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EXPEDITION FILM WORK ON HIGH 
MOUNTAINS 

BY DEN IS GRAY, WITH A NOTE BY JOH CLEARE 

(Technical data by 1 ED KELLY) 

(One illustration: no. I4) 

N expedition planning sooner or later one question is nearly always 
broached, namely ' hall we try to make a cine film ? ' While most 
people nowadays would agree that a film record is highly desirable, 

nearly always economics or the technical difficulties prevent it. This is a 
great pity for much more filming could be done especially if more 
knowledge of the subject were readily available. 

When we began to plan for the filming of our Alpamayo expedition we 
were very surprised to find how little literature exists on high mountain 
cine photography. Apart from two articles, one by Tom Stobart on the 
Everest Film, 1 and one by Norman Dyhrenfurth in the American 
Everest book, 2 little was found that was really specialised. 3 Even profes
sional cameramen or film producers are little help as the subject is so 
specialised and still mainly an open book. 

Unfortunately a film is always a tremendous gamble, since the end
result can still be useless despite every care and expertise. Weather 
difficulties, affected film stock, camera faults could all ruin the best laid 
schemes. This is \vhy it is often difficult to get commercial backing for 
filming. On the other hand there is now an ever-growing interest and 
market for successful films; and what was not worthwhile ten years ago is 
often economically viable in various forms today. This market will 
continue to grow and expeditions may in the years ahead be able to 
rely more heavily on filming contracts to make up their vital finances. 

TYPE OF FILM 

Finance and experience will usually dictate the type of filming 
attempted. If ambition doesn't go further than a film for private (home) 
or club uses it should nearly always be possible to bring back some 

1 Journal, The British Kinetnatograph Society, 1954. 
2 A ·mericans on Everest, edited by J. R. Ullman. 
3 Editor's note. Readers n1ay also find useful Photography on e:x.peditions by 

D. H. 0. John (Focal Press, London) and, by the same publisher, The Focal 
encyclopaedia of photography (1965 edn.) 

• 
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reasonable film shots on 8 mm. black and white or colour. This of 
necessity will usua11y be incomplete and will probably show, unless the 
expedition includes an experienced cameraman, the amateurish nature 
of the film. However, it \vill still be very worth\vhile and give like no 
other medium the 'feel' and background to any travel or climb, providing 
great pleasure to those who took part and much interest to other people. 
Filming \Vith an eye to attaining professional and commercial standards 
is of course an entirely different proposition, and the expedition will 
have to give it equal priority with climbing or travel. At the moment it is 
still best to work in I 6 mm. and will prove nearly as economic in the long 
run to shoot colour as black and white. When considering the amount of 
film required it is important to realise that wastage is always high. l\Iost 
professionals \vould think nothing of at least a three or four to one ratio: 
i.e. in the final filtn three or four feet will be abandoned as waste for 
every foot used. 

NEED FOR Co-OPERATION 

It must be realised that the psychological problems of high standard 
filming are as great as any the expedition is likely to meet. Especially is 
this so for those engaged in the actual filming: indeed the job of camera
man is the most tiresome one any expedition member can undertake. 
Covering the same ground many times is bad enough for all concerned, 
but the tnore so for the poor cameraman who begins to feel very respon
sible for all the extra work. He must then have wholehearted support, 
otherwise the difficult tasks he has to perform in cramped surroundings 
of a tent filled \vith other bodies \vill more than suffer. U ncleaned 
lenses each night could soon ruin the final film result. 

A point which cannot be too strongly emphasised is that all expedition 
metnbers should have a grasp of what filming will entail before the 
undertaking commences. To decide on a film commitment and not to 
realise that it needs one hundred per cent co-operation from all expedi
tion members throughout is to guarantee failure. It is not an exaggera
tion to say that filming on a high mountain doubles the work involved: 
fixed rope \vill be essential on all difficult ground to ensure safety, to 
give good camera positions and to enable cameras, tripod, film etc. to go 
really high. Ideally one should have t\vo parties: a climbing group and 
an independent filming group. This is nearly always impracticable 
both on economic grounds and on account of the problem of moving 
on tcchnical1y difficult ground, so in practice climbing members of the 
party must be willing to act as the cameraman's assistants. The camera
man is the person on whom the success of the film \vill depend. To 
achieve a good result he will need to be highly dedicated and ideally he 
should be a professional with a professional's approach. 
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The climbers must realise that it will be necessary in some cases to 
cover the same ground again and again, and that synchronisation of 
movement with filming requirements will be essential. Sometimes the 
filming group \vill be left far behind, and then the rest of the party will 
have to wait for them to catch up. A lung-bursting dash for the summit 
will be no use since the cameraman and his train must be there if the film 
is to have a logical conclusion. The planning must interlock the progress 
of film and climb from the word 'go'. 

PLANNING 

Before starting to shoot expedition film the person responsible should 
have given careful thought to planning his \Vork. 

If it is hoped that comn1erciaJ application will be made of the film it 
will be most important to have continuity. This is a nzust for the finished 
product. vVithout this requirement the film will fall flat, despite dramati
cally and scenically depicting its subject. 

To achieve this essential continuity it is best to have a large number of 
cut a'vay shots. This is especially so on climbing sequences and by taking 
this precaution it will be possible to cover gaps that may occur later on. 
In the early days of an expedition, especially during the approach and on 
local interest visits, a good method is to attempt a number of self-con
tained stories. These at best should only be a couple of minutes in 
duration and it \vill then be possible at \vill to use them in, or discard 
them from, the final production vvithout ruining overall continuity. 
This kind of planning would enable a film of good value and interest to be 
made even if the main object of reaching the summit of a peak is foiled 
due to bad \veather, illness, etc. 

The tendency is always to squander film early in the expedition or 
climb. Careful allocation of the available film stock is therefore essential 
to ensure that enough is available for the important later stages of the 
expedition. Logically the film will end shortly after the summit is 
reached or the expedition is finalised. Too soon V{ould obviously be 
disastrous. 

TECHNIQUE AND EQUIPlV1ENT 

rro the would-be cameraman who has little previous experience 
except perhaps amateur 8 mm. work the following may prove helpful. 

Besides pre-budgeting and continuity the most important single thing 
in camera operation is never to move the camera without good reason. 
In the Alpamayo film out of four hundred and fifty-two different shots 
in the finished film only seven were unmoti vated panning shots. Panning 
without good reason is the most common amateur fault. 
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The camera should be used in unison with a tripod if humanly possible; 
otherwise it is a good idea to have a clamp which fits onto the head of an 
ice axe. This of course means that the cameraman is deprived of his 
third leg! Hand held shots will be necessary on difficult ground, and 
here fixed ropes will be found to be essential. Both hands will be needed 
to manipulate the camera and it will be desirable to have some firm 
support. 

Last but not least it must be remembered than in shooting by hand 
the camera operator must hold his breath. This for more than ten 
seconds at a time above 2o,ooo ft. is a real problem for a cameraman. It is 
essential that he has good belays and assistance, the possibility of fatigue 
and collapse is real and precautions should always be taken. 

A tape-recorder is an essential piece of filming equipment. It is 
impossible to recapture fully the sound backing for a film after the event. 
Actual on the spot recordings are very worthwhile and even a minimal 
of locality noise is better than none at all. 

I append a note of the filming equipment and other data for our 1 g66 
Alpamayo Film 'The Magnificent Mountain' which won the Mario 
Bello Trophy at the Trento Film Festival, 1967, the first occasion on 
which a British film has won the mountain film section. 

DETAILS OF FILM EQUIPMENT USED ON 
THE BRITISH ANDEAN EXPEDITION, 1966 

I. Ca1neras: 
A. Bell & Ho\vell 7oD 16 mm. non-reflex three lens turret. 
B. Bell & Howel17oH r6 mm. non-reflex three lens turret. 

(spare, never used). 
C. Bell & Howell 'zoo, r 6 mm. non-reflex two lens turret. 

Re1narks: 

A. This camera was 'winterised' in Britain and functioned 
smoothly throughout. It had already seen seven years of hard 
use in television before being loaned for the expedition. 

C. Bought in e\v York at a discount store after the original that had 
been 'winterised' in Britain became faulty. The new one's side 
had a disconcerting habit of flying open \vithout warning, 
ejecting the magazine in the process. 

2. Lenses: 
A. Focusing lenses that were all interchangeable between the various 

cameras ro mm., 15 mm., 25 mm., 50 mm., 150 mm. 
B. W ratten 8o filters for the above. 
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Remarks: 

A. Changing view-finders everytime one changed a lens from 
another camera became a tiring business. vVith the I so mm. 
lens on the camera no other lens could be used as the I so mm. 
came into the frame. 

B. o ultra violet filters necessary \Vith these conversion filters. 

3· Film: 
A. 4000 ft. of Kodak Ektachrome Commercial Type 72SS in Ioo-ft. 

daylight loading spools. 
B. I I oo ft. of Ektachrome Commercial Type 72 S 5 (Kodak) in pre

packed so-ft. magazines. 

Remarks: 

A. Type 725S negative artificial light stock requiring conversion 
filter for use in daylight. 4000 ft. \veighed approximately 20 lbs. 

B. Magazines gave a lot of trouble. Footage counters failed to 
operate and mechanisms behaved badly in cold weather, tending 
to run slo,vly. Keep them warm! 

Out of a total sroo ft. of film shot, 2ooo ft. \Vas used. 

4· Tripod: 
A. Light\veight metal tripod with lightweight lVIiller head

winterised. 

R enzarks: 

Miller head gave excellent performance even after being buried in 
several feet of snow and ice for a number of days . 

• 

5· Exposure Meter: 
A. T'vo Weston Master lark V. 

R emarks: 

Excellent performance using incident light readings throughout. 

6. Tape Recorder: 
A. Uher 4000 Report L and microphone. 
B. 5 in. x 5 in. tapes and 40 U2 batteries. 

R ernarks: 

We chose this machine because, though not light ( 1 o-l lbs. ), it 
accepted flashlight batteries. It functioned well but life of U 2's is 
short at low temperatures. 

• 
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7· Various: 

A. Assorted large heavy gauge polythene bags with draw strings for 
cameras and lenses. 

B. Special clamps designed to fit bead of ice axe to take cine cameras. 
They took some time to fit to the axe and it 'vas then impossible to 
use the axe for its primary purpose as a safeguard. 

JOHN CLEARE writes: 

Although I have not yet had the opportunity to film an expedition in the 
great ranges, there are a few points in Dennis Gray's article which I feel 
I should stress or add to in the light of my ovvn experience of documen
tary-type mountain filming and live T\T both in Britain and the Alps. 

It must be emphasised from the start that filming on a big or difficult 
mountain is a very serious and pretty expensive business. And once 
the filming is over, the bulk of the hard work the editing starts; after 
\vhich the processing and laboratory bills have to be faced. Do not 
undertake a film lightly. 

A film is essentially a logical progression of ideas, and that means a 
lot of planning must take place before any filming can start. There is a 
world of difference between deciding ... 'We are going to make a film of 
the ascent of Mt. X' ... and ... 'We are going to climb Mt. X, and shoot 
some film.' The decision must be taken very early on and rigidly adhered 
to. 

To make a normal film, once a subject has been decided on, a treatment 
is worked out, a scenario is written, and a shooting script is detailed. It 
is often impossible to anticipate even the sequence of events of a climb, 
much less the flo,v of the action, but the cameraman must have an idea 
what to shoot when things happen, how he should treat them as he shoots 
and how they can be fitted together afterwards. Thus a treatment must 
be \Vorked out beforehand; and, \Vi thin a broad framework, some sort 
of shooting script should be prepared, if necessary as one goes along it 
can always be modified in the light of events from day to day. If one is 
making a proper film the script will control events to a large extent, and 
vvhat the Director, or as is probably the case, the Director-Cameraman, 
says ... goes! Only one man can visualise the film, and too many cooks 
spoil the broth. If there is no initial paper\vork scriptvvise then the film 
will not fit together afterwards ... it is as simple as that. 

Much of the planning will depend on market research, and the film 
should be tailored to a potential buyer. Except for an experienced and 
proven team, or a really way-out subject, prior financial backing is 
unlikely, but a promise of serious interest tf the film meets certain 
requirements ought to present little difficulty. The potential buyer, 
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probably a TV company, may well offer assistance with the treatment and 
editorial approach, and will specify such things as how long the film 
should run if they are to use it and vvhat film stock they prefer. 

I always prefer to work with the same camera team if possible. A 
three man crc'v '\vho are good friends, who climb 'veil together and 
understand each other, are svvifter, more efficient and, above all, safer 
than a different group each day. If possible, they should train together 
with their equipment beforehand. A good assistant should be able to 
reload the camera while the cameraman is getting the feeling back into 
his numbed fingers. Besides being just camera-assistants, the camera
man's two mates must double as climbing leaders, able to lead a rope up 
anything encountered on the site or its approaches, and act as belayers 
for the cameraman, porters for the equipment and survival gear, rope
engineers so that the cameraman can reach any camera position (including 
in space) he desires, and nursemaids to ensure that the cameraman has 
only filming to worry about whatever else happens. 

As regards equipment, it is a good generalisation to say ... the simpler 
- the better. At the time of writing, 16 n1m. equipment is de rigueur, but 
the BBC are conducting promising experiments with Super-8. The 
Arriflex (at about £r,ooo) was designed in the war as a combat camera 
and is the ideal machine. A Bolex is less rugged and has a lot of knobs 
... but it is a quarter of the price. Somewhere between the two is the 
practical compromise. Top class films have been, and are, made with 
a normal 20-second clockwork "\Vind and Ioo-ft. magazines. Two 
cameras should be available if possible, since one is almost bound to go 
wrong or get damaged, and if very low temperatures are expected the 
equipment should be 'vvinterised'. 

It is a common mistake to concentrate on long and telephoto lenses. 
One medium-long at least, is essential, but an ultra-wide, say a 10 mm., 
is very useful too. Used right in close to the climbers the audience 
can really be involved in the action, and it distorts with added emphasis
the deep and the wide and space. 

It is a law of cinematography that it is the subject that moves, not the 
camera. As Dennis Gray says, this law may be broken very occasionally. 
A tripod is essential so1ncwhere in the equipment, but I here must 
disagree with Dennis, because I consider that, apart from the long-lens 
shots, and the landscapes and panoramas, it should stay there. If the 
climbers are moving on difficult ground, then the cameraman should be 
there too. A tripod 'vill probably be impossible to erect, and if erected, is 
inflexible to use and limits fast changes of camera position. 

Naturally the cameraman should try to hold the camera as steadily as 
possible, and will find this easier if he uses a rifle-butt or pistol grip 
system. I can personally recommend an adjustable 3-ft. uni-pod-cum
pistol-grip which slots into a socket on the belt like a standard-bearer's. 
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In a very tight situation, a small so ft. magazine camera such as a Bell & 
Ho well 'zoo' can be very useful it can be held and shot in one hand. 

Finally, depending on one's intentions, certain specialised techniques 
are useful and should be practised: such things as the use of J umars, 
pendules with heavy equipment, abseil harnesses, bivouac-seats and 
pulley systems, and loading a camera while dangling in space or in 
so m.p.h. wind-spume. But perhaps most useful of all is experience
it is rapidly gained and never lost. 

• 

• 
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