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Behind the Scenes with the Film Crew 
of North Woods Law New Hampshire

North Woods Law, the popular TV series produced by Engel 
Entertainment and featured on Animal Planet, showcases the 
work of Conservation Officers and Biologists from the New 
Hampshire Fish and Game Department. The show is in its 
seventh season with 65 episodes filmed in New Hampshire.
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Meet the Crew
Every project needs a team to put all 

the pieces together, and in the case of 
North Woods Law New Hampshire, all the 
pieces are moving unpredictably. This is 
where one of the Executive Producers of 
the show, Justin Silva, comes in. Silva 
oversees both of the film crews in New 
Hampshire, and the logistics of his job 
would give trucking company dispatchers 
nightmares. COs work in assigned patrol 
areas and determine their schedule and 
the locations they will work depending 
on calls from dispatch, the activities they 
encounter while on patrol, and information 
they receive from the people they meet in 
the field. While sometimes patrolling in 
a neighboring officer’s beat, COs are also 
assigned to investigate complaints and 
assist with search and rescue missions both 
on land and in the water. The officers have 
learned to be extremely flexible and plan 
for the unexpected, which makes Silva’s job 
far more interesting—and challenging. He 
can try to coordinate with particular COs 
days in advance, but Silva has learned that 
the officer’s availability or schedule might 
change at a moment’s notice, affecting his 
team’s production schedule. 

Often Silva will receive a call from an 
officer in the middle of the night informing 
him that they have been called to help 
with a search and rescue mission and that 
they will not be available to shoot the next 
morning. Silva’s goal is to finalize plans 
with the subject COs and his film crews the 
night before, hopefully between 5:00 p.m. 
and 9:00 p.m. but sometimes later. Silva 

For those who haven’t tuned in, this 
show is very popular. Before North Woods 
Law was filmed, originally in Maine and 
now in the Granite State, very few people 
were aware of the diverse responsibili-
ties of a Conservation Officer (CO). Now, 
thanks to the show, over 90 million viewers 
worldwide have a better appreciation and 
understanding of the dedicated work that 
COs and the NH Fish and Game Department 
put into protecting the state’s natural 
resources. For the film team that creates 
the scenes that make up each episode, the 
work and responsibilities are equally as 
diverse. Viewers watch to see their favorite 
COs or to follow the unique situations 
they end up in, and each episode takes the 
viewer on new adventures across the state. 
In a single show, the audience may follow 
CO Egan in Pittsburg, then catch up with 
Sergeant Pushee as he checks turkey hunters 
in Goffstown. The action then shifts to the 
coastline as CO Benvenuti and K-9 Cora 
inspect the catch of striped bass anglers. 
Then it’s back to the Connecticut River in 
Pittsburg where CO Egan is engaged with 
people in a flyfishing-only zone. 

Tinseltown in the Tall Pines
Keeping up with the COs is challenging, 

but imagine if your job was to coordinate 
and record each segment of every episode? 
I had the opportunity to tag along with 
one of the two film crews assigned to the 
Granite State as they recorded CO Richard 
Crouse while shooting an upcoming episode 
of North Woods Law New Hampshire. My day 
was a behind-the-scenes look at how to put 

just one section of one episode together. 
When I met the crew early in the 

morning, I thought I had stumbled upon a 
security detail. I saw a huge dark-colored 
Yukon SUV with tinted windows from the 
back of which a group of bearded guys were 

collecting equipment then walking it over 
to a waiting Fish and Game cruiser. It was 
a little bit intimidating, but once I parked 
I was met with waves, smiles, and a round 
of “good mornings.” After we all exchanged 
introductions, I was told that they were 
waiting for me to arrive so that I could see 
what was involved in preparing CO Crouse 
and his cruiser with the equipment neces-
sary to film for the day.

orth Woods Law New Hampshire is considered to be reality TV, but 
after spending a day getting to know the program’s film crew, the show can 
be better described as a documentary. Nothing on the show is scripted, the 
officers don’t have a makeup call time, and none of them have studied with 
an acting coach. What you see happen during an episode is what the officers 
encounter in the field—and the crews from Engel Entertainment are docu-
menting their every action live. If they miss an opportunity, it’s lost forever 
because there isn’t a chance for a second take.

Nothing on the 
show is scripted, 
the officers don’t 

have a makeup 
call time, and 

none of them have 
studied with an 

acting coach.
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and his crews have to be prepared not only 
with the camera equipment, but also with 
the appropriate clothing and gear. At any 
time while filming, the CO may be called 
to help with a search and rescue mission’s 
carry out, so as the CO responds so do the 
crews. Planning for all contingencies was 
evident when I saw the gear in the back of 
that Yukon; video equipment was packed 
alongside waterproof boots and clothing, 
additional layers for warmth, a case of 
bottled water, headlamps, flashlights, and 
even a life jacket.

Senior Field Producer Brad Moore is 
the eyes and the ears for the crews, and 
he is always looking for new and exciting 
angles to document the action based on 
what is being assigned to the COs and 
what is happening while they are on patrol. 
While the CO being filmed is driving or 
responding to a call, Moore is monitoring 
the officer from the equipment vehicle, 
listening to everything the CO hears 
and responds to over the radio and his 
cell phone. As Moore interprets the calls 
dispatched to the officer, he can then 
communicate with the CO to determine 
what is happening, what can be expected 
upon arrival on the scene, and what the 
officer is experiencing. Watching the show, 
you never hear Moore talking to the COs, 
but the officer’s monologue is the edited 
conversation Moore is having with them. 
Moore checks to be sure that the audio of 
the officer’s conversations with people is 
not only good quality but that it is appro-
priate for the final production. Moore also 
oversees the two video cameramen on the 
team who jockey into the best position to 
capture the action once the CO leaves his 
truck. 

The camera teams have a fast-paced job. 
They must capture all the exploits needed 
to bring each scene to life, but they have to 
be careful to stay out of the wardens way, 
while also remaining out of each other’s 
footage. Director of Photography Ken 
Gonneville and Associate Producer (and 
Second Cameraman) Alex Wallace are up for 
the challenge. Watching Moore, Gonneville, 
and Wallace work on a scene is like 
watching professional athletes. The three 
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Dialog and film bring reality TV to life by capturing all the action on and off camera. 

The crew that brings you North Woods Law New Hampshire puts in a lot of detailed 

work before the cameras even start to roll.

Setting the stage for success

Transmitters and receivers 

are connected in the film crew’s 

SUV, the CO’s cruiser, and the 

production pickup truck to capture 

and record conversations between 

the officer, Fish and Game dispatch, 

the public, and each member of 

the team.

Social distancing during filming 

made the placement of GoPro® 

cameras crucial to the success of the 

day. Every morning, the crew must 

outfit the CO’s cruiser with small 

cameras located:

l Almost directly in front of 

the officer

l On the passenger 

window to get a side-view 

perspective of the CO

l On top of the front 

dashboard facing the front 

window of the cruiser to 

capture what the wardens 

are seeing while driving. 

Often, a fourth GoPro® camera 

is attached to the outside of the 

driver’s side door to film a distinc-

tive roadside perspective. Once the 

crew’s two additional video cameras 

were synched with the GoPro® cam-

eras and the recording equipment, 

it’s time to roll!
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Ken GonnevilleBrad Moore Alex WallaceJustin Silva

Executive Producer Senior Field Producer Director of Photography Associate Producer/Cameraman

NORTH WOODS LAW: First Film Crew

have worked together for so long they know 
instinctively where each other will position 
themselves on the set. There are perfect 
angles that both Gonneville and Wallace 
race for that will produce the interesting 
perspectives viewers see while watching 
the program. And since Moore is there on 
the set looking for other perspectives his 
team may have missed, the focus is always 
on getting the best footage they can in all 
types of weather and terrain. Because they 
follow the COs on everything from routine 
patrols to mountainside rescues, the video 
team often has to push themselves physi-
cally to keep up with the officers in extreme 
weather conditions and over brutal terrain. 
“I thought I was a pretty good hiker until I 
followed the COs on a few mountain search 
and rescues,” said Moore. “They literally 
run up the mountain! I had all I could do 
to keep up with them with my camera, and 
sometimes I just let them go on knowing 
I could get some footage when they were 
descending the trail, carrying the victim.” 

As we arrived at each location, it seemed 
like Gonneville and Wallace were out of the 
vehicle before it came to a complete stop. 
As Officer Crouse would approach someone 
to talk with them, Gonneville and Wallace 
were already filming while hurrying to get 
into a more permanent position. I wanted 
to try to take some pictures of the crew in 
action, but I was afraid I was going to end 

up in their shot, so I stood by Moore while 
he oversaw the scene. I asked where the 
best place was for me to snap some pictures 
without being part of the next episode, and 
Wallace explained, “Don’t worry about that. 
The guys are shooting very tight on both 
Crouse and his subject; their eyes are what 
keeps the viewer’s interest. The back of 
someone’s head is boring TV. People want 
to see the person’s eyes.” I now had a better 
sense of what Gonneville and Wallace were 
up against in trying to get the perfect 
angle. From the distance they were filming, 
all Officer Crouse had to do was pivot his 
head a quarter of a turn and either member 
of the video crew would have to move about 
20 feet to the side to keep the focus on 
Officer Crouse’s eyes! 

Cross Training’s Learning Curve
Filming an episode of North Woods Law 

New Hampshire requires a balancing act 
for all the people involved, which in turn 
requires respect and understanding, and 
over time, can turn into friendship. COs are 
trained in law enforcement and not acting; 
similarly, the film crew’s members must 
think like an officer to capture them in a 
candid and realistic light. Officers trust the 
crew to stay out of the way and not jeop-
ardize their investigations. A subtle glance 
from a concerned CO tells the crew when it’s 
time to back off for the good of an interview 

I thought I was a 
pretty good hiker 

until I followed 
the COs on a few 
mountain search 
and rescues. They 

literally run up the 
mountain! I had all 
I could do to keep 
up with them with 

my camera...
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Clockwise from top left: On any given day, the North Woods Law crew can find themselves directing an officer interview, looking for close-up angles to 
record fish stocking, gathering B-roll footage for beautiful scene transitions, braving freezing temperatures to catch speeding snowmobilers in the dead of 
winter, or filming a search and rescue mission in treacherous terrain.
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with a subject or for their own safety. The 
cameras are shut off and the crew disap-
pears into the background when cued. While 
the COs are aware of their presence, they 
also know that the crew will not endanger 
themselves, which helps keep the officer 
from being distracted wondering where the 
crew is if they think a dangerous situation 
might develop. 

Reflecting on the past winter, their first 
one shooting here in the Granite State, 
Gonneville chimed in that, “Filming a search 
and rescue in the mountains in the winter is 
not a lot of fun. It was hard enough trying 
to keep up with the officers as they scaled 
icy trails, but I often wondered if my camera 
would work once we arrived at the loca-
tion because it was so cold!” Fortunately, 
the entire crew had been prepared by COs 
for what they might encounter on winter 

rescues and what gear they needed to stay 
safe. Gonneville continued, “On one rescue, 
Lieutenant Kneeland knew the conditions, 
looked at me, and said, ‘You’re not going.’ I 
thought I was prepared but Kneeland knew 
better.”

This team has been working together for 
going on seven seasons, which is a long time 
for freelance videographers and produc-
tion managers, where a good job may last 
only six to eight weeks. Very rarely does an 
entire film crew go from one job to the next. 
While the team is away from their families 
for weeks at a time when filming in New 
Hampshire, for many of them this is a job 
they have worked very hard to be a part of. 

Silva, a New England native, first started 
working in Los Angeles at MTV and then 
moved on to other reality TV shows. Most 
of the crew’s members followed similar 

paths, paying their dues at reality-based 
projects including the original North Woods 
Law in Maine. Silva explained, “Here in 
New Hampshire, we have all been working 
together for over four years. That doesn’t 
happen in a freelance environment very 
often. Because of our history, we know each 
other’s strengths and weaknesses, and when 
we work well together we can work well with 
the officers.” Silva then shared, “We have 
worked so long with New Hampshire’s COs 
and have seen so many different aspects of 
their jobs, we’re thinking of asking Colonel 
Jordan if he would swear us in as additional 
officers.”

That’s a Wrap
It has been a brutally hot start to the 

afternoon, and Officer Crouse’s patrol is 
quiet. Silva checks in with the second film 

It was hard enough 
trying to keep up 
with the officers 
as they scaled icy 
trails, but I often 
wondered if my 

camera would work 
once we arrived at 

the location because 
it was so cold!
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crew, also on a detail in another part of 
the state, and their day is proving to be 
equally as uneventful. The decision is made 
to wrap up shooting for the day and meet 
to review the week’s work. The second film 
crew team has the same mission as the one 
I am following and is comprised of Senior 
Field Producer Jake Desharnais, Luke Chaffe 
and James Calnan, who are both Associate 
Producers, and Seth Martin, Director 
of Photography. Ari Gregg is the Media 
Manager, and he is responsible for collecting 
all of the footage from both teams and deliv-
ering the content to Engel Entertainment 
for editing each day. Gregg also manages the 
project’s master hard drive, which safe-
guards the footage that both film crews have 
shot over the six to eight weeks. The master 
archive is an important back up in case one 
of the drives sent daily to Engel for editing is 
lost or damaged. In this business, the team 
has learned to plan for the worst.

Spotlight on Success
After spending the day with the film 

crew, I quickly realized why North Woods 
Law New Hampshire has grown to be such 
a successful show. It was evident that the 
members of the crew had developed a 
personal rapport with the COs, one that 
had grown into a partnership. As the film 
crew was telling me, they have been working 
longer with New Hampshire Fish and Game 

than some of the COs. They have been part 
of the officers’ promotions, retirements, 
and have even celebrated engagements and 
weddings along the way. And they have 
shared many responses—from snakes in 
bedrooms to poaching to OHRV accidents.

The COs and the Engel crew have seen 
a lot together and brought those experi-
ences into millions of living rooms across 
the world. The success can be partially 
attributed to the geography of the state 
itself, and partially to the trust developed 
between New Hampshire Fish and Game’s 
Law Enforcement Division and Engel 
Entertainment. The smaller size of our field 
force when compared with our population 
density means that each CO sees a lot more 
law enforcement activity when compared 
with Maine, where the series was shot for 
a few years, and also Texas where the Lone 
Star State’s large size presents hurdles.

 “Logistically, it has been much easier 
to coordinate the film crews in New 
Hampshire than other states because it is 
so much smaller and it takes less time to 
get from one area to the other. The crew 
has been able to work with more COs here 
and spend more time with them. This has 
led to a much higher comfort level between 
our film crew and the officers, allowing COs 
to relax in front of the camera and focus on 
their job, not the two cameramen standing 
in front of them.”

As the shoot day concludes and the crew 
collects the GoPro® cameras from Crouse’s 
cruiser, I ask him what he thinks has been 
the most successful thing to happen as a 
result of the show. Crouse summed it up 
perfectly. “People tell me all the time how 
they now understand the importance of 
what Conservation Officers are doing by 
protecting the natural resources of New 
Hampshire, and that they don’t want to 
get caught breaking the law like the people 
on the show. But the best reward is when 
I check on kids who are fishing. Most of 
them, and sometimes even their parents, 
will ask if I have any of my trading cards  – 
and would I autograph it. Some parents will 
even tease me about being a bad influence 
on their kids because they catch them up 
at 2:00 a.m. on a school night watching the 
latest episode!”

Time Acerno (retired) was a member of 
the NH Fish and Game Department’s Law 
Enforcement Division as a Conservation 
Officer, then as Assistant Chief of Law 
Enforcement and the Recreational Vehicle 
Program Coordinator.

North Woods Law is produced for Animal 
Planet by Engel Entertainment where Steven 
Engel serves as Executive Producer along with 
David Ranzino and Justin Silva.
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The North Woods Law camera crew films officer Isaiah Towne interacting with a younger group of 
constituents. Officer trading cards have proven popular with fans of the show and are a valuable tool in engaging the public.
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