DAVID ATTENBOROUGH AT WAITOMO

Clare with Sir David Attenoigh

In early 2004 1 was contacted by Huw Cordey, from the
BBC Natural History Unit, wondering if | would be
interested in being their scientific advisor for a shoot on
glowworms. Of course | readily accepted the position
and we quickly got down to business. Based on my
experiences in the field, | believed the best filming
locations were in Tasmania, the Waitomo region and the
caves around Westport. New Zealand. Waitomo won
out because of the number of options that had really
easy access.

A few noses were probably put out of joint by the
decision, but we had to make allowances for Sir David as
he is now 77 years old with a dodgy knee and needed
very easy access (i.e. show caves), with very large
glowworm colonies. We also had to get a lot of
equipment in and out, so easy access was a big factor for
the crews!

Pete Chandler’s Spellbound tour cave was the perfect
answer! The cave has huge numbers of glowworms in it
after recovering fully from last February’s flooding. Best
of all, the glowworms were at a perfect height on the
cave walls for filming behaviour. We also had one night
of filming in the Waitomo glowworm cave.

The two documentaries are David Attenborough’s Life in
the Undergrowth and Planet Earth. Planet Earth follows
on from an earlier BBC production. Blue Planet, and is
the biggest budget series the BBC has ever done! It is an
eleven part series (11 x 50 min doco’s) featuring
terrestrial ecosystems around the world.

The producer | was working with, Huw Cordey, was
overseeing the Caves, Rainforests and Deserts sections.
Glowworms will be featured in the caves section of this
series.

This production is set for completion in 2006. As an
aside, Huw’s team has visited and filmed in some
extraordinary caves across the globe, including
Lechuguilla. See
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/science/nature 20050103
.shtml for a radio interview on the filming of this cave)
and Brian Clarke’s caves at Mulu!
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David Attenborough’s team, overseen by assistant
producer Tim Green, focussed on the use of silk by
invertebrates, so the glowworms fitted nicely into their
program. Our glowworm feature will open the third
program in the five part series (1: Evolving from water,
2: Flight, 3: Silk, 4 & 5: Sociality in invertebrates). This
series will be finished in October, 2005.

Although the entire experience was incredible, | have to
admit that as someone who has always had a love of
natural history, it was a real buzz to work alongside Sir
David Attenborough! He is an incredibly knowledgeable
man and yet so humble!

He truly enjoys the camaraderie of being on location
with a crew and it was often his suggestion to keep the
drinks flowing rather than sensibly heading to bed.

My highlight was sharing an evening with the incredibly
talented sound recordist, Chris Watson, and Sir David in
his hotel room after a long night’s shoot (we did all our
filming at night in Pete’s cave to avoid interfering with
the Spellbound Tours).

The three of us celebrated a great day of filming by
drinking line wine and eating delicious cheeses until 6
am! At my suggestion that it was probably time for bed.
David proceeded to refill my glass and comment that
there was more to be drunk and | couldn’t possibly let
the team clown! This of course raised my respect for
him even more!

Both crews were incredibly professional and it was an
absolute delight to work with such an array of
overachieving, successful people in their chosen field! |
certainly took the opportunity to learn as much as |
could about the world of natural history film making!

I have now made some great friends and contacts and
look forward to future dealings with the BBC Natural
History unit.

Peter Chandler displayin
glowworrns at Spellbound
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