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If you’ve watched any of Michael Palin’s travel series on television, you’ll have 

heard him making references to cameraman Nigel Meakin. Nigel was nominated 

for television BAFTAs in 1990 for Himalaya, in 1998 for Hemingway Adventure, in 

2000 for Full Circle and in 2005 for Around the World in 80 Days. He won a BAF-

TA in 1993 for Pole to Pole and in 2003 for Sahara. With his work he has travelled 

extensively with Michael to far-flung destinations including Mount Everest, the 

Poles, and the Sahara Desert, as well as circumnavigating the Pacific. 

Michae l  Pal i n

Michael Palin agreed to meet me after I met Nigel Meakin. He greeted me with 

a warm firm handshake. His chocolate brown eyes were friendly and engaging 

with a naughty twinkle about them. He towered above me, a ruggedly handsome 

man with a craggy interesting face. Presented in a softly woven dark brown jacket 

and a crisp white open-necked shirt, he looked fresh and fit. We browsed through 

some photos I brought along and he was particularly amused by a sneaky shot I 

took of Nigel in the kitchen, polishing his BAFTAS.

Michael’s success grew especially with the emergence of Monty Python’s Fly-
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84 Nigel Meakin

ing Circus and his many Monty Python films, including The Missionary and A Pri-

vate Function. While still involved with screenwriting, a unique opportunity came 

his way when BBC television offered him the chance to travel the world with all 

expenses paid. It proved too tempting to turn down. Michael Palin and his cam-

eraman Nigel Meakin began to travel together in 1988 while filming the series 

Around the World in Eighty Days. Michael confesses that he has fond memories of 

the first of his BBC journeys around the world. Around the World in Eighty Days 

had been turned down by three people, so it was providential that it should fall 

into Michael’s lap. He was to leave the world of scriptwriting behind since, as he 

says, ‘there was no script for this journey’, which according to its title was to be a 

trip against the clock. 

Michael had 80 days to circumnavigate the globe following in the footsteps of 

the fictional character Phileas Fogg after which the television series was named. 

The journey must be taken over land or sea but not in the air. He later wrote: ‘Nigel 

Meakin has been closer to me on the journeys than any other member of the team. 

Apart from the second forty days in the Around the World in 80 Days series, he 

has been my cameraman throughout seven series. We once worked out how many 

meals we’d eaten together per series. For Full Circle alone it was about 870. In a 

way we are very similar, we have high standards and like to get on with our work 

with as little fuss and bother as possible. We have established a good rapport so 

that I know when Nigel wants me in shot and when he doesn’t, and I know how 

important it is for him to have time on his own to photograph all the detail of a 

location, which provides the vital background and adds so much richness to our 

portrait of a country. Nigel has won more BAFTAS for his work on the series than 

anyone else and yet the only time I’ve ever seen his nerves show is when he has to 

get into black tie and go and collect them. He has a wonderful eye and I trust him 

completely.

Nigel’s efforts to capture our work on film make him look like the one-man 

bands that used to entertain cinema queues. He balances precariously on a deck 

rail, a sheer drop into the sea behind him, with camera on one shoulder, tape re-

corder on the other, headphones over his ears, microphone between his knees and 

clapper-board in his teeth.’

Here is a man who has slept at the North Pole in temperatures of -40°C (40°F); 

he’s been hoisted over the side of a ship without a survival suit to film icebergs; 

onto an ice floe occupied by a hungry polar bear; filmed at the South Pole with a 

wind chill dipping as low as -50°C (58°F); a man who endured tricky conditions at 

18,000 feet (5,480 metres), climbing twelve miles (19 km) a day and losing a crew 
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Around the world with Palin 85 

member to altitude sickness. He is described as having nerves of steel and doesn’t 

suffer motion sickness, even on the choppiest of seas. He is known to have the 

constitution of an ox. Nothing fazes him. Yet he has a shy quality, a quietness and 

modesty about him. Facing people terrifies him. According to Michael Palin, on 

one occasion, ‘He ran off the stage without making a speech after receiving his 

BAFTA’. 

Nigel has worked on numerous high-profile programmes including BBC’s Ho-

rizon and Panorama documentaries and investigations to King Hussein of Jordan, 

Profile of a Very Special King and Secrets of the Ancient World, all of which took him 

far and wide across the world.  

Nigel travelled with an expedition led by the mountaineer Chris Bonnington 

for the programme Search for the Yeti. One of Nigel’s favourite documentaries, The 

Last African Flying Boat, chronicles the journey of London journalist Alexander 

Frater who travelled from Cairo, Egypt to Mozambique in a Catalina flying boat, 

a vintage seaplane designed to carry passengers in luxurious comfort throughout 

the British colonies in Africa during the 1930s. 

THE INTERVIEW
Without a doubt Nigel is a warm and friendly individual and when I met 
him I could see why Michael Palin loved working with him. I began by 
asking how Nigel came to be working on the Around the World in 80 Days 
series.  
‘I was thrilled when director Clem Vallance asked me to shoot the series. I had 

worked with Clem in 1979, making a film about the Marsh Arabs in Southern Iraq. 

It was on the strength of this film, and our ability to get on in tough conditions 

that persuaded him to ask for me. Director Roger Mills, who has an amazing track 

record in documentaries, was new to me but he had an excellent reputation.’ 

So, what sort of preparation was needed?  
‘We had to be sure of the reliability of the equipment. I was working for the BBC 

film department, then based at Ealing Studios. Because it was a relatively small 

department it offered fantastic support. It was decided that a second camera was 

essential because if the first camera failed there would be no time to wait for a re-

placement due to the pressure and timing of the schedule. It was important though 

to keep the number of travel cases to a minimum. Because we were shooting on 

film, the equipment was swollen by the sheer bulk of the film cans and the second 
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86 Nigel Meakin

camera.

My personal equipment consisted of a normal size suitcase; we knew that there 

would be time, in a few locations, to get some laundry done.’

Was Nigel overwhelmed by it?  
‘I was in no way daunted by the scale of the trip in 1988 because, by this time, 

I’d been filming as an assistant cameraman and cameraman for 21 years and had 

visited more than 50 countries. Living out of a suitcase and moving from hotel to 

hotel seemed normal.’

What were your fears?  
‘Mostly they focussed around the possibility of technical breakdown. There’s al-

ways a concern about the equipment but also all the everyday problems of shoot-

ing on film; hairs in the gate, scratching, fogging, X-ray damage and potential 

processing issues, for example. I experienced a combination of excitement and ap-

prehension knowing that most of the shooting required me to get it right first time, 

as invariably, there was no time for a second take.’

Surely it must be difficult being in confined spaces with the crew for long 
periods? Did you all get on as a team or were there minor irritations?  
‘I’d worked with the technical team; Julian Charrington, assistant cameraman, and 

Ron Brown, sound technician, on numerous occasions, so I knew we would get on. 

Clem and I had worked together before and Roger Mills lived up to his reputation. 

Michael Palin is a person who fits into any group. He is always jolly and great fun. 

I think the excitement and challenge of the series, combined with such a fine group 

of people, made it impossible not to get on. I know it doesn’t make exciting reading 

but I don’t recall anything irritating about any of the team.’

What was your best travel experience?  
‘Without any doubt it was the journey by dhow from Dubai to Bombay, lasting a 

full week. The crew were fantastic. They welcomed the five of us as if we were part 

of their team. I wish to this day that I could have understood what they were say-

ing to each other about us. We must have seemed an odd bunch. The great thing is 

that any differences in religion or behaviour quickly became unimportant. It was 

an education to observe a group of Indian men doing such important work and 

leading such uncomplicated lives.

There were humorous moments every day because Michael has a natural 
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Around the world with Palin 87 

ability to turn any situation into a comedy moment. The most hilarious focussed 

around the half-barrel toilet strapped to the side of the dhow. It was a precarious 

enough journey just to get there, fighting the roll of the vessel and navigating the 

uneven sacks of dates and then the individual concerned would just disappear into 

the barrel as if dropping overboard. Poor Michael had to use it constantly over a 

24-hour period because he developed a stomach upset.’

Michael later wrote: ‘Talking later to passpartou (the crew who went every-

where with him as assistants), it transpires that what we all fear, even more than 

sharks, pirates or a resumption of the Gulf War, is to miss our footing while clam-

bering onto the loo in the middle of the night. What a way to go.’

‘It’s amazing how easily we were amused when confined to the dhow for seven 

days. With little to do on board, apart from lying in the sun, watching the sea slip 

by, and observing fabulous flying fish, I filmed virtually everything that happened. 

The original idea was to get about 15 cut minutes from this journey but because 

there was so much material our editor, Dave Thomas, created an extra episode for 

the series. It turned out to be one of the most memorable episodes of Michael’s 

entire travels.’

Nigel finished his journey in Japan and had to hand over to the new 
passpartou. Did you find this difficult? 
‘I have never been so disappointed. Right from the outset the BBC decided it would 

be too arduous for a single crew to shoot the entire journey. When we reached 

Hong Kong the second crew, Nigel Walters, Simon Maggs and Dave Jewett were 

ready for the challenge. We had all got on so well and had become a very efficient 

team, understanding each other’s wishes and rapidly shooting sequences when 

there was very little time. After handing over, they filmed in the bird market, 

which was followed by a black tie dinner. Then we all met up for a farewell dinner 

the following evening.’

Did you feel sad handing over to another crew on the Around the  
World trip? 
‘When the filming was over there was this rather empty feeling, as if someone had 

stolen my favourite toy the following morning, after passpartou number two had 

taken over. I remember lying in bed and really savouring the feeling that I could 

stay there for as long as I wished. Arriving back home there was a great feeling 

of achievement but I was disappointed not to have completed the journey with 
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88 Nigel Meakin

Michael.’

I ask Nigel about his favourite locations.  
‘The first extraordinary place was the Corinth Canal, an awe-inspiring piece of en-

gineering. Our ship, the Espresso Egitto, squeezed through the canal with less than 

2 metres (6½ ft) spare on each side. Exhilarating! Another favourite was Egypt, 

with such wonderful people; such a huge contrast between the frantic main city 

Cairo and the almost biblical pace and atmosphere of the countryside. I loved India 

too; the vibrant colours, variety of smells, the proud people, the slow rickety rail-

ways and, of course, the food.’

You must have faced dangers. Did you ever feel your life was at risk? 
‘I never felt my life was in danger. However, there was one occasion when I was 

apprehensive. We were on the dhow for the Around the World series and in the 

middle of the night, I was woken by urgent whispered instructions between the 

ship’s crew. I noticed that all the navigation lights had been turned off and the 

engine was idling at minimum revolutions. There were sounds of high-speed mo-

torboats in the distance and it appeared as if we were edging silently between 

two high rocky cliffs. The captain was acting nervously and the crew were alert 

and attentive. There was an atmosphere of danger. The sound of the motorboats 

stopped some time later. The navigation lights were switched back on and the en-

gine regained speed. The danger, whatever it was, had passed. Pirates or smugglers 

perhaps? I will never know, but certainly a moment of tension.

More tension was to come in 1976. I was promoted to cameraman and was sent 

on a Tonight tour of the Far East. The tour lasted about five weeks and ended in 

Bangkok during an attempted coup. We were filming outside The Thammasat Uni-

versity among a huge crowd. There were gunshots and suddenly the crowd of 

many thousands dropped to the ground. The only two remaining standing were 

myself and my assistant. We realised that the guns had been turned on the crowd 

and everyone had dived for cover. My assistant, John Adderley, an Australian, 

said, “Right, we’re out of here”. We fled to the hotel. The sound recordist, Bill Searle, 

had previously become detached from us. It was a good two hours later, when 

John and I were sitting at the hotel bar, that Bill caught up with us. He was furi-

ous, assuming we had deserted him; he made sure that the entire hotel knew and 

we heard about it in no uncertain words. We apologised, he calmed down and 

we drank beer. We later heard that hundreds of students had been killed. The 

next morning we had a telex from the film operations manager at the BBC saying,  
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Around the world with Palin 89 

“Assignment complete, return to base immediately”, so we did.’

Was there a journey you would never forget?  
‘Thankfully Michael Palin dominated the next few years with Sahara, Himalaya 

and New Europe. I feel very privileged to have been part of Michael’s team for so 

long. The crowning highlight from all these travel series was the journey from 

Cape Town to Antarctica. We had inquired about the possibility of going on an 

Antarctic survey vessel named MV SA Agulhas but it was booked. After travel-

ling 6,800 miles (10,943 km) down the length of Africa we were confronted with a 

major problem. The only possible way to get to the South Pole was to abandon our 

goal of surface travel only and fly to Santiago, then down to Punta Arenas. We had 

several days waiting in Punta Arenas for the weather to be calm enough for us to 

fly to Patriot Hills in Antarctica. We eventually boarded an ancient Douglas DC 6 

built in 1953. The flight time was eight and a half hours, flying over Drake Passage, 

then with increasing sightings of icebergs we flew over the Bellingshausen Sea. 

The landing was both spectacular and alarming as we touched down on the heav-

ily rigged blue ice runway; no braking was allowed for fear that the aircraft would 

go into a spin. On the short walk from the plane to the camp most of us fell over on 

the incredibly slippery ice. The camp consisted of a collection of sleeping tents and 

one large kitchen/dining tent, all very cosy.

I’ve never experienced 24 hours of daylight before and it’s quite odd to get up 

for a pee at three in the morning and find the sun shining just above the horizon. 

Once again we waited for the weather to be calm enough to fly the 600 miles (965 

km) to the Pole. We took off in a single engine turbine Otter in –26°C (-15°F) and 

I felt so excited to be finally on the last leg of this wonderful journey. Our pilot, 

Dan, had never been to the Pole before but one always trusts the pilot. We landed 

at the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station on a wide snow runway. The place was 

littered with snowploughs, oil drums, building materials and various vehicles. We 

filmed inside the USA base at the Pole, some 100 plus people dressed in T-shirts, 

munching on hamburgers, chilli dogs and all the classic American fast foods. It 

was quite bizarre. Outside we did our final piece of filming with Michael at the Pole 

in –50°C, (58°F) with added wind chill. Despite there being plenty of spare rooms 

in the cosy American research station, we were told we couldn’t sleep there unless 

we had special permission from Washington, so we pitched our tents on the ice 

and I spent the coldest night of my life. We travelled nearly 23,000 miles (37,015 

km) on Pole to Pole, an experience I will never forget.’
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90 Nigel Meakin

How did you manage to keep your spirits up during the low times on the 
Around the World series?  
‘There were frustrating moments but our spirits were never low. The momentum 

kept us going and if some transport connection failed; it just made the journey 

more exciting. As a team we all got on extremely well and I suppose the testament 

to that is that we went on for 20 years doing the same sort of documentaries. It 

was always fun, always hard work but always rewarding.’

Was there anything in particular you couldn’t have travelled without? 
‘I took a small short-wave radio and it was wonderful to keep up with world news, 

especially when we were on the dhow. Apart from that and a couple of books, I 

tend to travel with very few accessories. I’m more than happy just to observe eve-

rything I see around me.’

Nigel’s wife, Rhian, joins us for a chat and takes on the role of photographer. She 

is a warm, attractive lady with a distinctly Welsh accent. They met on the Goodies 

series where Rhian was working as a make-up artist. She tells me how she tried 

not to worry about Nigel while he was away, but nevertheless always did. One 

time she got a call to say he had an accident in Alaska. 

They were filming a dog sled race and hit black ice. The entire crew were eject-

ed through the windows of the crew van. Nigel ended up with a fractured spine, 

three cracked ribs and severe damage to his left shoulder.’ Peter, their son, was 

with him. They had to be flown back. Amazingly Nigel made a full recovery, miss-

ing only eleven weeks of work and he insists, ‘I have no problems now.’

Where is you favourite place to travel?  
‘I have visited 117 countries. Each has its own charm, atmosphere and culture. It’s 

impossible to pick a favourite.’

Was it hard to adjust to home life after being away for so long?
‘Around the World was such an unusual shoot. It’s rare to be on a foreign assign-

ment where the entire unit is constantly moving on. After I returned home it did 

take a while to adjust to normal life simply because the race against time, the ex-

citement and the pace suddenly wasn’t there anymore.’

What’s your favourite in the Palin series?  
‘I’ve filmed all of Michael’s seven journeys except for the second half of Around the 
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Around the world with Palin 91 

World in 80 Days. Each journey offered fantastic opportunities for photography 

and terrific experiences in so many different countries. I suppose if I had to choose 

a favourite it would be Around the World simply because it was fresh, new, sponta-

neous and extremely popular. It was a huge success and was a catalyst for the BBC 

to urge Michael to keep on travelling.

My other favourites would be Sahara and Himalaya, stunning scenery, fascinat-

ing people and great physical challenges. Even though I won a BAFTA for best 

photography for Sahara, I felt Himalaya was a better series. 

Michael had the lovely idea of trying to trace the crew of the Al Sharma, the 

dhow we travelled in years earlier. In 2008 we set off for Dubai and India. We 

had departed from Dubai on the dhow 20 years earlier so it was a logical place to 

begin the search. We discovered it had sunk a couple of years previously with no 

loss of life, though it wasn’t our crew who suffered the loss as the boat had been 

sold on. Our crew had retired and returned to their homes in the state of Gujarat, 

northwest India. I was very much looking forward to meeting them all again and 

wondering whether we would all recognise each other. When we finally met up 

there was no question as to who was who. Captain Hassan Suleyman had filled 

out a bit but his ever-smiling face was exactly the same. It was sad to discover that 

Kasim had died – he had been such fun when listening to Bruce Springsteen on 

Michael’s Walkman (tape machine) rocking back and forth to the music, grinning 

from ear to ear. The cook, Deyji Ramji, had also died. He had made terrific food, 

freshly caught fish with all the great Indian flavours.’

Talking of food, Nigel must have eaten all kinds of everything? 
‘I’ve always been quite adventurous when trying different foods and I’m lucky 

to have a strong stomach. I will try anything that’s put in front of me and I love 

strong, spicy flavours. In China, in 1982, the crew were invited to a classic Chinese 

banquet, a meal consisting of numerous courses. When the soup arrived I asked 

our interpreter to tell me what was in it and he said he would after I’d eaten it. It 

tasted OK and I finished the bowl. It turned out to be made with the ovaries of the 

snow frog.

When filming the Marsh Arabs in Iraq I soon learned that the height of polite-

ness is to immediately offer the half goats head back to the host.’

What have you learned from travel?  
‘I’ve discovered that all cultures are fundamentally the same. We have the same 

needs and desires and treasure the love of a family. Most people are warm, friendly 
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92 Nigel Meakin

and very hospitable. I make an effort to respect the customs and practices of the 

local people and they respect me for that. If you are open, friendly and smiling, 

they will be the same. My travel tip is to remember that you and your country will 

be judged by the way you behave abroad. If you are rude or disrespectful, or shout 

or lose your temper, then you have damaged the reputation of your home country 

and have certainly done yourself no favours. Stay calm, stay quiet, stay polite.’

What’s next?  
‘I’m working, at the moment, for the FIA Foundation – an independent charity 

that manages and supports an international programme of activities. It promotes 

road safety, environmental protection and sustainable mobility, and funds spe-

cialist motor sport safety research. It is running a ten-year road safety campaign 

aimed at reducing the horrendous number of people killed on the world’s roads. 

We have filmed in Vietnam, South Africa, Malaysia, India, Costa Rica, Russia and 

in Europe. The aim is to convince governments to make fundamental changes re-

garding safety by introducing laws on crash helmets, seat belts and road design as 

well as educating drivers on all road safety matters. Over ten million people have 

been killed since the beginning of this decade. My work with the FIA continues 

with trips to Malaysia and South Africa.

I plan to continue travelling with my wife. We have visited India, China and 

Peru. There are many places I would like to visit as a tourist but you never quite 

get the same access as a film crew. My ideal holiday would be a week in the sun on 

some un-crowded beach, followed by a week of exploring ancient sites. My holiday 

from hell would be a coach tour anywhere. At least I can go back and visit many of 

my favourite places without all the camera equipment.

Being a documentary cameraman has to be the best job in the world and I have 

to thank the BBC for first-class training and for presenting me with so many fan-

tastic opportunities.’
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