RIDING THE 2ND HORSE.

They say not to work with Children and Animals, but when you add Fast paced children’s TV schedules and the notorious Victorian weather, well… things start to get hectic to say the least; and that is where 2nd Unit is particularly important!

For the past 7 months I have been 2nd Unit Director of Photography on “The Saddle Club” series 3 working in Country Victoria, where extreme weather conditions are an everyday normality, with child actors that aren’t too comfortable on horse back. To say there have been challenges is an understatement.
Peter Falk acs is the main unit D.P. and he has chosen to shoot with the Sony HDW-900R HD Cameras using cine style Canon zoom lenses (4.7 – 52mm and 8 – 158mm) and gamma and colorimetry settings that he acquired from the BBC 1. (He has always liked the look of the programs coming out of the BBC 1 and found a website containing their camera setup details). He wants to give the show a soft and glamorous feel and we always try to shoot back lit on long lenses and we always use Tiffen light fog filters, ¼ on wider shots and 1/8 on tight shots. The filters make the blacks go quite milky but the blacks are restored in the colour grade.
2nd Units’ job is to pick up shots that are dropped by main unit, either because of time or logistics, shoot the action sequences and fast horse riding shots with riding doubles, shoot establishers and Dawn and sunset shots and reshoot any scenes from Main Unit that aren’t accepted by the Producers. There is a troublesome miniature donkey in the show and we get to shoot all his scenes because he is practically impossible to work with and lately we have been shooting Video clips for all the songs that will go with the marketing of the show.

Matching the look of the Main unit has been my biggest challenge. First you need to watch the dailies or if there is an edit of the scene you can look at that to match lighting style and direction as well as continuity of props and wardrobe etc. You need to match the same filtration which sometimes is different to the eye as what is written down so you need to back your judgment and then there is the ever changing weather and seasons within the same day!
Some days you wear your snow gear to work, then have to take most of it off as the day gets hot and then rain will blow in at the twinkling of an eye followed by sun and the for the last couple of hours on goes the snow jacket and thermals again! (In fact right now as I write this it is 3 degrees outside at 2 in the afternoon and I can’t get the fireplace going because all the wood is wet).

When we started shooting last November the weather was usually warm and sunny and the grass and the trees were just starting to go dry and brown, since then the grass has gone from very dry and yellow to windy dust storms and now that Autumn is upon us the trees have all changed colour to glorious reds and orange before dropping their leaves altogether and the grass is coming back to lush green and everything is a lot wetter.

As there is very little time and even less money for post you need to become creative in your solutions to these problems. Sometime it’s as easy as shooting your call sheet in a different order to avoid when the sky doesn’t match, sometimes you redesign the shots for example shooting tighter so that I can light or bring in negative fill etc. and working around horses also has it’s own problems with hardware placement.
One trick I have been using with success is using ND grads on the green grass so that I can overexpose it to match the colour of the grass in the scene shot months ago. Speaking of grads I have found that I have needed to use them quite a lot to get detail in the sky because, as good as these cameras are, they still drop off to nothing very quickly in the overexposed areas and they still aren’t fantastic shooting exterior full sun (they don’t render skin tone highlights in sun as pleasing as I would like). I have also found myself using the polariser a bit not just to saturate the sky but so that I can open up a bit to expose for the back lit faces more.

Shooting all the riding sequences with riding doubles and stunt doubles has been a lot of fun and I think we have been quite successful in adding a lot of excitement to the show. One of my favourite shots was using the Steadicam on the back of a Ute chasing a rider and horse at full gallop and then right over a high fence at the end of the arena! Focus puller Riki Byrne has done an amazing job because sometimes we shoot at an incredible pace with unpredictable animals that don’t hit marks or do things the same more than once and we have never had to reshoot for soft shots. Well Done!!
With second unit resources being somewhat less than Main Unit, “Super grip” David Cross and I have also had to become resourceful by creating strange looking camera rigs such as ‘Donkey Cam’ using a wheelbarrow ‘borrowed’ from the props dept. One time David even laid a track with a huge slope so that we could get the camera to lower in shot using our Matthews doorway dolly, something that looked doubtful to say the least but worked very well. Another example is the upside down Sachtler head hanging upside down on baby legs to create a crazy kind of F7 head. 

I have to share whatever lights I can get from main unit and sometimes there isn’t much to choose from. Often I find myself using whatever shiny surface I can find to reflect the sun and shape the light into the set with cutters and gobos made of props, boxes or lamp stands or sometimes even crew members!

All in all it has been a very rewarding shoot and I have met a lot of fun, hardworking people and I am very proud of our little 2nd Unit in what we have been able to achieve.

Now, I must get back to trying to light the damn fire!!!

C ya all soon.

Andrew Conder soc.
