scene in Gerald’s bedroom and Peter, the director, wants the room dressed with tanks and cages containing interesting creatures, just as Gerald’s room would have been when he was a boy. So there’s going to be a toad, fish in a tank, some butterfly pupae in a netting cage, some praying mantids and so on. Peter thinks that it would also look good to have an octopus in a tank and so asks Nigel, who’s coordinating the wildlife filming, to arrange it. Nigel passes responsibility for getting the octopus on to Andrew, the production manager.

The problem in Corfu and probably the Mediterranean in general is that if someone catches an octopus it is usually pounded against the rocks there and then to kill it and tenderise the meat. So trying to convince a fisherman to catch an octopus and keep it alive proves difficult. A few days before we are due to shoot that scene, Peter reiterates to Nigel and Andrew, ‘Don’t let me down on the octopus – it’s going to be the main feature in Gerald’s room for that scene.’

No pressure then.

It’s mid-morning on the day of the bedroom scene and finally there’s a fisherman who says he has a live octopus. Andrew drives two hours to the north of the island to collect it. He takes with him a cool box with a firm lid to transport it back.

Andrew arrives back as all the crew are having lunch and rushes over to show us the prize. We gather round with interest and Andrew opens the cool box. The box is empty bar some seawater. Andrew’s jaw drops.

‘The octopus was in there ! It was definitely in the box and the lid sealed down !’

The rest of us are laughing because clearly he has made a mistake. ‘How much did you pay for the invisible octopus ?’

Andrew is genuinely shocked and puzzled and goes back to his hire car. The cool box had been behind the driver’s seat for the journey. He looks in the back, in the boot, in the front, under the seats. Nothing. He’s just about to close the back passenger door and there, holding on with all its legs spread, is the octopus.

Somehow, on the two-hour journey this clever sentient animal had done a Houdini. It managed to squeeze its whole body out through the tiniest of gaps between the cool box and lid ! I’m sure after another half an hour it would probably have worked out how to open the car window too.

Andrew tries to imagine what might have happened had the octopus climbed up and tapped him on the shoulder on one of Corfu’s treacherous hairpin bends. They might both have ended up back in the sea.

Out of respect, Houdini is returned to the sea that evening and hopefully won’t end up fried in batter on a tourist’s plate.


FEBRUARY 1990

51° 27’ 38’’ N
2° 36’ 26’’ W

Bristol, UK

Lost in translation

Readying for the upcoming trip to the Soviet Union for an ambitious wildlife series, Realms of the Russian Bear, I get a phone call from the production coordinator at the BBC asking if I have any requests. I have designed my own simple ladder dolly, a camera tracking device that can run on pretty much any parallel-sided ladder, but obviously we can’t fly a 12-foot ladder over there. Can the Soviet British Association, the organisation sorting all logistics in Russia for the BBC, source an aluminium ladder for me ? It would make sense as we could leave it out there for other shoots to use over the next two years.

A week later the PC comes back to me saying they can source an aluminium ladder in Moscow but it would be very expensive. When I ask how much, she says thousands of dollars, which I think is ridiculous. I ask her to please double check as that can’t be right.

Eventually, after messages and phone calls back and forth, the problem is solved. It was a pronunciation misunderstanding. The fixer* in Moscow had been trying to source an aluminium Lada, a common brand of Russian car but manufactured from steel. They were indeed able to buy an aluminium ladder and it was about the same price as the UK, £60.


21 MARCH 1990

51° 27’ 38’’ N
2° 36’ 26’’ W

Bristol, UK

Friend and producer Nigel has gone on ahead of me to the Soviet Union to set up the deserts shoot. The day before I am to leave to join him, I get a telex* from him in Ashgabat (south-east of Moscow) telling me to buy us some food. ‘Sort of survival rations,’ he says, ‘should we not be able to get food out there.’

I head to Tesco, the renowned supermarket for intrepid explorers, and hurriedly fill a trolley with a rather random selection, including sardines, corned beef (protein), dried fruit (energy), nine tins of Ambrosia creamed rice (once-a-week treat), Heinz tomato ketchup and some Colman’s English mustard. On the way home I also buy a £5 suitcase from a charity shop to transport my ‘rations’ in.

The food bill comes to around £80, not bad for nine weeks’ subsistence, I thought, but being grossly overdrawn at the bank I need to claim the expense back from the BBC straight away so that my Tesco cheque doesn’t bounce. I have to go into the BBC anyway to pick up my tickets and passport, etc., so while in there I fill out a petty cash claim for the food. As no one of high enough authority is in the office to sign my claim I go to the NHU manager, Nick, and explain my financial plight. He is remarkably unsympathetic and refuses to pay for the food out of the programme budget. He claims that a deal has been struck with the Soviet British Association, our fixers in Moscow, and that they are providing all our food for the trip. ‘But what about Nigel’s telex?’ I protest. ‘He’s out there already and has mentioned this matter specifically.’

The answer is still no.

Angry and desperate, I play it cool and call his bluff. ‘Right then, I’m not going. You can get another cameraman to take my place for nine weeks from tomorrow.’ (I have learned my lesson from dealing with this man before.)

He immediately backs down, saying, ‘Well, it needn’t come to that. We’ll pay you when you get back.’

‘I need the money now !’ I insist. ‘I’m overdrawn !’

He signs the form and I head for the cash office. Phew !


22 MARCH 1990

51° 28’ 14’’ N
0° 27’ 9’’ W

Heathrow Airport, London

To the USSR

For the first and only time, the BBC has bought me a business-class ticket, with Aeroflot – apparently it was the same cost as economy with British Airways. This is my first time flying with Aeroflot and the cabin is full of 15 or so tracksuit-clad Russian athletes. Along with the aircraft styling in grey and orange, this gives the impression that I have stepped back into the 1970s. They are all smoking duty-frees with enthusiastic abandon and chatting to each other animatedly about their Western purchases – bags full of Levi jeans, Marlboro cigarettes, Walkmans and the like. There is also a choking smell of aftershave, notably Brut 33. I assume all these are nigh-on impossible to buy in communist USSR.

The aircraft doors finally close and we push back from the gate. Five or six of the athletes are still standing, comparing aftershave and discussing their duty-free purchases as the indifferent air hostess rather begrudgingly goes through the safety instructions. She makes no effort to ask them to sit down and buckle up. Instead, she finishes her demonstration, puts away the lifejacket, sits down and straps herself in for takeoff. With the athletes still standing and chatting, the engines rev, the brakes release and we accelerate off down the runway. The athletes merely speak louder and brace themselves so as not to fall over while demonstrating their wares, holding up 501s and bottles of Johnnie Walker. I am a little shocked, not because they were in any great danger, but simply because on every single flight I have ever taken before, the stewards or air hostesses always come round before takeoff to check your tray tables are locked away, seat backs are upright and seat belts fastened. I find it quite amusing that on this flight with Aeroflot they couldn’t give a toss !

Four hours later we land in Moscow. I am met by Igor, our Moscow fixer from the Soviet British Association. He is a large-built man who seems to whizz me through immigration. We then wait a while for all my bags to turn up, by which time quite a queue has built up at customs – mostly because of a hold-up with a group of tracksuit-clad athletes trying to bribe their way through by handing out Marlboro cigarettes. Igor beckons me to follow him as he barges forwards with three of the five trolleys piled high with gear. I nod apologies to the other passengers as I push past, embarrassed. The customs man angrily looks up past the athletes to Igor pushing to the front of the queue and a few harsh words that I don’t understand are spoken. Igor then flashes something at the customs man from his coat pocket. I don’t see what it is, but suddenly it’s all smiles and we are ushered straight through. A few days later I’ll see another official situation quelled by the flash of an ID or something. Tanya, our interpreter, will tell me it’s a Communist Party ID card and that it opens many doors otherwise shut.

The drive into Moscow is cold and wet. I wipe the condensation from inside of the van window with my sleeve and watch the traffic and buildings go by. My first impressions are that Moscow is grey and depressing. I see people walking, carrying heavy shopping bags, their heads down, oppressed. Is this the sign of 70 years of communist dictatorship, or am I just seeing a grey rainy city through capitalist eyes ?

I spend the night in a massive hotel. I have to surrender my passport for registration to the police (KGB) and won’t get it back until we leave for the next location.


APRIL 1990

35° 47’ 13’’ N
61° 27’ 41’’ E

Arkar-Cheshme, Badkyz Reserve, Southern USSR

I fly to Ashgabat with Tanya and we meet up with Nigel. From here we take a two-hour flight in a rather tired-looking Soviet helicopter, a Mil Mi-8, down to Badkyz right on the Iranian border and not far from the border with Afghanistan. I look out of the porthole-style windows as we fly over endless featureless steppe, bare undulating grassland. I also see lines of Soviet tanks and soldiers dug in every half-mile or so parallel to the border, presumably still not withdrawn following the ten-year Afghan war. We unload our gear and take it into one of three rustic single-storey Turkmenian-style houses in front of us. The other two are occupied by families who come to meet us. They seem friendly and I doubt they get many visitors here. This is going to be home for much of the next eight weeks. But before the helicopter leaves, Nigel and Tanya arrange for its return on the evening of 14 April so that we can film aerials of the poppy fields in the early light the morning after. After much discussion the plan seems clear and it is all agreed.

What Nigel neglected to tell me in his telex was that despite it being a desert, at this time of year it is bloody cold. If I had done my homework I would have known that the temperature here ranges from 42°C in the summer to minus 15°C in the winter. It certainly is well below freezing now and there is a dusting of snow on the ground with shallow drifts on the hills.

Our water for drinking, cooking and washing comes from a shallow well beside the house. Drawing water involves dropping a metal bucket with a rock in it to break the ice. The locals advise us to boil the water for five minutes to make it safe to drink.

We share an outdoor toilet with the two families. It is a three-sided tin structure with no roof that faces away from the houses but into the wind. It’s about four-foot square and has a wooden floor with a crude hole cut in the middle. Below is an unhygienic shallow pit. For a bit of privacy or modesty, between us BBC lot we have a simple system : you tell the others you’re going to use the loo. The two families don’t have a system. They come and watch until you are finished. I switch to night ops.

Our accommodation isn’t the best and one night I’m kept awake by rain being driven in through the broken window panes and dripping through the roof. There isn’t a dry spot in the house the next day.

But once a week the women make a stack of Turkmenian flatbread. This is cooked outdoors in a domed oven a bit like a pizza oven, except the opening is just at the top. A wood fire is lit in the base and left to burn for about an hour. Once the whole oven is hot the bread is wetted and then stuck to the inside of the dome. The hot bread is delicious but brings a whole new meaning to the idea of Russian roulette. Because the walls of the oven are made from mud, occasionally when chomping away on the bread you crack your teeth on a bit of grit. I will break two teeth in nine weeks.

In return we share our precious supplies of chocolate and red wine. The families are fascinated by the concept of the wine box. It seems to provide so many glasses that they nickname it the ‘bottomless wine box’.

For this two-year-long production, the BBC has spent part of the series budget on a 110 turbo diesel Land Rover. The morning after we get here our ‘chariot’ arrives. The two local families come out of their houses to see the new machine. It’s quiet and stylish, unlike the ancient Soviet vehicles. Then the men rush back to their houses and come out with mugs. They seem particularly keen to look at the engine, so I pop the bonnet open. Perhaps these men are mechanics, since they are surveying the various engine parts ? Eventually they point to the radiator cap and wave their mugs. Tanya translates for us that they want to drink the radiator fluid for the effects of the antifreeze. These guys are after a fix, so I give them a small glass of whisky each instead and make two new best friends. Tanya adds that during the ten-year-long war in Afghanistan, tens of thousands of Soviet troops drank so much of the water-methanol mixes used as antifreeze in tanks and aircraft that they were poisoned or blinded. Okay then.

With Tanya interpreting we discuss all sorts of cultural differences. They ask us about credit cards; it’s something they’ve heard about. Nigel tries to explain the concept and shows them his American Express card. The men try to buy it off him for $50. Clearly we haven’t explained it correctly.

We are working here with Russian scientist and, I’m soon to discover, brilliant naturalist Leonid. Leonid appears slightly older than me. Dressed in obligatory camouflage, he is of slight build but clearly tough. Like many Russians, he appears to have worries on his shoulders, but they melt when he reveals a big smile hidden below his 1980s Magnum moustache. Leonid has spent time here before and has huge experience in this area. He is therefore very knowledgeable about the local flora and fauna.

Badkyz is an amazing location for the desert programme because of the mix of wildlife here. It’s pretty much centrally placed between Asia, Africa and Europe, so you find many species common to all three corners. European hoopoe, a colourful almost tropical-looking bird with an expressive crown of feathers that it can lay flat, vultures, wolves and hyenas, antelope and wild ass, tortoises, red fox and the rare and elusive Persian leopard – animals I wouldn’t have expected to be in the same location.

Leonid leads me on an hour’s energetic hike to a gentle valley where there are Eurasian black vultures nesting on the tops of pistachio trees. These birds are huge, with a wingspan of up to ten feet. It’s amazing that a nesting pair of such big birds will generally lay only one egg. They are also notoriously nervous birds and can desert their nests and chicks if disturbed, so we recce using binoculars from about half a mile away and choose where to place a hide.* We wait until dark before hiking in and setting it up, tucked right into a pistachio bush about 50 metres across a narrow valley from one nest.

Very early the next morning, while it’s still dark, Leonid and I hike back in with my camera kit and I install myself in the hide. Leonid leaves : he’ll come back to collect me in about 14 hours, once it’s dark again.

As the light comes up I’m pleased to see one of the adults still on the nest. When she shifts I can see she has a single fluffy grey-white chick with her. We’ve chosen well.

A vulture doesn’t do a great deal on the nest and the big event of the day is when the other parent bird returns with food and they do a swap, as both parents share duties in raising their chick. The chick is then fed by the bird that has just returned. That’s about it, so I daren’t miss that moment.

It’s such a quiet, peaceful setting. There’s something very restful about being secretly tucked in a hide with my camera. I can peer out through the letterbox netting slots on three sides. Straight ahead is the nest ; to my left I can see about 200 metres up to the head of the valley ; to my right the valley drops away, green undulating steppe leading off into the distance. I’m wrapped up warm as it was chilly this morning. Inevitably, after many long filming days and early starts I fall asleep in the hide. I wake up with a searing pain round my right eye where I’ve been resting on the eyepiece. I check my watch : nearly 11.30am. I must have been asleep for hours. A little frantically, I peer down the lens and can see the vulture on the nest cocking its head sideways to look up. I look out through the gauze of the hide and can see a tiny speck in the sky that seems to be approaching. As it gets lower, I can see it’s a black vulture with its wings tucked in to lose height. I train the camera on it and film its descent. I then tilt down and line up on the nest, filming as the bird lands and the two adults greet each other. The first bird flies off, presumably to get the next meal. The returned adult then spends 20 minutes delicately feeding its chick before nestling down to shield it from the sun.

This is my first experience of the ‘sixth sense’, something I can’t scientifically explain. I had been sound asleep for several hours but managed to wake up at that crucial moment. Vultures don’t call to each other and the air rushing through their feathers as they fly makes minimal noise. You could put it down to coincidence but I’m not so sure, especially as the exact same routine happens the following day. In the hide at 5.20am, accidentally falling asleep, waking up at 10.40am to see a parent returning to the nest. On the third and last day of filming for the nest sequence, I don’t wake up until 12.05pm, but yet again the timing is perfect and I get to start filming just as the adult bird is returning to the nest ! Definitely more than a coincidence.

Back at the accommodation the long drop toilet is now dangerously full.


15 APRIL 1990

35° 47’ 13’’ N
61° 27’ 41’’ E

Arkar-Cheshme, Badkyz Reserve, Southern USSR

The poppies are now in full bloom and the hills are speckled with red like a Monet painting on steroids. They contrast with the lush green grass of spring and blue skies, and the landscape is mostly a palette of these three basic colours : a rare and striking sight. This afternoon the helicopter is supposed to arrive ready for tomorrow’s aerials. In typical Soviet fashion, it doesn’t.

The next morning we are woken by the sound of a helicopter and rush out to see the big orange beast landing on the grass by one of the other houses. We have already missed the best morning light for filming, so, feeling pissed off, Nigel, myself and Tanya go across to talk with the pilot and crew.

Nigel kicks off with, ‘You’re late. You were supposed to be here yesterday afternoon as we agreed.’ Tanya translates.

We are ready to continue with the bollocking, mainly to vent our frustration as there is nothing to be done about it now, when the pilot – who I notice looks a little subdued – speaks with Tanya. She silences us with an open palm as she listens.

Tanya then turns to us and explains in hushed tones. ‘The helicopter was on its way to us yesterday afternoon when the main rotor failed. The pilot, co-pilot and engineer were all killed in the crash. This is a replacement helicopter.’

The crew stay the night and we film our aerials the next morning. Unusually but quite rightly, I see the pilot and engineer do a thorough check of the rotor, main bearing, nuts, bolts, oil levels and so on before we take off.

For what it’s worth, I tie a safety rope around my waist and film with the camera on my shoulder out of the big side sliding door. The colour and scenery of Badkyz is stunning from the air, but in the back of my mind I am feeling for the families and friends of the crew who died two days ago. I am also hoping that this helicopter holds out and we don’t end up suffering the same fate.


APRIL 1990

35° 49’ 35’’ N
61° 50’ 39’’ E

Kyzl Jar, Badkyz Reserve, Southern USSR

We have packed up and moved location to a small hut 40 miles to the east, a two-hour bumpy journey on a dirt track. It’s at the head of Kyzl Jar, an impressive ten-mile-long, dry canyon that’s 400 feet at its deepest. Long steep slopes climb up each side, with vertical cliffs at the top. Leonid has been observing an eagle owl regularly visiting one of the medieval caves halfway up these cliffs, very early each morning. He climbed along a ledge to the cave and could see two fluffy white chicks near the entrance and suggested it would be possible to film them. So, having talked through a strategy, we hike there to set me up for a night in the cave.

Leonid goes ahead of me, shuffling along the foot-wide ledge, and I start to follow. The kit is going to get lowered down from the top of the cliff by rope. Halfway along the ledge, I look down. My head starts to spin. Below me is a 30-foot vertical drop, and then a 250-foot slope to the bottom of the canyon. For the first time in my life I discover what vertigo is. My brain is thinking of it as a 300-foot drop and the wall of rock behind me suddenly feels as if it’s physically pushing me forwards ; terrified, I force my head and back against the cliff. Leonid looks at me. ‘Are you okay ?’

Probably with fear showing in my eyes, I look straight back. Recognising that I’m struggling, Leonid then kindly shuffles back along the ledge to me. By keeping eye contact with him I’m able to make it the last 20 feet to the cave, then I’m fine – only marginally petrified that I have to leave the same way once I’ve got the footage.

The cave has two adjoining sections, each with an entrance looking out over the gorge. They both go back about 15 feet into the cliff, with the ceiling just under 5 feet high. Leonid explains that these are historic caves carved out by man as early as the fifth century. The floor is littered with broken old clay pottery and I can see the two white fluffy chicks staring at us from the furthest cave. I quickly erect a cloth screen at the back of the cave and set my tripod and camera up behind it, looking out towards the mouth of the cave. Once installed, Leonid wishes me good luck and leaves. I am now stuck in here for 16 hours until the morning.

As the light fades the chicks become more active and wander about the cave. They stand at the edge and look out down the canyon, presumably waiting for a parent to return to feed them. With darkness looming, I have no way of filming, and I don’t want to use any light for fear of scaring the birds or causing the parents to desert the chicks.

On my own, three miles from anyone, 30 feet up a vertical cliff in a medieval cave in the dark, my mind starts to play tricks. I’m enjoying the adventure of it, but knowing I have no escape until morning is a bit disconcerting. There are all sorts of spooky sounds through the night and it gets so dark I can see absolutely nothing. What I hadn’t bargained for was all the other wildlife in the cave. The floor is riddled with ticks, mites and fleas and I am getting hammered with bites. I sit as still as possible, though, to remain undetected.

Eventually, at about 4.30am, I hear one of the parent owls return. The chicks screech and call in excitement and, even though I can’t see, I can tell that the adult is staring at the new ‘fake wall’ at the back of its cave. I stay stock still and silent and eventually I hear it feed the chicks.

Dawn hints at its arrival and soon I can make out the cave entrance in the darkness. Five minutes later I can see the silhouetted outline of the adult eagle owl perched majestically on the edge. It stands about 30 inches tall and has distinctive ear tufts ; the two chicks sit by its side, looking out down the canyon. The three of them posing for the perfect shot. It’s still too dark to film but now I am excited : the uncomfortable night is going to pay off and hopefully I’ll have something to show for my blood-starved legs, having sat motionless all night. I wait. Finally, as the sky brightens and the camera light meter needle comes off the end stop, I decide to try the first shot, even though it’s likely to be underexposed. I am just about to roll when the eagle owl takes off and flies silently away, directly across the canyon. Bollocks.

I wait for another three hours but it doesn’t return, and eventually I hear Leonid : he’s come to collect me. This had been a possible bonus for the film but it hasn’t paid off : you win some, you lose some. I was still personally excited to have seen the owl, and no shot would have been worth putting it off coming back to feed its chicks. Leonid had been watching with binoculars from afar and said that was the normal time he’d seen it. It’s a shame that the film stocks aren’t sensitive enough to work in such low light.

Out in the daylight I can see I am covered in insect bites. As we hike back to the hut across the steppe, Leonid asks me if I’ve had a typhoid inoculation. Great !


APRIL 1990

34° 45’ 36’’ N
61° 27’ 7’’’ E

Badkyz Reserve, Southern USSR

Wild close encounter

The clouds look nice today so Nigel and I drive to a vantage point to shoot a scenic time-lapse. I set up the camera and tripod by the Land Rover and start to click away. I have to do this by hand, taking a single frame every six seconds.* Nigel wanders off bird-watching.

Shooting time-lapses is a bit like meditation. I have to be disciplined and not miss a shot or there would be a jump in the cloud action on playback. I need to film for around 30 to 40 minutes to see significant movement in the clouds and to give a long enough shot.

Clicking away, I am enjoying the scenery in front of me when for some reason I know that something is watching me. That sixth sense again ? I look round to the hill a hundred metres or so behind me. Just over the ridge I see the head and eyes of a cat looking straight back at me. It turns and carries on walking diagonally towards me. I watch its head and back, while clicking the time-lapse every six seconds, until the cat disappears. I wonder what it was, maybe a steppe cat.

The time-lapse has run for long enough so I sprint up to the ridge to see if I can get a better look. I run 20 paces – then run back, grabbing my tripod handle for protection ‘just in case’, before sprinting up the hill, taking a line to intercept where I think the cat will now be. As I get close to the ridge I slow down : what if it’s a leopard ? Meeting one eye to eye might not be so clever. Both nervous and excited, I drop to my hands and knees and crawl the last few metres, then cautiously stick my head above the ridge. There, only 40 metres from me, walking away down the slope, is a magnificent Persian leopard.* It’s slinking away with feline grace, its long round tail curved up at the end revealing a patch of white fur. My heart is pounding in my chest, partly
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