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IN THE ANTARCTIC

THE NEIL LUCAS INTERVIEW: PART II

life
NEIL LUCAS, producer for the BBC Natural History Unit for 
over twenty years, talks to Michael Bright about his work in 
the Antarctic for the BBC television series “Life”.
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 The business end of a calving glacier. 
Having started its life many miles away 
high up on the slopes of Mt. Erebus this 

glacier is slowly pushing it’s way out 
into the frozen Ross Sea.
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MB: What were your first 
impressions of Antarctica?

NL: The place where we were 
working is staggeringly beautiful, 
with the smoking volcano Mt. 
Erebus as a backdrop, and the 
ominously named but dormant 
shield volcano Mt. Terror as a 
neighbour. On a still day, the air is 
so clear you feel you can almost 
touch mountains that are actually 
more than eighty kilometres away.

MB: I imagine it’s not the easiest 
of places to get to. How was the 
journey?

NL: That turned out to be an 
adventure in itself.  Setting out 
from London, it was back-to-
back flights to Los Angeles, then 
Auckland and finally the main 
jumping-off point for Antarctic at 
Christchurch, New Zealand. The 
airport even has its own Antarctic 
Passenger Terminal, with videos 
warning about ultraviolet radiation 
and snow blindness, the need for 
sun block and, more importantly, 
how to keep warm. 

MB: Do you have specialist 
clothing to keep warm?

A whiteout in the 
Antarctic is a scary 

experience. Even with your feet 
planted firmly on the ice, you 
don’t know which is up and 
which is down let alone which 
direction to head. We were lost 
on a frozen continent, with little 
prospect of rescue. We simply 
had to sit it out and wait for the 
blizzard to clear.”

This was Neil Lucas’s not too 
gentle introduction to living and 
working in what must be the most 
extreme conditions of Earth. 

Home and workplace was 
McMurdo Station, known 
affectionately as ‘Mac Town’, a 
sprawling US research centre 
and the largest community 
in Antarctica, courtesy of the 
National Science Foundation. He 
and his crew were on the frozen 
continent for ten weeks in 2008 
filming and photographing an 
episode of Life for the BBC and 
Discovery Channel. 

In the second of two interviews 
Neil, a Nikon user and Nikon Owner 
subscriber, recalls his adventures at 
the bottom of the world.

NL: Yes, but it’s all laid on. 
Next-door to the terminal was 
the Clothing Distribution Centre, 
where we were kitted out in 
identical Extreme Cold Weather 
clothing, including matching pairs 
of white ‘bunny boots’, ready for 
the worst conditions that would 
be thrown at us; but then came 
the anticlimax. We just sat, read, 
watched and slept for inclement 
weather in the Antarctic delayed 
take-off by ten frustrating days.

MB: Eventually, you received 
the green light, but I guess you 
weren’t travelling light. 

NL: Our seventy-five pieces of 
filming kit, including a custom-
built underwater motion-control 
rig – the first of its kind in the 
world, were strapped into the 
huge body of a gigantic Boeing 
C-17 Globemaster, and then we 
joined it, sitting in longitudinal 
rows in survival kit and bunny 
boots, along with the scientists 
and technicians who were taking 
their tour of duty at the American 
and New Zealand bases. Then, we 
crossed 4,000 kilometres of the 
Southern Ocean directly south of 
Christchurch. Had we ditched, the 
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 4000 mtrs High on the rim of Mt. 
Erebus, these giant ice fumaroles act like 

chimneys and vent hot volcanic gases 
from below. At below -60c the evening 

sun shines through ice crystals as the 
wind rips across the volcanoes summit.

 A mother Weddell 
Seal pushes her nose 
through the rapidly 
freezing water in one 
of our dive holes. If 
you laid down on the 
ice and kept still, she 
would watch you for 
a few seconds before 
slowly slipping back 
down through the ice.
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Diffused light filtered down 
through translucent, vivid blue 
ice, while behind you shafts of 
brighter sunlight shone down 
through a hole that you knew 
was your only way in and 
your only way out.
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chances of any ships reaching the crash 
site were virtually nil. 

MB: What greeted you at the other end?

NL: At the end of the eight-hour flight we 
touched down on Pegasus Field at nine 
o’clock on a blazing summer’s evening.  
The runway was compacted ice, but 
like concrete. A huge tractor then pulled 
out the 700 kilos of kit, which had been 
stored on pallets; in fact, everything at 
McMurdo was big. The one-hour transfer 
from aircraft to base was in ‘Ivan the 
Terrabus’, an enormous all-wheel drive, 
three-axle, off-road vehicle. Each wheel 
was about two metres in diameter. 
We travelled across the ice guided by 
reflective poles that marked the edge of 
the ice road.

MB: Where did you stay?

NL: Accommodation was in basic but 
functional dormitories, two to a room with 
shared bathroom facilities, known locally 
as ‘berthings’. Twenty-four hours of 
daylight meant shades at midnight were 
not just a fashion accessory and window 
blackouts, reminiscent of World War II 
London, were essential for sleep. 

MB: With temperatures dropping 
regularly way below zero and frequent 
blizzards, did you have to undertake 
any form of survival training?

NL: Yes, first up was ‘happy campers 
school’, an obligatory course in Antarctic 
survival, should you get stuck out in 
the middle of nowhere. We learned the 
basics of surviving in such a hostile 
environment, including learning how 
to build an igloo from the ice, how to 
deploy a survival tent and operate radios, 
and they even put a bucket over our 
heads to simulate a ‘white out’. You 
weren’t allowed out on your own until 
you had completed the training.

MB: When you were finally let loose in 
the wilderness, what was the first job?

NL: We went to the filming location at 
Little Razorback Ridge, which was the 
edge of a giant extinct caldera, not far 
from Mt. Erebus. It was a daily two-hour 
drive over the ice in a German-designed 
PistenBully. The ice here was about two 
metres thick, so another tracked drilling 
vehicle with a 1.2 metre diameter drill bit 
came along to bore a dive hole through 
which we could enter the water.

MB: It must have been quite daunting 
to drop through that hole, not knowing 
what was on the other side?

NL: It was with more than a little 
apprehension that we entered the hole. 
The drilled hole itself was filled with 
uninviting slush in which visibility was 
nil, but once you’d cleared the mire an 
extraordinary, almost surreal, world 
stretched out in front of you. Diffused 
light filtered down through translucent, 
vivid blue ice, while behind you shafts of 
brighter sunlight shone down through a 
hole that you knew was your only way 
in and your only way out. A shot line of 
chequered flags and strobes ensured 
you could find your way back, but divers 
here were not attached to a safety line, 
as there was little current. Because water 
is not open, but covered with permanent 
sea ice several metres thick for miles 
around, in an emergency your only 
escape was that hole just over a metre 
across – it was very, very claustrophobic.”

MB: What temperatures did you record 
while you were there?

NL: Even though it was mid-summer the 
daytime air temperature with wind chill 

 Drilling one of our first dive holes 
through the 2 metres of sea ice. The 

air in Antarctica can be very, clear, 
giving the impression that you could 

reach out and touch the summit of 
Mt Erebus, even though it’s actually 

more then 80 kms away.
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plummeted on one occasion to 
-60°C and the year-round water 
temperature is -2°C. It was 
actually achingly cold, very cold. 
However, on the plus side, there 
was almost twenty-four hours of 
daylight, which meant plenty of 
light for filming, and much of that 
was to take place not on the ice, 
but under it.

MB: The water itself – was it 
clear or cloudy?

NL: We found that the clarity of 
the water was surprisingly good. 
At 35 metres, the water was as 
clear as would be expected at 3 
metres elsewhere in the world, so 
we could see our miniature film 
stars with no trouble.

MB: What sorts of creatures 
were living down there, under 
the sea ice?

NL: We were diving over the 
shoulder of an extinct volcano, and 
the shelf seemed alive, its floor 
covered by an amazing array of 
colourful marine creatures. Crabs 
scuttled between soft corals, 
sponges and sea anemones, while 
purple sea stars clambered over 

black volcanic rocks. Jellyfish hung 
in the water column and ghostly 
ice fish, kept alive in a frigid 
ocean with the help of antifreeze 
chemicals in their body, peered 
out from behind clusters of wispy 
anchor ice that grew up from the 
seabed. Some animals, such as 
sea urchins, which were too slow 
to avoid the ice formation, were 
actually enveloped in the ragged 
crystals of anchor ice. They were 
trapped in a see-through coffin that 
eventually floated up to rest on 
the underside of the sea ice and 
became a snack for passing seals.

MB: If I recall the sequence you 
were filming correctly, it was 
the scavengers that were of 
particular interest?

NL: Yes, the main focus was a 
dead seal pup that was lying on 
the seabed. Its decomposing 
tissues attracted life from all 
around. Red sea stars, giant 
brittlestars and purple sea urchins 
had their tiny tube feet working 
overtime in order to be first at the 
body. Squirming white nemertean 
worms and swarms of shrimp-like 
amphipods joined the rush, and in 
a few days, the entire corpse was 

covered with a writhing mass of 
ghoulish scavengers. 

MB: How did you go about 
filming them in such a hostile 
environment?

NL: As most of the smaller 
animals, such as sea urchins and 
starfish, are slow movers you 
would see very little action, so we 
wanted to speed up the action 
using time-lapse. To do this we 
laid out a complete underwater 
studio under the ice, deploying 
a unique motion control rig and 
specialist underwater lights 
directly on the seabed. It was the 
first time it’s ever been done. 

Instead of using a movie camera, 
we took a series of stills, and 
later converted them with Apple 
Motion into a high definition, 
time-lapse sequence. The camera 
chosen was the Nikon D200, with 
especially adapted manual focus 
Nikkor lenses. It was lodged in 
a specially designed underwater 
housing. With the ice rising and 
falling with the tide, it meant 
that this particular location had 
limited headroom at low tide. 
Nevertheless, the rig remained 
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 Instead of using a movie 
camera, we took a series 

of stills, and later converted 
them with Apple Motion 

into a high definition, 
time-lapse sequence.

NL
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 Inside the recently restored 
‘Nimrod’ Hut used by Shackleton for 
his 1907 expedition. With everything 
just as it was left giving the 
impression that its occupants have 
just stepped outside. An amazing 
place just to sit down and imagine!

 Bottom right: Inside Scott’s 
‘Discovery Hut’. Built for the famous 
1901-1904 Discovery Expedition a 
very dark and bitterly cold place. 
Everything inside is covered with 
frozen layer of soot. Not the most 
welcoming of places, it really must 
have been a very long and cold 
experience.

NL
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on the seafloor for the duration of the 
shoot, with cameras brought to the 
surface periodically to change batteries 
and cards.

MB: How long could you stay under 
the ice?

NL: I was down for no more than thirty 
minutes before the cold made me head 
back to the ice hole, but cameraman 
Doug Allan, who has worked regularly 
in the Arctic and Antarctic, would often 
spend an hour or more down there. 

On the surface, a bright yellow hut 
was dragged over the hole to provide 
a shelter for the surface crew and 
a temporary kitchen to brew up hot 
chocolate and soup to revive the divers. 
If holes were unused for a short time, 
Weddell seals would come up to 
investigate. They popped up their heads, 
looked around in a curious way for a few 
seconds, and then darted back down 
again. Their eerie songs filled the sea. 
They were so loud that if one buzzed 
you when you were down below, the 
sound seemed to penetrate your body, 
so you felt it deep inside you.

MB: This was, in fact, your first dive 
under polar sea ice? 

NL: Yes, quite a milestone for me. Dive 
co-ordinator Rob Robbins, a veteran 
of thirty years in the Antarctic, was in 
charge of diving operations at McMurdo 
and he took me for my very first 
excursion below the ice. I’ve been down 
in some amazing places – Sipadan, 
Red Sea, Great Barrier Reef, and the 
Caribbean Sea, and with some help I’ve 
also dived in the cinotes of Mexico – but 
diving under the Antarctic ice is certainly 
the most exhilarating … and the most 
difficult. It was so cold and so energy-
sapping that after leaving the water you 
just wanted to sleep.

MB: Did you need to have any special 
qualifications to dive here?

NL: To dive here you must be a Dive 
Master or Advanced Diver, and to have 
dived in a dry suit at some point during 
the previous twelve months. 

MB: Was the dive kit used here 
different from that on other more 
conventional dives?

NL: I wore a DUI compressed neoprene 
dry suit with thermal layers underneath 
and semi-dry gloves at first, warmed 
with hot water, but switched to dry 
gloves with liners to be able to work 

without agonizingly cold hands. The 
suit was brand-new, picked up the night 
before leaving, so it was a little stiff and 
very buoyant until it was compressed 
a few times by the water pressure. To 
make matters worse, the dump and 
inflation valves were in completely 
different places to my old suit, which 
inevitably led to a degree of uneasiness 
before my first dive ever under ice. 

Because of the buoyancy, I carried 23 
kilogrammes of extra weight to get 
me down. Diving here is carried out 
without the usual buoyancy control 
jacket I was used to, relying instead 
on adjusting the air in the dry suit. At 
first I had difficulty getting the balance 
right, but quickly got the hang of it. It 
was hard to imagine, however, that the 
pioneers of diving here wore nothing 
more than wet suits. They must have 
come out like Popsicles.

The dive kit today includes two Sherman 
Brute regulators, both at least ten 
years old. They’re still the best … or 
so I was reliably informed. Both were 
connected to a 12-litre steel air tank by 
a Y-valve, one for back-up should the 
main regulator freeze and go into free 
flow. One of the emergency training 
procedures was to swap regulators 
during the dive, no mean feat in the 
freezing water. The only part of your 
face that’s exposed is your mouth, 
which is numb with cold, so you’re 
unsure you’ve actually put the regulator 
in your mouth. I had to hold my mouth 
open with my fingers to get the 
regulator in, then exhaust it and carry on 
breathing normally.

MB: Did you film on the surface too?

NL: Yes, we filmed Weddell seals. 
They haul out on the ice, often mothers 
with babies and they were intensely 
inquisitive, especially the pups. If you 
lay down on the snow they’d come and 
take a look at you. I photographed one 
seal that was a real poser. He would 
lounge nonchalantly on the ice – a real 
star. Another character, a large male, 
kept popping up through our dive hole. 
As long as you remained still he was no 
danger, but I noticed that every time his 
head appeared tiny droplets of water 
would freeze instantly on his whiskers. 

MB: Was it easier to work topsides?

NL: Actually, working on the surface 
was little better than under the ice. You 
had to be careful where you walked. In 
places, where the sea ice was attached 
to the land and kept flexing with the 

tides, large cracks would appear. And 
where ridges of ice were pushed up 
there were more cracks. Often as not a 
thin layer of ice or snow covered them, 
so you weren’t sure which was solid ice 
and which was a crack.

MB: You also travelled about by 
helicopter.

NL: We flew out by helicopter to the 
Russian icebreaker Kapitan Khlebrikov. 
It was rather odd seeing this huge ship 
stuck in the middle of the ice. When 
we landed, a whole bunch of Adélie 
penguins came to take a look at us, and 
their curiosity satisfied, they’d scarper as 
fast as their little legs would carry them.

On another occasion, the helicopter 
dropped us onto the slopes of Mt. 
Erebus. We were at about 4,000 metres, 
where giant ice fumaroles, like twisted 
chimneys over 10 metres high, are 
dotted about its flanks. They spew 
out hot gases, a gentle reminder that 
the volcano is still very active. It’s the 
world’s most southerly active volcano 
with a lava lake in the crater at its 
summit, one of only five on the planet. 
It was mighty cold up there, about -70°C 
plus wind chill. 
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 An Adelie Penguin waves us goodbye as he joins
his colony
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MB: Was frostbite a problem?

NL: When out on the ice with skidoos on 
an especially blustery day, we all suffered 
mild frostbite on our faces – extremely 
painful – and inevitably my picture-taking 
hand had frostbite. In order to activate 
the shutter I had to take off the mitten on 
one hand, so I was only wearing the silk 
lining. It tingles at first, then it becomes 
increasingly more painful and the skin 
becomes wet and waxy. It can last for 
weeks, but eventually it peels off in large 
chunks – pretty unpleasant.

MB: You were lost on one occasion.

NL: Yes, we were in a complete 
whiteout, which meant sitting it out in the 

PistenBully for the best part of the day 
before we were able to retreat from the 
storm. Ironically, the first thing I ate when 
I got back to McMurdo base was a tub of 
soft ice cream! 

MB: Life was the last major production 
you undertook for the BBC. You’re now 
freelance; what does the future hold?

NL: I’ve been working a lot with the 
internationally renowned wildlife 
photographer and filmmaker Jim 
Brandenburg. Most recently we’ve been 
running a specialist photography course 
at his home in northern Minnesota. The 
last one featured the autumn colours 
in the surrounding forests – stunningly 
beautiful – and the next one is going to be 
quite a challenge. 

We’re going to take the attendees on dog-
sleds across the snow and frozen lakes, 
so they become familiar with the northern 
woods under the severest conditions and 
hopefully we’ll see and photograph the 
Northern Lights. It’ll be -30 to -40°C at 
night, and we’re going to be camping out. 
It will be a combination of photography 
and survival in extreme conditions, more 
of an experience than a course.

MB: Do you have any new projects in 
mind?

NL: We’re looking at the feasibility of a 3-D 
movie on the orangutans of Borneo and 
another 3-D feature on African wildlife. 

I also hope to continue working with 
Nikon and Nikon UK, playing with some 
of the new toys and just maybe getting 
them to work in slightly different and 
intriguing ways. The great thing about 
being freelance now is the flexibility of 
where and when I work, and like many 
other photographers I’m looking forward 
to working on my own personal projects 
and portfolio.

Also, Jim and I are always looking for new 
and exciting projects to work on together. 
I think the world of digital photography is 
going to continue to advance in the future 
as much as it has over the past ten years 
… all in all a very exciting prospect! +

Michael Bright is a freelance writer and 
scriptwriter. He was an Executive
Producer for the BBC Natural History 
Unit for a number of years. He lives in 
Bristol and is a long-term Nikon user.

16

www.lucasproductions.com

 The ever inquisitive Adelie Penguins 
scurry off back across the ice after 

inspecting the Kapitan Khlebrikov Ice 
Breaker, not long after it had smashed it’s 
way through the sea ice and parked itself 

in their frozen world.




