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Al was late, just barely.  His live bait had died since last night and all the effort to row out, fill the live well and start the trip on a good note seemed for naught and now he had to buy more frozen Mackerel and rely on the good will of his fishing brothers to set the day back on course.  


The “Surf Breaker”, his pride and joy, was already secure in the South Jog and Russell, his eclectically eccentric mate, was on board, in a surprisingly good mood.  Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad after all.


With the gear stowed they cast off and began their journey across the black crystal waters that lead to uncertainty.  The “Surf Breaker”, which was built for his late friend Steve, is stiff and strong and she drives through the surf at the cut without hesitation.  The tension fades.  The night sky is clear at 1:45 AM and the setting moon casts a bronze road to potential riches or at least money to hold on for another month.  The life of a traditional hook fisherman is hard but the drive to earn a living from the sea is as strong as the strongest addiction and Al and Russell are no different than the rest of their peers.
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When shooting in extreme conditions the producer, director and cameraperson have to consider a number of different variables; one of which is how to get that once in a lifetime shot, capturing the complete message and not destroy the camera?  The previous excerpt, from a story I wrote about Blue Fin Tuna fishing with hook and line off the coast of Cape Cod, is a perfect example of this situation.  To carry out this shoot I was required to be on a small, 32’, fishing vessel, 40 miles off shore in 10’ seas and driving 20 – 25 knot winds.  This was not a location shoot that lent itself to standard camera equipment.  


Constantly soaked by wind driven sea spray, spattered by bait and chum drippings, saturated by rain and pounded into the deck as the boat drove through the waves, I was required to capture the story in real time by video taping and capturing digital stills.  To do this I enlisted the help of old friends for which I have created an additional task, my underwater camera housing and cameras.


Shooting broadcast quality packages requires high end, expensive equipment but even the non professional enthusiast will be inspired and driven to capture these types of images once they employ their underwater gear in this above the surface format.  In my work I use a Sony VX2000 Mini DV Camcorder in a Light & Motion Blue Fin Housing.  One of the primary reasons for making this choice was the Blue Fin’s Design that uses an external lens port so focus both above and below water is very controllable and precise.  This type of housing, along with several others on the market, also incorporates a hydrophone that will record ambient sound and spoken dialogue.


Another consideration, at this point, is camera control and for amateurs and professionals control can be everything.  To accommodate this requirement the use of both manual and electronic controls offered the best options for the video camera while completely manual still is fine.  The photographer should also consider the need for stability in these conditions and always try to find equipment that can be attached to a tripod.  There are a number of tripods on the market that are made from plastics and composites which will endure the toughest protocol above and underwater.  In my current production, “Hooker’s Diary”, a documentary on Collaborative Research and Cod Tagging, I was able to capture a sequence where the camera moves over the deck and into the live well where Cod Fish are held prior to tagging.  Only underwater gear made this possible and the selection available, within nearly any budget, is 
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mind boggling.  From a simple Sea & Sea MX10 to the most sophisticated Light & Motion or Amphibico Video Housing any shot is now a reality.  The previously over priced equipment that was only used one week each year can now be a constant companion and one of the most significant pieces of luggage you carry on all your trips.  The infamous above and below the water split shot made so famous in Dive publications and productions can now be the next one you take in the back yard pool or on a hike up the great waterfalls of the Rockies!!

About the Author:    Richard Morris is an independent documentary producer focusing on pro-environment topics.  He is also an underwater cameraman and is currently producing a series on sustainable fishing entitled “Hooker’s Diary”, where he chronicles the current state of the US Commercial Fisheries through the eyes of the Traditional New England Hook Fishermen.  For more information contact: envirodiver@comcast.net.  

