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Steppe by Steppe:

I had promised myself I would be more proactive in generating 

work this year, so when the phone call came (and it always 

starts with a phone call doesn’t it?) asking whether I fancied 

filming the longest horse race in the world, The Mongol Derby, 

the answer had to be ‘Yes’.

filming  
the world’s 
longest 
horse race
by Malcolm Edmonds
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The fact that the race would cover 
1000 km across Outer Mongolia made 
it an even more attractive, if crazy, 
prospect. As there was no time to 
pitch the idea to commissioners, we 
decided to take a risk and fund the 
project ourselves, relying on getting 
it commissioned afterwards once we 
had time to cut a good teaser tape. 
The phone call had come from my 
friend, director Rupert Day, and we 
asked Simon Temple, who has a lot 
of experience of adventure racing, to 
join us. There were only a few days to 
get organised and just to complicate 
things I was booked for all of them. 
However, thanks to TopTeks for 
delivering new kit to my location, and 
a lot of very late night phone calls, we 
just about got everything sorted. 
 
These were are our main planning 
considerations:

Climate and Terrain We would 
be there in the summer so day 
temperatures would be in the high 
20s but quickly plummet to subzero 
at night especially at altitude. Both 
hot weather and thermal clothing plus 
alpine sleeping bag would be needed. 
I opted for lots of merino clothing to 
cope with the variations. We would 
be in some fairly mountainous areas 
(although not excessive altitude), 
but mainly the landscape would be 
open, rolling, treeless terrain (known 
as ‘Steppe’). Climate-wise, there 
were reports of occasional very heavy 
precipitation. Mosquitoes were only 
supposed to be an issue near the 
Russian border at the end of the race.

Subsistence We packed multi-fuel 
stoves, sleeping bags, lightweight 
tents, Thermarest mattresses and 
enough dried food rations for two 

weeks. We would be able to pick up 
local food at the horse stations but 
I was pretty sure there wouldn’t be 
many veggie options for me.

Medical packs We packed a basic 
kit with antibiotics, morphine, Flagyl, 
Ciproflaxin (for giardia and dysentery) 
and other medications for general 
non-life threatening problems. The 
contingency plan for more serious 
injury was to be Medi-vacced on a 
travel insurance policy using the  
Sat phone. 

Comms To follow the riders’ satellite 
locator positions we would need 
mobile satellite internet access. The 
solution chosen was a BGAN terminal 
and Sat handset with a Garmin GPS 
for general racecourse plotting plus a 
few short-range Motorola handsets. 
We also bought paper maps from 

Stanfords as a back-up in case we  
lost all power.

Power We were told by the organisers 
there might be a limited time on 
petrol generators but that we 
shouldn’t rely on this. So we built a 
charging station using a high power 
inverter wired directly from the vehicle 
battery to charge all the gadgets and 
I also bought a faster charging cycle 
Li-Ion camera battery kit for the high 
draw of my HD camera.

Cameras Camera-wise, we considered 
the RED (dismissed due to heavy 
power consumption and huge data 
storage), the Panasonic 2700 P2 
Varicam and the tape-based Panasonic 
HDX900. For POVs we had the choice 
of an Iconix (too bulky for the horses 
with an XDR recorder) or Sony MC1. 
In the end we went for a mixture of 
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both tape and P2 in case of power 
problems, which would constrain us 
from dubbing the P2 cards. 
So the final compromise was:
1 HDX900 with HJ11 and HJ22 longer 
lenses (I wish we could have taken an 
HJ40 lens for the longer throw).

1 HVX200 2nd Unit camera for 
portability, DVC PRO HD codec 
compatibility, light compact size and 
quick reaction for actuality capture.
1 Canon MV-2 Diary Cam to pass 
around contestants (easy to use).
1 Canon 5DMkII for time-lapse and 
shallow depth of field video cutaways.
1 Sony HXR-MC1P for POVs.

Audio 1 Tascam DR-100 for music, 
atmos and non-sync sound, 3 
Sennheiser radio mics and a MKH60 
with Rycote and boom for general 
interviews and dialogue.

Data Wrangler One Panasonic 
Toughbook with various LaCie tough 
drives to dual clone the P2 rushes 
and also act as an email terminal and 
general morale boosting DVD player 
on cold nights.

Excess baggage charges were a 
factor that kept me up in the wee 
small hours. We had booked with the 
infamous Aeroflot (they offered the 
quickest flight time at around 12 hrs) 

and our economy tickets gave us only 
the usual 20 kilos each. So I weighed 
the bags. The total came to 50 kilos 
check-in and 12 kilos carry-on. We 
calculated ridiculous things like 4 
weeks of MREs (freeze dried rations) 
would amount to 12 kilos while tape 

stock added up to 7 or 8 kilos. So 
there was a lot of bag juggling and 
many different configurations were 
considered as we attempted to pare 
the weight down to an absolute 
minimum. The result: to cut out all 
luxuries like own tents and cooking 
equipment and to source these locally 
instead. We also pooled equipment 
like stoves, medical equipment and  
a stills camera kit (one Canon body 
and shared lenses between us) and  
of course absolutely minimal  
personal clothing.

Weights and measures
So, we were off, and despite our best 
bag wrangling efforts, found ourselves 
fleeced by a stony-faced Aeroflot 
official who flatly refused to pool 
our weight allowance. Fortunately 
they must have one of the cheapest 
excess rates going at 16 Euros a kilo 
but it still left me 500 Euros lighter 
(hurts even more when it’s your own 
money!). Simon had brought a giant 
rolling Pelicase at around 29 kg and a 
Cinebag carry-on (a mere 20 kg!). I did 

wonder how a HVX200 could weigh so 
much and what else he might have in 
that case. After an hour’s transfer in 
Moscow, our second leg of the journey 
terminated at Chinggis Khan Airport in 
Ulaan Baator. 
 There are many different 
variations of spelling of this dusty 
capital city but a lot less variety in 
the architecture! Uninspiring 70s 
Soviet Bloc buildings everywhere. 
Unfortunately for us the government 
had only recently banned local 
herdsmen from riding their horses 
right up to the city centre which must 
have been quite a sight. There are 
now horse stations (Urtuus) dotted 
all around the edge of the city and 
connected to a modern bus network – 
a sort of Mongolian ‘Ride & Ride’! 
 Once there, we had just one day to 
sort out food provisions, camping gear, 
4WD Land Cruiser, translator and, very 
importantly, a driver. We found the 
State department store and stocked 
up on food and utensils, then met up 
with our Kazakh/Mongolian translator, 
who had travelled for three days to 
meet us, before going on to the centre 

to source a 4WD. The main square was 
easy to spot due to a long line of Land 
Cruisers with their drivers chatting in 
a group. A roofrack was essential for 
all the gear, even though we knew it 
would make the vehicle less stable.  
We had tried to find a driver with 

good English before leaving the UK  
but to no avail. We’d even considered  
self-drive but had been quoted three 
times the price. On inspection, one 
vehicle stuck out as being really  
kitted out for off-road with larger 
chunky off-road tyres, a roofrack,  
two extra spare tyres, spare fuel 
barrels and a spare parts kit. A deal 
was struck and our chosen driver 
stood by grinning in his coordinated 
camouflage hunting outfit.

Highs and lows
The next day there were pre-departure 
interviews with the riders to film so 
while the other guys obtained the 
waypoints of the course and the 
transponder number/rider name list 
from the organisers, I conducted 
some one-man band interviews (not 
something I enjoy) right in the city 
centre. Typically, while trying to 
concentrate on audio levels, framing 
and at the same time throwing 
vaguely intelligent questions, I had my 
run bag snatched from between my 
legs by street kids. I wasn’t off to a 

very positive psychological start. 
 However, my mood lifted the next 
morning when we awoke in traditional 
white tents called gers out in the 
countryside near the ancient capital 
Karakorum. I went straight out to 
film the first sunrise time-lapse over 
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rations) would amount to 12 kilos while 
tape stock added up to 7 or 8 kilos
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framing and at the same time throwing vaguely 
intelligent questions, I had my run bag snatched 
from between my legs by street kids
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the camp of white circle tents. That’s 
when I started to smile again!
 Over the next three weeks a pattern 
emerged of waking up at sunrise at 
5.30, grabbing the camera and filming 
the riders setting off from the Urtuu. 
After they had gone we would pack 
up the tents and jump straight in the 
Land Cruiser to bump across the rough 
terrain for the whole day, trying to 
locate the riders visually from high 
points (there are very few trees) or 
by firing up the BGAN terminal and 
getting a fix on them so that we could 
position ourselves ahead of them to 
shoot long lens shots or wider shots 
of them against the landscape. The 
routine at the end of the day was to 
choose a group of riders to interview 
as they came in, shoot a long shot 
of their arrival, then grab the boom 
pole and act as soundman for Simon’s 
actuality footage and riders’ reactions. 
The days would usually end with a 
two-hour drive to catch another group 
of riders, then pitching the tents 
around 22.00 and collapsing with a 
crunchy bag of veggie pasta!

GPS Mongol-style
This probably sounds like it was all 
going pretty smoothly but there was 
one major problem unfolding. The only 
member of the team we hadn’t really 
consciously chosen was the driver, 
Batbaya, who was becoming on a daily 
basis more and more argumentative. 
He found our GPS an insult to his local 
traditional hunting knowledge. The 
daily rants of “No GPS, Mongol GPS!” 
were becoming increasingly strident – 
to the point where he would just stop 
the vehicle in the middle of the Steppe 
and refuse to drive on until, eventually, 
he had our translator Pulshat in tears. 
 Locating the riders was obviously 
critical in what is a very large expanse 
of open country. Ideally, we wanted 
to follow a path halfway between 
the waypoints of the recommended 
course and the much quicker line-of-
sight route through the mountains 
that some riders would take. In 
contrast, the ‘Mongol GPS’ method of 
navigation consisted of following any 
power lines to the next settlement our 
esteemed driver could find including 
stopping at every ger (which for future 
reference you can walk into any at  
any time without knocking!) to ask  
if they had seen any riders. This was  
a bit slow for us and we lost many  
hours to the frequent arguments.  
This tiresome conflict also resulted  
in our losing our first translator who  
was replaced by a more ballsy 

German-born Mongolian Valley girl, 
Jessica, who had more attitude and 
could stand up to our increasingly  
(in my opinion) psychotic driver!
 Once the initial adrenaline of the 
start had died down, we had some 
time to experiment with shots and 
managed to construct a crude pole 
cam out of the sound boom pole and 
shock mount. This enabled some good 
low shots through the grass tracking 
from the vehicle. Sometimes when 
the ground was smooth we would 
conduct interviews tracking through 
the sunroof. The horses needed a  
little acclimatisation time to get  
used to the vehicle being so close  
but were actually far less tolerant of 
the pole cam! 
 We also experimented by placing 
the MC-1 with Velcro attached to 
many parts of the riders for POV shots, 
using it most successfully for the 
river crossings with mini Peli cases 
housing the radio mics and Tascam 
DR100. In this way we could capture 
both a POV and dialogue as they 
swam across the river. We had also 
been constructing over many nights 
a rig that would hopefully allow us 
to obtain a more interesting shot 
of the rider on the horse: Chinggis 
Cam! (This is when a myriad of tools 
started to appear from Simon’s 
Tardis-like Pelican case: hacksaws, 
bolts, aluminium tubing, cable ties 
and, of course, gaffer tape.) We were 
striving for a higher angle shot onto 
the rider’s face so that the background 
became the more exposure latitude 
friendly ground rather than peak 
white sky. However this became a 
delicate balancing act between H&S 
for the rider and the aesthetics of the 
shot. We initially considered a helmet 
mount with the camera hanging in 
front of the face but rejected this as 
too dangerous. The rig we came up 
with created great curiosity amongst 
the herders as it was built around 
the harness and saddle and had to be 
adjustable for many differing sizes of 
horse. Unfortunately, even in its final 
evolution, Chinggis Cam only ever had 
one test ride being ditched due on 
H&S grounds even though the riders 
were happy to use it!
 

Stig of the Steppe
The local herdsmen and their families 
were amazing hosts and, of course, the 
most instinctive riders. We renamed 
the Mongolian rider Gala ‘The Stig’ as 
he was not only always the fastest and 
the coolest (I’m sure he would wake 
up with a cigarette in his mouth) but 

     the ‘Mongol GPS’ 
method of navigation 
consisted of following 
any power lines to  
the next settlement 
our esteemed driver 
could find 
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Fact File
Rupert Day: Director  
www.rupertday.com 
Simon Temple: Adventure producer/cameraman  
www.heightandhazard.com 
Malc Edmonds: Documentary cameraman www.hdcam.me
Mongol Derby event: 
www.theadventurists.com

Kit List

Comms
BGAN terminal and handset
Garmin GPS
Motorola phones

Cameras
Panasonic HDX900
Panasonic HVX200
Canon MV-2 1 
Canon 5DMk2 
Sony HXR-MC1P 

Lenses
Canon HJ11
Canon HJ22
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Li-Ion camera batteries

Audio
Tascam DR-100
Sennheiser radio mics 
Ssennheiser MKH60 with Rycote 
and boom

Data
Panasonic Toughbook 
LaCie tough drives

he was also resolutely unresponsive 
and indifferent to all of Rupert’s 
questions!
 In every Urtuu we stopped at we 
were welcomed with hot salty tea and 
strange teeth-breaking dried cheese 
plus hot noodles laden with – you 
guessed it – most parts of a sheep. 
Back to the crunchy veggie pasta. 
 As expected, the climate really did 
vary a lot from frozen tent-flaps in 
the morning to monsoon downpours 
and hot, harsh sunshine that was 
problematic for shooting because of 

the extreme contrast levels. For this 
reason we tried to avoid shooting 
between 11.00 and 16.00 but 
sometimes it was unavoidable.
 Meanwhile, in the vehicle, the 
arguments with our driver were 
becoming increasingly abusive and 
aggressive. His rages would not 
only affect our safety as his driving 
would become erratic and dangerous, 
nearly rolling the vehicle on several 
occasions, but also impacted the shoot 
in other ways. Sometimes we would 
fail to catch the riders completely, or 
having located them, would have so 

little set-up time that I would need 
actively to detach myself from the 
arguments continuing unabated in  
the parked Toyota as I hurriedly set 
up the tripod to pick up the riders on 
the long end of the lens. Realistically, 
there was no chance of changing 
driver now so we were stuck with  
him for the duration of the race. 
 On a positive note, other aspects 
of the production went very well. 
The P2 dubbing was smoother and 
easier than we had envisaged, content 
coverage was good considering the 

small team, and powering from the 
vehicle’s 12V went fine, only needing 
the generator once. The BGAN was a 
little temperamental but was a great 
help when we had lost all sight of  
the riders. 

An acquired taste
Overall, we had some great adventures 
and many tales were recounted by 
the campfire, possibly enhanced by 
the doubly fermented mares’ milk 
Airag, which had a taste of what can 
only be described as sweaty goats’ 

testicle juice. This would quickly lift 
our humour and allow us to forget 
the tedious rantings of our driver. 
Sometimes, local Mongolian herdsmen 
would join us at the fireside, singing 
traditional songs whilst casually 
chewing on a goat’s leg!
 There are many other stories to 
tell, like the hour I spent watching an 
Ulaan Baator police officer supervise 
some street kids washing her car while 
I was waiting to file my theft report 
… or the drunken guys shouting death 
threats and calling us Barbarians  
(not Chinngis Khan’s best friends  
so I believe!) 

 Despite all this, we achieved  
our main goals, which were to  
produce a dynamic trailer for sponsors 
and programme commissioners and to 
treat this trip as a ‘recce’ for tackling 
the race again next year. One thing 
it did hammer home: it’s all very well 
doing thorough planning of cameras, 
formats, back-up and all-important 
content, but you must not forget the 
dynamics of the team! We had no idea 
when we chose the 4WD and driver, 
just what the stressful implications  
of that decision would be. A lesson 
learnt that will not be forgotten for 
next year’s race!      it’s all very well doing thorough 

planning of cameras, formats, back-up 
and all-important content, but you must 
not forget the dynamics of the team

There’s an App for that 
Number Two 
 
Artemis Director’s Viewfinder - £17.99 

 

A digital director’s viewfinder for the iPhone for cinematographers 

and directors. Artemis works like a traditional director’s viewfinder, 

but more accurately, conveniently – and much more cheaply! 

Select a camera format, aspect ratio and lens type, and use the 

camera in the iPhone to simulate lens angles for a range of current 

formats. Save the image, complete with focal length, GPS data and 

shot information. 

You can either compare the lenses (as above), or hit zoom and the 

camera will zoom in to fill the viewfinder with the equivalent view 

of the lens you’ve chosen. The app has been tested against all the 

cameras in the database to check that the field of view is correct.

 http://itunes.apple.com/gb/app/artemis-directors-viewfinder/

id324917457?mt=8

 Picture caption




