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Spy in the Wild  

 

Introduction 

In one of the most innovative natural history series ever presented, Spy in the Wild deploys over 30 

ultra-realistic animatronic Spy Creatures to go undercover in the animal world.  This 5 x 60’ BBC One 

series captures unique animal behaviour closer than ever before. 

Using special “spy cameras” invented by film maker John Downer’s team at John Downer 

Productions, the viewer is plunged into the very heart of the extraordinary lives of over thirty 

fascinating animals across the world, including langurs, orang-utans, meerkats and crocodiles, 

revealing behaviour that is remarkably like our own.  To expose some of the most astonishing animal 

behaviour ever seen, the team of Spy Creatures go undercover.  These robotic look-alikes make all 

the right moves to not only be accepted by animals but also interact with them, providing revelatory 

insights into their world. 

In this four part series, each episode is packed with a menagerie of animatronic Spy Creatures 

exploring the different aspects of animal behaviour:  Love, Intelligence, Friendships and Mischief.  

The innovative techniques and ambition of the BBC One series are documented in the fifth “Making 

Of” episode, where we see the creation of the Spy Creatures and witness their first magical moves 

before being deployed around the world; from deserts and rainforests to the Polar Regions. 



Stories and behaviours 

Love 

In episode one, the Spy Creatures investigate the rarely seen emotions and feelings of animals, and 

ask if they are as complicated and strong as those of human beings.  Through inbuilt cameras within 

the Spy Creatures' eyes, we discover the origins of love. 

Key characters and stories: 

 

Wild dogs; Africa 

 Cameraman Richard Jones and Producer Philip Dalton spent three weeks filming African wild 

dogs and discovered an intensely loving side to the fearsome predator.  

 Multiple remote cameras and a robotic wild dog pup staked out an active den of nine pups 

and seven adults.  

 Spy cameras are usually made of reinforced materials to resist the powerful bite of 

predators, but Spy Pup’s soft and fragile exterior put it at great risk. 

 To be accepted Spy Pup imitated the body language of the wild dogs. Its submissive 

postures, tail wagging and play bows worked to everyone’s delight.  

 The Spy Cameras captured the dramatic moment a lioness tried to attack the pups, who 

were saved by their mother’s love and the united defence of the pack, who lured the lioness 

away to chase them instead. 

 Spy Pup’s only damage was losing its tail to a playful and boisterous adult but the tail was 

quickly found and an intact spy pup could resume filming. 

 

 



Nile Crocodiles, River Nile, Uganda 

 In one of the greatest challenges faced by the series, producer Rob Pilley visited Murchison 

Falls in Uganda three times to capture the incredible footage of female Nile crocodiles 

gathering their babies in their powerful mouths and carrying them to the safety of the 

water. The Spy Hatchlings not only captured astonishing footage from the nest they joined 

the real hatchlings as they were gathered into the croc’s powerful mouth – capturing jaw-

dropping footage. 

 This dangerous mission, in an area teeming with crocodiles, took eight weeks of filming to 

capture the astonishing behaviour for the first time ever in the wild.  

 The production team deployed an array of spy cameras to film this behaviour, including 

miniature radio-controlled Spy Hatchlings with 4k cameras in their eyes. 

 During this time cameraman Mike Richards had to endure up to 46 degrees C inside his hide 

for 12 hours a day as he waited for the crocodiles to tend their nests.  

 Retrieving the often broken Spy Hatchlings from the river with mother crocodiles guarding 

their broods was one of the most dangerous moments of the production. Producer Rob 

Pilley had to choose his moment carefully before attempting to get near the cameras 

floating in the margins as the highly protective female crocodile lies in wait close to her 

babies to protect them. 

 

Elephants; Amboseli, Kenya 

 Producer Rob Pilley and cameraman Michael Richards spent 11 weeks filming the intimacy of 

elephant relationships using an array of specialist spy cameras.  

 The most difficult part of the mission was to capture the moment a baby elephant is born 

and is helped to its feet by mother and loving family. It took nearly 80 days of filming to 

capture this moment.  

 Spy Egret imitated the wild egrets that gather around the feet of elephants to pick off the 

insects they kick up. It was his job to infiltrate the herd and capture a baby elephant’s 

viewpoint. 

 First deployment was a challenge for the crew as 20 tons of elephants could easily crush the 

Spy Creatures. Immersing itself where no cameramen can go, Spy Egret triumphantly 

survived but was also able to deliver astonishing views from inside the herd.  



 

Leopard Tortoises, Southern Kenya 

 Finding tortoises in the wild is one thing, but finding them in the act of love is another.  

Luckily for the team lead by Rob Pilley, the male tortoises' mating sounds are loud and so 

drew attention to themselves. They had to work fast -tortoises only mate for around 30 

seconds.  

 Despite many missed opportunities the team did reap success by repeatedly deploying Spy 

Tortoise until she was finally immersed in amongst the tortoise action. It even resulted in her 

unexpectedly having a close encounter of her own with a rather amorous male. 

 

Prairie Dogs, United States 

 The crew spent three weeks filming prairie dogs in Colorado and faced many unforeseen 

challenges as the prairie dogs carry the plague so the crew had to be careful not to get 

bitten by fleas. Each day Spy Prairie Dog had to be treated with insect repellent to avoid 

transmitting the disease to the crew. Despite this some of the crew came down with 

symptoms when they came back to the UK, but after a worrying period it turned out to be 

“man flu”. 

 To become accepted into the colony Spy Prairie Dog needed to perform a jump yip.  This 

energetic leap on two legs is a visual signal that helps unite the colony and is a sign of 

vigilance.  Jump yips spread through the colony like a Mexican wave and by joining in Spy 

Prairie Dog became accepted as a member of the colony. 



 

Langur Monkeys; Rajasthan, India 

 Producer Matthew Gordon working alongside zoologist Dr Goutam Sharma introduced Spy 

Monkey to a group of 120 langur monkeys. One of the most gentle and affectionate 

monkeys, langurs live as part of a sisterhood. 

 Their caring feelings start when the females are young and once they reach the equivalent of 

teenage years they offer a useful service – babysitting. As the mothers gain a bit of “me 

time”, the teenagers play mum.  

 Like all teenagers they soon become distracted and, as these are the most agile and fun-

loving monkeys in the world, the babies have to cling on for dear life as they play along the 

cliff tops.  

 It’s tough love, but it’s how the babysitters gain the parenting skills they will need when 

adults. 

Langur Monkeys; Rajasthan, India 

 An extraordinary moment when things didn’t go to plan but instead revealed a remarkable 

and thought-provoking piece of behaviour; 

 Spy monkey is grabbed by a babysitter but is immediately dropped with surprising and 

revealing consequences as the langurs show real signs of empathy and mourning in a never-

seen- before moment.   

 

Red-billed Hornbill; Southern Kenya 



 Filming red-billed hornbills nesting requires a lot of patience and commitment as few birds 

remain as faithful and devoted as the hornbill, who will chose a partner for life.  

 It took two trips over three months for the producer, Matthew Gordon & cameraman 

Michael Richards, helped by local ornithologist & field guide Chege wa Kariuki to film the 

whole nesting cycle of the red-billed hornbills.  

 In a scene of ultimate trust and devotion, the female allows herself to be confined in a tiny 

chamber in a rotten tree with the entrance sealed up with mud, where she will be totally 

dependent on the male to feed her and their chicks for over two months.  

 Something so difficult needed real field craft. Michael Richards has spent 35 years filming 

birds at a nest and to get the incredibly intimate shots required a conventional bird hide as 

well as an array of specialist cameras, including Spy Hornbill Chick. 

 For much of the time he was joined in the hide by producer Matthew Gordon. Two people 

sitting in a small 4ft x 4ft x 5ft tent in the blistering sun all day was uncomfortable enough 

but there was also serious risk from nearby elephants & buffalo, notorious for trampling on 

anything new.  When the hide was trampled overnight the team erected an electric fence 

around the site and a guard kept watch to give advanced warning of approaching elephants 

as they have been known to occasionally break through electric fences. 

 
 

Adelie Penguins; Adelie Land, Antarctica 

 As the Adelie penguins’ mating season begins, they come in to land in preparation to find a 

mate and build a nest. 

 It is the best nest made of stones, as well as the driest that will win the heart of the female. 

 In the colony, theft is rife as the male penguins steal each other’s stones to create the best 

nests. Spy Penguin captures hilarious scenes when one penguin arrives late to the party and 

is left with the wettest space to build a nest fit for a queen, setting him up for a jealous 

showdown.   



 
 

Giraffe; Serengeti, East Africa  

 Some of the most remarkable stories in the series couldn’t be planned as the events are so 

rare or had never been witnessed before. The sequence of giraffes apparently grieving was 

witnessed by Executive Producer, John Downer, during a recce to the African Savannah and the 

procession of giraffes visiting the body of an old male continued all day. 

 An awareness of death has previously been thought to only occur in a few highly intelligent 

species such as apes and it had never been seen in giraffes before. However, the giraffes seemed 

to be paying respects to one recently departed. 

 
 

Chimpanzees; Senegal, West Africa 

 Producer Matt Gordon worked with cameraman Richard Jones and biological anthropologist 

Jill Pruetz to film a special group of these highly perceptive animals, following the chimps all 

day, every day for two months. 

 Many different cameras were deployed but it was the Spy Creatures that created the 

greatest reaction as Spy Tortoise revealed stirring emotions of possessiveness as one young 

curious chimp decides to keep him as a toy pet, unwilling to share with the other members, 

even taking him to bed.  

 Then in a filming first, the crew witness and film a scene as one young chimpanzee finds an 

abandoned genet kitten and treats it with care and love as humans do for our own pets – a 

truly remarkable sign of empathy for another species.  



 As chimps are closely related to us we had to be careful not to pass on any human colds or 

germs. Therefore, the crew wore surgical masks while filming. In 40+ C heat, with hundreds 

of sweat bees buzzing around & sticking to your eye balls, breathing through a mask, made 

the shoot one of the most uncomfortable of all. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Q+A with John Downer 

How did this series come about? 

The idea was a natural progression from the intimate viewpoints and storytelling of the previous 

series. The first “Spy film” went out in 2000, Lions – Spy in the Den. It featured a remote roving rock 

known as a Bouldercam that could safely carry a camera into the pride to capture never-seen-before 

footage. The concept of using animatronic cameras, now known as Spy Creatures was developed 

further on Dolphins – Spy in the Pod where 13 different Spy Creatures were deployed. Wherever the 

spy cameras previously went they captured extraordinary intimate and never-seen-before moments 

of animal behaviour. Few animals had ever been studied in that kind of detail before and the 

similarities between the challenges the animals faced, the way they dealt with them and many 

aspects of our own lives was impossible to ignore.  

How is this different to the previous films? 

This is the most ambitious and biggest Spy series yet and the first to be shot in UHD.  

Spy in the Wild aim was to look across the whole of the animal kingdom and investigate how like us 

other animals really are. It seemed the perfect moment to do take this approach as there has been a 

sea change in the way animal behaviourists view animals. Whereas once any reference to the 

similarity between animal behaviour and our own was dismissed as anthropomorphism it is now 

almost impossible to study animals without acknowledging the links between us. The change came 

first with primatologists but it is now seen among behavioural scientists studying a vast range of 

species across the world.  

The aim of this series was to capture these elusive moments where animals do something so 

extraordinary that makes us consider our own connection with the natural world. Inevitably those 

moments are rare but by deploying a menagerie of life-like Spy Creatures and other remote cameras 

over a long period of time and filming thousands of hours of footage it was possible to capture many 

never-seen-before moments. 

Can you tell us a bit more about what viewers can expect and how this is different to natural 

history series on the BBC? 



The unique style of the Spy films has developed over the years and the same core team has worked 

on most of the productions. It pioneered the idea of focusing on getting its cameras close to its 

subjects allowing the conventional long lens to take a lesser role.  

Its focus has always been telling the real stories of natural wildlife drama. And over the various 

productions it has captured countless moments of one-off extraordinary moments of behaviour. 

Although its aim has always been to capture unique and thought-provoking footage it has never 

been afraid to incorporate and relish moments of humour. It never laughs at its subjects; the 

humour usually comes from self-recognition within the audience.  

Composer Will Gregory (from Goldfrapp) is an important element in the style of the films and he has 

won several awards and been nominated for a Bafta for his work on previous Spy films.  

David Tennant has become a vital part of the overall experience – a natural storyteller he has won 

many fans for sensitive and nuanced delivery. 

Editors Stuart Napier and Imogen Pollard are the people who tirelessly view the material selected 

form thousands of hours of footage and craft the finished film. They too have won awards for their 

work. 

 



Filming Statistics 
 
Spy Creatures: 
 
34 different brand new Spy Creatures were created for the series: Spy Orangutan, Spy Sea Otter, Spy 
Bushbaby, Spy Squirrel, Spy Macaw, Spy Sloth, Spy Peccary, Spy Wild Dog pup, Spy Spider Monkey, 
Spy Crocodile Hatchling, Spy Prairiedog, Spy Egret, Spy Tortoise, Spy Langur, Spy Hornbill chick, Spy 
Sargassum Fish, Spy Macaque, Spy Tropicbird, Spy Ostrich Chick, Spy Crow, Spy Grub, Spy Bowerbird, 
Spy Adelie Penguin, Spy Vervet Monkey, Spy Pufferfish, Spy Wolfcub, Spy Warthog, Spy Hippo, Spy 
Rattlesnake, Spy Hippo, Spy Crocodile, Spy Caterpillar, Spy Cobra, Spy Meerkat. 
 
And, most Spy Creatures had to have backups increasing the number that were actually used. 
 
Cameras: 
 

 Around 60 different spy cameras, including the Spy Creatures were used in all 

 As well as the Spy cameras there was also at least one conventional long lens camera 
covering the animal behaviour or the interactions with the Spy Creatures 

 Up to 10 Spy and conventional cameras could be used at any one time 

 There are 36 main species of animal featured. But over 50 species make an appearance 
throughout the series. 

 
Locations and filming: 
 

 31 locations in 21 countries were visited across all continents and habitats - from jungle and 
desert to oceans and the poles 

 These were Botswana, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Senegal, South Africa, Mozambique, 
Madagascar, India, Colorado, Alaska, Pennsylvania, New Caledonia, Brazil, Peru, Borneo, 
Australia, Arctic, Antarctica, Tobago, Ecuador 

 The series took 3 years to film, completing nearly 800 filming days 

 There were 38 shoots in all 

 330,000 miles were travelled 

 Over 8000 hours of material shot. For every hour-long programme 1250 hours were actually 
shot as the many cameras waited for the elusive moments shown in the film 

 Over 20 scientists and wildlife experts were consulted or involved in the production 



Producer biographies 

John Downer  

Executive Producer and Director of John Downer Productions  

A passionate zoologist, John has been making ground breaking nature documentaries for the BBC for 

over 30 years. He made his name by abandoning the traditional style of nature documentaries and 

pioneering a highly inventive subjective approach. Using new technology and dramatic story-telling 

techniques he continues to find new ways to immerse the audience in the animal world.  

His innovative approach to filmmaking has brought him numerous international awards including an 

Emmy for genre-changing series such as Supersense, Weird Nature, Earthflight and Penguins – Spy in 

the Huddle. His productions have won an RTS award five times for the most innovative TV 

programme of the year. Two years ago he was given a Wildscreen Outstanding Achievement Award 

for his contribution to wildlife television. Never afraid to experiment, his first music video, for Peter 

Gabriel, even won a Grammy. His “Spy” films are one of the longest running and most successful 

wildlife series ever made. They began 16 years ago with a film about lions shot with a Bouldercam. 

This changed the way wildlife films were made and gave a perspective on animals that had never 

been seen before. The latest series ‘Spy in the Wild’, incorporating advanced animatronic Spy 

Creatures is the biggest and most innovative “Spy” series yet. 

Matthew Gordon  

Series Producer 

Matthew has been working in the wildlife film industry for nearly 15 years. Starting his career at 

John Downer Productions in the edit suite cutting sequences for BBC/Discovery programmes like 

Tiger ¬ Spy in the Jungle and Swarm. He then moved into producing, working as one of the 

producers on the award winning 'Spy' series, including 'Penguins ¬ Spy in the Huddle', 'Dolphins - Spy 

in the Pod' and on the ground-breaking 6-part series 'Earthflight/Winged Planet' for the BBC and 

Discovery that explored the greatest wildlife spectacles on Earth revealed through the eyes of birds. 

For the series 'Spy in the Wild', he spent 3 years working across the world from filming orangutans in 

the jungles of Borneo to sea otters in Alaska. Matthew has a BSc degree in Biology and an MSc in 

Palaeobiology from the University of Bristol, UK. Before entering the film industry Matthew 

specialised in human evolution and primatology and worked in various environments from the 

rainforests of Madagascar to the deserts of Arizona. Some of these scientific projects included 

studying lemurs in the remote rainforests of Madagascar and white faced capuchin monkeys in 

Costa Rica. 

Philip Dalton 

Series Producer  

Philip’s wildlife film making career spans over 20 years.  He started out at the BBC Natural History 

Unit before moving onto IMAX productions..   He joined John Downer Productions to work on the 

highly innovative series ‘Supernatural’ and ‘Weird Nature’ and never left,  going on to produce a 

number of hugely successful productions broadcast around the world including   'Pets Wild at Heart', 



'Penguins: Spy in the Huddle', ‘Polar Bears: Spy on the Ice’,  ‘Earthflight', ‘Animal Olympics’ and 

‘Pride’.   His programmes have collected numerous awards from, amongst others,  the Royal 

Televison Society, Green Screen  and  Wildscreen and he collected an EMMY for Cinematography for 

“Winged Planet” as well as the Green Screen Award   Philip is instrumental in developing and 

operating the specialist camera devices used on the ‘Spy’ films shooting main camera for some of 

JDP’s most memorable sequences.  His work takes him to some of the world's wildest and remotest 

locations in pursuit of extraordinary behaviour in the natural world.’ 

Rob Pilley 

Series Producer 

Producer Rob Pilley is a Zoologist with over 25 years’ experience filming wildlife across the world, 

starting at the BBCs world famous Natural History Unit and then on to John Downer Productions. He 

has a Degree in Zoology plus Master’s degree in Biodiversity. He specialises in techniques and 

devices that takes the viewer right into the heart of the animal’s world; bringing to the audience 

exciting science and unique, mind-blowing imagery. His pioneering work ranges from attaching 

cameras to venomous snakes and an array of bird species, flying alongside hunting eagles or passing 

through a flocks of migrating birds in a helicopter. His accolades include winning “BBC Best factual 

Moment” for his Serpents Wildlife Special, Series Producer on 'Dolphins - Spy in the Pod', Producer 

and award winner for innovation for our two part Swarm series, pioneered the onboard techniques 

for the ground-breaking and Emmy award winning 6-part series 'Earthflight/Winged Planet' for the 

BBC and Discovery Channel. Rob likes to really push boundaries and take the camera and story to 

places never seen before.  

 

 


