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A nervous start
Our location for this challenging mission would be the 
Western Himalayas: Himachal Pradesh, a mountainous state 
in Northern India that is home to 77 mammalian species, the 
most elusive of which is the snow leopard. Often heralded 
the ‘holy grail’ for wildlife camera crew, the odds on such  
shoots are stacked heavily on the side of the cats, so much 
so that I had a sickening feeling we might well come back 
empty-handed. Vulnerable and reclusive, snow leopards opt 
to live in steep terrains, full of rocky outcrops and ravines, to 
enable them to hunt in peace. At present there are thought 
to be just 450 to 500 snow leopards in India.
 A year earlier, I’d been in a similar situation, that time 
attempting to film snow leopards with camera traps. Due 
to harsh conditions and numerous other problems, despite 
four months of trying, we’d managed only a few very 
disappointing shots. This inevitably added to my feeling of 
foreboding in the weeks leading up to our departure. By the 
time I’d packed up my gear, and the director, Anna Place, 
and I were motoring up the M4, the idea of potential failure 
had taken root firmly in the pit of my stomach. Not the best  
of starts.
 After landing in Delhi, we endured an arduous four-day 
drive up into the mountains (at one point along a road 
labelled by local sign-makers “the most dangerous road in 
the world”). Our destination was 4200m up in the snow-
capped mountains of the Spiti Valley. There we arrived at the 
highest inhabited village in the world that can be reached by 
road. Only accessible at certain times of the year, electricity 
and all communication with the outside world comes and 
goes in the remote settlement of Kibber, which is the site of a 
monastery and steeped in an old form of Tibetan Buddhism.

Remarkable helpers
The primary aim of this shoot was to capture the essence 
of these extraordinary cats and their habitat, leading their 
solitary lives and searching for mates at the top of the world. 
 Our team of local helpers, who can only be described as 
looking like a group of slightly crazed, misfit Mexican wrestlers, 
were simply remarkable. This group of six men could spot 
movement and shapes we normal humans are simply blind 
to. They could read the sides of the mountains, cliffs and 
ledges, as though they were the faces of old friends. Words 
to this effect are often said about the local spotters and fixers 
(minus the Mexican wrestler bit), on whom we frequently 
rely so heavily, with their keen personal senses acutely honed 
for the very special environments we natural history camera 
operators often end up in – but this was something else. 
These guys were to be absolutely key if we were even going 
to see a cat, let alone film one. We are not talking about 
spotting a bird in a bush here! This was a question of finding 
a rock-shaped, rock-coloured, rock-mimicking, smoky-grey, 
rock-like cat… posing as a rock! And often at a distance of 
more than a kilometre.  
 We had been longing for some heavy snow; after all, this 
was the whole reason for coming in January. Not only would 
snow allow us to spot the cats against the white, and to follow 
pugmarks and scrapes etc., but it also pushes the prey (ibex 
and blue sheep) down from the highest pastures in search of 
more accessible grazing. Naturally, the snow leopards then 
follow and this would bring them into our workable range. 
Unfortunately for us, the sky remained resolutely clear.

 

It’s one thing to glimpse a 
snow leopard as it slips off 
into invisibility miles from 
where you are; it’s quite 
another to be able to get into  
a position to film one.

Released in January of this year, the BBC series Big Cats 
comprised three episodes: the first presented ‘ultimate 
cats’ of the world; the second revealed how cats have 
adapted to the challenges of life; and the third focused on 
the scientists researching these big cats. For this series, 
IAWF and GTC member Hector Skevington-Postles had 
the task of filming the elusive snow leopard. 
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Left: Travelling long distances each day in search of snow leopards, at nearly 
15,000ft, it’s hard going without local guides and yaks
Top right: The beautiful and intriguing reason for our trip 
Bottom right: Tibetan Buddhist monastery on the road to Kibber
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IAWF: Snow leopards



 Even with our keen-eyed Buddhist wrestler lookalikes on 
the job, it wasn’t until two weeks in, when snow finally fell, 
that we started to make some progress on the cats. However, 
it’s one thing to glimpse a snow leopard as it slips off into 
invisibility miles from where you are; it’s quite another getting 
into a position to film one.

First sightings
One morning, we finally heard the eerie call of a male coming 
from further up the valley. It was estimated this was a mere 
15-mile jaunt away. At just shy of 5000m, we were fully 
loaded with kit (and weren’t sure at that stage if we would be 
able to take any kit-carrying, and therefore life-saving, yaks 
with us), so this ‘stroll’ was definitely beyond us. Thankfully, 
our wise monk Llama Ji advised that this route was often 
taken by cats and there was a good chance the male would 
wander into our section of the gorge within a few days. Snow 
leopards can range over 40 miles in these mountains, up and 
down the ravines, normally using the same preferred routes 
– but routes that take a long time to find and key into. “We 
should hope for snow before then and make sure we are 
ready if he does come,” recommended Llama Ji.
 Finally the moment came. Seeing a snow leopard for the 
first time was incredibly special. My first sighting was of its 
long, thick tail snaking around the end of a ravine. It seemed 
to be miles below us. At first I wasn’t even sure it was one. 
We trekked another two hours to the place where Varun, 
one of the spotters, had positioned himself, perfectly in situ 
to view where the cat had laid up. What a hero; I could have 
kissed him!
 If seeing a snow leopard for the first time was special, 
finally looking down the viewfinder and seeing one framed 
there with the little red record light hovering above it was 
even more incredible. It was only the start of what we had 

to come to film, but it was a start, and 
suddenly it seemed as if this task might 
actually be possible after all.

The gear
The camera I had chosen to record these 
rare moments was the Panasonic VariCam 
LT with its dual base ISOs. This function 
gives the ability to flick from 800 to 
5000 base ISO without any loss of image 
quality. The extra stops gained at 5000 
ISO meant I could keep the f-stops high 
and also stretch the shooting day longer 
into the mornings and evenings. This 
turned out to be even more useful than 
I had anticipated, not least because I was 
almost always maxed out at the end of the 
Canon CN20, including the 1.5x extender, 
and not having to be wide open helped 
retain some of the image sharpness. Also, 
I had rather forgotten just how short the  
daylight filming window can be in the 
mountains. Depending on where we 
were situated, there was often a large 
Himalaya blocking out the afternoon sun, 
sometimes as early as 3pm. 
 Another main advantage of the LT was 
its weight. The camera itself is light and 
this helps to reduce the overall weight 
when added to the Canon CN20, the 

plates and bars that go with it, plus the Ronford Baker Atlas 
40 head, all of which add up to quite a heavy load. 
 The really big bonus of this camera though is its battery 
use – it draws less power than others and making sure it 
was stripped down to as few auxiliary power-hungry bits 

Adult snow leopard – its magnificent tale can be 90% the length of its body

Top: The team, complete with their full-face, sun-protecting 
getups, with yaks in tow 
Bottom: Trying to escape the midday glare and film a cat up to  
a kilometre away across the gorge
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Fact File
GTC and IAWF member 
Hector Skevington-
Postles is a wildlife and 
documentary cameraman 
working in natural history 
programming. His experience includes blue chip 
landmark filming as well as sync/actuality across 
some of the toughest environments in the world. His 
technical specialities are long lens animal behaviour, 
Cineflex and drone work, and he has most recently 
been working on the biggest landmark series for BBC, 
Netflix and Disney Nature, coming 2019.

Contact Hector on hskevingtonpostles@gmail.com 
Website: www.hectorskevington.com

as possible (rear panel, etc.) meant we could carry fewer 
heavy batteries. Nevertheless, the cold meant the runtime 
was reduced, so we still needed to take as many batteries 
as possible, particularly as snow leopards are basically cats 
and do what all cats do best – sleep. A lot! I quickly realised I 
would need to keep the camera running on pre-roll, burning 
batteries, so that I didn’t miss those transition moments 
when the cat eventually got up and moved off. The LT was 
brilliant for this, and I was very thankful for small, seemingly 
inconsequential, differences such as this. 
 Two other advantages were the option to crop the sensor 
at 2K, which meant I could get even more reach from the 
CN20 when needed, and also the quality of the viewfinder, 
which really is one of the best around.

Capturing the scale of the mountains
Another important aspect of this shoot was capturing a true 
sense of the precipitous mountain environment. Getting 
into the best positions for shots is difficult enough and the 
number of variables under your control are few. Also, long 
lenses tend to crush the image and dilute the impression of 
perspective. To properly show the magnificient, expansive 
nature of the mountains, a drone was used to reveal the 
steep, wintery valleys that are home to these cats. However, 
flying at these temperatures and altitudes comes with its 
own set of challenges. The thin air at 4200–5000m where 

we were flying meant there was very little lift and the motors 
of the quadcopter, aided with high-altitude props, were 
flat out from start to finish. Coupled with the freezing air 
temperatures, this meant the usual flight time of 18 minutes 
was shortened to around 7 minutes. With strong winds to 
contend with, as well as signal loss as the drone negotiated 
the ravines, thankfully we only came a cropper once. Luckily, 
that ended OK as the drone just scraped its way out over the 
lip of the valley before completely dying and dropping into a 
nice soft snowdrift. We lived to fly another day!

Success
With the help of our fastidious spotters, our due diligence 
in the pouja (Buddhist good luck ceremony), five weeks of 
hard work and the shedding of nearly a stone in weight, we 
managed in the end to secure the sequence we’d travelled 
all that way for.

Local sheep and donkey herders at 15,400ft; snow leopards have 
done so well in the area due to a scheme which compensates 
the locals for any loss of livestock – the village lives side by side 
with the snow leopards
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Kit list
•  Sachtler carbon fibre legs
•  Ronford Baker Atlas 40  

fluid head
•  Panasonic VariCam LT 
•   EF mount
•  PL mount
•  Panasonic OLED viewfinder 
•  Panasonic VariCam shoulder 

support
• Panasonic VariCam hand grip

•  4 x AU-XP0256AG Express P2 
256GB cards

•  Canon CN7X17
•  Canon CN20X50
•  DJI Osmo X5R
•  DJI Inspire 1 drone
•  Zenmuse X5R 4K camera  

and gimbal
• 12 x Inspire batteries
• 16 x IDX HL9 batteries
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