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Into the

wild

with Videomaker

We caught up with veteran outdoor
cinematographer Gavin Thurston for a glimpse at
his wisdom and passion earned through his work
on hundreds of documentary films for the likes of
BBC and Disneynature. He gives us tips and insight
and shows us that the first step into the wild may
be as close as your own back yard.

BY JEFF CHAVES

“There are lions right here. They're
hunting us,” the South Afnican Rangler
told the Britieh Broadcasting Com-
pany (BBC) crew in a hushed wone
“There are seven in the group. These
lwons have hunted me before. They are
dangerous.”

Gavin Thurston is a veteran camera-
man for hundreds of wildlife docu-
mentaries, The BBC scent hus crew 1o
capture video of Black Rhinos for a
new scrics. On the last evening of the
shoot, he had one of his most danger-
ous encounters, “Literally as he said
this, 30 feet away, this lioness came
out of the grass and straight towards
us — stalking, ears down.”

The ranger put a bullet in the barrel
of the gun, Gavin continues. “The lion
kept coming. He fired a buller over
her head. She kept coming. | thought
“This is 50 stupid’ The last thing !
want is (o have a lion killed. She was

now about 15 feet away. He then fired
a buliet in front of her and sand went
in her face and she stopped.”

It was still 3 20 minute walk back
to the land rover The ranger said that
there were lilkely six other lionesses
out there He told the crew to waich
out for thern because theyll be work-
ing as a team. Gavin reflects. “All the
way back, my eyesight, my hearing.
my sense of smell, everything was
heightened. | could sce every blade
of grass, every grasshopper. | kept
glancing back at the female. She was
following us”

The crew managed 10 make it out
safely without any more gun shots
Gavin says that encounters hike this
are actually very rare in the life of
a wildlife filmmaker. He says with a
chuckle. that more commonly, “the
dangerous situations occur because of
your own stupidity or the stupidiry of
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people you're trusting, the so-called
experts. Never rrust the experts. that
would be my advice. Use your own
brain and ask questions.”

A Passion for the Wild
We caught up with Gavin Thurston
from his home in the UK after he re-
turned from the Galapagos Islands on
a new project with the BBC. Gavin has
more than 200 credits with the BRC
alone, but Americans might know hs
work best from Nature, Nova. Animal
Planet or the recent Disneynature
Rims. “Bears™ and “Monkey Kingdom.”
He credits his grandmother with
instilling him with a iove for the out-
doors. She would take him out to the
woods near her rural home and point
out the trees and wild flowers. She
would place a few leaves in fus hand
and point out the differences between
the different trecs. pp
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It was a fateful tnip 10 the 200 with
his class that would put him behind
the lens. He ook a box brownic film
camera with hum and fired off some
shots. In those days, you would wait
a week or so 10 see the results of a
12 exposure film roll, What he got
back amazed him. He kept shooting,
and soon classmates would offer him
money for pictures.

His passion became a career when,
after he left school, he began working
with a Britzsh company called Oxford
Scientific Company. They made short
fiims, mostly for educational purpos-
es. His now growing portfolio got him
a job that paid bus fare and lunch.

“In America vou call it internship; in
Europe we call it slavery.” Gavin quips.

He assisted a camera operator and.,
literally, caught the bug for filming
wildlife. They were gerring footage of
2 leaf rolling weevil that 1s common in
the UK. The weevil is a small, red bug
that separaics a piece of a leaf and
carefully rolls it into a tube. It then
lays eggls into the tube and larvae live
off the leaf

“I looked down that camera lens
and got right into that weevil’s world ™
Gavin tells us. "And that was just one
creature. 1 thought, “There's just such
an amazing world of undiscovered
things’ My eyes were really opened
and | never looked back.”

From there, he was hired with the
BBC and went from the clockwork
film camera Lo video equipment. He
worked with 1-inch Ampex recorders
that he calls an "an absolute mon-
ster.” Later he worked with %-inch
machines and then Betacams. Today
he works with 10-15 different types of
cameras, and his shoots are not just
around the UK. Gavin has shot footage
on every continent.

An Absolute Revolution

Gavin notes that, with all of the new
camera and recording technology
available, we are in a revolution,
When he began in the 19807, he
explains, “It was very elitist. [t would
be about who you know and how
wealthy you ar¢. Now a days. it's a
very redl possibility to succeed.”™ But

it's going (o require certain disciplines
that he learned in those early shoots,

“In many ways, the technology has
macle the job easier, bur it’s a double
edged sword " He points out that with
film, you had lirmited time you could
shoot for. “With the old clockwork
camerd, you could only shoot for 2
1/2 minutes and only 28 s¢< with each
wind of the camera. You really had o
choose when you push the button. It
really honed my observational skills

He says that it was like Ansel Adams
in the early 1900's, a wildlife photog-
rapher who had to wait for the right
moment and pick his shots care-
fully. The discipline is the same, even
though with modern technology. a
camera can run Almost continuously
even in an outdoor environment.
Gavin really got to the top of his craft
by listening and observing, he says.
“by really getring into the zone and
warching an animal’s behavior.™

On “Bears™ and "Monkey King-
dom.” these skills were put to the test
“In both cases, we are shooting as
near to wide open as possible on the
lenses to protect that shallow depeh of
field o really draw the viewer's eves
into what you wanted them to see.
The tricky part is that you have only
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about a half an inch of focus, so liter-
ally all of the follow focusing is on the
fly. There s no awto focusing. ™

There are some real challenges
with shooting both animals, however
He says, “Bears are less predicrable
than monkeys. Dears are very cil-
ficult to read. Its expression doesn't
really change much. Monkeys are
much more like us and you can sce
mischief in its cyc. You can see where
they're looking and what their intent
is the same as you can with a human.
I found the monheys much more pre-
dictable.” Gavin points out, however,
that the smaller size of monkcys mean
that they move out of [rame and out
of focus more ¢asily.

“At the start of ‘Monkey Kingdom,’
in particular. I'd say 60% of the rushes
were soft.” For the uninitiated, rushes
are the daily viewing of the camera
footage by the director, Gavin says
that, because of the tight deprh of
field. the cinemarographers had 10 get
better with their obscrvation skills
“Toward the end of the production we
all gor much better. Maybe only 20%
was unusable. We got embarrassed
into getting better.” He credits the im-
provement to parience and antcipat-
ing the monkey's movements.




It's In the bag.

50. what are some key ingredients thar you will al
ways find in this sea50n0d vetezan's bag? What are
the essentials for any Shoot. no matter if it’s in the
Mojive Desert, Madagascar Jungle or Arcric Tindra?

“One of the things that I've learned that &5 very
unportant ts the glass You put 0n your Camera
Pretty much &ny camera you pick up, you can
get & decent image with iz, but one thing that can
let you down is the glass you stick on the front,”
Gavin poines out that lens cleaning cquipmment is
always important

e always pachs lens tissues from a UK com-
pany called Whatman, Me deesn't rely on cloths,
“A lot of people swear by the micro fiber cloths.
It's fine the first tanme you use i The dirt you
wipe off is now oa the microfiber. If you use that
microfiber a second time, you now wipe that dirt
around on the lens.”

“Don't gkimp on lens cleaner. Buy the best
quality lens cleaner you can bay. " Gawvin advises
He always packs a spray bottle of Pancro

Also in his kit is 3 device calied an arctic but-
terfly. It's a small vibrating beush for geeting rid
of visible dust. but he points out, "You can use &
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{or Jens cleaning bur You: ¢an Aleo use it for sen
807 Cleaning. particulasly for DSLN cameras.”

Gavin always packs his Ronford wripod. He
says that it's been wath ham for 13 years and has
Deen in salt water, mangroves marshes, descrts,
the hughest mountains — you name it He poinrs
out that they aren't a cheap sct of stichs bue, "If
you buy someching of quality. it will last.” He
NeeCs that this o only the scoound tripod he's
owned in his 25 years as 3 freelancer.

Another musz is a good hood or mame box
Heeping light off the glass s cribical (o a clean
shot. But Gavin poines out that you don't neccs-
sarily need to put our a loc of money: “On "Mon-
key Ringdom,' one of the kats they sent out from
the UK fatled to Include 2 maste box with the
lens. The second assistant acrually made 3 marte
bax cut of cardboard and galfer tape. They used
thar successiully for about 10 days until we got
the proper matle box flomn cat But the card.
board one would have gone on for another &
weeks easily ™ He adds thar he’s a dig fan of low
wech solutions

With that, Gavin shascs, “One thang | will
never leave home without is good gaffer tape.”
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In the UK its Called “gafTer tape.” not “gater's
2pe” s we say in Amenca Duct tape s nor

a subsosvae for gadlcr wpe. He tolls us tha he
once ripped 3 PAir of pants oM some Thorms m
Panarma and was able o paich (e Wwar wath
galler ape. The patch lasted for two years and
through multiple washings

Be prepared.
“There's nowhere on this planet which s so
difficuit to Alm, if you go preparcd.” Gavin
reflects that woday he has a great advantage. “I'm
quite fortunate thar most of the shoots | go on
are very well planncd by companies ke BBC,
Anamal Planet or Disneynature 50 we have the
advantage of support ~

He has been 10 the extrames. and he sayvs 10
rancmber thal your most imponant piece of
oquipmens is yourself “The hre thing is that
YOU feec 10 §O PRparod 30 Bl yOu are com
fortable ™ You can’t expect 10 thaot well if you
are coid or overheated

The second sicp of preparation Is for the
equipment. For example. If you are going 1o de
in sandy or wer environmaent, bring some plas-
tic trash b&p 10 >00uUre your canmern

But the greatest resource Is axpeartence
Gavin often consults with other people online
who may have shot in the environment he's

sy
DANGER AREA

f0ing to. Like many professionals, he has
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TOUGH GEAR

We a%e &l aweare that there are & Josen Of MOre SCLON CAMETIS OUt Tt IS WRErProot, Shackproof and fairly
destructible, but what f you 3¢ looking for more CONLrol 19 30 CURSOCT EMIrOAMENt” WhAT I yOu Want 10 get out =
e WikS With more Than Just 2 Sxec focus, wide lems view? Mere are 50mMe ChOICES Tt wont Drodk the Dank dut will give
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JVC GI-R4508 Everio Quad Proof Full HD Camcorder
NC introduced ther rugged ine of Quad Proof Cameraes
A fow years ago. Qued Proof means water, Shock, dust
INd fregae proof. Their latest editen, the GZ-RA%0D, Is
water proot 1o 16.4 Feer, freare prood 10 147 arcd shock
proof for drops up to 4.9 feet. It features 3268 of bullt in
MEMOry. Konikd Minoita HD Lens and a 5-haur internal
Dattery. it records AVOHD Progressove 1920 x 1080/60P
recordng ot up 10 28Mbos or 1920 x 1080801 recorcing
1 up 10 24MBOS. It has some Dreat features like a &dx

OPECAl FOOM that will pet you right i the aL20n Or § Lme-

e mode for those great offecs

Fuyifibm finefix 31

Fupfilm Calls ths The worlc's first weather registant
SAUChUre I RS 005" ATROUSH exACT DEORCAtON were

rot avalalie On ther wed 306, Tha Camerd comes with

2 fixed 50x 200m lens 24mm - 1 200mm) and boasts

70 fferent body seals to be supenor in prectally aory

type of condion, & records Full O &2 1920 x 10808500 !
with stereo scund and Bulltin wind fiter. They have also
included a High Spesd made that will capture st up WO

48D fos ot 240 x 180 pixels,

Nikon 1 AW Mirroriess Digital Camera |
f youre looking for a camerd with interchangeabie

RNSCE. Then Chedk ot the Nion 1 AW! If's water proof

10 49 fee, freere proot 10 14T and hixiproof to &8

feet. This mirroriess DSP 3i50 shooes Full MO a2 1520 x
1080760 and ‘eatures 2 How MOnOn Mode a8 whop-

ping 1 200 fou a2 120 x 120 ey
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learned from mistakes and most
are very eager to share. He notes.
“You've gol a global audience thar
you can ask.”

For example, Gavin points out,
“When we were working on ‘Frozen
Planet” In Antarctica and near the
North Fole, we found cerrain video
cameras, when they go below a cer-
tfain temperature, lose the blue ¢chan-
ncl. [t was a Panasonic VariCam and
when it got below -20 degrees Celsius,
the blue canon would drop out, Back
in those days, you were Rlming wirh
a black and white viewfinder so you
didn’t notice it.” These are well
Known issues today. You just need to
ask around for good advice.

To keep your equipment up and
running. Gavin says that common
sense is the key. He points out that
yOur carmera is an investment and to
treat it with care. Keep it on a tripod
instead of pusting it on the ground.
Don’t put it down in snow without
wrapping it up. Remember thar
the camera heats up even when it's
slightly used. That snow will melt and
get the camera will get wet,

Let’s get going.

So how do you get started in record-
ing the naturdl world? The answer
may be right in vour pocket

*If you have a passion for pho-
tography or flming, and you have a
passion for the natural world, vou ¢an
now do it with the phone that vou
carry in your pocket every day.” Gavin
says that the camera built in has a
pretty good quality. If you just start
small, like he did, you can develop
your skills.

He says that ut's all a matter of
learning by observing.

You can shoot with the 10018 you
have available or borrow a fnend’s
camera. Go to the local park or nature
preserve. Ges used ro the behaviors of
animals. Bring your footage home and
learn from your mistakes. Learn to
edit video using some of the free pro-
grams that are available for your com-
puter or phone. Gavin says, “iMovie is
a wery powerful tool. You can cut your
teeth and hone your shulls for very
little money.”

“Everyone has the ability to be a
broadcaster today.” Thurston contin-
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ues. "If you cut together an amazing
video, it might be as simpie as a cat
falling off a television or it might be
something more intrnicate that you've
crafted. You can now stick it on You
Tube or Vimeo or Facebook. You now
have a global market. You now have a
global audience.”

You can then bulld on thar experi-
ence and learn from others in the
business. You can become an intern
like Gavin did. He 1s a big advocate
of learning by doing: *It’s a tradc that
you'll learn much better If you're
doing the job, You're much better off
gerting our there and shooting the
camera.” And once you star — never
stop learning,

Primary Motivation

Gavin shares that what keeps him go-
ing is not the thrill of bringing others
into the outside world and its fascina-
tions. He says that his motivation 18
not seeing his name on the credits or
getting that paycheck. So whar is it
that keeps him coming back to that
same monkey tree day after day for
weeks at a time?

“I do it because I love it!” He
shares, “When my eye is pressed 1o
the viewfinder and | am suddenly
in this other animal's world or this
insect’s world, 1 ger totally soaked
into it. Quite often. the director will
say ‘have you got the wide shot or the
close up?’ and literally I will not hear
him speak, If I'm s0 into the animal
or behavior, | can go totally deaf to
what's around me. 1 become totally
raken by thar scene.”

Gavin would encourage us all to
get out there and observe the world
around us. Start recording and bring
us all into your wild world

You can follow Gavin Thurston on
his websire ar gavinthurston.com, on
Iwitter @GavinThurston, or Instagram
@shavinguout M

Jeff Chaves was trained in video production n
the Army and has Deen invoived In the industry
for more than 27 years. He and s wife run
Groce Pictures Ing,

You can comment an thes ortchs by ;uv‘}
line: wwwodeomaker.com/anmicia' 18277
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