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WILD AT HEART

Love is in the air at Leopard’s Den as Stephen Tompkinson, Dawn Steele, Hayley Mills and Cal Macaninch return for the fifth series of WILD AT HEART.

The popular ITV series, which launched in January 2006, and averaged nearly eight million viewers during series four last year (2009) returns for 10 new episodes of family life in the wilds of Africa.

Back among the lions, giraffes and elephants, love is continuing to blossom for Danny Trevanion (Tompkinson) and fellow vet Alice Collins (Steele – Sea of Souls, Monarch of the Glen) but will Danny have the courage to commit to her?  Throughout the series the pair will face many challenges, not least the pressure of working together, and Alice must make some difficult decisions about her future at Leopard’s Den.

After a turbulent courtship, everyone’s favourite gruff Afrikaner, Anders Du Plessis (Deon Stewardson), is set to marry his beloved Caroline (Hayley Mills).  Wedding plans are finalised but could someone from Caroline’s past threaten their happiness? 

Alice’s estranged brother Rowan (Cal Macaninch – Holby Blue, Sorted), has installed himself at Mara making the rivalry between the two reserves more intense than ever.  Alice is desperate to repair the relationship with her brother, but how far can Rowan be trusted? 
With ferocious hyenas, orphaned leopard cubs and a homeless aardwolf all providing unique challenges for the Leopard’s Den family, this series of WILD AT HEART promises to be the most exciting yet.

Producer Nick Goding says: “Series 5 is even more ambitious than ever, with a wider variety of animals and new adventures for our Trevanion family to explore. Our loyal audience can again look forward to feeling warmer and brighter on Sunday evenings in the New Year with a family drama which brings them to an exciting and dramatic continent.”

Executive producer Charles Pattinson adds: “This year I am pleased that Wild at Heart has put something back into the community.  Cementing our good relationship with the local community we have built an after school facility for the children of the nearby township of Brazzaville.  Now the young people have a safe place to study and play out of school hours while waiting for their parents to finish work.”

WILD AT HEART is produced by Nick Goding and the series producer is Serena Bowman. The creator is Ashley Pharoah. The executive producers are Charles Pattinson, George Faber and Ashley Pharoah.  Stephen Tompkinson is co-executive producer.  It is a Company Pictures production for ITV.

Stephen Tompkinson is Danny Trevanion

Breathing up the nose of a lioness is not an every day occurrence for  a TV actor even when you’re Stephen Tompkinson playing wild life vet Danny Trevanion in WILD AT HEART.

“It was an amazing experience,” says Stephen. “We were filming with a white lion that was having some fluid removed from its elbow in real life and when it was put under anaesthetic we got to shoot our scenes with it. In our storyline the lion had stopped breathing and we were going to have to breathe for it. So whilst he is waiting for Alice to get a tube to put down the animals throat, Danny has to breathe up the nose of this lion himself. I was sort of mouth to snout but her eyes are open throughout the whole thing so it was very unnerving. Paul, our vet throughout the whole five series, said we had to pull the tongue out as far as it could and when it starts to go back in, you know the lion is coming back round.

“The hyena that we filmed with the other day, its tongue was definitely starting to go back in and the vet said that we literally had one more take to get our scene done and to just get the hell out of there! Especially as they have one of the most powerful bites in the animal kingdom.  I could bore people senseless with the things I have learnt on this series; I just find it all so interesting. I have even learnt how to take bladder stones out of a cheetah, which is something you don’t get to do every day…”

Danny is on a bit of a rollercoaster ride this season.  Says Stephen: “It’s a year on with his romance with Alice and I don’t think Danny could be happier; a gorgeous female vet.  He is planning on going to the next stage and proposing to her when his stepdaughter Olivia (played by Olivia Scott-Taylor) arrives back at Leopard’s Den after a gap of two years spent in England.  Because of the distress of her mum dying it has taken Olivia that long to come back to Africa. However when she returns she doesn’t feel the connection that she hoped for with the memory of her mother. So she comes back to kind of repair. Danny wants to give Olivia time to get used to his relationship with Alice, get her approval almost. 

“This starts a ball rolling and soon Alice is working over at Mara. It starts off as a temporary arrangement but then once she realises the potential of the place I think Alice loses sight of what she had working with Danny and it takes them a while to get back on the right path. Danny starts feeling his age a bit when Mara gets a new vet and he wonders if he is moving with the times as men are supposed to do when they hit a certain age.  Danny likes things done his way and he does sort of interfere in her work.  He has the best intentions but they are sometimes misrepresented.  So they go through a patch of missing each other and eventually he finally plucks up the courage to ask her to marry him again…”

How did Stephen find working with his new on screen stepdaughter?

“It’s been fantastic, I can’t praise Olivia more she is absolutely amazing. She has a stillness that is not something you can teach someone with not a lot of experience and she has a natural talent.

“It’s also nice to see things afresh through her eyes.  And to watch her grow as a person and an actress and see the confidence develop very quickly. She is a constant inspiration to us all.”

During the series, Danny’s career is threatened. What does that mean to him?

“It wouldn’t just be taking away his livelihood but also his identity. He goes through that crisis of what use would he be not being able to assist Alice when there are animals potentially in pain.  He has to re-evaluate his life and he needs time to do this and he finds Leopard’s Den a bit claustrophobic so he thinks about going back to England to sort himself out.”

Stephen relished the challenge of filming a night shoot with a lion.

“It was great. We found yet another new location which I didn’t know existed in a valley that looks quite threatening to be trapped in, especially with a loose lion on the prowl. And night fall is the time they usually go out to feed, so filming three nights in a row it had a real sequence feel to it. The lion behaved as good as gold although there’s always a lot of noises you have never heard before so the surroundings take on a character of their own in the dark. When you can’t see for miles and miles and hear a noise you just try and figure out what size animal it could be.”

This is Stephen’s fifth year on WILD AT HEART.  Is South Africa a second home to him now?

“Yes completely. I miss it when I'm back in England, especially the animals. I enjoy sharing the space with them and the more time I spend with them the more interesting it becomes to me. I do dream about the animals when I'm not here so if I couldn’t film here anymore I would still definitely come back and see them.

Stephen also filmed a balloon documentary in Africa last year.

“Because of our tight filming schedule on Wild at Heart we don’t really get a chance to do much travelling around Africa so getting the chance to balloon around for six weeks across five different countries was just spectacular. Seeing Victoria Falls in all its glory was fantastic. I’ve been asked to do another one around Australia next year so we are just sorting out dates at the moment. I'm glad it was so successful.”

Dawn Steele is Alice

Dawn Steele faced a real challenge during filming of the fifth series of WILD AT HEART; she had to release a fully grown vulture into the wild.

“The first thing I was told about the release was to watch out for my eyes because that’s the first thing the vulture will go for. And the vulture I was holding had actually taken the eyebrow off one of the sanctuary workers previously. So as you can imagine I was a bit sceptical about it…” explains Dawn.

“It was definitely one of the hardest things I’ve had to do.  And probably one of the only things that I have thought I might not be able to do on Wild at Heart.  You have to be strong to handle the vultures. They are 60kg so really heavy and my arms were killing me the next day! You also need to be confident with it holding it by the neck and dealing with the wings. The director said it would be nice to actually see the vulture being released by Alice but I didn’t have to do it if I was worried.  But I wanted to do it myself. I was nervous about the logistics as we did it right at the top of Vulture Hill with only two vultures so if I didn’t get it right by the second attempt we were stuffed. 

“These were vultures which had been injured and were being set free. They are huge close up but also quite extraordinary.  They have a defence mechanism which means  they regurgitate their food so when they take off they are lighter and consequently there was this horrendous smell in the room they were in. The most amazing thing is that they don’t have any sense of smell which is why they go for the eyes because they depend on their own sight so much.”

Talking about her character in the new series Dawn says: “This series is about Alice and Danny finding their feet as they have now moved in together at Leopard’s Den. It’s also how they’re coping with working together and living together; doing everything under the same roof.  Alice is fiercely independent and I don’t think she is used to having someone else there all the time as much as she loves it there.  I think the arrival of Olivia, Danny’s stepdaughter, doesn’t help.  Alice feels that she should give them a bit of time on their own and in the end I think she quite enjoys having the independence of working over at Mara because Danny is kind of set in his ways.  So she enjoys a bit of a challenge and having her own hospital but as with everything, home is where the heart is and ultimately she prefers to be at Leopard’s Den. 

I think she is in a quandary whether to let Danny get to know his stepdaughter again. I think because she is the adult Alice decides to bow out for a bit even though Olivia is  behaving unreasonably for lots of different reasons that Alice doesn’t really understand at first.”

Working at Mara does have its benefits as Alice has the chance to build a relationship with her brother, Rowan.

“This year they are definitely getting on a lot better and you get to see them as brother and sister again having a laugh and even getting drunk. Its quite nice to see a different side to them.

I don’t think they saw each other for a very long time but now there is only the two of them as they have lost their mum and dad so it’s nice to see them getting along. He is quite an ambiguous character and sometimes Rowan does things without thinking about it so they still have that brother and sister relationship going on and they argue quite a bit.

Dawn herself has two brothers so it’s a bond she knows all about…

“I got on quite well with both of mine though and as I was older than them both I could get my own way…for a bit. They are massive now compared to me!”

Another relationship that is blooming is Alice’s friendship with Vanessa.

“A lot of water has flowed under the bridge now and they are getting on a lot better and even confiding in each other a bit about relationships and stuff. Alice doesn’t really have a girlfriend because Leopard’s Den is so remote so it’s nice for her to have a bit of a girly talk sometime especially as Rowan and Vanessa are becoming much closer.”

Spending half the year filming in South Africa becomes the norm for the WILD AT HEART actors.

“At the end of any job you get that weird empty feeling after spending so much time with the same people that you have a real connection with so when you go home its strange and you just don’t know what to do. When we leave South Africa in December it is very hot and we get back to the cold so it’s a real shock to the system. The hours you work as well give you such  discipline. I’m up at half past four ready to film and eating the same Bran Flakes and banana for breakfast for six months; you just get into a routine. But I do look forward to going home for Christmas. It is such a culture shock coming back as I go home and walk my dog Murphy in the snow and you think to yourself that only a few weeks ago you were walking a giraffe in the wild!

“This year I’m off to Australia for New Year for a friends wedding near Bondi Beach. There is a group of us going, the girls I was at drama school with so it will be brilliant fun.”

Hayley Mills is Caroline

After a year away from WILD AT HEART Hayley is very happy to be back filming in the heart of South Africa.

“It is so very nice to be back. I love this job and I love being in Africa.  I love the show, I love the character and I love all the people I am working with.  It doesn’t get any better than this,” she enthuses.

So has South Africa worked itself into Hayley’s heart?

“Yes most definitely. I started coming here in 2005 and have been back every year since. I miss the country and people when I’m not here. I think it is wonderful place and I pray that it finds its way through its problems and difficulties and survives them. South Africa has been an example to so many countries that I think they will come through it all. There are tremendous qualities within the people here, a wonderful ability to move on and not get stuck with grudges about the past and a passionate love for the country that is both black and white. I think they have a good chance of weathering the problems they have.” 

In the last series Hayley’s sister Juliet, who played Caroline’s on-screen sister Georgina, joined the series while Hayley took some time off from filming.

Hayley explains: “Juliet hadn’t been out here before. It came as quite a bit of a shock to her as well. She had worked in Africa before, years ago, but when she first came out in July it was terribly cold and that she wasn’t expecting.  Her house was freezing. It is quite a shock to come to Africa and find it was cold but she was alright. She had her daughter Melissa with her who fell in love with everything and she didn’t want to leave!”

In the opening episode of the new series Caroline is all set to marry Du Plessis. What does Caroline see in her dishevelled fiancé?

“She sees his intrinsic goodness and kindness and that underneath the irascibility he is a big softie. I think she really admires the way he handles things. His knowledge of the bush is wonderful and in lots of ways they are quite alike. They are both strong minded.
These are two people who speak their mind and have very strong opinions. They want things down their way and done now but they both have a good sense of humour. I think they have found a really good mate in each other.”

And did Hayley and Deon Stewardson (Du Plessis) enjoy filming the honeymoon scenes?

“It was very funny to do. We filmed the scenes in a pretty little hotel in Johannesburg.  The scenario is that Anders books us into a posh hotel for the honeymoon but the manager thinks he is white trash and talks down to them in a very disparaging way. Caroline really doesn’t accept this and rises to his defence. It was great fun to have an argument with the hotel manager, behave terribly and then do a runner out the back door with the manager running after us! It was wonderful – a real Bonnie and Clyde moment.”

Olivia coming back is a big moment for Caroline too.

“I think it works really well because Olivia doesn’t look unlike Amanda Holden, her on screen mother, and I think she is a jolly good little actress. She is very confident and real. I think the fact that she comes back now that she is mature and more of a force to be reckoned with is an interesting turn in the series. You have to interact with actors of all ages on this show so having Olivia there with the animals it really is a complete experience.”

Later in the series Caroline’s husband has some health scares. How does she feel about that?

“She is terribly worried because he doesn’t seem prepared to make any concessions to his health, he wants to run around and eat the same as he did and she is so worried that she is seriously investigating another property so they can retire away from Leopard’s Den. You get totally caught up in the storylines; we are lucky to have such good writers who are just adamant about getting the stories perfect for our characters.”

Cal Macaninch is Rowan

Cal Macaninch had more than lions and tigers to deal with in South Africa this year, he had a new baby daughter.

“My wife Shauna gave birth to our new baby girl, Ava Red at home in South Africa, where we live during filming. Shauna feels very at home in South Africa, very relaxed about travelling so we can feel at home in any place.  This is my fourth time here for various projects so I feel comfortable with my family being here too. 

“My older daughter, Jessie, loves being out here with all the animals and as she knows the movie Madagascar back to front she loves it but wonders why the lions aren’t dancing…”

Talking about his character, Rowan, in the new series Cal explains:  “He is very excited to be in Africa.  He has a great sense of adventure and loves being with Vanessa.  Rowan is full of great of ideas but is not a very good businessman and knows nothing about animals so these ideas often end up backfiring. His heart is in the right place and he thinks he is in a good position to make money so he comes up with all these schemes. Some of them pay off because he works really hard but not all of them – he has ideas but no ideals. He is not a bad guy but sometimes he just doesn’t think.

“He spent years looking after their father who was terminally ill and he felt some resentment to his sister, Alice because she was never there. Even though she wasn’t there because her father didn’t want her there.  Rowan came to Africa to tell Alice about the death of her father and help her with the grief. When she didn’t really want him to hang around that upset him and it brought out a lot of anger towards her so he wanted to show her and being at Mara seemed the perfect opportunity. They are in direct competition as brother and sister. There is a rivalry there based on something not particularly healthy.

“However more and more I think Rowan really starts to enjoy his life and believes that it is too short for petty rivalries and he does really love his sister. He was angry but he realises he is holding onto something that he doesn’t need to and has found a new life in Africa.”

And how are thing between Rowan and Vanessa?

 “He has a growing affection for Vanessa and enjoys being in her company and working with her and it then grows into a burgeoning love. But she doesn’t feel the same way so he has his work cut out. He decides to make his feelings known but she doesn’t respond in the way he wants. When they have an adventure out in the bush where she thinks he has been killed it makes her realise how much he means to her. So they are together, but not necessarily for long…”

Explaining this bush adventure Cal adds: “It was brilliant; my favourite part of the shoot. There was one stunt I wasn’t allowed to do which involved my character falling backwards down a precipice.  When I saw the stuntman, I realised that they always have to think of safety first and there’s a reason why actors don’t do stunts for a living. Stuntmen have got to do it over and over again and do it in a certain way to stop themselves getting injured whereas if I had done it then I would probably have hurt myself. So I didn’t take the risk but I do like getting involved in the action. Getting down and dirty.”

In fact Cal learnt to rock climb in South Africa for a past role in Rock Face. A pastime that turned into a passion.  And while filming WILD AT HEART this year he also had a spell on a Sky drama Strike Back as an SAS commander.

“That was fun but I didn’t get to run about with guns and be a soldier. Instead I was trying to be a serious officer.” 

Meanwhile he had animals to contend with on set at WILD AT HEART.

“I don’t have that much contact with them but it’s great when they get the lions out because I just kind of sit back and wait. You have time to film with them that you don’t get with the actors because you know you have to wait for the animal to do its thing. You pinch yourself because it is just so amazing watching them. I keep saying I hope I never lose my awe for a giraffe because they are just amazing creatures. I took my daughter to Johannesburg zoo and I don’t think I will go to a zoo again, no matter how good it is, you just can’t give the animal enough space.”

So what has 2010 in store for Cal?

“I ran the London Marathon for a leukaemia charity this year and I was running with my wife as her first main race after having our first daughter. She found it tough going so we both did it slower than expected.  So this year I am going to run on my own and do it in my own time. However I'm doing a play starting in March so I just hope I have enough time to train.  I do some running during filming as I find the gym a bit boring. But I like to play a game of footie with the crew as well.”

Cal will be treading the boards as Hook in a National Theatre of Scotland production of Peter Pan in 2010.

Deon Stewardson is Du Plessis

Du Plessis has marriage, a honeymoon and a health scare to cope with this series, but Deon Stewardson takes it all in his stride.

“Dup has had a new lease of life ever since the Trevanions arrived but with his impending marriage to Caroline it’s another lease altogether,” says Deon.  “How great is it for him? You get to a certain time in life when you think it’s all over and then somebody comes along who is there for you. He is a happy man with Caroline on the scene.

“In his mind he may have been happier with his first wife but in reality he is having the best time he has ever had now.   He’s got a whole family to care about as well as the animals. It is lovely.”

But Du Plessis has to get to the ceremony before he can be married and that involved going up in a hot air balloon.

“The balloon was great. I’m not frightened of heights, but even if I was for filming I’d do anything. In fact I went up in a balloon with some of the others in my first year on Wild at  Heart.  That was a lot of money, I much preferred being paid to go up in one!”

And, says Deon, the honeymoon was a blast to film too.

“Dup is such a sweet character that he made the effort to book somewhere he thinks Caroline will like even though he looks so out of place at posh hotels. He doesn’t care about that sort of life. At the same time Caroline realises what a fool she has been by thinking that money and grand gestures matter. She realises it’s shallow and she got off her high horse about it.
“You can see her accepting who Dup is; not her ideal man but he is who he is and she fell in love with him so everyone else has to accept him.”

Deon admits he missed Hayley when she wasn’t filming last series. “It was nice to have her back as much as I enjoyed working with her sister Juliet.  She is a lovely person and I very much enjoy working with her. We understand each other.” 

Deon also enjoyed working with Olivia Scott-Taylor, the new actress playing Danny’s daughter Olivia.

“Dup has a bond with Olivia. Right from when she arrived as a little girl they were close.  When Olivia joined the cast I made a point of interacting with her as Dup because that man loves her like a granddaughter and he is so glad she is back. She adapted very well to that. She’s a marvellous young actress.”

Also this series Dup has a health scare. Says Deon: “Dup is that age when these things can happen. It’s the reality. A bit like me he doesn’t look after himself. If something bad happens to you it does change things.  I wouldn’t be surprised if next year we see a healthier Dup. Maybe he’ll have to stop drinking beer... “
Sadly Deon missed the wedding of former co-star Lucy-Jo Hudson to Coronation Street actor Alan Halsall last summer. “Because of changes to the rules I couldn’t get a visa in time,” says Deon sadly. “The others told me everyone was there enjoying themselves but said ‘Where is Deon? He should be here’. I was so sorry to miss it, I love LJ but hey I’ll go and see them when their first baby is born!”

                          Mary-Anne Barlow is Vanessa

As owner of the neighbouring game reserve Mara, Mary-Anne Barlow does most of her filming in luxurious interior settings far away from the heat and dust of Leopard’s Den.

“It’s amazing. The make-up artist says I'm so lucky because I get to film in beautiful surroundings and it’s so nice and cool. It is also so pretty filming up there at the lodge with the shady veranda and the most amazing views,” says Mary-Anne.

However during the filming of one particular episode Mary-Anne got a taste of really hardcore filming in the wild.

“That was an interesting week, quite relentless and by the end we were all so knackered because it was physically demanding and during the day it was brutally hot, so we kind of created the moment in the scene as we were dying of fatigue. I have never experienced so much dust in my life, I didn’t even know such dust existed! The first day I went home I showered and I stood there and had dirt ingrained in my body. It wouldn’t come off after ten minutes in the shower! You wouldn’t think it would get in there like it does and it is so windy. 

Part of the episode involved a night scene with an escaped lion on the prowl.

“The scenes with the lion were incredible. We were in a cage and had bits of meat with us and he could smell the meat around the cage and on our hands. The lion was gorgeous but to have him 2cm away from your face with his eyes just glaring at you was quite scary.” 

Things with Rowan (Cal Macaninch) progress this year.

“What is nice about this series is that Rowan and Vanessa have taken a journey. We have gone full circle.  They start out simply as business partners but Vanessa begins to rely on him quite heavily although she fights it for quite some time. She made a huge fool of herself with Danny last year and you felt embarrassed for her. I see her as coming from a difficult divorce with Grace’s father and I think she struggles with interpersonal relationships so is reluctant to let Rowan in. It has been quite interesting as there have been layers in letting him in and letting her feelings grow. There have been many different elements to their relationship with trust being made and broken. It is nice to play a complicated character.”

And how does Mary-Anne enjoy playing alongside Cal ?

“It is the best, seriously. Cal has been an absolute God-send for me; I couldn’t have chosen a better actor to work with. We have a similar view on things and approach our work in the same sort of way and that always helps. We have both been really interested in creating something and to fill the scene with moments that may have not necessarily been there. Cal is very giving as an actor and I trust him completely. On top of it all he really is a nice guy and a lovely person to be around; everyone speaks so highly of him.”

Although Mary-Anne lives in South Africa even she was not prepared for the experience of filming WILD AT HEART.

“I'm from Zimbabwe but I really wasn’t prepared for last year at all and it really had an impact on me strangely enough. You would think that because I was used to the wildlife and environment that it would be ok but I think it was the sheer proximity of everything that got to me. I remember the first time Bovril came over when I was doing a scene; he was supposed to be sitting on a couch but he got curious and started wandering around and he just brushed my leg and inside I was just thinking ‘Oh Lord! This cheetah is brushing up against my leg’. You just think when am I ever going to get an experience like this again?”

Olivia Scott-Taylor is Olivia

Olivia Scott-Taylor has often been told she bears an uncanny resemblance to Amanda Holden and now she is playing her daughter.

In the fifth series of WILD AT HEART , Olivia plays the youngest child of Sarah Trevanion – the character Amanda Holden portrayed until her untimely onscreen death at the end of series three.

“I think this part was meant to be. Firstly I share a name with my character and secondly I look like the person who played my mother.  When I first arrived on set members of the crew would come up from behind and say ‘Wow, Amanda what are you doing here!’ laughs Olivia. 

So has the job lived up to Olivia’s expectations?

“I would have to say it is probably better!  Because I am the new one I was a bit apprehensive about wanting to make a good impression, but everyone has been so welcoming and I'm just enjoying it so much.  At first I was anxious about being away from home for so long, but the longer I was out in South Africa the more I enjoyed it. 

I have learnt so much doing this show; it has been an amazing experience being able to travel and be with animals. Even without the filming, just being out here has been amazing. I think I have grown up a bit being away from home like this too but I am coping well and loving it.”

So how has Olivia been coping with her animal co-stars?

“I’ve had to do a lot of cheetah cuddling because Olivia knew the cheetah from when she used to live at Leopard’s Den. I did a scene on the bed with Bovril, the cheetah that plays Jana, and he is just so great. Sitting on the bed right up close to his face was scary as he could have easily lashed out and scratched me but I was just tickling him and he was purring; it was just unreal.  It wasn’t quite the same with the leopard cub! I wasn’t anxious just aware that this is a wild animal and not a kitten and that he could and would hurt me if he wanted to. You can tell if it’s not happy but the animal handlers are right there and tell you to step away. I love animals. I have two whippets at home. As I'm just finishing my last year at school I was thinking that I might take a gap year and work with animals. But being able to combine acting with the animals is a dream come true.”

Olivia had to continue with her studies in between filming.  She is currently preparing to take English A Level and Theatre Studies BTEC at the world famous Brit School.

Talking about her character, Olivia says: “I think that deep down she is a really nice girl but now because of her mum’s death she finds it hard to cope. Coming back to Africa is harder than she imagined especially with Alice on the scene. She puts on a front and is quite aggressive and rude towards Alice but actually she is just struggling to cope with all the changes. I think she just thought everything would be the same but it has all moved on.  It does get better and she has really good relationship with Danny (Stephen Tompkinson) and Dup (Deon Stewardson). Olivia has a really good bond with Dup which is great because I love filming with him, we get on well.
“And Stephen is a great step dad! I’ve learnt so much from him and the rest of the cast and crew.  It’s been a steep learning curve.”

10 things you didn’t know about series 5

WILD AT HEART….

1) This year the production team decided to build a new road to open up a new area of valley with an extremely rocky approach.  The kilometre long stretch of dirt road took three days to build and used 25 x 6-tonne truckloads of earth.

2) Production invested in 50 canisters of insect repellent to protect cast and crew against creepy crawlies climbing up their legs. Tick-bite fever is a real risk when filming in the African bush. Over the course of the series the crew and cast have also applied more than 75 litres of sunblock.

3) Lightning really does strike in the same place twice.  Set builders had to fit a lightning rod to the top of the Leopard's Den animal hospital to stop the thatched structure burning to the ground; it has been seen being struck three times by lightning since it was thatched last year.

4) On set caterers have got through 1,700 kilos of pap; a maize porridge and staple food of many Africans. The crew and cast have consumed 32,000 eggs, enough to make an omelette as big as Lords cricket ground.

5) It costs £2,500 a month to provide enough meat to feed the numerous big cats involved in the filming of WILD AT HEART.  These cats include 13 lions, two tigers, a cheetah and a leopard.

6) With temperatures reaching 38 degrees centigrade on set during the summer months, cast and crew get through 36,000 bottles of water in 100 days on location in an effort to remain hydrated when filming.

7) The three weirdest excuses heard during the filming of series five:  

a) "We couldn't call the cheetah in today; it is recovering from an attack by wild baboons" 

b) "Why isn't Vicky our animal wrangler on set? – She's bathing the elephants in a clay-filed pond to get their colour to match the ones on another location."

c) “The wildebeest can’t work with us today; they’re on a commercial”

8) Company Pictures, who make WILD AT HEART for ITV, has built a community centre for local township children in Brazzaville.  The centre gives children a safe place to go after school where they can use the facilities to help with their education, and safely wait for the parents to finish work.

9) Hamley, a semi-tame giraffe who was born in the bush farm where WILD AT HEART is filmed, is so desperate to be on TV he follows the camera crew to every location he can. So far this series filming has had to stop eleven times while the animal wranglers tried to coax Hamley out of shot…

10)  We had a prosthetic made of a white lioness for episode two which we then changed into a brown male lion for episode 5 by changing its fur and adding a mane! 

SYNOPSES

Episode One

Danny (Stephen Tompkinson) and Alice’s (Dawn Steele) project to re-habilitate a group of circus elephants has been a huge success but now they have too many elephants at Leopard’s Den and urgently need to move the circus herd to the National Park.  There’s only one hitch – they need to go through Mara land which means talking to Vanessa (Mary-Anne Barlow)  and Rowan (Cal Macaninch).  As the two reserves are still on bad terms, Danny and Alice are surprised when Rowan helpfully agrees but he has an ulterior motive – both reserves are shortlisted for a prize and Rowan wants Leopard’s Den distracted when the judges arrive. It’s a sad day for the family at Leopard’s Den when their elephant family chooses to leave with the circus.  However the judges are really impressed with what they see of Leopard’s Den.

Meanwhile Caroline (Hayley Mills) and Du Plessis (Deon Stewardson) are finally getting married, but when Caroline’s old friend Gene (Nicholas Le Provost) arrives, it’s clear he’s up to no good. He encourages Du Plessis to spend time away from Caroline in an attempt to come between them.  His plan nearly works when Du Plessis is dumped in the bush on his stag night  and wakes up to discover he’s lost, late for his wedding and has no way to get home.  

Meanwhile Rowan has hired a hot air balloon to wow the judges but when Du Plessis stumbles across it, he realises this could be the only way to get to his wedding on time – even if it means forfeiting the competition. Back home Caroline is beginning to worry that Gene is right and Du Plessis has jilted her.  Will she wait around to find out…

Episode Two

When Danny (Stephen Tompkinson) hurts his back he begins to have a crisis about his age.  Danny and Alice (Dawn Steele) are surprised when Vanessa (Mary-Anne Barlow)  comes to them for advice.  Rowan (Cal Macaninch) has employed a hot-shot new vet called Lewis (James MacEwan) and between them they’ve come up with the idea of 'green hunting'.  Danny is concerned that commerce and animals don’t mix; even if the only animals darted by hunters are those in need of treatment.  However, Lewis is very modern in his practices  and Alice can’t help being impressed with him. Things go terribly wrong when a hunter incorrectly doses a white lioness, and Danny and Alice are called in to assist.  Lewis doesn’t want their help but it becomes clear he’s inexperienced and out of his depth.  When the lioness crashes, Danny must prove he's not out of date in a bid to save her life.

Caroline (Hayley Mills) is delighted at Du Plessis’s (Deon Stewardson)  choice of luxury hotel for their honeymoon. However she becomes increasingly frustrated when she sees the manager looking down his nose at her new husband.  It’s the final straw when he denies them entry to the restaurant. Caroline hatches a plan to get her revenge on the snooty hotelier and the honeymooners are brought closer together than ever.

Rowan apologises to Danny and Alice for not listening to them and asks them to be Mara’s vets. Finally there’s a rapprochement between the two reserves. 

Episode Three

Mara is hosting a beauty pageant and Rowan (Cal Macaninch) realises he needs all the publicity he can get.  He buys a tiger from a zoo and convinces Alice (Dawn Steele) that he plans to rehabilitate it.  Alice is enjoying working with her brother and even defends him to Danny (Stephen Tompkinson). Danny is wrapped up with his own work in the township and the two are at odds with both feeling their own project is more important – even though Danny is fast using up all the medical supplies in the hospital for his charity work. When Alice discovers that Rowan is really intending to use the tiger for a photo shoot with the contestants she feels betrayed by her brother. Meanwhile, Danny realises he’s become neglectful of his responsibilities at the animal hospital when he’s not available to help a pregnant cow.  Both Danny and Alice realise they’ve got their priorities wrong and must pull together to work things out.

Du Plessis (Deon Stewardson) and Fatani (Thapelo Mokoena) are more than happy to help with the beauty pageant and when Fatani meets one of the contestants, Buhle (Naima McLean), he’s instantly smitten. When the family discover she has a secret son, Cashile (Kagiso Legoadi), they must decide whether or not to help her. If Cashile is discovered it will ruin her chances in the competition. Caroline (Hayley Mills) worries about the effect Buhle’s lies are having on Cashile but Buhle needs the money to support them both and is determined to continue with the pageant.  However Caroline’s words hit home and Buhle decides she would rather forfeit the competition than deny her son. Luckily Fatani steps in to save the day…

Episode Four

Danny (Stephen Tompkinson) and Alice (Dawn Steele) have been preparing a cheetah, Ngotsi for release into the wild but Danny’s mind isn’t on the job.  He’s been pre-occupied with thoughts of buying a ring and proposing to Alice.  Meanwhile a strange girl has turned up at Mara asking lots of questions about Alice.  It's clear there’s trouble in store when the girl reveals she’s Olivia (Olivia Scott-Taylor), Danny’s step-daughter.

When Danny returns, he’s delighted to see Olivia but it’s immediately apparent that she’s got a big problem with Alice and the news that her pet cheetah, Jana, is dying is the final straw.  Realising Olivia needs to spend some time with Danny, Alice makes herself scarce.  She encourages Hannah (Camilla Waldman), Ngotsi’s owner, to come along to watch his release and it’s an emotional goodbye as this is the cheetah that Hannah’s dead husband hand-raised.  Meanwhile Danny’s attempts at making Olivia feel at home are stymied when she finds the engagement ring.  

Olivia thinks Danny has forgotten her mother and can’t forgive him for moving on. She steals one of Mara’s vehicles in a moment of rebellion, but is shocked to find the injured Ngotsi lying in the road and has to bring him back to Leopard’s Den for surgery. Hannah is devastated when she learns that Ngotsi is brain-dead and can’t bear the thought of allowing Danny to use one of his kidneys, even if it could save Jana’s life.  Will Olivia be able to convince Hannah to help keep Jana, and the memory of her mother, alive?  And will Danny get the answer he wants from Alice?

Episode Five

Danny (Stephen Tompkinson) and Alice (Dawn Steele) are taking a well deserved mini break but Olivia (Olivia Scott-Taylor) is upset to learn they’re leaving that day. Angry at missing out on a driving lesson, she decides to take the jeep out on her own.  When she crashes it, none of the family believes her protests that it was an accident. Du Plessis (Deon Stewardson) makes Olivia ask Rowan (Cal Macaninch) and Vanessa (Mary-Anne Barlow) to lend Danny and Alice a jeep, which gives Rowan an idea. He sees an ideal opportunity to spend some romantic time with the oblivious Vanessa and decides that they’ll come along too.  As they all leave, Du Plessis introduces Olivia to the concept of brat camp.

On the road, the group take a diversion and their vehicle gets damaged.  There’s worse in store when they discover a terrible accident up ahead. The driver of a crashed truck is dead and Susan (Vanessa Cooke), a tourist, has severe injuries.  There’s also a very angry lion which has escaped from its trailer in the accident. When the disorientated lion runs at Vanessa, Rowan heroically saves her showing himself in a new light. That night, Susan’s son Michael (Antony Coleman) decides to go for help and a worried Rowan goes with him, but when they try to take a shortcut, Rowan falls down a rocky incline and is knocked unconscious. When Michael returns alone and covered in blood, the group fear the worst for lost and injured Rowan. After Alice and Danny have searched in vain for him they decide to continue on for Susan’s sake. However, Alice can’t leave her brother and decides to go back alone to protect him.

Meanwhile, Du Plessis’ brat camp isn’t working well until he gets Olivia involved in the rescue of an orphaned baby leopard.  Finally Olivia feels like she has a role at Leopard’s Den and Du Plessis is pleased to have formed a bond with her.  However, when Danny and Alice arrive back, Olivia is immediately on the defensive with Alice.  Realising that Olivia needs the leopard to help her feel at home, Alice offers her brother a deal; she’ll work at Mara if Olivia can have the leopard.  
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