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I’ve always thought it a great pity you have to wait until you die before people 

start saying wonderful things about you and how great it would be if you 

could be a fly on the wall at your own funeral. Well, maybe not quite all of 

us; you have to have done something worthy in the first place and we might be 

disappointed!  But our own Peter Scoones, who died on the 20th April, would, 

I’m sure, have been absolutely thrilled to have attended his own send-off and to 

have listened to the marvellous eulogies and stories told by those who had been 

privileged to have known him.

I believe that there are few people who knew the full extent of his genius and 

I hope that the tributes in this issue, largely dedicated to Peter’s life and work, 

will go some way towards bridging that gap. We have also tried to include 

some images that have not already been used by the National Press and diving 

media; some taken by Georgette Douwma, his widow, some provided by Colin, 

BSoUP’s co-founder.

So, while we reflect upon a life less ordinary let us give thanks for what he leaves 

behind and for how he has inspired just about every one of us in one way  

or another.

Joss

Editorial
by Joss Woolf, Summer 2014

BSoUP

BEST OF ABOVE & BELOW WATER TRAVEL

Dive Fest talks by Charlotte Caffrey, Aqua-Firma Marine Scientist,   
               about our Polar Diving, Wildlife & Photography Voyages

                 Arctic & Antarctica
3.30pm Saturday 16th & 10am on Sunday 17th

Sponsored by:

Water  Wilderness  Wildlife

Committed to Nature:
 

Whale Shark Research & Conservation trips to Seychelles Oct ‘09
Cocos Dive Liveaboard & Wildlife of Costa Rica June 2010 

Small Group and Expert Led Diving and Travel

Antarctica - Arctic - Argentina - Belize - Borneo - Brazil - Chile - Costa Rica
Cocos - Ecuador - Falklands - Galapagos - Greenland - Iceland - Indonesia

Maldives - Mexico - Mozambique - Palau - Panama - Peru - Seychelles
Silverbanks - Socorro - Sth Africa - Sth Georgia - Spitsbergen - Russia - Tanzania
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Peter Scoones

“I’m just a chap who is learning 
how to take excellent pictures underwater”

In all the years I knew Peter I entered 
the water twice with him and saw 
him underwater little more than 

a dozen times when we were in the 
same ocean ... but that was diving 
according to BSoUP Rules as we 
knew them.

I still vividly recall that first occasion. 
We wandered off into Kimmeridge 
Bay, Dorset, to see what we could find. 
I emerged to find Peter nonchalantly 
swilling a huge wide-angle lens 
about in a bucket of water. I still don’t 
know when the leak occurred but 
then he had only had 12 shots in his 
medium format Bronica whereas I had 
36 frames in my CalypsoPhot, the 
forerunner of the Nikonos.

He was unperturbed. I could only 
gaze in awe as he washed the ocean 
out of a lens that was way beyond my 
budget. However, over time we all 
became used to Peter’s floods and 
the way he breathed new life into 
drowned camera bodies and lenses. 
He also used to lose cameras and kit 
underwater but it never seemed 
to faze him.

Cameras were just tools to produce 
the images or sequences he envisaged 
whereas, for the rest of us, they were 
expensive items to be treasured and 
mourned when they were drowned.

From the outset Peter made his own 
housings and rapidly established 
exactly where he wanted to position 
the controls in each new version. They 
were pretty crude at first but always 
easy to handle and a delight to use – 
he made one especially for my Nikon 
F and I managed to acquire one he 
made for a medium format camera. 
Both had interchangeable dome and 
flat ports even in those early days.

If it was more expedient to use a 
manufactured item it was invariably 
“Scooned”, usually to the despair 
of Subal and Ocean Optics. The 
disbelief on the face of the man on the 
Olympus stand at one photographic 
show had to be seen when Peter asked 
what would happen if he sawed the 
ends off one of their cameras – he 
wanted to fit it into a small housing. 
The modified version of the Olympus 
formed the basis of an inspection 

Article and photographs by Colin Doeg

Peter - 
Our own Special One 
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camera used in the offshore oil 
industry for many years.

Floods and their consequences 
were regular topics for discussions. 
Immediately washing the camera or 
lens in fresh water was one of the 
kinder solutions, the harshest was 
probably plunging them into brake 
fluid!

Things improved with the advent 
of O-rings and Peter led the way, 
milling out the grooves in his Perspex 
housings with a handheld Black & 
Decker drill. That was before Health 
and Safety regulations were even 
heard of. If there was a simple way to 
do anything he always found it. Where 
we used ‘wet’ leads to fire flashguns 
Peter preferred a dry cable, as is 
common practice today. To ensure 
a watertight connection he just used 
laboratory bungs and kept on pushing 

them more firmly into place as the 
depth increased. The arrangement 
worked perfectly until he lent the 
outfit to someone else. They didn’t 
realise they had to keep on pushing 
the bungs into the camera and flash 
housings the deeper they went with the 
result that the outfit was flooded.

When video cameras came on the 
scene Peter taught himself electronics 
so he could exploit their potential. 
Indeed, as was pointed out at his 
funeral, he made the BBC Natural 
History Unit change all their cameras.
(see UWP magazine for the inside 
story from Keith Scholey and Martha 
Holmes of how Peter forever changed 
the way wildlife films were made).

Above: Peter’s video outfits might have 
weighed 35kg on land but underwater 
they were neutrally buoyant and could be 
left to hover in mid-water. 

Peter became so knowledgeable 
about the features of Sony’s video 
cameras that could be controlled by 
the operative that, when we visited 
their UK base to find out more about 
a new model, only their most senior 
technician could keep pace with him.

Unlike other wildlife cameramen, 
he taught himself how to modify the 
features – white balance was the 
simplest – so he could work by natural 
light whereas everyone else needed 
lights. By this time his housings were 
unique. They weighed around 35 kgs 
on land but were neutrally buoyant 
underwater. He could frame a shot, 
switch the camera on and leave the 
outfit hovering in mid-water while he 
backed away so the fish would behave 
more naturally.

If anyone with a still camera asked 
for advice he would frequently end up 
attaching an empty plastic bottle to 
their housing and then leaking the air 
out of it until the outfit was neutrally 
buoyant and much easier to handle.

He made his own printed circuit 
boards to link the external controls 
of his housings to those of the video 
camera inside. His simple solution 
was to design the board using 
Photoshop and print it out using a 
bubble-jet printer. Then he would etch 
the board in an evil-looking solution 
before soldering in the necessary 
components.

When he was doing still photography 
he worked differently from the rest of 
us. We used either black and white or 
slide film. He shot entirely in colour 
print film. Thanks to his own skills it 
meant he could produce either slides 
or prints – monochrome or colour – 
from the same image.

At home he maintained a tank 
of processing chemicals at the 
appropriate temperature so that, at 
any time of the day or night, he could 
process his films. If necessary, he 
used to cart the tank – emptied of its 
chemicals – to Bovisand if he planned 
to spend some days at Plymouth taking 
pictures.

To defend his British Underwater 
Photographer of the Year title he went 
to Bovisand a week before entries 
closed, taking 72 rolls of film and his 
processing tank. He dived day and 
night, sometimes in the main shipping 
channels when it was dark, in search 
of winning images and, of course, 
retained his title.

When it came to diving, he 
developed his own techniques. 
Filming sequences for TV commercials 
involved short takes and constantly 
rolling into the swimming pool to 
shoot them. That battered his ears 
so much he began slithering into the 
water feet first with barely a ripple and 
continued to do so from 
then onwards.
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He was also into freediving long 
before the term was ever coined. Then 
it was called snorkelling and he used 
to travel light to some of Africa’s lakes 
to photograph fish and other creatures 
using only a mask, snorkel and 
flippers. It meant he could take his 
photographs in areas without diving 
facilities so his shots were rare.

Otherwise, Red Sea dive resorts were 
so short of dive weights that he and 
other members used to wear their dive 
belts when they checked in for their 
flights.

It always amazed me how he could 
return from a trip to somewhere warm, 
repack, check his gear overnight and 

be ready to zoom off the next morning 
to work on an offshore oil rig in the 
North Sea.

In every way, BsoUP had its own 
Special One in its midst but Peter 
was a modest person and few of us 
realised just how special he was. 
Furthermore, the BBC was unlikely 
to sing from the mast tops that just 
one person had made them change 
all their cameras and the way they 
henceforth made wildlife films. 

Peter was certainly very special.

Above: Peter begins to strip down the 
£75,000 video camera which had been 
‘drowned’. An hour later the camera was 
back in action and he was ready for his 
next dive! 
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Peter Scoones  
in Pictures

Right: Peter wearing shark suit during 
the filming of Blue sharks for Seatrek in 
California.  USA.

Below: BBC producer Martha Holmes 
and Peter discuss the shots and 
sequences necessary to complete the 
footage being shot on The Alternatives 
in the northern Red Sea for a major 
series on the world’s oceans. 
Photo: Colin Doeg

Left: At home amending footage 
using a tablet.

photographs by  
Georgette Douwma
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Top: Peter in 1984

Below: Holding a fun sound mike   
 
Left: Walking over the road with camera 
equipment and fins on a luggage trolley 
from a shore dive.  Eilat

Top right: Video repairs with Rick Lawson   
 
Right: Komodo 2010. Photos by Joss Woolf

Mid right: Sai Mai, a live aboard in Thailand
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Right: Peter building a raft 
with remote camera and 
engine to film hippos in 
Mzima Springs, Kenya. The 
raft got a very succesfull 
shot of a hippo charging 
and opening his jaws close 
up in front of the camera.  
The hippo destroyed the 
camera and the raft, but 
the shot was used in the 
documentary.

Far top right: Filming 
feeding Pelicans with 
polecam.  Australia.

Right: Peter with a meter 
attached to his head with 
rubber bands, ‘ringing’ 
through an electronic 
board for his camera.

Bottom right:  Peter with 
Anthony Holley on the 
Russian oil spill response 
vessel Irbis, off Sakhalin 
Island, Okhotsk Sea, 
Russian Far East. 
August 2002

Below: With the Red Epic 
camera housed.  Indonesia.
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‘Through Snell’s Window’  
in focus editor Joss Woolf interviews 
Paul Colley

So Paul,  you seem to have 
parachuted in to the world of uwp 
from out of nowhere and in the 

space of a couple of years, if there is 
anyone out there who has failed to notice 
your arrival, then they must be wearing 
blinkers.
 
What has been the driving force?
Well that’s very kind Joss, but in truth I’m 
still fairly new to underwater photography 
and building my profile, so I think that my 
achievements thus far are quite modest 
and there is still much for me to learn.  I 
suppose that the driving force has been 
a determination to turn my passion for 
underwater photography into a business 
and not just a hobby.  That keeps me 
honest about what I’m spending and 
what I’m achieving with it; I cannot hide 
it from my accountant!  But my sense 
of achievement is something that goes 
well beyond basic business needs.  It is 
more about enjoying art, aesthetics and 
the whole philosophy of why we become 
underwater photographers.  I want to 
make a difference and for different 
reasons, not least the conservation of the 
amazing environment that we’re all so 
privileged to dive in. 

When did you take up diving in the 
first place and what steered your 
interest in photography?
I learned to dive on the cusp of the 
Millennium 13 years ago and took my 
first compact camera underwater in 2006.  
Jaques Cousteau had initially sparked 
my interest when I was very young, so 
the idea of underwater exploration was 
in my blood for years.  The subsequent 
amazing series of documentaries about the 
underwater world re-kindled that interest, 
so Peter Scoones had an unwitting hand 
in my destiny, as he must have had with so 
many of us.  It was only a matter of finding 
time to get on with it.  Like Peter, my 
background was a busy job in the Royal 
Air Force, but unlike Peter, it was not as a 
photographer!  But I found a community 
of divers that helped me to strike a decent 
work-life balance and so found time to 
start the photography.  I became President 
of the RAF Sub Aqua Association, a 
position that I hold to this day.  It made me 
a better diver, which was a boon for my 
photography.

What photography kit did you  
start with?
I started with a Sea & Sea DX8000G 
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compact and single YS-90 strobe.

What kit do you have now?
I now shoot with a Nikon D4 and 
Nauticam housing for my professional 
work, but also regularly use an Olympus 
XZ-2 compact, not least because I teach 
the full range of compact, micro 4/3rds 
and SLR users.  I am also writing a regular 
column for Sport Diver US this year based 
on compact cameras, so I have to keep 
my hand in across the whole camera 
market.  I also teach a very interesting 
private client who started his photography 
from scratch with a Canon 5D MkIII, so 
I had to learn that camera inside out.  
Now I have my brain split 50-50 between 
Nikon and Canon cameras.  It makes my 

head hurt at times, but it forced me into a 
great discipline for knowing other peoples’ 
cameras and that has been fantastic for 
the standard of my teaching.

I understand that as a result of the 
RAF having a base at Ascension 
Island,  you developed an intimate 
knowledge of the local dive sites 
and decided to write a book  
about it.
That’s right.  Something that frustrated me 
was the lack of a dive guide for Ascension 
Island, so I told myself to write one.  It led 
to a great relationship with Alex Gibson 

Left: Rock pool starfish, Nikon D300 f18 
1/200s ISO 400 Tokina 10-17 @ 10mm, 
twin INON Z240 flash
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of Dived Up publications, the owner 
of an Oxford-based publishing house 
who was looking for an author to open 
a new diving imprint within his existing 
publishing framework.  I’m now his lead 
underwater author, with 1 book complete 
and well into profit, another book close 
to publishing and a few more already in 
mind.  But books are hard work and can 
become all-consuming.  So I manage 
my time carefully when I have a book in 
the production and marketing phases, 
otherwise I don’t get to dive!

I know that you have been hard at 
work writing your second book…
what inspired you to write it and 
how does it differ from the other 
books already out there?
As my photography progressed, largely 

under Alex Mustard’s expert guidance, I 
wanted to know more about composition, 
but could not find a book out there that 
satisfied my thirst for knowledge.  Many 
books touch on it, but all seem to fall short 
in some respect.  So I decided to do some 
deep research, learn what composition 
was really about and then write a book on 
the back of it.  Although it rightly confirms 
much of the accepted wisdom, it’s different 
because it draws on some contemporary 
research into aesthetics and how people 
look at and become engaged with 
images.  It also develops a new model 
for underwater composition that nobody 

Above: SS Thistlegorm bike, Nikon D300 
f8 1/25s ISO 200 Tokina 10-17 @ 10mm, 
twin INON Z240 flash.
Left: Silky shark Nikon D4 f16 1/400s 
ISO 800 16mm prime, natural light
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has yet written or published.  And it will be 
useful to all camera users from compact to 
SLR.  I hope that it will develop and add to 
the existing body of knowledge.

When was it launched?
The book was launched by Ocean Leisure 
Cameras on the evening of 11 June at 
their Embankment shop.  Alex Mustard 
very kindly opened the event, as he had 
also written the foreword for the book.  I 
will consolidate the launch at the 15 July 
BSoUP meeting.

Which are your favourite dive 
sites?
Wow.  Difficult question.  But if somebody 
said that I could dive only 1 site for the rest 
of my life, instinct says it would probably 

be Shark & Yolanda in the Red Sea.  On 
the right day at the right time, it still takes 
my breath away, despite having dived 
it dozens of times.  And I’ve had a few 
award winning images from that site.  As 
the question inferred the plural, I must also 
mention the reefs of Jardines de la Reina 
in Cuba, which is a shark, goliath grouper 
and saltwater crocodile heaven.  If you like 
guaranteed opportunities to photograph 
big predators, you simply cannot miss a 
trip to Cuba.  And top side, the pulse of 
life in Havana is just incredible.

What advice do you have for 
underwater photographers taking 
up the hobby today?
Pursue your dreams like there’s no 
tomorrow.  Join societies and talk to 

Above: SS Thistlegorm, Nikon D300 f8 1/25s ISO 200 Tokina 10-17 @ 10mm,  
twin INON Z240 flash
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people who know what they’re doing.  
They are easy to identify, because they 
consistently make amazing images.  Above 
all, go on a photography workshop 
with a seasoned professional early on 
in your ventures.  You will be amazed 
what you can learn and how generous 
people can be with vital information.  
Your photography will improve rapidly 
and that’s pretty much how I started to 
accelerate my career.

Will you be running any courses/
trips over the next few months?
I run them regularly, but in different 
formats from individual instruction to 
group workshops, in the classroom 
and at sea, in the UK and overseas.  I 
sometimes work independently if groups 
of people pre-book vacations and ask for 
me to accompany them, but I also work 
with different companies, for example 
INON UK and the Scuba Place.  That 
allows me to teach photography at all 
levels, from novice compact camera 
user to seasoned SLR professional.  With 
novices I concentrate on technique.  With 
experienced photographers, I major on 
composition.  You can find the dates for 
courses on my blog and web site.  My next 
2 workshops in Cuba will be November 
this year and January next.  Follow the links 
from www.mpcolley.com for more details.
 
How has BSoUP affected/assisted 
your rise to fame?
I’m not sure that I’m famous, Joss!  But in 
my rise to producing more consistent work, 
BSoUP was instrumental, because I was 

inspired by the images that people within 
the society were making and it put me in 
touch with people who knew exactly what I 
wanted to know.  Everything took off from 
there.

How important do you think it is to 
be a member of BSoUP (you may 
not!)
I think it very important given the resources 
that the society can provide for a budding 
underwater photographer.  Foremost of 
which is contact with like-minded people.  
And as you learn more, you can give 
more, which is how any society (and 
indeed society at large) works.  As always, 
very nice to chat.

Right: Bohar snapper school, Nikon D300 
f4 1/125s ISO 400 Tokina 10-17  
@ 10mm, natural light with red filter
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Within OLC you’ll find all the top 
UW photo brands like: Canon, 
Panasonic, Olympus, Inon, Sea & 
Sea, Hugyfot, Nauticam, Light & 
Motion, BigBlue and GoPro

11-14 Northumberland Ave
London, WC2N 5AQ
Underground: Embankment

Contact:
Phone: 020 7930 5051
info@oceanleisurecameras.com
www.oceanleisurecameras.com

Open 7 days a week

NEW SHOWROOM NOW OPEN!

    More space 
  more cameras 
    more GoPro 
       more everything!

Same 
old address!

Amazing 
selection of GoPro 
accessories

Knowledgeable         staff!

Cameras + housings

JANUARy 2014
FOCUS ON-IMAGES OF 2014

Congratulations to Trevor Rees who 
was the winner of this month’s Focus 
On competition with an image of 
Jellyfish taken in Malta with a Nikon 
D6000 and a Sigma 15mm lens.

Congratulations also to Nick More 
and Mark Drayton who came 
second and third with images of a 
Frog fish portrait, taken in Lembeh, 
Indonesia with an Olympus OM-D 
E-M5 with a 60 mm macro lens, and 
a male Ornate Ghost Pipefish, taken 
in Lembeh with a Nikon D7100 with a 
60 mm macro lens, respectively.

HOW THE TOP SIx SCORED

Pos’n Photographer Points Firsts

1 Trevor Rees 37   9

2 Nick More 32   5

3 Mark Drayton 29   5

4 Pedro Vierya 28   3

5 Ken Sullivan 25   5

6 Clive Allcorn 15   2

FEBRUARy 
FOCUS ON-MOLLUSCS

Congratulations to Trevor Rees who 
was the winner of this month’s Focus 

On competition with an image of a 
Sea Hare (Aplysia punctata) on kelp 
taken in June last year at Loch Eriboll, 
north coast of Scotland using a Nikon 
D90 with a Tokina 10-17@17mm 
lens.

Congratulations also to Mark 
Pickford, who came second with 
an image of a juvenile squid taken 
in Weda Halmera, Indonesia last 
May with a Nikon D300 with a 60 
mm macro lens, and Caroline 
Robertson-Brown who came third 
with an image of a nudibranch in mid 
water, accidentally flushed from its 
substrate by the dive guide’s fins.

HOW THE TOP SIx SCORED:-

Pos’n Photographer Points Firsts

1 Trevor Rees 35   7

2 Mark Pickford 27   6

3 Caroline  
Robertson-Brown

25   5

4 Mark Drayton 18   4 

5 Ellen Cuylaerts 18   3

6 Terry Steeley 14    2

MARCH  
THEME PORTFOLIO

Congratulations to Robert Bailey 
who was the winner of this year’s 

Competition Results  
Focus On
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Theme Portfolio Competition. Rob’s 
portfolio comprised images of grey 
seals taken in the Farne Islands. He 
was presented with a voucher for 
£250 by Tony Backhurst of Scuba 
Travel.

Congratulations also to Len Deeley 
and Trevor Rees who came a close 
second and third with portfolios of 
Whale Sharks taken in Djibouti and 
British soft corals and sea pens taken 
in Loch Linnhe, Scotland respectively.

HOW THE TOP SIx SCORED:-

P’ition Photographer Points Firsts

1 Robert Bailey 42   7

2 Len Deeley 41   6

3 Trevore Rees 39   7

4 Martyn Guess 33   6

5 Mark Drayton 26   3

6 Arthur Kingdon 16   2

APRIL
FOCUS ON-PEOPLE

Congratulations to Laura Storm
the winner with an image of a 
freediver at one with a pod of 
Atlantic Spotted Dolphin.Calm seas, 
a blue-sky day at White Sand Ridge, 
Bahamas. The texture from the sand 
ripples gave the perfect conditions 
to capture this natural light image. I 
used a 15mm Fisheye lens to create 
the circular effect of movement and 
provide that big picture scene.
1/640secs. f/8.0. ISO 200.

Congratulations also to Rick
Ayrton and Caroline Robertson-
Brown who came second and third
respectively.

Rick’s image features a triathlete 
training taken at Cromhall Quarry, 
South Gloucestershire. With approval 
he positioned himself at one of the 
turning buoys, choosing a fast shutter 
speed with no flash. The settings 
were Nikon D200, 10.5mm lens, 
iso200, 1/640, f4.5, post processed 
in Aperture, slight crop and barrel 
distortion reduced with Fisheye-hemi 
plug-in.

Caroline’s image is of a freediver 
swimming to warm up at the Great 
Northern freediving competition. Not 
allowed to disturb those competing by 
using strobes, she was allowed to use 
them in the warm up. A slow shutter 
speed shot (1/5 sec; f/22, ISO 250) 
to give the feel of movement.

HOW THE TOP SIx SCORED:-

P’ition Photographer Points Firsts

1 Laura Storm 28   7

2 Rick Ayrton 26   3

3 Caroline  
Robertson-Brown

12   1

4 David McBride 11   2

5 Nick 
Robertson-Brown  

  9   1

6 Helen O’Keeffe   8   2

Above: Jelly Fish in Malta by Trevor Rees Winner of January’s competition 
Below: Frog Fish by Nick More, 2nd place in the January competition
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Above: Sea hare Trevor Rees Winner of February’s competition 
Below: Juvenile squid Robert Bailey, 2nd place in the February competition

Above: 1st Laura Storm, Winner of April’s competition 
Below: 2nd Rick Ayrton, Swimmer



Above left: Robert Bailey, Winner, Theme Portfolio 2014  
Below left: Len Deeley, Runner Up. Above: Trevor Rees, 3rd Place  
Below: Caroline Robertson-Brown, 3rd place, April competition
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Above: Caroline 
Robertson-Brown, 
3rd place, February 
competition  
Below: Mark 
Drayton,3rd 
place, January 
competition   

Q u a l i t y  -  C o m f o r t  -  P e r f o r m a n c e

   s u b  3 k g   * *

Tel: 01326 561040                  www.apdiving.com



Summer 2014 BSoUP in focus •  39

Article and photographs by Len Deeley

Whale shark Heaven 

My chances of photographing 
whale sharks have been 
few and even those, in 

Mozambique and Cuba, have been 
brief encounters. So I was pleased 
to be able to join a group organized 
by Bill Hewitt going out to Djibouti in 
January 2014, where we understood 
whale sharks congregate in large 
numbers between October and 
January. 

As an underwater photographer one 
of the delights of this trip was the 
flights with Ethiopian Airlines as they 
offer a basic hold allowance of 46 
kilos! This was a luxury meaning I did 
not have to rely on a rather heavy 
camera jacket to keep within the 
weight limits. 

Flights were to Djibouti via Addis 
Ababa in Ethiopia and were fairly 
trouble free, although with some 
of the usual bureaucracy, which is 
wisely suffered with patience. Once in 
Djibouti we were quickly bussed to the 
dive boat, the MY Deli and the crew 
transferred our luggage to our cabins. 
As well as an attractive looking yacht 
the Deli is well equipped with plenty of 

space on deck and in the lounge area 
and the cabins are, as usual, compact 
but sufficient. It accommodates 12 
guests in twin cabins. 

The skipper was a delightful Spanish 
character named Vicente, who knows 
the waters well and runs a tight ship. 
All diving is done from two skiffs and 
access to them is easily done via well 
designed steps leading down from the 
deck.

The seven days that we were on board 
were made up of a combination of 
diving and snorkelling with whale 
sharks. We journeyed into the Gulf 
of Tadjourah and also into Ghoubet 
al Kharab, which is as far as this 
enclosed waterway goes. The area 
is basically the start of the  Great Rift 
Valley where the Indian, African and 
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Arabian plates divide. On one dive 
in Ghoubet al Kharab we actually 
did a dive called ‘the Crack’ which 
is literally a part of the separating 
African and Arabian plates.
 
The underwater terrain here is 
somewhat different from that of the 
Red Sea with few of the colourful soft 
corals but amazing spreads of table 
corals. For divers familiar with the 
Red Sea the species of fish here are 
very similar. However there is plenty of 
marine life and opportunities for both 
macro and wide angle photography, 
although the visibility in these waters is 
somewhat limited by the rich plankton 
at this time of year. We were getting 
8 to 10 meters. However, that is the 
reason that whale sharks congregate 
here at this particular time so  

it was a welcome site. 

The snorkelling with whale sharks was 
amazing with numerous encounters 
every time we went out to find them 
in the areas that they congregate. At 
times we were in the water with several 
whale sharks at a time and on one 
occasion I was joined by a bottlenose 
dolphin while photographing a whale 
shark. 
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As whale sharks grow to over 50ft 
in length it is a good idea to have a 
very wide angle lens to really get in 
close and take in the whole animal 
and believe me there was no problem 
getting close. On many occasions 
when we were placed in an ideal spot 
for the encounter they would not divert 
but kept coming enabling you to get 
great images and then back off just 
enough for them to cruise by. 

There may be other locations where 
whale shark encounters are achievable 
but Djibouti must be one of the best 
opportunities to guarantee them. 
On the last day we were able to take 
a coach trip to see the countryside 
with its plains and rugged landscape, 

including deep gorges where the 
plates are separating and areas where 
hot upwellings of water create hot 
pools. We also visited Lake Assal, 
which is a saline lake lying 509 ft 
below sea level, making it the lowest 
point on land in Africa and the third 
lowest land depression on Earth after 
the Dead Sea and the Sea of Galilee.

Some trips live up to expectations 
and some may fall short but the trip 
to Djibouti exceeded all expectations 
with the wonderful encounters with the 
largest fish in the sea.

www.imagine-photography.co.uk
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There is little, if anything, that 
Peter Scoones did not know 
about underwater image making. 

A BAFTA and two Emmys surrounded 
by numerous other awards were 
testament to his creative achievements. 
But it was Peter’s dual expertise in both 
artistic cinematography and technical 
wizardry which made him both unique 
and extra-ordinarily accomplished 
in this challenging field. His creative 
talent took him many times around 
the world for a string of unrivalled 
wildlife documentaries, many for 
the BBC Natural History Unit in the 
company of perhaps the greatest and 
most distinguished wildlife presenter 
ever known, Sir David Attenborough. 
However, he also designed, built and 
maintained all his equipment and 

remained at the very cutting edge of 
his field right up to the end of his life 
after an underwater career spanning 
nearly five decades. 

He made his first film with an 8mm 
camera in a homemade Perspex box 
in the early 1960’s, using only a 
mask, snorkel and fins. From there 
he progressed to become one of 
the leading wildlife natural history 
underwater cameramen in the world. 
When I arrived to interview him a few 
years ago he was in the middle of 
designing a new viewfinder because 
the cameras he used had changed 
their configuration. “Necessity is the 
mother of invention” he said.

Peter Scoones profile   
Article by Gill McDonald photographs by Georgette Douwma
with additional images by Colin Doeg 

Above: Filming Silky sharks off  
Malpelo Island.
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Born in Wanstead, North London in 
1937 to a sailing family, a marine 
career seemed almost inevitable. 
After school he qualified as a naval 
architect but on subsequently passing 
the entrance exam to the Royal 
Naval College at Dartmouth for 
commissioned officer training, his 
eyesight was tested below standard. 
So, when National Service loomed, 
instead of two years as a naval clerk 
he signed up for nine years in the 
RAF “to learn something useful”. That 
something was photography.

At the time, Peter was a serious racing 
sailor “I’m the sort of chap who is 
100% involved in whatever activity I 
am doing, nothing else intrudes” he 
said. Posted to Singapore, he headed 
the RAF sailing team. The fast, keeled 
sailing boats became sluggish when 
coated in marine algae and hauling 
them up slipways was time-consuming 
and cumbersome. Instead, the team 
borrowed masks and snorkels from 
the Navy and scrubbed the hulls 
underwater. Having never previously 
considered what was under the yachts 
he raced, Peter observed the shoals 
of pretty, colourful fish feasting on the 
debris. Around the same time Hans 
Hass’s boat moored nearby and Peter 
had a ‘eureka’ moment. Hass was 
already his hero and Hass’s presence 
together with the lovely marine life 
meant the area was probably a prime 
location for the beautiful images he 
had seen on TV and in the cinema.

So, after persuading the Navy to teach 
the basics on their O2 rebreathers 
they formed a diving club. “The RAF 
disapproved of diving, considering it 
a dangerous activity, but we ignored 
them” Peter grinned. Due to limited 
equipment they became highly adept 
at snorkelling and learned to skip 
breathe. “I could hold my breath 
underwater for 3-4 minutes. You can’t 
film while breathing;  it disturbs you, 
makes you wobble”.

Due to the lack of kit, as a temporary 
measure using RAF machine shops, 
recycled aircraft oxygen tanks and 
various hoses Peter built a couple 
of aqua lungs. “Demand valves are 
fairly simple things” he explained, with 
typical understatement and modesty.

Already hooked on the underwater 
world through snorkelling, Peter’s first 
ever dive, off Palau Tekukor over 50 
years ago, was not without drama. 
Attached by rope “the tanks were very 
valuable, we didn’t want to lose one” 
he floated down over the drop-off and 
with “wow” on his lips as a school 
of batfish wafted gently by he was 
completely captivated. With his skip 
breathing technique he stayed down 
far longer than expected for the air in 
the tank, so the crew began hauling 
the rope in. As he was being drawn 
inexorably towards a large cluster of 
nasty black sea-urchins, the stings of 
which can be very painful and indeed 
serious if multiple, he planted his feet 

firmly on the wall and pulled as hard 
as he could. Not only did his first ever 
dive feature beauty, awe and danger, 
he also incurred the wrath of the 
Far East boxing champion whom he 
pulled into the water on the other end 
of the rope.

Peter had been keen on both wildlife 
and photography since school 
days, so it wasn’t long before his 
joint passions of image-making, 
diving and nature came together. 
Ever inventive, he would scavenge 
discarded, scratched aircraft windows 
returning them to stores and claiming 
a replacement, thus acquiring pristine 
sheets of Perspex to model housings 
from. He made cement from Perspex 
chips dissolved in chloroform, controls 

from used hydraulic linkages and 
created waterproof shafts – this was 
before o’rings were widely available. 
Unlike today when you can buy 
a housing off the shelf, there was 
nothing for it then but to build his own 
and in this he was truly a pioneer. 
“There was the Rolleimarin designed 
by Hass but that was way outside our 
budget; Nikonos which evolved out 
of Cousteau’s Calypso Phot didn’t 
emerge until 1963. Necessity is the 
mother of invention – if it doesn’t exist, 
build it”. There was that signature 
phrase again.

Tending towards moving film he 

Above: Peter, with a housed Ariflex 
16mm film camera,  filming a  
Queen triggerfish
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housed a Bolex C-8 8mm cine 
camera and shot his first travel piece. 
He then moved from Singapore to 
Aden in the Red Sea and created 
his first feature film ‘Breathless 
Moments’. This won the gold medal 
at the first Brighton film festival in 
1965 and led to several production 
companies contacting him wishing 
to distribute the film. But, with great 
disappointment it transpired the 8mm 
media was not production quality and 
could not be used commercially. Peter 
immediately rejected 8mm, bought a 
16mm camera and explained “I could 
never afford to film for myself again. 
The film was so expensive I had to get 
paid in order to fund it.” 

Around this time he co-founded 
the British Society of Underwater 
Photographers (BSoUP) with Colin 
Doeg. Colin, a former journalist 

working in PR at the time, has 
himself contributed significantly to 
British underwater photography 
including taking the first picture in 
British waters ever to win an open 
international underwater photographic 
competition. BSoUP is still going 
strong today boasting membership 
from many of the foremost underwater 
photographers in the UK. Despite 
being quite seriously ill by then, Peter 
still regularly attended the monthly 
meetings in London right up until the 
end of 2013. Colin also still attends. 
Having recently celebrated its 40th 

Above:Peter with Colin Doeg, co-founders 
of BSoUP. Photo: Joss Woolf
Above right: Printed circuit boards being 
given a wash and brush-up in clean wa-
ter. Photo: Colin Doeg
Below right: Peter filming presenter 
Martha Holmes with whale shark for BBC 
series Seatrek. Camera cabled to boat. 
Hawaii - April 1991

anniversary, this is a testament to the 
down to earth nature of both these 
amazing men.

Said Colin: “Being a superb camera 
mechanic as well as an accomplished 
photographer helped Peter handle 
with aplomb the most dreaded event 
in any underwater photographer’s 
life... a flood. It was an unforgettable 
experience to see him calmly pour 
pints of sea water out of his custom-
made camera housing and begin to 
salvage his expensive video camera 
anywhere on land or sea. Surrounded 
by an awe-struck audience and often 
an ashen producer or client - he 
could strip his camera down to its 
carcass, wash and sun-dry all the vital 
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electronic circuit boards and have it 
working again in as little as a couple 
of hours.”

Colin continued: “Peter was hugely 
talented and was probably the most 
self-sufficient wildlife underwater 
cameraman in the world. He 
introduced many new ideas, including 
the use of polecams and cameras 
slung beneath radio controlled 
rafts. In the early days in the UK he 
pioneered the concept of standard 
sized openings in the body of housings 
so the ports were interchangeable, 
something we all take for granted 
today. He also used to produce 
correction lenses from raw Perspex 
and blow his own dome ports.”

At the end of his nine year stint he 
left the RAF and joined a colour 
laboratory in London. For the next 
few years he absorbed as much as 
possible about underwater filming. 
To supplement his strong technical 
background and optical knowledge 
he thoroughly researched and read 
everything ever written on the subject, 
teaching himself. “I learnt from anyone 
who could tell me” he said, “I was a 
sponge, soaking up everything that I 
needed.”

During this time Peter became 
involved in a production company 
and continued to push the boundaries 
of underwater filming. Combining 
his by now extensive knowledge with 

an electronics expert colleague, 
they invented systems for the oil 
industry. One such project was 
developing inspection cameras for 
the BP offshore oil platforms. The 
only other equipment in existence was 
inadequate for the low visibility of the 
North Sea. So, necessity calling again, 
they developed a camera based on 
the silicon-intensified technology being 
used by NASA which functioned in 
low-light and worked remotely from 
the platform without the need for 
divers.

Their reputations spread and one day 
there was a knock on the door of the 
workshop in Richmond just outside 
London. It was David Attenborough 
(subsequently to become Sir David) 
and a colleague from the BBC Natural 
History Unit who wanted to film a live 
coelacanth in low-light conditions, 
something that had never been done 
before. The primitive looking, pre-
historic coelacanth, which usually 
lives around 1,000ft deep, was only 
re-discovered in the last century after 
scientists thought it had become 
extinct along with the dinosaurs, 65 
million years earlier. Attenborough was 
heading to the Comores islands as 
part of the BBCs ‘Life on Earth’ series 
to follow up reports of local fishermen 

Left: Coelacanth photographed in the 
Comores.  Below left: Peter filming Mike 
deGruy during Reefwatch series, with 
Martha Holmes in background.  
GBR, Australia. 
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hauling coelacanths up from the deep. 
He had heard about Peter’s camera 
and wanted to hire it. Peter seized his 
opportunity. Not only had he read 
about the coelacanth in school and 
long harboured an ambition to film 
it, but he also knew his camera was 
a completely unique and innovative 
asset that he was certainly not going 
to hand over for someone else to 

Above: Peter is able to swim freely while 
videoing dolphins thanks to ‘the dog’, 
the nickname given to the housed video 
recorder he towed behind himself. Other 
cameramen were tethered to surface 
equipment so they did not enjoy such free-
dom. ‘Trials of Life’, Bahamas
Right: Peter manouvring camera on 
‘dolphin rig’ to film dolphins swimming 
towards the camera.  Bahamas. 
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use. “I told them they could have my 
equipment for free” he recalled “as 
long as they paid for me to go out 
with them and operate it.”  

Thus began Peter’s long standing 
involvement with the BBC including 
‘Reefwatch’, ‘The Trials of Life’, ‘Sea 
Trek’, ‘Life in the Freezer’, ‘The Blue 
Planet’ and ‘Planet Earth’ which was 
the first broadcast in high definition, 
among many others. ‘Reefwatch’ 
filmed in the northern Red Sea was the 
first ever live underwater broadcast. At 
the time, production quality camera 
heads were not integrated with any 
recording device, thus filming was 
achieved by passing the image back 
to the surface where it was adjusted 
and recorded. The BBC technicians 

in Bristol were developing their own 
cameras “but their knowledge was 
limited” Peter recalled “I knew their 
equipment wasn’t going to suffice, 
but they were disinclined to listen to 
an external freelancer. So I made my 
own camera. It was less snazzy and 
elegantly engineered than theirs, but it 
out-performed them every time.”

During ‘Sea Trek’, Peter enhanced 
the polecam which he had originally 
invented for filming killer whales in 
Norway for an Australian broadcaster. 
The whales would not approach if 
there was a diver in the water so Peter 
put the camera on a pole over the 

Paul Kay says,     If you want to continue to take fabulous 
photographs like this in clean, healthy and abundant 
waters - join the Marine Conservation Society today!

Help us campaign for cleaner seas and beaches, better 
protected oceans and persuade the public to eat 
sustainable seafood.

Protecting our seas, shores and wildlifeRegistered charity no (England and Wales): 1004005
Registered charity no (Scotland): SC037480

Give something back to our seas -
call 0300 3300 704 or visit www.mcsuk.org/support

349-2014

Paul Kay says,     If you want to continue to take fabulous Paul Kay says,     If you want to continue to take fabulous 

Photo ©
 Paul KayAbove: Peter and Georgette reviewing 

footage of shoals of fish at The 
Alternatives, northern Red Sea, in 1998.
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bow of an inflatable boat and drove 
right up to the creatures. The resulting 
film, ‘Wolves of the sea’ included the 
first recording of whales ‘carousel 
feeding’, herding the herring into balls 
near the surface then using their tails 
to stun them before scooping them 
up. With the modern proliferation of 
wildlife films and tourist excursions 
this kind of behaviour is now observed 
by a wide audience, but then it was 
completely innovative. The film went 
on to win the annual Wildscreen 
Festival. For ‘Sea Trek’ Peter used 
the polecam to film dolphins in the 
Bahamas coming towards the boat 
rather than going away, this was yet 

another first.

Peter’s next invention was ‘the dog’. 
He developed remote capability by 
buying a broadcast quality recorder 
and housing it, connecting it to the 
camera by umbilical wire and ensuring 
the unit was neutrally buoyant so 
it would follow him in the water. 
He developed the camera control 
system from scratch, making a colour 
viewfinder so he could control the 
image. No longer was he reliant on 
an onshore technician. This was a 
revolutionary development and used 
right up until the BBCs spectacular 
‘Life in the Freezer’ displaying life 
in the Antarctic in 1993, again with 
David Attenborough. Around this time 
broadcast quality camcorders became 
available which Peter housed so 
everything was finally all in one unit.

The following years brought a great 
variety of projects including, in 1995, 
‘Great White Shark’ portraying the 
natural behaviour of great whites 
in California and South Africa. 
He always considered this to be 
the definitive depiction of these 
magnificent creatures, and as usual 
expressed this with no arrogance, 
simply as a fact. Peter was often 
accompanied on filming projects by 
his widow Georgette Douwma who is 
a highly regarded and accomplished 
photographer in her own right. The 
couple complimented each other 
delightfully with the ease and comfort 

of very good, old friends and also 
provided support and strength where 
needed.

The BBC’s blockbuster series ‘The 
Blue Planet’ came next and Peter’s 
skills were described by Sir David 
Attenborough thus: “Peter has a 
remarkable gift of composition. 
He understands fish just as other 
cameramen understand chimpanzees. 
He knows fish so well he can sense 
what they are going to do. You can 
see it in his footage. He moves as 
the fish move. We told him to go to 
his favourite destination and produce 
the footage for a film,” Attenborough 
says. “We would construct the story to 
go with it. He went to Sipadan and the 
resulting film won a Palme d’Or at the 
Antibes film festival in France.”

Peter’s next, major involvement was 
with yet another BBC/ Attenborough 
landmark ‘Planet Earth’. This was 
right at the forefront of technological 
advancement using High Definition 
(HD) technology for the first time. 
Aware of technical limitations on 
‘The Blue Planet’ the series producer 
Alastair Fothergill approached Peter 
a year before filming and asked 
him to build the HD housings. Peter 
feared he would invest much time and 
effort creating high quality, top-end 
equipment only to see it hired out to 
other cameramen rather than filming 
himself, a prospect he was distinctly 
uncomfortable with. On assurance 

Above: With bigeye scad (Selar 
crunenophthalmus) school under jetty. 
Misool, Raja Ampat, West Papua, 
Indonesia.
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he would be fully involved he went 
ahead with the build, only to find 
some of his fears were realised with 
less involvement than expected. Apart 
from the frustration, this had a very 
real effect on his income. To balance 
this, after ‘Planet Earth’ wrapped up, 
rather than the equipment remaining 
with the BBC as is usual Peter insisted 
it be returned to his ownership and 
he subsequently hired it out himself, 
maintained it, continually developed it 
and still shot footage himself whenever 
possible. His last big involvement was 
with the BBC’s recent great wildlife 
epic entitled simply ‘Life’.

Peter’s long and prolific career was 
not without hazard, like the time he 
was speared by an elephant trunk in 

the murky waters of the Okavanga 
Delta while filming for Planet Earth 
leading to extensive dental work. 
His life was at risk from wildlife too 
many times to mention here, but he 
approached these natural dangers 
with a typical relaxed philosophy. 
However, there is something he 
admitted to being frightened of. 
“Ropes and regulations can kill you.” 
He explained, “once when filming a 
cable burying device the HSE advisor 
insisted I was attached by rope which 
I could not independently release. 
I blankly refused and eventually he 
compromised so I could release it 
myself. Sure enough, the rope became 

Above: Peter with producer Conrad, 
filming macaques in Java. 
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trapped under the bulldozer-like 
vehicle and I was drawn inexorably 
towards the burying device. If I had 
not been able to release it I would 
be dead, without question. When 
I surfaced, he angrily declared he 
would rather have a dead diver in 
the water than someone surfacing 
unexpectedly. I have been terribly 
anti- HSE, not to mention ropes, ever 
since.”

Peter was intensely environmentally 
aware. He ate fish, but not reef fish 
“it seems a bit of a nonsense to go 
filming them then come back and 
eat them”. He also invested clean-
up time on a reef before filming, 
clearing discarded fishing lines and 
ropes “it’s amazing how much rubbish 
comes from boats, often operated by 

ex-fishermen who regard the sea as 
somewhere to dump rubbish. They 
don’t have an understanding of the 
reef or what we want to see on it, 
because they don’t see it.”

It would be forgivable if this uniquely 
talented man had had a sense of 
arrogance or conceit about his many 
pioneering achievements. Not so. 
Peter was a true genius, but still more 
than happy to share his knowledge 
and discuss any topic with openness 
and generosity. “I’m just a chap who is 
learning how to take excellent pictures 
underwater” he stated.  It could sound 
falsely modest, but he really meant it.

Above: ‘filming’ coral bleaching event 
with Digital betacam. Maldives
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