ven TV cameras can’t excite geologists

my experience,
laeontologists
» good material
reality television

've received an interesting e-mail
based on an informal note by 2 miner-
alogist at Mintek in Randburg com-
menting on how the media ravely pres-
ents geologists to the general popuiation.

If you discount the “sound bytes™ on Dis-
covery Channel’'s volcano specials, they
rarely get a mention, he says.

Well, no wonder ...

Hesays a big American TV company last
year iried to integrate geologists working in
hazardous circumstances into a Survivor-
style show.

It hired a production crew and corralled
a group of geologists prepared to vote each
other off based on how they reacted while
performing hazardous tasks such as crawl-
ing around active volecanoes, testing land-
slides, making hazardous flights into
remote areas and so on.

The last remaining “hard-core geolo-
gist” would win a prize.

The team was plagued with problems
from the beginning.

They found six male and three fernale
geologists and flew them to a very unstable
volcano in the Philippines.

.

The nine scientists bonded micely on
camera, especially when given alcohaol.

But the camera crew noticed that
even affer drinking “gallons™ the geologists
continued talking in “an obscure jargonised
language about “breccia”, and “lahars”,
none of which marce for good reality TV.

The only rise in tension came when the
seismologist and the structural geologist
got into a yelling match over the best recipe
for chiili.

When the geclogists climbed the volcano
to probe its secrets they went in different
directions and camera crew was unable to
find more than two working together.

The geologists felt that the voleano could
erupt any moment.

On hearing this the cameramen disap-
peared.

The result was almost no footage, and
the TV editors were unable to make sense of
what they had because they had no idea
what the geologists were talking about.

Few of the scientists seemed to under-
stand the concept of voting off another
member. ; ‘

Finally, they were told to just get rid of

someone on any sort of criteria so they
decided to dump whoever had the worst aim
with a rock hammer,

The second event, landing in a ski plane
in Alaska's frozen waste, failed because
none of the geologists was nervous and
thus there was no sense of drama — except
among the camera crew,

The crew refused to go on site. Instead it
gave the scientists two cameras and asked
them to film themselves.

When the editors went through the
footage they found it was all about “glacial
erratics”, '

- Only 10% of the footage showed humans
—mainly a petrologist standing passively to
show scale,

In Hawaii's volcanic zone most of the
cameramen quit, defeated by the chilli diet
and stressed by the danger And only five
eeologists remained.

The rest had become so fascinated by
rock formations that they stayed behind.

Paying for an alinost-constant supply of
beer and the transportation of the geolo-
gists” heavy piles of rock samples. almost
exhausted the budget.

The project has now been canned.

So geologists will remain an enigma.

In my experience palaeontologists
(fossil hunters), despite the same pre-occu-
pation with rocks, make for far better mate-
rial.

They would make a splendid Survival
series for they are very quarrelsome; they
have a great sense of humour and they
behave dramatically when, after days of
Iying in the dust scraping away at the
ground, they leap around in ecstasy.

Glenn C Conroy, a professor of palaeo-
anthropology (palaeo-anthropologists look
mainly for pre-human bones) at Washing-
ton University in St Louis, Missouri, told
me about a cannibal restaurant that
charged four times as much for cooked
palaeo-anthropologists as it did for cooked
missionaries.

Asked why, the chef said, “Have you ever

-tried to clean an anthropologist?”
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