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The Sitting in the evening sun in a pub garden in Hammersmith 
after recording a quick interview with JLS, producer and friend 
Iain Thompson (Thompy) explained to me what the ‘Cold Chain’ 

was and how he wanted to make a programme for the BBC, with the 
help of UNICEF, to show how vaccines reach children in some of the 
most remote corners of the world.
 As he described the idea, I began to realise this would not only 
be a once in a lifetime trip and great opportunity to work on a 
challenging documentary, but also a very rewarding project as it 
would showcase the amazing work of UNICEF.
 As I’ve learnt in my career though, these trips aren’t necessarily 
going to happen and as a wise old sage (well another cameraman 
actually) once said to me: “Nothing’s confirmed until you’re on the 
flight home!” 

Planning
Nevertheless, over the next few months the project started to 
take shape. An office was set up and production staff hired and, 
most importantly, Iain managed to persuade Ewan McGregor to be 
involved. Meetings took place with the BBC, who agreed a budget, 
and things began to move rapidly towards the November departure.
 I’ve worked with Thompy for a few years now and he is always 
happy to listen to my input on technical aspects rather than just 
insist on the ‘latest toy in the cupboard’. So, while the BBC was trying 
to persuade us to go with the Canon EOS C300 (the new kid on the 
block at the time), I was veering towards a Sony PDW-F800 XDCAM 
as a more flexible option, knowing that the bigger-range zoom lenses 
would more than compensate for the ‘look’ of the C300. Besides, I 
was confident that with good use of set-up cards and filters I could 
come very close to that ‘look’. The last thing I needed on a long job in 
remote areas was to be working with a brand new, unfamiliar camera 
and constantly having to change lenses.
 We did decide to take along a Canon 5D MkIII though, which we 
would use in situations where we didn’t have permission to film, in 
places with limited access and for time-lapse shots.
 To complete the arsenal of cameras, I also included a couple of 
GoPro Hero 2s with assorted mounts, and Thompy brought along 
a FlipCam for Ewan’s use. Later on it was also decided to include a 
second XDCAM, which would be used by the producer/director (Sam 
Webb in India and Nepal; Justin Kelly in the Congo).

Passsage to India
So, on Thursday 24 November, the assembled crew of Thompy, myself, Daniel Russell 
(camera assistant), Liz Jones (UNICEF) and Seep Srivaastava (PA), along with 12 flight-
cases and our personal bags, headed off to Patna (via Delhi) on a Jet Airways flight.
 At the hotel we met up with Ewan, Sam (PD), Asheesh (local sound recordist) and 
Pauline (UNICEF and Ewan’s PA). The issue of using a local sound recordist had been a 

source of much discussion. My 
preferred option of taking my 
‘normal’ sound recordist, Keith 
Darbyshire (co-owner of Awfully 
Nice) had proved one air fare too 
many for the budget and Thompy 
had convinced me that Asheesh, 
with whom he had worked many 
times, would be fine.
   Having checked all the 
equipment out in the morning, 
Dan and I headed out into Patna, 
the capital of India’s poorest state 
Bihar, to get some local ‘colour’ 
in the can, while Thompy, Ewan 
and Pauline stayed behind to 

go through Ewan’s contract and get him to sign it. As I recorded the mayhem that is 
the streets of Patna, involving multitudes of motorbikes transporting everything from 
families of four (minimum!) to goats and precarious stacks of boxes, my mind wandered 
back to the ‘wise old sage’ and I wondered if we would all be heading home the next day 
if the contract negotiations didn’t go well.

 

Thankfully, back at the hotel everything had been signed, so we adjourned to the bar, 
only to find it was ‘World No Liquor Day’! As far as I’m aware, this has never been 
honoured in the UK and came as a bit of blow to us as we had been planning to 
celebrate Thompy’s 40th birthday.
 If you ever film in India there are two things you will find:
1. There is never any shortage of ‘colour’ or unusual sights – cows and other livestock 
wander along the roads; bikes, motorbikes and rickshaws are overloaded beyond belief; 
and your sound recordist will soon be moaning about the incessant noise of the traffic, 
particularly the constant ‘hooting’ of horns.
2. The Indian population have no qualms about watching whatever you are doing – 
normally at a distance well within your ‘personal space’ and almost certainly closer than 
either the soundman or assistant.
 Fortunately, jetlag didn’t seem to be an issue this time but nevertheless our sleeping 
pattern was constantly disturbed as it seemed to be ‘Wedding Season’ and there was 
absolutely no chance of sleeping through the heady mix of loud music, noisy portable 
generators and inevitable fireworks. In the end it was decided this would have to become 
part of the programme, so during our time in Patna, and then Terasi, we joined in several 
celebrations, often long into the early hours.

The Cold Chain
The Cold Chain itself is a vast global network that takes life-saving vaccines to some of 
the poorest and most vulnerable children in some of the remotest places on the globe. 
Our programme would highlight three of the toughest routes. These chains are run by 

Chain Gang
keep it cool

GTC member and Awfully Nice Video Company owner Graham Maunder travelled through remote parts 
of India on a motorbike, trekked in Nepal (after a near-death experience on one of the most dangerous 
airstrips in the world) and ended ‘up the Congo without a paddle’ for the BBC programme ‘Ewan McGregor 
– Cold Chain Mission’. His efforts and great camerawork under duress were rewarded with a GTC Award for 
Excellence 2013 and here he recounts how it all happened.   

Rather than the ‘new kid 
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I was pushing to use a 
Sony PDW-F800... the last 
thing I needed on a long 
job in remote areas was to 
be working with a brand 
new, unfamiliar camera 
and constantly having to 
change lenses
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Ewan McGregor and camera assistant Dan Russell with some of 
the equipment at Patna train station

GoPro Hero 
mounted 
on Ewan’s 
motorbike 
attracts 
attention
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a mixture of governments and NGOs (non-government organisations, such as UNICEF). 
During the journeys the vaccines must stay below a certain temperature otherwise they 
are useless and even dangerous if administered. 
 The starting point of the Cold Chain is a massive warehouse in Copenhagen from 
where the vaccines are distributed to major cities worldwide. Our first day was to be in 
Patna though, at a nomadic camp on the banks of the Ganges where we met up with 
Sadique, a health worker. He explained that the camp was packed with children from all 
over Bihar, whose parents had come to Patna to find work. I was immediately glad I had 
opted for the XDCAM as it was clear we were going to be working at a relentless pace. 
The ability to be with Ewan one minute and quickly grab cutaways the next without 
changing lenses would be invaluable. The camp, as well as being on the river bank, 
was under a huge flyover and filled with many different groups and more animals than 
London Zoo. Within minutes we had filmed a camel, some goats in jumpers, elephants 
and a five-legged cow. 

 The health workers had a simple but clever way of keeping track of the children they 
had immunised. As soon as the two drops needed to protect against polio had been 
administered, they would colour the child’s little finger with a permanent marker. The 
speed the drops were administered was amazing and gave me just a couple of seconds 
to get ‘the’ shot of the liquid going through the air into the mouth, before ‘pinkies’ were 
marked and the vaccinators moved off to the next family. The good news for UNICEF is 
that this strategy is so successful there hasn’t been a polio case in India for over a year.
 As we moved on from Patna to our next stopping point, Khagaria, the reality of the 
difficulties faced by the Cold Chain workers started to hit home. We had been given 
a cool-box for the journey that was filled with the vaccinations (no beers sadly!) and 
it was our responsibility to make sure these remained at the right temperature. The 
cool-box contained four ice packs that we would somehow have to keep frozen during 
our journey. Each vaccine container has a VVM (visible vial monitor), which is a heat-
sensitive square that changes colour if the vaccine is not kept at the correct (cold) 
temperature.

 We were facing a 4-hour train journey to Khagaria where we would overnight before 
moving on, via motorbike and boat, to the remote village of Terasi. In the planning 
stages, I had allowed for a maximum of 36 hours without being able to charge batteries 
and had steadfastly raided eBay and Amazon for all sorts of alternative charging devices 
(solar, car battery cables, USB etc) for the camera batteries as well as for my MacBook 
that would be used to back up the 5D, GoPro and FlipCam footage. Because of the 
nature of the job, everything was a balance between what you would ideally like to 
have with you and what you could physically take given the increasingly small modes 
of transport we would use. This new responsibility was quite different though. It’s one 
thing only being able to use one of your cameras after not being able to keep up with 
battery charging (a situation that luckily never happened) but to travel for days and 

arrive to vaccinate children only to find the vaccines useless because 
they haven’t been kept cool enough would be devastating. The added 
jeopardy was that you couldn’t even check the VVMs as opening the 
cool-box would let the cool air out and introduce the searing Indian 
heat in.
 When we arrived (via a rickshaw transfer from the train station) 
at the ‘hotel’, we hit our first problem. The kitchen was basic, to say 
the least, with one broken fridge and another ‘almost working’ fridge 
with a freezer section about the temperature of a normal fridge. The 
staff explained there were frequent power cuts and their back-up 
generator wasn’t working, however as it was the only option for 
the vaccines we put them and the freezer blocks in and crossed our 
fingers. It would be about 16 hours until we reached the children. 
 After another wedding-disturbed sleep and a cold shower, we 
resumed filming where we had finished the night before – in the 
kitchen. Luckily the VVMs were all still looking good and, while the 
blocks weren’t hard any more, they were at least cold.

By motorbike and boat
The motorbike journey to the boat was one of the things I had been 
looking forward to from the outset. But far from the comparative 
luxury and comfort of a Williams Moto BMW (that I am used to from 
working on the Great Race series and Tours of Britain and France),  
which offer foot-plates, back-rests, 12v power and panniers, this 

was a basic 100cc Honda Hero, the staple motorbike in India, with 
barely enough power and suspension to drag me and the kit along in 
pursuit of Ewan and his special cargo of the cool-box. 
 To make sure I didn’t miss any of the chaotic Indian road scenes, I 
mounted two GoPros on Ewan’s bike – one facing forwards to catch 
the mayhem and the other on the handlebars looking back at Ewan. 
I would travel on the back of another bike with the XDCAM. Sound-
wise, Ewan was wearing a radio mic and there was a receiver in the 
back of the PDW-F800. This set-up worked really well for moments 
like this when I was on my own, and it allowed the sound recordist 
to RF his mixer output to the camera so that we had no cables 
between us, a blessing in both crowded and very small locations.
 Sadique, who was now enjoying a new role as my ‘moto pilot’, 
proved to be very able and even without intercom soon got the hang 
of my crazy hand signals for faster, slower, let Ewan pass and let’s 
hack up the road for a pass-by shot. Needless to say, the journey was 
a little more hair-raising than on the average 10k or marathon, but 
we all arrived safely and with some good footage to boot.
 

That sinking feeling 
Not for the last time on this shoot, as we started on the 
next stage of the journey, I found myself filming Ewan and 
the events without really considering the health and safety 
element, my head full only of ensuring I had all the shots 
needed for the edit. At the very last minute I leapt onto an 
elderly boat powered by an old Lister slow-speed diesel engine, 
which I had been filming as they loaded on our two motorbikes 
and Ewan and the vaccinators went on-board. Meanwhile, 
Dan had carefully stowed the rest of the equipment where it 
would be close to hand but not in shot. It was only once I was 
on-board the little boat and it had fired into life that I had time 
to take in the sight of all our equipment, the motorbikes and 
us sharing space with the crew, which comprised a captain to 
navigate, an engineer already elbow deep in grease and oil, and 
a man with a bucket who seemed to be fighting a losing battle 
to keep the water level in the boat acceptably low. Thankfully, 
one of the other Amazon purchases had been some good 
waterproof bags for the gear. 

 After a few more shots and a piece to camera (PTC) from Ewan, I finally settled 
down to relax, although this wasn’t easy with the constant noise of the (non-silenced) 
engine. This became even harder when the boat suddenly stopped altogether and it was 
filming action stations again as we drifted hopelessly back down the river the way we 
had just come. We had no power at all and the engineer was busy at work with various 
spanners, a hammer and what looked like some old strips of tyre. Never judge a book by 
its cover though; while a betting man would have offered you great odds against the 
aforementioned items getting the engine going, within about 20 minutes there came a 
peace-shattering ‘phut, phut, phut’ and the old engine spluttered back into life, reverting 
our rapid backwards journey into a slow but relentless push upstream.
 Eventually arriving at our destination after another shorter motorbike ride, we were 
very relieved to find that the vaccines were still good. News had got round though and 
there were many more children than had been allowed for, but luckily there was enough 
vaccine to go round.
 The journey back went a lot more smoothly and also faster as now we were going 
with the flow. Nevertheless, it was dark when we arrived and set about unloading the 
gear and motorbikes. The next hour was one that will stay with me for ever; as we 
weren’t needed to film, while the rest of the crew took cars back to the hotel, Ewan  
and I took the motos and headed back at a much faster pace (much to the horror of  
the production manager).

Nepal: the most dangerous airstrip in the world
After a few more days in India we headed to the border with Nepal. I’ve filmed at lots of 
‘border towns’ over the years and they never disappoint. There is always such a great mix 
of people and a hustle and bustle that’s often difficult to capture on camera. This time my 
favourite shot was of Ewan delivering a PTC by a big sign saying ‘no photography or filming’.

Within minutes we had filmed a camel, 
some goats in jumpers, elephants and  
a five-legged cow 
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Some of the many animals we encountered in Patna

Ewan on the trusty Honda Hero

Second boat with PD Sam, PA Seep, Liz Jones 
from UNICEF and camera assistant Dan

Trying out the Awfully Nice version of Polecam!

Two of the 
Sherpas 
who made 
our life so 
much easier 
in Nepal
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   First we travelled 
to Kathmandu and 
then proceeded to 
take the flight of my 
life. Unbeknown to 
me, we were going 
to land at the Talcha 
airstrip – one of the 
most dangerous in the 
world. Perched 3000m 
up in the Himalayas, 

the gravel and dirt ‘runway’ is less than 400m long, with a severe drop at each end; 
only a handful of pilots are allowed to land there. The combination of the altitude, high 
winds and necessary approach means the side of the strip is littered with aircraft that 
didn’t make it (including the flight before ours carrying some of our supplies - luckily 
no-one was hurt). Thompy, in his wisdom, had decided that two people must not under 
any circumstances be told any of these facts beforehand, so it was that, armed with the 
5D, I ended up shooting the landing standing in the cockpit while Sam (in the know) got 
Ewan’s (no idea!) reaction on one of the XDCAMs. To be fair, it was awesome and Ewan’s 
reaction as the side of the mountain loomed and all the bells and buzzers and ‘pull-up’ 
messages blared from the cockpit was ‘TV gold’ (even if you can hear my expletives  
in the background).
 As we disembarked, we were greeted by loads of porters (sherpas) who, unlike their 
fellow workers of the same job title at Heathrow, were desperate to take as many of our 

bags as they could carry and would remain with us for our two-day trek to Luma for the 
meagre sum of 12 rupees (13p) a day. We also met up with ‘Tiger’ a local health worker, 
who would be our guide. 
 The first stop was Gamghadi where we were to spend the night before the trek. This 
was still three hours from the airstrip and, at high altitude, I found it really hard going, 
particularly when trying to get ahead for passing shots. Then I came up with the idea of 
Ewan self-shooting some of it using a GoPro on the end of a ski-pole to achieve great 
shots of his face with the amazing backdrop without my having to walk backwards in front 
of him (which, given the terrain, was likely to result in footage suitable only for You’ve 
Been Framed). Ewan was incredible at this and after seeing his first couple of attempts 

played back really got to grips with it, even starting the shots with the GoPro behind 
branches or rocks to create an edit point. At least it was much better footage than that 
generated by the Flipcam used for his ‘video diary’ that drove me crazy in the final cut.
 Yet again, it was dark by the time we arrived in the ‘town’ and we had precious little 
time to get the vaccines into a fridge, the ice packs into a freezer, our batteries charged 
and the footage downloaded before our dawn start.

 The scenery in Nepal was breathtaking and all along the route it 
was as if someone had gone before us organising ‘extras’. One minute 
there would be a a mule train, the next a group of women laden with 
straw or a group of children walking to school (a four-hour round trip 
every day). With so much to grab my eye and the temptation of setting 
up the GoPros, plus the 5D for a time-lapse sequences, we were soon 
taking longer than we should and so we had to up the pace – not easy 
at that altitude and impossible without our trusty porters.
 Luma itself is like many other remote villages in Nepal, set into 
the hillside in tiers with mud and stone huts still built as they would 
have been hundreds of years ago. The villagers all manage to live off 
the land and the feeling of ‘togetherness’ is amazing. It certainly was 
remote and the vaccination process on top of one of the flat roofs 
was a sight to behold. Thankfully, all the vaccines were good and our 
second ‘chain’ was complete (apart of course  from the trek back to 
the airstrip and the flight itself). 
 Back at Gamghadi we were planning to rest up but news had 
reached us they were closing the airstrip at Talcha for three months 
and if we wanted to get out we had to be there that afternoon for 
the last flight out. It’s funny how when confronted with the choice 
of a trek that had taken three hours needing to be done in just 

over two, or the prospect of walking for just over a week, you find 
some inner strength and manage to catch your flight (which, for the 
record, was no less scary when taking off – check it out on YouTube).

Up the Congo river
After the small matter of a few more flights, border crossings, customs 
and all the hassles associated with the multiple flight-cases we were 
carting around with us, we found ourselves in Brazzaville, the capital 
of the Republic of Congo, situated on the banks of the mighty Congo 
river. Brazzaville is a bustling and vibrant city but the Congo is a 
country with big social divides and, while 90% of the children here 
are immunised, the remaining 10% are in very remote areas and it 
was these we were here to help. Our aim was to get to Losso, a village 
450 miles north of Brazzaville, which we would reach via helicopter, 
landing about 50 miles south at a trading ‘border’ town called 
Impfondo. The only helicopter available was a government-owned 

The scenery in Nepal was breathtaking and all 
along the route it was as if someone had gone 
before us organising ‘extras’
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One of the locals trying out for a job 
with Awfully Nice (Nepal branch)!

Some of the many ‘extras’ we came across on the trek

Three children we 
immunised in Luma

Ewan self-shooting 
wih (Ski)PoleCam

Gyro mounts? 
Who needs them!
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Fact File
Ewan McGregor – Cold Chain Mission is still available as a 
download on iTunes:  
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01gw5vj/products

To find out more about the work of UNICEF (and make a 
donation) visit: www.unicef.org.uk

See more about Graham Maunder’s work and the Awfully 
Nice Video Company at: www.awfullynicevideo.com

machine and the negotiations had been long and hard. Even when we arrived at the airport 
we still weren’t sure whether we would be able to use it. Without it though our Cold Chain 
would be over as to reach Losso by boat would take too long and the vaccines would be 
unusable. Our next problem was that, due to the size of the helicopter, we would have to 
further trim down the equipment. This made for a traumatic few hours as we waited at 
the airport with me constantly changing my mind about what to take and what to leave 
behind. Once it was confirmed we could use the helicopter, I made yet more space savings 
by mounting the GoPros on the outside of the helicopter. Every little helps – and it also 
made for some spectacular footage as we flew over the world’s second largest rainforest 
and the Congo river for the best part of four hours. 
 During that time, apart from the huge expanses of forest and wetlands, the most 
amazing sight was the floating markets plying their trade on the river. These consist of 
loads of barges tied together, which call in at isolated villages to allow people to buy, 
sell and trade all manner of goods. People live on the barges for weeks at a time while 
they travel 800 miles or so along the Congo.
 From Impfondo we travelled to Losso by boat getting ever further into the jungle. 
Sadly, the tiny village was dominated by a huge drilling platform moored on the river bank 
that turned out to be a relic of a company that had come here in search of diamonds. 
The company had promised the village it would build a hospital and a school but, as so 
often in this part of the world where corruption is rife, had merely stripped the area of 

its natural resources and then departed. This had left the villagers very untrusting of 
foreigners and would make our next negotiations very tricky. 
 Although we were happy to immunise the children of Losso, what we really wanted 
to achieve was to go even further into the forest to find and immunise the Autochthon 
(Pygmy) children. To achieve this we ‘borrowed’ Ig from the Chief of the village and, 
having negotiated a rate with the Chief and the ‘wise man’ of the village, it was agreed 
we would be provided with two boats (dugout canoes) with ‘operators’ and Ig as our 
guide. Gingerly we loaded the canoes with our by now ever-decreasing amount of gear 
and personnel and headed upstream to a tiny tributary which we were told would lead 
to an Autochthon tribe. No sooner than we were out of sight of the village, the boatmen 
stopped and, through our interpreter, it became apparent we were being blackmailed. 
They were demanding more money to take us further and we were now in a really 
awkward situation, literally miles from anywhere and with no hope (or means) of going 
either where we wanted to go or back to Losso. Eventually, Thompy decided we had no 

option but to pay them and we carried on.
 Thirty minutes later, deep in the forest, we reached the end of the 
inlet and started to trek by foot. As I captured all this on the XDCAM 
and GoPros, I suddenly realised our trek had brought us to another 
small river that Ewan and Ig were now wading through waist deep. 
I let them go out of frame, then enquired which way we would 
be going with all the gear. Yes, you guessed, it was time for some 
wading with the camera and my backpack of lenses and batteries. 
In between getting shots of Ewan and desperately trying not to slip, 
my mind was already filling out the insurance claim and wondering 
if falling over with an XDCAM in a river in Africa would be covered. 
Luckily there were no mishaps and, more importantly, we arrived at 
a tiny settlement of Autochthons who, after initially scattering when 
they saw us, gradually re-emerged to be successfully vaccinated.
 This was a brilliant climax to an amazing journey and a unique 
project. The people we met and the experiences I gained, both 
professionally and emotionally, will live with me for ever.
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Time for some 
wading in 
search of the 
Autochtons

Ewan with one 
of the children 
in Losso

GoPro with approved CAA mount? 
It was still there 4 hours later!

Equipment, food and personal 
bags that made the cut

Cold Chain Mission


