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For the attention of: News Editors


Wednesday October 15 [PR5491]

Discover Fossil Detectives on BBC TWO this Autumn
Fossil Detectives, the acclaimed eight-part Open University series first shown on BBC FOUR earlier this summer is being brought to a wider audience on BBC TWO from 7pm on Friday October 24.

The series allows viewers to see the wonderful landscapes and locations visited by Dr Hermione Cockburn and a team of fossil experts and geologists around Britain as they uncover and make sense of the ancient past. New viewers will get the chance to see for themselves the extraordinary fossil stories revealed by the series.

Hermione, together with Dr Phil Manning, Dr Anjana Khatwa and James Wong, explore various regions and find tantalising evidence of strange creatures, plants and landscapes long vanished from Britain. 

Hermione said: “I'm delighted Fossil Detectives is being shown on BBC TWO following the success of the series on BBC FOUR. I hope it will give lots of new viewers a chance to enjoy the series and marvel at the amazing wealth of British fossils and what they tell us about ancient life.”
Some famous fossil fans are interviewed about their passion in the series, including broadcaster Sir David Attenborough, and musician/writer Alex James.
The Open University has also produced a free field guide to help viewers identify their own fossil finds. This can be obtained by calling 0870 010 0878 or by visiting www.open2.net /fossildetectives
Dr Peter Sheldon, The Open University’s academic consultant on the series, said: "The whole team were totally committed to the series, and have done the OU proud with a set of really interesting programmes. 
“The free fossil field guide will be very useful, especially for beginners trying to identify their finds. The great thing about palaeontology is that even beginners can make a significant discovery.“
Fossil Detective Facts - an interview with Dr Hermione Cockburn
Which area did you enjoy filming in the most?

“It’s hard to say, Britain is so rich in such wonderful fossil hunting sites that every region was interesting - we were spoilt for choice on which fossil stories to include. 

“I did enjoy filming in Cuckfield, the Sussex village where I grew up. It was here that one of the first discoveries of a dinosaur, an Iguanodon was made by a doctor called Gideon Mantell in the 1820s. On the Isle of Wight we had such wonderful weather; it was a real treat to film there. We filmed with a man who is excavating a dinosaur from a crumbling cliff face on the island; I joined in the dig and pulled out a fragment of dinosaur bone from the clay. It was quite thrilling! Soaring over the Oxford countryside in a hot air balloon on a crisp and clear December morning is not something I'll forget in a hurry, but I think my favourites fossils of the series came from a disused quarry in the far north of Scotland. Sadly the weather wasn't great when we filmed there, but the fossil fish that date back 480 million years were simply stunning.”


Did you learn anything new whilst filming?

“Oh, lots! We cover so many stories in the series, some of which are really at the forefront of paleontological research, so plenty were new to me. 

“One that stands out was filming with the British Geological Survey in central England. They have recently rediscovered a site where exceptionally well preserved squid-like creatures were found in the 1840s, but the site had been abandoned and lost for almost 150 years! It was very exciting to film with them at the dig and help unearth some of these specimens that have exceptionally rare soft tissue preservation. This means that instead of just bones or teeth, on these ancient squid-like animals the muscles, ink sacs, arms, suckers and hooks have all been preserved. 

“After filming the dig, which was only ongoing for a week, we were able to film a few weeks later back at their laboratories and find out more about the research which is really only just beginning. Overall, I was impressed by the diversity of stories that we covered, Britain has so many places that are a fossil detectives' delight!”
Were you excited to meet Sir David Attenborough? How was his Fossil 

collection?

“I have been a great admirer of David Attenborough and his work for many years. It was such a privilege to film with him at his house and get to see some of his fossil collection. I was excited but also extremely nervous! I needn't have been really because he was very welcoming and a dream to interview.  His contributions to the central England and London programmes are amongst my favourite bits of the whole series.”
What was it like interviewing Alex James, Formerly of Blur?
“Alex James was another musician who I wouldn't have guessed was in to fossils before making the series, but he was a very thoughtful contributor who had clearly retained much of the wonderment and sense of mystery surrounding fossils from when he collected them as a child growing up the south coast.  I was a big Blur fan so it felt a bit surreal to be hunting for fossils with a man I last saw on stage at Wembley Arena in 1995!“
How did working on Fossil Detectives differ from other TV programmes you have presented? 

“A lot of the things I've been involved in on television have had some sort of Open University involvement, I guess that's because the OU is heavily involved in science on television.
“Peter Sheldon, a palaeontologist at the OU, was the academic consultant on the series and it is great to have someone as knowledgeable and enthusiastic as Peter involved. My main hope is that the series will encourage people who are interested in science to take it further and see how they could learn even more through studying with the OU.” 

Editor’s Notes

‘Fossil Detectives’ is a fully-funded Open University programme for BBC FOUR. 
It was produced by the BBC’s Natural History Unit in Bristol. 
The series first broadcast on BBC FOUR in the Summer of 2008. It will broadcast on Friday Evenings on BBC TWO at 7pm from Friday October 24 for five weeks. 
Series Producer for the BBC is Kerensa Jennings. Executive Editor for the BBC is Fiona Pitcher. Executive Producer for The Open University is Catherine McCarthy. The Open University Academic Consultant is Dr Peter Sheldon and the Broadcast Learning Executive for The Open University is Dr Janet Sumner. 
 The Open University and BBC have been in partnership for more than 30 years, providing educational programming to a mass audience. In recent times this partnership has evolved from late night programming for delivering courses to peak time programmes with a broad appeal to encourage wider participation in learning.

 All broadcast information is correct at time of issue. 

For Preview DVDs and Publicity stills contact Guy Bailey
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Series Synopsis

Programme One - Central England
TX: Friday October 24, 7pm, BBC TWO
The Fossil Detectives start their journey in central England – home to a number of extremely rare and globally significant fossil discoveries - and some of the world’s most advanced fossil science.

Dr Hermione Cockburn meets the monster from the past that inspired Charles Dickens – and investigates T-Rex, in his unlikely home of Oxford.

She also gets to see extraordinary evidence of the world’s smallest fossilised mystery body part.

Hermione also goes hunting for fossilised bugs in a housing estate in Dudley. And the Fossil Detectives reveal the hidden treasure – buried and forgotten – which could transform our understanding of ancient marine creatures.

Programme Two – London
TX: Friday October 31, 7pm, BBC TWO
This week the Fossil Detectives are in London to track down evidence of the capital’s ancient past.

Hermione finds out what Victorian scientists thought dinosaurs looked like when she visits the world’s oldest theme park at Crystal Palace. She re-discovers a lost world when hippos dominated the landscape now occupied by the capital. And viewers will find out how they can find fossils in the most surprising places – wherever they live.

There’s a fascinating insight into the phenomenon of living fossils – plant species which existed in prehistoric times and continue to thrive today. And in an exclusive interview, the Fossil Detectives introduce viewers to a rare sighting of a private fossil collection – at home with Sir David Attenborough. In a sometimes emotional interview, Sir David reveals for the first time on television why fossils hold such a special place in his heart – and how studying fossils inspired him to develop his interest in the natural world.

Programme Three - West and Wales
TX: Friday November 7, 7pm, BBC TWO
The Fossil Detectives go to Wales and the West Country for a tantalizing glimpse of how fossils connect us to the past.

Hermione finds out why fossils were once thought to be food for the dead, and other amazing fossil tales from folklore.

Extraordinary software revolutionises our understanding of evolutionary robotics – the Fossil Detectives bring dinosaurs back to life – in Wales!

She comes face-to-face with the Red Lady of Paviland – a prehistoric skeleton which has a dark and mysterious secret; and investigates the beautiful fossil evidence of sub-tropical reefs in Shropshire.

And there’s the intriguing story of special fossils that were rescued from the building site of what is now the Ford engine plant in Bridgend.

Programme Four - Scotland
TX: Friday November 14, 7pm, BBC TWO
The Fossil Detectives head to Scotland for a fascinating ride through earth’s history, meeting all kinds of strange prehistoric creatures along the way.

Hermione returns to Edinburgh, where she now lives, and where the geologist James Hutton first grasped the concept that the present is the key to the past.

Hermione has an unusual fishing lesson, where she tackles strange, armoured fish dating back hundreds of millions of years.

She investigates the truth about Loch Ness, revealing the real secrets of the watery depths of Scotland’s most legendary loch. 

Hermione investigates the exciting techniques scientists are using to find fossil fuel – by using microfossil technology.  And she finds out what golf has got to do with all of this. 

There is a spot of prospecting at a quarry, and the discovery of the tracks of ancient mammal-like reptiles that pre-dated the dinosaurs. Hermione also finds out the extraordinary story of a block of quarried stone that turned out to have amazing evidence of prehistoric life inside. Only cutting edge MRI scans could expose the truth, and now viewers have the chance to see for themselves.

Programme Five – East of England
TX: Friday November 21, 7pm, BBC TWO

The Fossil Detectives are in the east of England for a tantalizing glimpse of how fossils reveal past climates.

Hermione uncovers the story of one of the biggest prehistoric creatures to ever walk the earth - a mammoth that towered over almost all the dinosaurs. The West Runton Elephant from Cromer is the world’s most complete mammoth skeleton – and the biggest. 

Viewers will also find out how fossils can be – literally – on your doorstep. Evidence of prehistoric life may be a lot closer than you’d think. 

The Fossil Detectives investigate the truth about the most celebrated time capsule of all – amber.

Hermione reveals the tale of the biggest fish that ever lived – the Leedsichthys from the outskirts of Peterborough. It’s the start of an extraordinary fossil jigsaw puzzle which helps us understand the evolution of fish.

And there’s a trip to Britain’s most colourful cliffs at Hunstanton, for a fossil-hunting challenge.

The Fossil Detectives – Biographies
Dr Hermione Cockburn – Hermione is an earth scientist with a life long passion for fossils. Hermione first hit our screens after winning the BBC’s "Science on Screen" competition, a countrywide search for a fresh dynamic science communicator. Since then she has presented on a host of BBC and Open University series including Coast, Rough Science and The Nature of Britain, she is also presents science features on BBC Radio 4. Hermione completed her PhD at Edinburgh University, carried out post-doctoral research at Melbourne University and is now an Associate Lecturer for the Open University in Scotland. She’s conducted extensive field research in such far flung places as Antarctica, Australia and Namibia.
Dr Phil Manning – Phil is one of Britain’s most respected dinosaur experts. Based at Manchester University, he leads a number of research groups and is a globally recognised expert of dinosaur tracks. Phil also contributes considerably to the media and science communication; he’s taken part in a variety of programmes for National Geographic, Discovery, NHK (Japan) and Channel 4, and is a regular contributor to BBC News and current affairs, recently appearing on The One Show. Phil is a Research Fellow at the University of Manchester Museum and Council Member of the Paleontological Association London.
Dr Anjana Khatwa – Anjana is the Education Co-ordinator for the Jurassic Coast World Heritage Site in Dorset. In this role she works to ensure that the Jurassic Coast fulfils its potential to inspire, enthuse and provide formative experiences for all visitors. Anjana is an Earth Scientist with a PhD in glacial geology from the University of Southampton and has worked as a postdoctoral researcher at universities in Kentucky, California and Utah. Recently she has focused on earth science education and outreach with organisations such as the National Park Service, National Science Foundation and NASA.

James Wong – James is a Kew-trained botanist, specialising in the study of how people use plants, and the evolution of plants. James has a wide media portfolio having appeared on Channel 4's Richard & Judy, The Alan Titchmarsh Show on ITV and BBC Breakfast News amongst others. He has written for a number of publications, from the BBC Gardening Website, to The Metro's environment column, on a wide range of botanical topics. In addition to his TV and radio work, James also helps head up awareness raising efforts at the world's largest plant conservation network, Botanic Gardens Conservation International. 
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