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About this Book
While looking through my photography book library I came across a book I had not read in quite a 
few years - Examples: The Making of 40 Photographs by Ansel Adams.  It was his work that drew 
me to want to capture the beauty of our country, primarily the west.  I will in no means ever come 
close to being compared to the master, but there are elements of his work I like to include in mine 
as well as several other photographers and also my own unique vision.

Reading through a section of Adams’ book gave 
me the idea to do this, my second eBook, on the 
making of a selection of images and the stories 
and thoughts behind them.  It is always intriguing 
to hear or read what the thought process was of a 
particular image you like.  Thus, here is my take 
on a group of photos I think other photographers 
can use to learn a new technique, camera settings
or mind-set for creating great images.

With the digital age now upon us, it is very easy to review the information to see exactly what the 
settings were when an image was taken.  Numerous publications, both print and online, include 
this helpful data to show how a photo was made.

What can be difficult is passing on the inner feelings and emotions present in the photographer’s 
mind or the meaning behind the image.  Quite often, the inspiration is being at the right place at 
the right time and having everything come together to accentuate the beauty of the moment being 
played out in front of our eyes.  There is little to waxing poetic behind the philosophy of a photo-
graph.  Basically, it’s “I liked what I saw and did the best I could to get a nice shot.”

Every picture does have a story behind it, though, and that story together with the technical consid-
erations to get what was desired can possibly lead to others being able to move forward with their 
own photographic endeavors.  I myself learn more when I see an example of how to do something.  
As photographers, we are visual in nature and when putting the seeing alongside the how, why, and 
what circumstance can lead to an aha moment where you can then say “I get it.  I want to go and 
try that for myself.”

Not everyone who takes up photography has an eye for the perfect composition.  For some, it takes 
a good bit of time to look at the scene to find the right shot.  Some, the lucky ones, walk up to a 

“It is true that description of the 
equipment and procedures em-
ployed is helpful to others in under-
standing one photographer’s ap-
proach to his work.”

-  Ansel Adams

spot and can see right away what needs to be in-
cluded, and also what needs to be left out to get 
the image they want and that others will enjoy 
when looking at the image.

In this book, I will try to pass on the thought 
process of why a particular composition was 
made for a landscape or nature photo or what I 
was looking for with a wildlife image.

There are times when even a beginner can walk 
away with a great photograph when four key 
elements are present.  If the light, subject, back-
ground, and conditions are all there you can get 
a great shot.  If three are present the chances are 
pretty good but if only two are great, then you 
have to work quite a bit to get a good shot.  No 
matter how many are present, take time to think 
through the process in setting up the photo.  
Too many people get to a spot, set up and shoot 
and think they have what they want.  Thinking 
things through will allow for the elimination of 
something being missed.

In this book, hopefully the stories behind the 
photos will get you thinking about the process 
the next time you’re out shooting.



Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 16-35mm f/2.8L
Focal Length 17mm
ISO 3200

Arches Milky Way

We’re right in the middle of it.  It’s out there every night for people 
to see no matter where you’re situated on Earth.  And with the cam-
era equipment now available it’s much easier to photograph than just 
several years ago.  It’s the Milky Way.

While the Milky Way is out there for all to see at night, the biggest 
problem for most people is getting to a destination where there is not 
much light pollution and the sky can get dark enough to see all the 
stars in the sky.  Fortunately, there are phone apps and websites that 
have maps showing where dark skies can be viewed nearby in order 
to capture the countless number of images seen of this wonder.  The 
best is called Dark Sky.

One thing to keep in consideration when going to photograph the 
Milky Way with a nice foreground to compliment, it is knowing 
exactly where in the sky it will be when heading to a destination.  At 
any given location, at different times of the year, the Milky Way can 
be to the east, south, west or even north.  The free downloadable pro-
gram / phone app Stellarium is a must if wanting to incorporate the 
Milky Way into night sky photography.  Choose the destination and 
the time a trip is planned and go through the night hours to see what 
direction it will be seen.

For this image at Arches National Park in Utah, a great place to go 
any time of year as there are formations all over the place, my visit 
was in late September and the Milky Way was to the southwest.  Be-
cause of that there was a bit of light pollution on the horizon from the 
town of Moab but not enough to ruin any shooting.

After much testing of ISO and shutter speeds, I have found an ISO of 
3200 or 4500 is my preference.  3200 was used for this image be-
cause of the city lights, so not as much light would not be picked up 
as there would be with 4500 ISO.  The shutter speed is determined by 

Aperture f/2.8
Exposure 25 seconds
White Balance 4800



the 500 Rule.  There are some who use the 600 
Rule but I prefer to be a bit safer and use 500.  
What is the 500 Rule?  It states the maximum 
exposure length with stars that doesn’t result in 
star streaks is achieved by dividing the effective 
focal length of the lens into the number 500.  
You have to take into consideration any crop / 
magnification factor of the camera.  Shooting 
with a full frame camera with the lens set at 
17mm, the 500 Rule recommends an exposure 
of 29.4 seconds so I played it safe and used a 25 
second exposure to make star points in the sky 
with minimal streaking.

For doing night photography of the stars, I have 
also played around with different White Bal-
ance settings.  This is not a subject where the 
camera is just set on auto and fix it later as it’s 
best to get it right, or very close, from the start.  
For the Milky Way, I set a custom balance of 
between 4000 and 5000 to have a cooler sky. 

For the light painting on the formation and not 
the foreground, I used a cable release and set 
the camera to shoot with the drive set to contin-
uous high.  That way shots would continuously 
be taken giving me time to walk into position 
and do several different lighting effects.  My 
desire was to get even light on the formation 
and just a tiny bit on the mound in front.  I 
walked around painting light from several di-
rections knowing that some would end up with 
a nice effect.

The length of time for painting is based on a 
couple of factors.  The first is the strength of the 
light used.  I have a 6 volt, a medium Maglite, 
a 1 million candle watt flood and a 2 million 

candle watt flood.  For this shoot, I had the 6 
volt light.  The second factor is the size of the 
object being illuminated.  Even light needs to 
cover the whole subject so it can take anywhere 
from 5 to 20 seconds to cover the main subject.  
For this image, the formation was illuminated 
for about 10 seconds, with moving the light 
around in small circles to provide even cover-
age.  At times I will cup the light with my hand 
to concentrate the beam evenly.

This night I was only concentrating on doing 
Milky Way shots and not a stack to put together 
a star trail image so doing multiple lighting 
effects was fine.  If this was part of a series 
of images for a star trail, light painting would 
have only been done for a couple of shots at the 
beginning and one at the end to give a couple of 
different lighting effects to choose from.

Regarding the composition, I try to find differ-
ent settings where I can shoot both horizontal as 
well as vertical images.  This setting lent itself 
more towards a vertical as I wanted to accentu-
ate the height of the Milky Way.

I positioned the camera so the Milky Way 
would be coming out of the top of the forma-
tion.  With the Milky Way having a little bit of a 
slight angle to it, I placed the formation just off 
center to the left so as not to have everything 
centered in the composition.

When setting up a shot such as this, do a few 
test shots to start with to get everything framed 
properly.  Hold the light on the subject while 
either looking through the viewfinder or using 
Live View to compose.  Take a shot to see if 
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any slight adjustments need to be made so there 
is not too much foreground going dark or not 
enough sky for the stars.

Part of the beauty of being able to get to places 
where the sky gets dark enough and there’s a 
strong foreground is the serenity of just you and 
the wide open spaces.  Even if out there with 
someone else when doing this kind of shooting 
take some time to just enjoy where you are.

Don’t feel rushed to have to scramble around 
getting everything set up, take a handful of 
shots and move on to something else.  At this 
spot I took 25 images over a 40 minute period.  
I would do some light painting from one angle 
and then go back and look at the shots and then 
move the camera a little bit to get a different 
composition and take some more shots from 
there with different light painting.  I also took 
several from each position with no light paint-
ing as those can be just as interesting.

For the post processing to get the Milky Way to 
pop, I usually bring up the Exposure about 1/2 
stop to bring the stars out and then add a small 
amount of Blacks to darken the sky a little bit.  
Depending on the camera being used, some 
noise reduction might be needed.

As with all subjects, we must trust the creative 
vision of what’s in front of us and with the 
Milky Way, there’s a lot to be creative with.



Canon 1Ds Mark II
Canon 16-35mm f/2.8L
Focal Length 21mm
ISO 320

Illuninated Eiffel Tower
Aperture f/16
Exposure 8 seconds
White Balance Auto

There are times when looking through shots 
taken you are surprised at the results and abso-
lutely love what you see. Sometimes you know 
what you’re going to get.  For this shot of the 
Eiffel Tower at night with the street lights ap-
pearing as stars, I knew what they were going to 
look like, but just on a small scale.

How?  Why?  By using the depth of field pre-
view button on the camera.  I use this quite a bit 

when setting up shots and it’s something many 
photographers don’t take advantage of.

It was a dark and cloudy night, with a little bit 
of rain just starting to fall, and these conditions 
did something to the sky and the lights.  Typi-
cally when I try to create sun stars, I want just a 
little bit of sun peaking out from behind a tree 
or other object.  Here, when I used the DOF 
preview button to check focus, I saw the star ef-
fects after my first shot.  I then started changing 
the f/stop to get the effect I desired while still 
maintaining focus throughout the image.

To make sure I had everything in focus, and 
everything is in focus from the bricks on the 

bridge close to the front through the bricks on 
the wall below the Eiffel Tower, I adjusted the 
focus starting at the Infinity mark and adjusted 
it until I saw the closest area in focus.

I would have liked to have spent a good bit 
more time finding great locations to photograph 
that night, but I had just finished a night boat 
ride on the Seine River and then only had about 
40 minutes before the person I was with wanted 
to get back, then the rain started.

From this spot I was only able to get a couple 
of compositions with the first being the best 
since when I got to this area, near a taxi stop, I 
immediately saw the shot I wanted.  What drew 
me to this particular set-up were the lines of the 
bridge leading to the tower, a little bit of water  
in the bottom right corner showing the river 
and some light reflection and how the multiple 
lights were good lines leading to the tower.

Even though it was going to be a minimal part 
of the photo, I waited for the traffic light to 
change so I could get red tail lights leading in 
rather than headlights coming towards me.

Paris is referred to as the City of Lights, so even 
though I was there only four nights as part of 
a group of non-photographers, I went out two 
nights for shooting, one by myself for good 
shooting and this night where I was able to 
get a few shots of the Eiffel Tower.  There was 
much more I would have liked to have done but 
sometimes you can only get so much done due 
to time and the people you’re with, especially if 
they are non-photographers.



‘Big Red’ is a fixture at Fort Desoto Park near 
St. Petersburg, FL, that everyone who does bird 
photography in the area has a photo of.  Go to 
the north lagoon most any morning or evening 
and someone is there looking for him and more 
often than not he’s there and putting on a show.

During my 2014 workshop here, the weather 
did not cooperate for the group while in the St. 
Petersburg area but I stayed for another five 
days of R&R at a beach resort.  One morning 

Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 600mm f/4L
ISO 800

Reddish Egret
Aperture f/5.6
Exposure 1/2500
White Balance Cloudy

there was a perfect forecast to get the nice warm 
light on him and whatever other birds I could 
find, so I packed up my gear and headed out a 
little before sunrise.  Right on cue, Big Red was 
there along with several roseate spoonbills.  My 
goal was to concentrate on shots of him fishing.  
If you have never seen a reddish egret fishing 
they are a sight to behold as they run all over 
the place, quite often spreading their wings out 
to shadow the grass flats in hopes of seeing a 
shrimp or fingerling fish darting about.

Just after sunrise and just before sunset are the 
best times to get images of reddish egrets as 
the warm light really brings out the feathers on 
their neck and head.  Good shots can be taken at 

other times but the colors are not nearly as rich.

Quite often when heading out to do wildlife, I 
have a few images in mind to concentrate on.  
Watching wildlife many times over, particular 
behaviors are learned and there are times they 
will give a warning before doing something.  
Watching reddish egrets hunting you can tell 
right before they strike as they freeze while 
shuffling along with their wings extended.  It’s 
then a matter of timing to get that perfect shot.

For wildlife photography now, my 600mm lens 
is always used and often the 1.4 teleconverter 
but not this time.  Lately I’ve been using the 
5D Mark III even for wildlife instead of my 1D 
Mark II.  I lose the crop and frames per second 
but make up for it with higher ISO capabilities 
and a higher megapixel sensor.

My rule for shooting wildlife with a large lens 
is three times the focal length at a minimum.  
For a 600mm lens that would be 1/1800 or gen-
erally 1/2000th of a second.  If able to get faster 
I do that as the minute details can be picked up.  
This was shot at 1/2500 using spot metering.

Don’t be afraid to push the ISO even on a sunny 
day.  I was bumped up to 800 in order to get 
the shutter speed I wanted at the desired f/stop.  
When doing wildlife, I stop down 1/3 or 2/3 of 
a stop to give just a little more depth of field.  
If he had his wing out here the tip would have 
been in focus. I had this set at f/5.6 in Aperture 
Priority.

A cloudy white balance was set in order to help 
warm and richen the colors a little bit.
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Canon 1Ds Mark II
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 70mm
ISO 400

Winter Solitude
Aperture f/8
Exposure 1/250
EV +1
White Balance Cloudy
Metering Partial

One year during the heart of a Colorado winter 
I wanted to head into the depth of the moun-
tains I go to for fall color to capture the beauty 
of winter.  Basing out of Ridgway, in the south-

west corner of the state, I explored some roads 
I use for fall shooting and some new ones I 
hadn’t been on before.  One of the new roads 
led to the discovery of an old one room house 
sitting off by itself on a ranch.

I was immediately drawn to the solemn beauty 
and character of the building, the colors and 
texture of the wood and the sense of isolation 
due to the fog shrouding the background.  The 
final photo appeared in my mind the moment I 
saw the scene.  One thing I have going for me 

photographically is that I 
feel blessed to have an eye 
for seeing and putting to-
gether a composition when I 
see a particular scene.

A fresh snow, both during 
and after, is a wonderful 
time to head out and look 
for some different images.  
If the weather forecast calls 
for clear skies after a good 
snow, a crisp, blue sky can 
contrast nicely with most 
any scene.  Heading out dur-
ing a snow can also produce 
some moody images.  Mood 
is one subject that can guar-
antee pulling a viewer into a 
scene unlike any other.

Mood can either be present 
or it can be created by the 
photographer.  Mood can 
also take many forms.  A 
long exposure of flowing 
water can create a feeling of 

calmness, crashing waves can represent power, 
and fog can produce one of several results de-
pending on the subject and setting.  Just about 
every emotion can be felt when looking at a 
photo depending on how the photographer uses 
the conditions and subject to pull that feeling 
out of the viewer.

What’s interesting is the mood the photographer 
might intends to presented may not be the mood 
the viewer feels when looking at the image.  As 
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long as there was intent from the beginning, 
then some feeling will be felt at the end.

Creating a specific mood isn’t something you 
head out intending to capture but is created 
when everything comes together with the light, 
weather conditions, and subject to make the 
photographer feel something.  We should al-
ways try to make the viewer feel as if they were 
there when the shot was taken and can feel what 
it was like mood-wise.

With this old cabin on a snowy morning, the fog 
obscuring the background brought out a feeling 
of isolation to me. The weather helped set the 
tone of the antiquity of the cabin and the trees 
in the front added to this.

Getting into position for the right composition 
was a bit of an adventure.  From where I parked 
on the road, the cabin position was too low for 
the right angle.  A wire fence was distracting 
and I couldn’t get everything in position for the 
shot in my mind.  When I saw the scene, this 
composition is pretty much what I was able to 
get, with a little bit of space between the trees 
in the front and the cabin and a good angle of 
the cabin so the entrance would stand out and 
the side of the home could be seen.

The only issue was walking up the snow bank 
to get to the wire fence to eliminate this dis-
tracting element.  Being careful while moving 
into position got me there but not without sink-
ing hip deep on one step that took a good bit of 
effort and time to get myself out from the deep 
snow.  Pulling myself out, I continued to move 
to the spot I wanted to be because after all that 

effort I didn’t want to miss getting the image.

It ended up taking more time to get up to the 
fence, setting the tripod up and doing a couple 
of repositions than it did for taking numerous 
shots until I knew I got what I wanted.

The biggest work with getting the exposure just 
the way I wanted it dealt with needing the white 
of the snow to remain white while pulling out 
the details of the old, weathered wood.

Because the exposure of the snow in the fore-
ground and the cabin were of more importance, 
I let the fog fall wherever it ended up as it was 
more of a supporting element to the image and 
it could fall off to gray more than the snow 
could.  The tonal value of fog can vary depend-
ing on how dense it is.  Thicker fog can tend to 
be a bit grayer than a light fog so in this in-
stance it was fine for it to fall off a tiny bit.

To pull the textures from the old house, I 
worked with the White Balance so as to bring 
out the warmer colors in the wood and the 
trees.  By this time of year in February there are 
usually no leaves left on these type of trees and 
with them still on there it added to and compli-
mented the colors of the wood.

Not a lot of depth of field was needed for the 
image due to the fog covering up the hillside in 
the background so the aperture was set at f/8.  I 
did a little bit of bracketing with the exposure 
compensation with shots at 0, +1/3, +2/3 and +1 
and found that +1 gave the best reading on the 
snow.  Usually I find that +2/3 is more than suf-
ficient but this time it needed a little more light, 

particularly since I was using Partial metering 
to help get more of a reading off of the wood.

I composed the image with plenty of space all 
around so there would be space for matting the 
image for framing.

There are quite a few old abandoned mining 
buildings from the late 1800s and early 1900s 
in the mountains of Colorado, as well as some 
old houses left standing on ranches where new 
houses have been built.  Finding these is not a 
problem, but finding them in the right setting 
can take a bit of work.  I stumbled upon this one 
at the perfect time.  I’ve since gone back to this 
during fall color season and gotten some nice 
images but nothing that quite has the feel of this 
one with the snow and fog.

In post processing in Camera Raw, the tempera-
ture was adjusted up from the Cloudy setting of 
6500 to 6750 to add just a bit more warmth to 
the textures of the wood.  The Blacks slider was 
also increased to 12 to help with the definition 
of the black tones in the wood.

Serendipity is a word all photographers should 
be familiar with.  These are the moments that 
just happen and our timing is such that every-
thing comes together perfectly at that moment 
so a great photo can be taken.  This is a prime 
example of the perfect lucky moment.

Try to think of a photograph as an expression of 
what you feel about the scene.  I had a feeling 
immediately about what was there, and thereby, 
it became an expression of what I felt about its 
being.
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Fall abstracts can provide some interesting opportunities to have 
some fun with the camera.  Some results come out better than others 
and some find their way into the trash as they just aren’t what was 
desired.  There are times that it is obvious when looking at a group 
of trees or reflections in the water a nice abstract can be made.  Other 
settings you have to develop an eye for what will work.  There are 
also multiple ways to create fall abstracts.

Every trip I make to do fall color, I look to find at least one setting 
where abstracts are part of a photo session.  One thing good about 
seeking these out is they can extend the shooting day.  Once the light 
gets flat, abstracts can be what is focused on.  Adding a polarizer or 
neutral density filter will slow the shutter speed enough, along with 
using the lowest ISO possible and a wider aperture, that a variety of 
techniques can be used to create these artistic blurring of lines.  A 
minimum exposure of a 1/2 second is best to do these in the first sec-
tion and up to as long as 2 seconds.

These types of shots don’t work for everyone but that’s fine as ab-
stracts are not for everyone.  For those who like this, it opens up a 
new avenue of seeing and a world of various techniques.

For this example, a 70-200mm zoom was used and shot after shot 
taken while zooming in and out.  Do about 10 shots or so and at least 
one that is appealing should result.  What I look for when doing zoom 
blurs is a small group of trees with at least three colors mixed in the 
shot.  The more colors the better.

Blacks, Clarity, Vibrance and Saturation were increased in Adobe 
Camera Raw to increase the color and depth.  These settings are very 
subjective so what one person likes might be too much / little for 
another so play with these to get the desired look.  I try to not go over 
+15 with Vibrance and Saturation in ACR no matter the shot.

Canon 1Ds Mark II
Canon 70-200mm f/2.8L
ISO 100

Fall Color Burst
Aperture f/8
Exposure 1/5
White Balance Daylight
EV -1/3



Other techniques for creating fall abstracts are 
to use a pan across a group of trees or a slight 
jiggle of the camera up and down.  If doing a 
pan across, stopping the camera before the shut-
ter closes causes the tree trunks to be in focus.  
For water reflections, if the water is still, toss 
some small rocks in to create ripples.  

If your camera allows for it, creating in-camera 
multiple exposures is another interesting way to 
work with fall abstracts.

On the Canon 5D Mark III in the Multi-expo-
sure menu there are four options: Additive, Av-
erage, Bright, and Dark.  After testing each of 
these, the best to use for this type of shooting is 
the Average setting. The next setting to control 
is the number of exposures. Canon allows for a 
maximum of 9 images to be combined together 
but on some Nikon bodies a maximum of 3 
images can be set. A few tests showed 6 was 
the right number for blending together a nice 
abstract of trees in various settings.

Other settings are saving the images either 
individually or as a single merged file. Multiple 
Exposure saves the merged file in RAW format, 
allowing for post production work to be done.

To create the abstracts, either hand-hold the 
camera or use a tripod.  I choose to use the tri-
pod even though hand-holding would work fine 
as it can cause your horizontal or vertical move-
ment to be offset a tiny bit for each shot. Next, 
move the camera up just a little bit for each of 
the images until all are complete.  If using a tri-
pod, each individual image will be sharper.
Another way to take advantage of this feature 

is to do a 2-shot image of flowers or something 
similar with one shot in sharp focus and one 
completely out of focus.  This is what I used 
to do with film cameras and was disappointed 
with the feature being gone in  the earlier digital 
cameras.

The best approach to multiple exposure is not 
to get caught up with the technical aspects of it 

but to experiment and gain understanding from 
experience and trial and error.

Two notes of warning when wanting to use the 
multiple exposure feature - Live View will shut 
off after the first image is taken and the feature 
can’t be activated if white balance bracketing or 
HDR is turned on.

Canon 1Ds Mark II
Canon 70-200mm f/2.8L
Focal Length 95mm
ISO 100

Multi-Exposure
Aperture f/20
Exposure 1/2
White Balance 6700K
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Canon 1D Mark II
Canon 600mm f/4L
ISO 500

Roseate Spoonbill
Aperture f/5
Exposure 1/8000
White Balance 6700K
Center-Weighted Metering

Roseate spoonbills are the most colorful of 
the wading birds found along the Florida Gulf 
Coast.  More often than not they are found 
shuffling along in the grass flats with their bills 
constantly buried in the water going from side 
to side to find food.

Unlike many birds with plain markings and 
colors, the striking pinks and reds found on 
spoonbills create a striking appearance.  That 

and their almost prehistoric look make them a 
bird many never grow tired of photographing.

During nesting season in many parts of Florida, 
though, they are on the many mangrove is-
lands that serve as rookeries for nesting activ-
ity.  Before fledging, spoonbills usually bury 
themselves deep within the mangroves making 
them difficult to photograph.  Flight shots of the 
adults as they bring food back to the nests can 
be taken but the best time is once the young are 
starting to test their wings and do short flights 
around the mangrove island.  Besides Florida, 
they can also be found nesting in Louisiana and 
Texas primarily along the coastal regions but 
some can be found inland.

One thing that’s nice about roseate spoonbills 
is that once you find some, you should be able 
to find them in that general area throughout the 
year as they are not migratory and tend to have 
a territory of just a handful of square miles.

This is an image of an immature coming back 
to a safe landing spot on an island near St. 
Petersburg, FL.  On my Birds of Florida work-
shop, we rent a boat and spend several hours 
one morning at this rookery to capture all there 
is.  The main emphasis is on capturing some 
roseate spoonbills in flight, whether it be an im-
mature taking short flights or an adult coming 
back with a gullet of food to feed their young.

One thing to keep in mind about birds in flight 
is the larger they are, the more they tend to land 
and take off into whatever direction the wind is 
blowing.  Because of this, get in a position so 
the sun is at your back or a little to the side and 
the wind is coming from behind for straight on 
shots or from the side or at an angle for flight 
shots going across your field of view. 

For capturing birds in flight, I have several rules 
I like to incorporate into my shooting, especial-
ly when helping people who do not have a lot 
of experience with birds in flight.  The first is to 
obtain focus as far away as possible.  The closer 
the subject, particularly with a large telephoto 
lens, the harder it is to get and maintain focus.  
With that, setting the Focus mode to Servo 
helps as it will maintain focus as long as the 
shutter button is pressed half way and the focus 
square is kept on the subject.  Over time, the 
more birds in flight you do the quicker you’ll 
be able to obtain focus until you get to the point 
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you can grab a focus with them right in front of 
you even with a large telephoto lens.

One advantage of shooting spoonbills over 
other birds in flight is they often fly directly 
overhead and you can get full frame shots with 
a lens somewhere around 300mm.  However, 
like any moving object, mastering panning 
with the subject is important. Given the slower 
action of their wings due to their size, it’s less 
difficult to get a pleasing composition than with 
many other birds.

Many Canon cameras have the capability to 
set an expanded focus point range where one 
or two layers of focus points around the point 
selected will be used to pick up the subject if it 
moves off the selected focus point.  I keep this 
set all of the time so as not to have to remember 
to set this when shooting birds in flight.  The 
center focus square is the most sensitive of all 
focus points and does a better job of picking up 
and maintaining focus so it’s best to use this.

For ISO, don’t be afraid to keep it up a little 
higher even on nice sunny days.  Here, 500 was 
used so fast shutter speeds would be maintained 
even when shooting right into the mangroves.  
If the shutter speed seems too high, 1/8000 
here, don’t worry about it as it will really freeze 
the action and give better detail.  As stated 
previously, I like to have a shutter speed of 
around 1/2000th of a second so there is good 
detail in the subject.  Some people like to hand-
hold when doing birds in flight so a fast shut-
ter speed is paramount.  I tend to always use a 
tripod, especially with a 600mm lens so I like 
using a Wimberley gimbal type head that allows 

for free flowing movement of the lens.

For flight shots and other fast action shooting, 
set the Drive to Continuous High for the fastest 
frame rate.  It’s best to shoot in small bursts of 
three to five images at a time.  This also helps 
with maintaining focus.

Because of varying backgrounds - sky and man-
groves - metering was set to Center Weighted 
so the subject would influence the exposure.  As 
conditions change, check the histogram and see 
if any exposure compensation was needed.  

Roseate spoonbills typically look best in softer 
light, therefore it’s best to photograph either 
early in the morning or late in the afternoon 
when the light is softer and directly pointing at 
the bird to minimize distracting shadows. On 
overcast days, shooting can be done most of the 
day, but try to compose shots without the sky in 
the background.

At this and most rookeries, there is a lot of clut-
ter around the nests.  While shots of the birds in 
the mangroves were taken, to get clean images, 
flight shots were going to produce the best 
results.  Whenever one of the adults left the nest 
area, eyes were scanning the sky to see which 
direction they would be coming from and as 
soon as one was spotted the direction was called 
out for others to be able to try and get shots.

For flight shots of the immature spoonbills, we 
would watch them as they hopped around on 
the branches to get into position so the wind 
would assist them in taking flight. We then 
stayed with them as they took short flights and 

waited for them to get into a good position for 
nice shots.

To make sure the exposure was staying at an 
acceptable value, I would check the histogram 
to make sure there was no clipping of the high-
lights.  Whenever there is white on the subject, 
I try to keep the highlights side of the histogram 
just into the far right section.

Because we were back a little bit from the 
island in a boat, the aperture was set to f/5.  
Try to avoid shooting with the lens all the way 
open to allow for a little more depth of field, 
especially for birds in flight where you want the 
wings to be in focus when using the head area 
for obtaining and keeping focus.

Of all the images I was able to get of the roseate 
spoonbills in flight, I liked this one best as its 
position coming in with legs down and wings 
out added to the appearance of the cormorant 
watching it come in for a landing.



Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 70mm

Marshall Point Lighthouse 
Cloud Stack

ISO 200
Aperture f/8
Exposure Various
White Balance Cloudy

There are situations when it’s time to do a little 
bit of experimenting.  I had been waiting for the 
perfect conditions and composition to play with 
a shot idea I’d had for a a bit of time.  While 

using the program StarStaX to create star trail 
images I knew there had to be some other ways 
to make use of its stacking capabilities.  The 
thought arose about incorporating somewhat 
fast moving clouds at sunrise or sunset with a 
nice foreground to see what it could do.

The opportunity finally came on the Maine 
Coast at Marshall Point Lighthouse south of 
Rockland.  Rushing to get to the lighthouse 
because it took longer to get there than I imag-
ined, I had a bit of scrambling to do to get ev-

erything set up properly for 
the shot I wanted to create.

A slight bit of color was just 
starting so I knew it was 
time to work quickly.  When 
you know the steps ahead of 
time for creating a  shot, you 
can go through them quickly.  
Here, I wanted to accentuate 
the colorful clouds in the sky 
and get shots at a set interval 
to capture their movement 
and changing hues.

The first step was to get the 
intervalometer set for action.  
I had done some pre-sets 
with it so it was already set 
to take an image every 15 
seconds.  This seemed like 
a good amount of time to 
allow for some space and 
movement in the clouds 
between each shot.

Next, it was to the camera and the proper set-
tings for the exposure.  This was not going to 
be a situation where I had time to take a few 
shots, check the histogram and LCD and make 
some changes.  It was also one shot to get the 
composition right and hope the clouds cooper-
ated.  I looked at how the clouds were forming 
and knowing I didn’t want the lighthouse in 
the middle of the composition I moved around 
quickly to find the right spot to set up with the 
lighthouse and clouds in the right position.
Back to the exposure, I wanted to make sure it 
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captured everything right with the sky and the 
reflections in the water.  Because of how I had 
the image composed, I could use either Evalu-
ative Metering or Center-Weighted Average.  
The latter averages the exposure for the entire 
metering area, but with greater emphasis on the 
center metering zones. Unlike Evaluative me-
tering, it does not compare brightness readings 
from different parts of the scene; it simply reads 
overall brightness.

Because there was a bit of darkness near the 
center of the image with the lighthouse, I did 
not want this affecting the reading so I opted for 
Evaluative.  If it was a little more off to the side 
I would have used Center-Weighted.

To help the colors in the sky, White Balance 
was set to Cloudy to enhance the warmth in the 
sunset colors.

The ISO was set at 200.  It could have been set 
down to 100 to get even better quality, but I 
wanted enough shutter speed to not have much 
movement in the clouds for each image.  Shut-
ter speeds ranged from 1/25th of a second to 
1/80th for the images used in the stack.

With everything initially set, I took a test shot 
and looked at it on the LCD and the first shot 
looked pretty good so I didn’t need to use any 
exposure compensation.  

I made sure the Drive was set to continuous 
so when the intervalometer was activated the 
camera would take one shot after another until 
it was turned off.

It was then time to stand by and watch a beauti-
ful sunset develop before my eyes.  A total of 
62  images were taken from the time I started 
until the color in the clouds disappeared.  Even 
without doing all of the set-up and shooting, it 
was a gorgeous sunset to watch and experience.

That’s something as photographers we need to 
do on occasion.  Too often we get caught up 
thinking we have to get the shot that we don’t 
take time to watch and enjoy what is playing 
out in front of  us.  With this situation, once I 
had everything set up and going, the beauty of 
the sunset as it got stronger was a wonderful 
sight to enjoy.

While I was able to look at several individual 
images and see I had a beautiful sunset behind 
a nice lighthouse, it wasn’t until I had time to 
work on the files on the computer that the shot 
I had imagined came to life.  And even then not 
immediately.

Using the program StarStaX, I first had to 
convert all of the images from RAW to JPEG 
as the software does not work with RAW files.  
After doing the conversion, I then used every 
image to create a stack.  At the beginning of the 
shooting there wasn’t a whole lot of color and at 
the end a bunch of the clouds became dark and 
the inclusion of these didn’t make for a great 
composite.

I started taking files away at the front and back 
ends until I ended up with the image seen here.  
After creating this file, I reopened it in Adobe 
Camera Raw through Bridge to  do a couple of 
adjustments by increasing the Blacks, Clarity 

and Luminance.

There is a possibility of more playing around 
with the number of images used and take every 
other one out so there are more gaps between 
the clouds, but the image here is one that I’m 
quite pleased with.  Especially for the first time 
trying this new and different technique.  It’s one 
I’ll definitely be doing again and teaching on 
workshops when given the opportunity. And the 
next time I won’t be quite as rushed as when 
I pulled up this time.  I had more time than I 
thought as the great color in the clouds didn’t 
start for several minutes but I liked the number 
of images I was able to get and use in the stack.

I have often thought what a privilege it is to be 
able to have the opportunity to go to these won-
derful locations and see these amazing sights.  
It’s something I try not to take for granted and 
enjoy being able to capture with my unique eye 
for others to see and enjoy.  All photographers 
should take this approach when going to these 
special spots and taking these lasting memories.

Also try to step out of the box and try new 
things.  If photography is always staying with 
what’s comfortable, then there’s no growth.  No 
growth today actually means taking a step or 
two backwards.  Try new techniques and ideas 
and ways of doing things with a camera.  Stay-
ing with the comfortable will result in some 
good images but good is not better.  To wow 
people try to get uncomfortable.



Heading out on a morning hike you never know what you’ll come 
across.  It’s times like this that having the camera bag on your back 
with a variety of lenses at the ready, you’re glad you had the added 
weight for the hike.  This was on a trek in Mount Rainier National 
Park from Paradise Lodge towards Narada Falls.  While going 
through a patch of False Hellebore I saw these wonderful dew drops 
on the tips of a couple of the plants very early in the morning.

One of the people with me was not a photographer and was asking 
what I saw and why spend a bit of time with the drops on the leaves.  
He was prepping for a hike around the whole mountain and wanted 
more of a Point A to Point B but knew with me having a camera that 
wasn’t going to be the case.  But he didn’t know it would be so early 
in the walk and for dew drops.

It was time to take out the macro lens, get the tripod as low as I could 
and see what I could find.  There was no pre-conceived notion about 
what shots I would find that morning so it was a take what I got for 
photos.  Even if nothing great came from the shooting, it was going 
to be a nice hike through a very pretty area.  With the flowers that 
were out, though, I figured I’d find some nice shots along the way.

When I got low enough, I saw the reflections of the other plants and 
knew that was what I wanted to emphasize.  I wanted to fully cap-
ture the other plants reflected so I concentrated the focus fully on the 
reflections.  When doing reflections in drops, it can surprise you to 
learn there are actually multiple focus points.  You can work to get 
the reflections inside the drop in focus or get the edge of the drop 
itself in focus.  Here, I wanted to give enough depth for the reflec-
tion and the drop itself to be sharp.  I could have gone for even more 
depth of field and gotten the whole tip of the leaf in focus but I want-
ed all of the attention going to the droplet.  With a 100mm macro, I 
had to get close to the plant so that added to not a lot of depth of field.

Canon T90
Canon 100mm macro
ISO 100

Sun Star Dew Drop
Aperture f/11
Exposure 1/250



But, as I started setting up the shot the sun had 
other ideas, thankfully.  I had taken a shot or 
two when all of a sudden the sun crested the 
ridge in the background and put this amazing 
sun star perfectly at the tip of the drop.  Know-
ing I only had a very brief amount of time with 
the sun in this spot, I stopped down to help 
with the sun star effect, which was maximized 
by being in the water droplet. I was able to get 
several shots off before the sun separated from 
the ridge just a few seconds later.  I’d love to 
say I was setting up specifically for this shot but 
it was luck that came into play for this bonus.

More often than not, somewhere around f/16 to 
f/22 is the setting needed in order to capture a 
nice sun star, but because of the refraction and 
curve of the drop, f/11 was able to produce a 
very good result.  Depth of field preview will 
show exactly what a sun star will look like in 
the final image so as soon as I saw a crisp star 
effect while stopping down I stopped because 
I didn’t want much leaf in focus.  Being very 
close to the subject kept the depth of field shal-
low.  The further away you are the more depth 
for whatever f-stop is being used.

Not long after, this image became my First 
Light logo image as it portrayed the first light of 
the day perfectly.  I kept it for quite a few years 
until I captured the sunrise heron take-off which 
I have been using ever since.

One thing I look for in photography is some-
thing that excites me.  I look for a photograph 
not searching for unusual subject matter, but 
making the commonplace unusual.

This is actually a fairly old image for me as this 
was done before digital with a film camera.  My 
last set of film cameras were Canon T90’s and 
I had three of them because they were such a 
great body.  Film was Fuji Velvia 100.  Because 
this was an image that was submitted multiple 
places the original slide had a label put on it 
with the shooting specs that were used which is 
why the f/stop and shutter speed are known.

What would have made this an easier shoot 
would have been the use of digital in order to 
look at the result immediately.  It was a week or 
two later when I saw the result, which had it’s 
own rewards.  With having done photography 
for a long time prior to this, I knew when I had 
a shot that was a keeper based on techniques 
known.

The fun thing about film days was having to 
wait to see what shots looked like from a recent 
trip.  The anticipation and the joy of seeing 
what the final results were added a certain 
drama to reliving the trip.

When an image stays in a selection of top / 
favorite images for so long it has to be a good 
one.  Ansel Adams once said “twelve significant 
photographs in any one year is a good crop.”  
It’s always good to have a group of images 
you can refer to as your favorites.  I try to go 
through my folders of top images from each trip 
and select a group of 12 as my favorite images 
from the year.  From that group, it gets com-
pared to a master selection of a top 12 to see if 
there is one or two that bumps something else 
out of that main group of top images.  The top 
overall group number can range from 10 to 20 

but don’t keep upping it every year just to add a 
few from the most recent year.

It’s definitely a fact that where you are as a 
photographer today is fully based on your past 
experiences with a camera.  If you take the time 
to look at the images you captured over the past 
years and compare them to the images you take 
now, you will, or should see, immense strides in 
your technique, style and overall quality.  You 
may even see a change in the way in which 
your approach your subjects.  Whether images 
move into the top group is an individual choice 
as a group of best or favorites or best can vary.  
Go with one group and stay that route when 
selecting top shots for the year or top shots of 
all time.

Reflections of your work come in many forms 
and can be from within or externally visual.  
How we approach the topic is up to each one 
of us, but no matter how you reflect on it, it’s 
bound to improve your photography.
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Canon 10D
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 120mm

Mystic Waters
ISO 100 
Aperture f/22
Exposure 4 seconds

Serendipity.  Luck.  Happenstance.  Blessing.  Call it what you want, 
but that is how many great images are stumbled upon.   This image 
can is considered great for me in that it has been a favorite for years.  
In fact, there is a 20X30 of it hanging over the fireplace in my home.  
With having more images than I can count in my files, to have an 
image be a showcase in the house means it has to be one you love.  It 
has also been my number one selling print at fine art shows and gal-
leries.  This image has also been in my Top 12 list since the first time 
I looked at the final image.  

On a solo journey into the Snowmass Wilderness Area in western 
Colorado, I did some roaming around and shooting my first after-
noon and evening in the area.  Needing a place to sleep that night, 
I made my way into an area where the map showed several creeks 
in a little valley I could pull into before it got dark.  I poked around 
and found a camping spot with a creek flowing right behind it that I 
thought would be nice to check out in the morning when it got light.

Upon waking up, I walked back to the creek to see what things 
looked like.  There it was, a perfect setting with lots of smooth, col-
orful rocks with just a bit of water flowing over them.  Because there 
wasn’t enough light yet for some really nice shots, I pulled up a seat 
on the bank and sat and enjoyed the sound of the running water and 
the peaceful solitude of the area before getting my camera gear out.

I knew the spot I wanted to set up from my time sitting there and 
looking at how the rocks and water intermingled.  With an eye on the 
viewfinder, a vertical composition was set up immediately because 
that is what this scene begged for because of the length and feel of 
the scene and the wanted composition was found.

A series of shots from freezing the movement of the water to long 
exposures by adjusting the f-stop and ISO a little bit to create a 



variety of effects. were taken  I knew before I 
started one of the longer exposure shots with 
smooth water would be best as I prefer this style 
over showing the splashing of running water.

In the end, it was the shot with the longest ex-
posure of 4 seconds at f/22 (to help with depth 
of field and slower shutter speeds) that created 
this image with a mystical feel to it.  When 
given the opportunity to take multiple images 
of a scene, I do a variety of exposures since I 
never know which one I will like best when I 
look at them later.  I did a few other composi-
tions but usually, the one that catches your eye 
first ends up being the best.

Ansel Adams said “it is essential that the art-
ist trust the mechanisms of both intellect and 
creative vision.”  Part of this I believe relates 
to instinct and gut feeling.  Quite often when 
we come upon a scene and gather it into us, 
the first image that comes to mind is usually 
the best, even if we try other compositions we 
think might work better.  This is not to say other 
angles and positions should not be used.  Move 
in and out, get higher or lower, change the focal 
length.  Slight perspective changes can make 
a world of difference in how an image is por-
trayed.

Although I have a great shot of this scene, I 
have been looking to duplicate it for years now 
that I have much better camera bodies but have 
not come close to finding a setting that matches 
this.  It just shows that when the opportunity to 
get a nice shot arises, take the time to get it as 
you never know if you will come across any-
thing like it again.  And if you do come across 

it, the light will be different, something else will 
be askew and it won’t ever be exactly the same.

I’m always visualizing image possibilities 
around me, trying to relate shapes, color and 
light in what I see before me in terms of image 
qualities in the camera, not just in the eye.

As with many photographs, this photo opportu-
nity seemed to be waiting for me.

To photograph effectively is to see beyond the 
surface and capture the qualities of nature at its 
simplest level.  This image of the water flowing 
over the rocks goes beyond capturing the mo-
ment of water moving down a creek to creating 
a sense  of mood at the moment it was taken.  
There’s something about flowing water that can 
create a calmness in people, a bit of serenity 
in a wild world.  As I sat there on the bank and 
took in this scene, that is what filled me and it 
helped bring these qualities out in the image.

Pulling in the essence of an area is like the 
inhale and the clicking of the shutter button is 
the exhale.

Because I wanted to pull out the details of the 
colors in the rocks, in post processing the Chan-
nels for blue and yellow were adjusted until 
the right feel was attained.  More often than 
not I usually only work with the saturation and 
luminance on the main panel but every once in 
a while I’ll go to the Channels panel.  I tend to 
want to do as little as possible in Camera Raw 
but when shooting in RAW some work has to 
be done.  My primary workflow in Camera Raw 
is to make any adjustments to the color temper-

ature, exposure, recovery, blacks, contrast and 
saturation / luminance.  I’ll also check to see if 
there’s any noise that needs to be dealt with.

When doing demos on workshops, I show a 
way to work with these different sliders where 
you go to the extremes and then back it off until 
it looks appealing without looking like there 
were obvious adjustments made.  The final 
changes do not need to be overly done because 
if too many changes are made the photo will not 
have a natural appearance.
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Canon 1D Mark II
Canon 100-400mm
Focal Length 260
ISO 400

Goat Kid Jump
Aperture f/5.6
Exposure 1/2500
EV +1/3
White Balance Cloudy

Mount Evans west of Denver, Colorado is by 
far the best place in the country to see and pho-
tograph mountain goats.  Yes, the area on the 
Going to the Sun Road in Glacier National Park 
is good, but for ease of access and the numbers 
of goats Mount Evans can’t be beat.

Because it is only about an hour’s drive from 
my house, I have many opportunities to be able 
to head up the hill to the top this 14,000 foot 
mountain and photograph the goats, along with 

bighorn sheep, marmot and pika, it’s great to go 
with one or two shots in mind.

It’s nice getting shots of the goats with the sun 
behind them creating good rim lighting, or a 
goat on a ridge at sunset, or some interaction 
between a mother and kid, but the real fun 
begins when a group of babies get together and 
start playing with each other and running and 
chasing each other around.  There is one area 
where they do this and the chances of them 
leaping off some good sized rocks is pretty 
good.  When they get there, I have one shot in 
mind to capture - the leap.

Because the animals here are so used to people 
- you can reach down and pet them (but this is 

not a good idea) - a large lens is not needed.  
Quite often I’m just using my 100-400mm and 
for this shot it was set at 260mm.  No post pro-
cessing cropping was done with this showing 
how close I was.

What is needed is good timing to get the desired 
shot.  With wildlife, it’s best to observe their be-
havior to know what to look for in a shot.  Here, 
if you see a baby approaching its mother, you 
know there will be some interaction.  If a baby 
is heading toward another baby or a group of 
babies, there will be some kind of action.  And 
when they get to this location and start playing, 
you know there will be some jumping.

You can stand there and as soon as one gets on 
a rock start shooting with the motor drive on 
high. Waiting for them to get in the right posi-
tion and setting things up will allow for the 
perfect shot you’re looking for.  But you have to 
know what you want for your shot.

Here, as soon as the goat was on the rock and 
facing right, I adjusted my composition to get 
it to the left side of the frame, even cutting off 
part of its body so that when it jumped it would 
be jumping into the frame with space for its rear 
feet to be just coming off the rock.  I adjusted 
the single focus point to be on its head to get fo-
cus.  Servo mode was used so that focus would 
keep up with the movement of the subject.

To freeze the action, a fast shutter speed was 
needed so the ISO was bumped to 400 to get the 
1/2500 shutter speed.  For the goats I use +1/3 
EV to help compensate for their white color to 
maintain detail in their coat.

22



Canon 1Ds Mark II
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 150mm
ISO 100

Fall Color Panorama
Aperture f/22
Exposure 1/60
EV –1/3
White Balance Cloudy

There are times I take a regular workshop off of 
my schedule so I can do a trip there on my own 
to get some dedicated shooting in along with 
scouting out new areas to add for future trips.

When doing this it allows me to go when the 
conditions are just right as well as good weath-
er.  For a trip to southwest Colorado during fall 
color, word was the peak was still a few days 
away and from experience I knew it could last 
for four or five days.  It was then time to watch 
the weather for the best conditions.  When you 
have options like this for going to an area for 
a shoot, make the effort to check websites and 
talk with others to see when peak is going to be 
and start watching for the right weather.

For this trip, I saw there was a snow storm on 
the way that was going to be followed by a high 
pressure system bringing clear skies for several 
days.  The trip was planned so I would arrive 
just before the snow was coming in so I would 
have an easy drive and not have to deal with 
bad mountain passes on the way there.

I beat the snow and even got out to do some 
shooting while it was snowing and got some 
interesting shots.  But it was that next morning 
I knew would be special with great color and 
fresh snow on the mountains, ground and pines.

I got in some pre-sunrise shooting with the 
earth’s shadow casting some soft pink on the 
horizon while still being able to pick up the col-
ors of the trees with a 30 second exposure.

At this particular spot in the San Juan moun-
tains outside of Ridgway on County Road 9, it 
takes a little while until the sun is far enough 
up to fill the mountains and hillside with sun.  I 
did some isolated shooting of different bits and 
pieces but wanted to wait because I knew the 
scene begged for a panorama.

When the sun finally crested the ridge, it was 
time to set up the composition.  I worked to 
get both the tripod and head level so with each 
image taken they would line up with each other.  
After this, the next step was to determine the 
proper exposure.  I took readings in Aperture 
Priority using evaluative metering with a -1/3 
exposure compensation dialed in because I 
wanted a bit of saturation in the sky and aspens.

The exposures were pretty close to each other 
throughout the scene so I opted for a reading 

of 1/60th of a second for the overall group of 
shots after doing a test image of the area where 
the mountains in the background were at the top 
and a nice group of aspens were included.  A 
constant reading is needed for a shot like this so 
the exposure for the sky stays even throughout.

The camera was set to Manual and the f-stop 
and shutter speed were dialed in and another 
scan across the scene was made.  This time it 
was to check to see where each image was go-
ing to line up.  At least a 25% overlap is needed 
for merging the images together so I looked at 
each section to find a good overlap point and 
then went back and took the series of images.  A 
total of 12 shots were taken to capture the entire 
scene for the area I wanted to include.  When 
doing a shot such as this, make sure there is a 
little extra room on both sides as well as top and 
bottom for any cropping that needs to be done.

Next was to wait until I got home to play with 
the files in the stitching program I use - Pan-
orama Factory.  This is a great program for 
stitching and with tests I’ve done with this, 
Photoshop and Canon’s Photostitch, it does the 
best job.  It’s very easy to use and the final re-
sult didn’t need any further work with cropping.  
The file was saved as a Tiff and was reopened 
in Camera Raw for a few minor adjustments to 
the Blacks, Luminance and Saturation.
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Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 16-35mm
Focal Length 17mm
ISO 2500

Aurora Butterfly
Aperture f/2.8
Exposure 5 seconds
White Balance 4500
Metering Partial

When I first started shooting the northern lights 
in 2005, I was using an ISO of 400 with ex-
posure times of around 15 seconds with some 
shots as long as 30 seconds and longer.  Boy, 
how times have changed with the advent of the 

newer cameras that handle higher ISOs so much 
better than they did just a few years ago.

When I first used my new 5D3 in 2013 I tried 
out a variety of ISOs going as high as 3200 but 
settled on 2500 for the vast majority of my au-
rora shooting due to how I could work with the 
noise in Camera Raw.  It’s always best to test 
the limits of new equipment before you start a 
trip to see what it can and can’t handle and pick 
the settings that are going to provide the results 
that work best.

I’m really glad I got this new 
camera because some of the 
best auroral displays I’ve 
seen over the years have oc-
curred in the few years after 
getting the new camera body.

The advantage to the higher 
ISO capability is the much 
faster shutter speeds that can 
be used with it, allowing for 
a lot more detail in the im-
ages as well as the sensitivity 
of the ISO picking up colors 
not seen with the naked eye.

I never thought I would be-
come as enthralled with the 
aurora as I have,  A couple of 
years before my first venture 
to Alaska to see and photo-
graph this phenomenon, I 
stopped in a visitor center / 
museum in Kenai before a 
bear trip and saw a couple of 
books on the aurora.  Leaf-

ing through the pages, I knew I had to find a 
spot for the best opportunity to see them.  When 
I finally saw them, I was hooked.  Numerous 
other people have become hooked also, as one 
person has done this workshop four times and 
many others two and three times.  It becomes 
addictive.

Luckily, no two images are the same because of 
the variations in both color and movement.  The 
constant movement and seeing the sky erupt in 
different colors is a sight every person, not just 
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every photographer needs to experience at least 
once.  See it one time and you’ll know why.
At heart, I’m a bird photographer but ask me 
what my favorite thing to see and photograph is 
and the answer is the northern lights.

Three times in five years I had the great fortune 
of seeing and photographing a corona as it de-
veloped and filled the overhead sky.  A corona 
display is one that forms directly overhead and 
takes the shape of a crown with points coming 
out of the circle.  As it grows, the dimensions 
expand until it seems like the bottom falls out 
of it and the colors drop rapidly.  Each time I’ve 
seen it, there has been some shade of red and / 
or purple included among the colors adding to 
the beauty.

Corona displays are rare so if ever afforded the 
opportunity to see one, count yourself lucky.  I 
can’t believe I’ve been able to capture images 
of this three times.

When watching active displays, it pays to look 
around to every direction.  Most good aurora 
activity moves from east to west but there are 
times it’s better to the west, sometimes low 
on the horizon and at times directly overhead.  
Typically a good foreground is needed for the 
best aurora images, but when a corona is form-
ing straight up, don’t waste time looking for a 
good foreground because the display may only 
last for about 30 seconds or even less.  Point the 
camera up and start shooting.

The night this corona appeared the group was 
only about 30 minutes into our shooting.  The 
activity had started early and when it does this 

it typically means there’s going to be some 
good dancing going on that night.

This was our last night on the northern leg of 
the workshop, and what a send-off it was for 
everyone in the group.  The activity was pretty 
constant for close to two hours and there were 
lots of reds and purples most of the time.  You 
can’t help but get excited on a night like this.

I missed the initial forming of the corona but 
came away with a few as it was expanding 
and dropping downward.  This is my favorite 
as it takes the appearance of a butterfly float-
ing across the sky.  Others also liked it as it 
received a Highly Commended in an Audubon 
Share the View contest.

The image taken 30 seconds before this se-
quence was to the east and at 5 seconds because 
it was of medium intensity.  When I saw the 
corona, I didn’t take time to make any shut-
ter adjustments because I wanted to capture it 
quickly while it was still somewhat tight.  As 
it turned out, I could have taken the time to do 
a quick shutter speed adjustment to 3 seconds 
as it danced tightly overhead for about three 
minutes.  It was one of, if not the, best auroral 
bursts I’ve ever seen.

Quite often when shooting the aurora, I use a 
White Balance in the range of 5500 to 6000 
degrees Kelvin.  This night, I used 4500K to 
help richen the dark sky.  The greens handle this 
quite well and I didn’t know there was going to 
be so much red but the reds were still rendered 
nicely at this temperature.

Even though Manual Mode is used for shooting 
the aurora, I still use Partial Metering and look 
at the exposure scale inside the viewfinder to 
see if the center part of the scene is over or un-
der exposed.  I tend to keep it around the proper 
exposure to -1/3 so as not to blow out any hot 
spots in the image.  Even with trying to avoid 
hot spots, they do happen because the bright-
ness of the aurora can change from one second 
to the next so you have to always be ready to 
make any needed adjustments.

When shooting in manual mode, especially at 
night, it’s imperative to know the workings of 
your camera.  One thing I try to get people on 
the northern lights workshops to become adept 
at is changing the shutter speed.  A good tip for 
remembering which way to turn the dial for 
changing the shutter speed is ‘Left is Longer.’  
Turn the dial left for a longer shutter speed or 
right for a faster shutter speed.  Little tips like 
this make all of your shooting easier.

I sure hope you get the opportunity to go some-
where to see and photograph the northern lights.  
It’s a show you will never forget.

There are those special moments you know 
you have a winner the moment the shutter is 
pressed.  Quite a few of these happen when 
photographing the aurora when the sky has 
come alive with movement and color.

Remember to take time to just watch the sky 
come alive and enjoy the greatest light show on 
Earth.
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Canon 51Ds Mark II
Canon 20-35mm
Focal Len 20mm
ISO 100

Yankee Boy Delight
Aperture f/22
Exposure 1/30
White Balance Cloudy
EV -2/3

There are certain landscapes that beg to have a photo taken of them.  Yankee 
Boy Basin in Southwest Colorado is one of the quintessential places when it 
comes to fields of wildflowers and dramatic mountain backdrops.  Very few 
locations have both the variety of flowers, mountains and settings that provide 
a multitude of potential shots showcasing both the flowers and the mountains.

While just about every direction can provide flowers and mountains in the 
same view, finding the perfect spot where foreground and background compli-
ment each other can be tougher than first imagined.  There are times when at 
first glimpse the photo puts itself together with very little effort.  Even then, 
effort to make it just right can take time for everything to come together.

Whenever I get to an area like Yankee Boy Basin or American Basin, another 
top wildflower location in Southwest Colorado with fields and mountains, I 
take the time to look around for a setting where there is a strong cluster of 
flowers that can be used for a good foreground that works together with the 
background.  Too often photographers will look to find just one of these ele-
ments and force the second to take a shot because they like the one aspect.  
Both have to work to compliment each other for the image to have the impact 
that when looked at by others they are drawn into the scene.

Upon seeing a mound covered with paintbrush and Potosi Peak in the back-
ground, I knew this was a scene I wanted to capture when the light was in the 
right direction and the clouds were just right.  It was early morning when I 
came upon the scene and the sun was at the wrong angle to put light on the 
whole scene.  It was going to have to be late afternoon for the sun to be in the 
right angle to put light on the front of the whole scene.  There wouldn’t be a 
lot of shadows at this time of day, but too many shadows in the flowers would 
have created too much contrast.

If it’s known that a return visit to an area can be made later in the day, or on 
the next day, taking the time to scout out desired images is worth losing a little 
bit of shooting time.  Midday when the sun is high and harsh is also a good 
time to look around to find potential images for later in the day.



On the return trip up into the basin from Ouray, 
it was then time to get the photo set up.  Having 
the shot in mind doesn’t mean the work is done.  

The mound made for a difficult position to try 
and get the shot I had in mind.  Because I knew 
it was going to be a precarious set-up, I first 
just held the camera to my eye to see where 
it needed to be positioned.  This is sometimes 
easier than just having the camera on the tripod 
and then making adjustment after adjustment to 
get the camera in the right spot for the shot.  

After seeing what I wanted for a composition, 
while being a contortionist to move around 
the other flowers in the area, I then worked 
to get the tripod set up as close as possible to 
the position I found.  When doing this you can 
never get it perfect, but with knowing the image  
wanted, it took away a bit of the labor in getting 
it fully into position with the camera set on it.

Next was getting the settings on the camera just 
right for this hyperfocal shot.  The meaning 
of hyperfocal distance is the closest distance 
at which a lens can be focused while keeping 
objects at infinity acceptably sharp. When the 
lens is focused at this distance, all objects at 
distances from half of the hyperfocal distance 
out to infinity will be acceptably sharp.

When working with a wide angle lens such as 
was the case for this shot, I always work with 
an aperture of f/22.  This is within the range of 
this lenses sweet spot and not too close to fully 
stopped down at f/32 where a slight loss of 
sharpness occurs.

There are several ways to determine the proper 
focus point for getting the flowers in the fore-
ground as sharp as possible as well as the 
mountain ridge line in the background sharp.  
Today, there are phone apps that take all of the 
guesswork out of figuring this out.  My favorite 
one is DOF MAster.  Dial in the camera model 
with crop factor, the focal length of the lens and 
the f/stop and it automatically calculates the 
hyperfocal distance and shows where to manu-
ally focus the lens.

There are also websites where charts could be 
created and printed out with the hyperfocal dis-
tance of a variety of lenses and f/stops.

The other way is to use the depth of field 
preview button and look through the darkness 
to see what all is sharp from foreground to 
background.  When pressed, this helpful but-
ton closes the lens diaphragm to the aperture 
currently set, so you can check the amount of 
depth of field.  Some photographers have a very 
tough time seeing through the darkness in the 
viewfinder but with a little work this can be a 
valuable tool.  What I tell people on workshops 
is to look at the closest object you want to be 
in focus to see if it looks sharp and the infinity 
subject and make sure it appears sharp.

I use a combination of both the phone app to 
get the focus set at what it says and then use the 
DOF preview button to do any fine tuning if 
any is needed.

For this image, everything was set up and I then 
had to sit and wait for the clouds to get in the 
right position.  This shot could have worked 

with a clear sky, but when I was there a few 
clouds were playing hide and seek with both the 
sun and the top of the mountain.  This is where 
patience comes into play and I waited several 
minutes for the clouds to clear from the top of 
the peak so there was a little bit of blue between 
the ridge and the clouds.  As it turned out, the 
clouds provided a perfect balance in the sky 
with the mound of flowers in the foreground.

Without the clouds, I would have zoomed in a 
little bit to eliminate some of the sky and fill 
more of the foreground with the flowers.

For the exposure, I wanted to make sure the 
colors had some good pop so evaluative meter-
ing was used with a bit of under-exposure so 
the blues would be bluer and the colors of the 
flower mound were more saturated.

For most of my landscape images I like there 
to be a bit of flow from front to back or bottom 
to top so the viewers eye can move smoothly 
throughout the image.

For compositions, I try to think in terms of 
configurations and flow.  I try to make the 
foreground work with the background where 
there’s the potential for two images (one where 
the foreground can stand alone as a shot and the 
background can stand alone).  When put togeth-
er properly, the flow from front to back creates 
an even stronger image.

Edward Weston said “composition is the stron-
gest way of seeing.”  This image speaks to this.
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Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 195mm
ISO 6400

Bosque Sunrise
Aperture f/8
Exposure 1/5000
EV -2/3
White Balance Cloudy
Metering Evaluative

After getting a loaner 5D Mark III body from 
Canon to test out, it took about a day after get-
ting home to buy one for myself.  I was sold on 

its capabilities pretty much from the first night 
I used it for some Milky Way and star trails 
shooting.  I had talked with a friend in Moab, 
Utah, previously about what bodies he and a 
couple others based out of there were using for 
doing their night shooting in the area and he 
recommended this camera was the direction to 
go.

The high ISO capabilities with little noise made 
this an obvious choice for a replacement body 

for my 1Ds Mark II.  
Little did I know it 
would also end up be-
ing my main wildlife 
body due to the high 
ISO range, large sen-
sor size (22.3 mega-
pixels) and adequate 
frame rate (6 fps).

The first shoot after 
purchasing the new 
body was at Bosque 
del Apache in New 
Mexico for the snow 
geese and sandhill 
cranes.  While there, 
it was about a 60% to 
40% mix of using the 
5D3 and my 1D Mark 
II with the heavier us-
age on the 1D body.

The capabilities of 
the 5D3 have had me 
doing some testing 
during prime shooting 

conditions that I usually tell people on work-
shops not to do.  It’s tough to not grow in your 
photography if limits are not pushed, but on a 
possible one time shoot it’s best to stick with 
what works so good images are taken home, 
not a bunch of mistakes from trying to push the 
envelope too far and end up with unusable im-
ages.

From a leaders viewpoint, it’s good to push and 
try new things so new techniques and settings 
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can be passed along to others.  Thus, some 
extreme settings were tested out on one of those 
mornings everyone who goes to Bosque del 
Apache dreams of – a beautiful orange sky 15 
to 20 minutes or so before sunrise with massive 
amounts of snow geese filling the sky and com-
ing in to land on the main lake. 

Lots of images of abstracts of the birds flying 
in have been made over the years using a low 
ISO and slower shutter speeds.  ISOs have been 
pushed a bit with using a wide open aperture to 
try and freeze the action of the geese coming 
in at this time as well.  Both create some really 
nice images.  I have shots from previous trips 
freezing the action with a little higher ISO but 
I wanted to see just how far the limits could be 
pushed with the new camera. This allowed me 
to try getting a great shot along with being able 
to tell trip participants what they can expect 
when using settings previously never thought 
about using when using the higher tech bodies.

When using the loaner camera, tests for shoot-
ing the Milky Way were done with ISO ranges 
from 3200 to 6400 and several points in be-
tween.  All had acceptable results in terms of 
noise so I knew these ranges could be used 
for shots of the snow geese coming in before 
sunrise.  Because the action is fast and furious, 
there was time for just using one setting and go-
ing with it.  Thus, the high ISO setting of 6400 
so a very fast shutter speed could be used.

The one setting that was adjusted during shoot-
ing was the aperture, stopping down to f/8 from 
a starting point of f/4.  By doing this it allowed 
for more depth of field so more birds in the 

background would be in focus.
A point of note here - even with just using a 
70-200mm lens for this shoot and fast shut-
ter speeds, the camera and lens were still on a 
tripod and Wimberley head.  Anyone who has 
been on one of my workshops knows I have a 
slight neuro problem with my left hand (es-
sential tremors) and I rarely ever hand hold a 
camera.

It’s easy to get caught up in the moment when 
photographing something really exciting such 
as a Bosque sunrise with lots of birds flying in.  
Try to have everything in the camera set before-
hand so when the action starts all that’s left to 
do is start shooting.  But, it’s also important to 
enjoy the moment.  Take time to watch what’s 
going on so the scene can become part of your 
mind and memory as much as looking at your 
images later.

As for all of the settings to get ready for a shot 
like this, some are better to do in the car before 
heading outside as it’s dark, and often cold, 
when showing up for a pre-sunrise shoot.  After 
a bit of experience, these can be done in the 
dark if you know which buttons do what on the 
camera body.

Bosque sunrise settings used for this included:
– White Balance - Cloudy to help enhance 
warm colors of the sky
– ISO - 6500 to allow for fast shutter speed. 
Subsequent shooting has been done at 5000 ISO
– Aperture priority - Let the camera choose the 
shutter speed for the desired f/stop
– Exposure compensation -   -2/3 to saturate the 
colors a bit and give a faster shutter speed as 

well as help silhouette the birds more
– Aperture - Started at f/4 to allow for a little bit 
of depth of field from the wide open f/2.8
– Metering mode - Evaluative to let the pre-
dominant colors of the sky and water reflections 
determine the exposure
– Focus Mode - AI Servo (AF/C on Nikon) for 
continuous focus of the flying birds
– Drive - Continuous High for getting lots of 
shots 
– Focus Point - Use the center focus point for 
focus tracking as it is the most sensitive and 
will do a better job of picking up and maintain-
ing focus in lower light conditions
– High ISO Noise Reduction - Off.  In general I 
don’t recommend doing anything in camera that 
is irreversible to the image that can be done in 
post processing.  There is also a chance of detail 
loss around the edges of high contrast areas.

That’s a lot of settings.  Oh, for the days of film 
when it was so much simpler.  On the other 
hand, today the final product is so far superior 
that all of these settings help us create much 
more dynamic photos than ever before.

Having everything set before getting out to take 
the shot allows for that extra time to see the 
show and enjoy it a little more knowing that 
when the shutter button is pressed a good prod-
uct is going to be the result.
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Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 100-400mm
Focal Length 120mm
ISO 50

The Palouse
Aperture f/10
Exposure 1/6
EV -1/3
White Balance Auto

How often have you seen a set of images from 
a location and thought how much you’d like to 
visit it sometime in the future?  This was the 
case for me and when I saw some images of 
interesting landscapes and old barns from The 
Palouse region of southeast Washington state.

After a subsequent search looking at a batch of  

shots on Google images, it seemed like a poten-
tial location to go to for a shoot and a potential 
workshop.  I then started searching out the best 
time to go to the area when the farm lands were 
lush with a variety of colors.  The timing was 
perfect as it was less than a month away and I 
had time between trips to head up there for a 
little bit of back roads roaming and shooting.

Maps and data were gathered and it was time 
to head off.  Everything I read said a visit to 
the top of Steptoe Butte for evening and sunset 
shooting was a must.  Everything I read was 
correct.  The views from atop the highest point 
in the entire region is worth at least one and 
probably two stops as the sun starts dipping low 

and creating shadows on the 
rolling land.

I had found plenty of other 
wonderful locations with 
barns, multi-colored terrain 
and old trucks scattered here 
and there, but the opportuni-
ties from atop Steptoe Butte 
proved to be the most inter-
esting.  Most shots presented 
online when doing a search 
for The Palouse are from this 
overview location.  And it’s 
not just one spot where pho-
tographers can congregate 
but at about four locales so 
everyone there can be a bit 
spread out.

I ended up with 15 images 
from atop Steptoe Butte that 

I thought were interesting at first glance.  When 
picking just one image to go with from a shoot 
you have to have a critical eye for which one 
you think has more visual impact as well as 
teaching points.

Some of the reasons others were eliminated 
were too many shadows in the foreground, not 
enough contrast, or not quite the impact I was 
looking for with a farmhouse or barn in the im-
age along with how the image flowed.

When picking just one from a group, I’ll do 
comparisons of two at a time going back and 
forth until one calls out that it’s better than the 
other and one is eliminated for final consider-
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ation.  I’ll keep doing this until I get the one 
or two that are needed for whatever the photo 
use is for.  I look for impact, technical quality, 
story-telling and something that grabs me to say 
this is the one.

For picking the images from atop Steptoe Butte, 
I first had to open everything up in Camera Raw 
and do adjustments to all 15 because there was 
a bit of atmospheric haze that needed to be cut 
down.  Even though this isn’t the prime pur-
pose of one, I had used a circular polarizer for 
the shoot to help cut through some of the haze. 
In Camera Raw, I added a bit of contrast and 
blacks to bring out the quality of the scene as it 
was supposed to be.  I did this with each of the 
15 images so there would be an even compari-
son. 

I also did some slight adjustments to the white 
balance as this was originally set to Auto.  It’s 
fine to leave the camera set to the Auto White 
Balance setting if you always shoot in RAW. 
Or, I should say, it’s reasonable to take this ap-
proach as long as you’re willing to accept that 
you may need to fine tune the setting in post 
processing the RAW files.  Setting a Custom 
white balance does not provide any quality ad-
vantage for RAW captures. Of course, if shoot-
ing in JPEG it’s important to get the white bal-
ance accurate at the time of capture, since there 
isn’t the same flexibility as with RAW captures. 

There are many situations I like having the 
white balance pre-set as it gives a good starting 
point to work with and maybe just a slight ad-
justment is needed and sometimes it’s right on 
the mark.  This is all a preference thing but my 

general feeling is to try and get everything right 
in the camera at the time of taking the shot so 
less work needs to be done in post processing.

As mentioned with a previous image, go with 
your gut feel.  When I was first going through 
my images from Steptoe Butte, the shot here 
was the first one my eye was drawn to.  After 
starting the process with the 15 final composi-
tions and eliminating shot after shot, this one 
ended up being the one I still like best.

The reasons?  I like the different tonal values of 
the colors throughout the image, especially the 
light bit of land at the bottom left that gives the 
eye a starting point to then move back through 
the rest of the shot.  The brown bit of land part 
way up also breaks the monochromatic feel 
of all of the green shades throughout the shot.  
Although a miniscule part of the composition, 
the house and trees also add another element to 
the rolling fields.

There was something about the different shades 
of green throughout that just felt right.  There 
also wasn’t too much shadows but just the right 
amount for my eye to make it an overall appeal-
ing photograph.

You have to remember that photography is very 
subjective.  What one person likes, another 
might not.  All that matters as the photographer 
is that you like what you see in the final prod-
uct and what others think shouldn’t concern 
you.  When showing your work to others, you 
want them to like it as well, but if you have 
done everything properly with the composition, 
technical qualities and choosing the one that 

puts it together nicely, then those who look at 
the photo should like it as well.

Quite often when doing landscapes such as this 
I typically use my 70-200mm lens.  This time 
I opted for the 100-400mm because there were 
a couple of spots I wanted to zoom in on to try 
and pull in tighter on a barn or farmhouse.  As 
it turned out, the shot I chose fell within the 
70-200mm range but the lens did a fine job of 
rendering the scene with good quality.

Even with getting what I wanted from side to 
side, I did do a slight crop at the top to get rid of 
a tiny sliver of sky that still had some haze.

For the aperture, because everything was at a 
good distance from where I was positioned, I 
wanted to be in the sweet spot with depth of 
field for the lens and by using the DOF preview 
button I saw that f/10 carried through for maxi-
mum depth.  Wanting to help saturate the colors 
slightly, -1/3 exposure compensation was used 
and that gave a reading of 1/6 of a second using 
evaluative metering in aperture priority with the  
ISO set at Low for an effective setting of 50.  
Because of the slower shutter speeds that were 
being used a cable release was also attached.  I 
use this most of the time when shooting longer 
than 1/30th of a second.

I believe I can imagine the composition and 
the qualities of light fairly well and then try to 
match that with the technical aspects to produce 
the optimum results.  Hopefully this image and 
the others here represent that.
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Canon 1D Mark II
Canon 600mm
1.4 teleconverter
ISO 160

Liftoff
Aperture f/5.6
Exposure 1/2000
EV +1/3
White Balance Cloudy

With so much bird activity taking place at 
Bosque del Apache in New Mexico it’s hard to 
come away from a trip there without a bunch 
of really good shots.  It’s the moving up from 
those good shots to great shots that takes some 

work, even if you’ve been doing bird photogra-
phy for years.  There are always tips and tech-
niques to take photography to the next level.

You just have to know what you want and then 
concentrate on getting that perfect shot.  Every 
time I go out here I have one shot in mind I 
want to come away with and do everything I 
can to get that shot.  Yes, I’ll take others as the 
opportunity arises and go for something differ-
ent when something else presents itself, but I 
always have in the back of my mind one shot 

and try to get in position to 
get it.

I have done this with a bird 
just hitting the water as it’s 
landing to get the initial 
splash of water, a colorful 
sunset with a sandhill crane 
or two silhouetted nicely in 
the foreground and a crane 
running across the water 
leaving a trail of splashes 
behind it as it prepares to 
take flight.

I started my photography 
career doing sports photog-
raphy in the days of film and 
manual focus lenses.  One 
of my favorite images was 
from a college football game 
where the football is just off 
of the receivers hands and 
you can see the seams of 
the ball and read Wilson on 
it.  The ability to anticipate 
where the action was gong 

to be in sports photography made for a smooth 
transition to wildlife photography by being able 
to anticipate action and capturing it at its peak.

This image of a snow goose as it begins to blast 
out of the water is no exception.  Some animals 
give an indication of impending action but a 
snow goose taking flight is not one of these.  To 
get a shot like this it takes patience, having ev-
erything set up ahead of time, and a fast trigger 
finger.  And knowing what is wanted.
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The first part of the preparation is having the 
correct exposure.  For white birds, what I try to 
emphasize is getting the histogram set properly.  
Most histograms on the camera have four or 
five sections.  The way to get the exposure for 
white set properly, have just a bit of the scale 
into the far right section for the highlights.  This 
allows for a white subject as well as enough 
data to work with the details in the feathers and 
other parts of the bird.  The same rule applies 
for shooting snow.  More often than not for 
snow geese I find this to be about a +2/3 expo-
sure compensation.

Because I wanted a very fast shutter speed to 
freeze as much of the action as possible, I made 
sure the exposure was 1/2000th of a second.  To 
reach this, I only needed an ISO of 160.  I chose 
this for better noise rather than stopping down 
the aperture because the f/5.6 was going to give 
enough definition in the wings as was desired.

The second part of the preparation was in the 
framing of the bird.  Because the bird was 
facing to the right and the other birds that had 
taken off previously went in that direction, this 
bird was put to the far left of the frame.  Using 
the left-most focus square would allow for the 
bird to be in the frame when it made its first 
move.  Using a center focus square leaves very 
little margin of error for timing when they take 
flight.  Even with using the far left square, quite 
often I’ll even have part of the bird cut off in 
the original composing to give more room for it 
to take off into the frame.  A lower row square 
was also used to provide for upward movement.

Next it was time to stand and wait for this 

particular bird to take off.  As is so often the 
case, the bird you choose to focus on and wait 
to get this shot will be one of the last to leave.  
When wanting a particular shot, stay focused 
on that one bird and wait for the shot because 
often as soon as a move is made to another bird 
the original one will do whatever activity was 
desired.

The final step, again, is a quick trigger finger.  
When first trying to get a very tight shot of a 
bird taking off from the water more shots will 
be deleted than kept.  With birds in flight and 
other fast actions, it’s best to give a little more 
room to the framing than is necessary and over 
time tighter shots can be made.

I find in situations like this one when there are 
lots of other birds nearby its best to keep both 
eyes open where the eye not on the viewfinder 
can be used to watch the other nearby birds to 
see if they are starting to take flight in order to 
encourage the one focused on to do the same.

In picking the right bird to get a focus on, part 
of this is based on the lens being used and 
whether or not more birds are wanted in the 
frame or not.  My intention for this shot was 
to have just the lone bird so all of the attention 
would be on that bird and there would be no 
other distracting elements nearby.  Finding one 
close enough to fill the frame both sitting there 
and when taking off can be difficult when there 
are thousands of birds on the water.  By taking 
the time to move around and find one that is in 
the right position can be well worth the work.

As mentioned in the discussion about the rose-

ate spoonbill, most larger birds land and take 
off into whatever breeze there is.  This helps 
with getting in the right position for flight shots 
as it is best to get both the wind and the sun in 
the optimal angles for where you can get set up.

This image had no post process cropping done 
to it.  What you see is what was taken.  In doing 
judging at lots of camera clubs and other con-
tests, I see lots of cropping being done.  While 
this is good to a degree, if someone is constant-
ly having to crop their images then they don’t 
have the right lens for the type of shooting they 
want to do or didn’t get it right in the camera in 
the first place.

Because I wanted a very tight shot of a single 
bird, a 1.4 teleconverter was put on the 600mm 
lens providing 840mm plus the camera body.

Always get the best tools for the job that you 
can afford.  If wanting to do a lot of bird pho-
tography, then a large prime lens needs to be 
invested in.  Some good bird photography 
can be accomplished with a good mid-range 
zoom such as a Canon 100-400mm or Nikon 
80-400mm, but the results won’t be enjoyed as 
much as a larger telephoto was used.  Photog-
raphy is not an inexpensive hobby as everyone 
is aware, but trying to scrimp on lenses for a 
subject that is a favorite is not the best way 
to go.  Good shots can be taken with smaller 
lenses, just know your equipment’s limitations 
and know what the results will be.

Again, as long as you’re happy with what you 
get that’s all that matters.
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Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 16-35mm
Focal Length 34mm
ISO 100

Sunset Yucca
Aperture f/22
Exposure 1/2 second
EV +1/3
White Balance Cloudy

Gorgeous sunsets are hard to beat, especially 
when there is a strong foreground element to 
combine with one.  There’s something about 
New Mexico where beautiful sunrises and sun-
sets are fairly common when visiting Bosque 

del Apache for birds and White Sands for 
landscapes.  One thing in particular at White 
Sands that draws me in is the flow between the 
foreground and background with the yucca and 
a nice orange sky.

To create the flow, a camera can’t just be set 
up with both in the frame and a good shot is 
developed.  The yucca has to be positioned such 
that it works well with the sky and other back-
ground elements, in this case the rolling dunes 
and mountain ridge lines.

Notice how this image is 
composed with the yucca 
offset from the main part of 
the color in the sky so the 
full effect can be taken in by 
the eye with the plant taking 
up an area that has a little bit 
of color behind it.  Because 
the sky is so strong, the fore-
ground is also minimized so 
as not to distract from the 
main subjects - the sky first 
and the yucca.

This shot shows how camera 
position can be very criti-
cal.  Only a few inches one 
way or the other left right or 
up down, closer or further, 
can change the subtle rela-
tionship from one subject 
to another.  It’s getting this 
position right that makes one 
image stand out more than 
another.

Concentrating on the flow and how the fore-
ground works with the background is a design 
style that for those not thinking they have a 
good eye for composition can lean on to grow 
and get pleasing landscape images.

At White Sands, it’s best to walk around and 
find several soapstone yucca before sunset that 
will make good foreground subjects.  Those up 
on a ridge rather than low between the dunes 
where most of the plant can be placed in the 
sky work best for these kinds of shots because 
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too much dune behind the yucca will cause it to 
blend in to the background and not stand out in 
the sky.

Sunsets can too often become a snapshot photo 
if the colorful sky is not teamed and properly 
placed with another strong element.

Once the color starts developing before sunrise 
or after sunset, move around to get the fore-
ground yucca in the right place to compliment 
the sky as it changes color.  Here, the color 
was moving up and to the right so a bottom left 
placement  helped balance both the flow and the 
empty space.

During my teen years and early 20’s I was 
heavily involved with music (I played bass and 
did much of the transposing).  The influences of 
music study translates well into photography, 
especially with flow and transition.  Notes have 
to flow together smoothly and the same is true 
with the different elements within a photograph.

When searching out the right yucca to use for 
a strong foreground element for a sunrise or 
sunset shot, too often there are not a bunch of 
them close to each other so two or three can 
be moved to while the color is nice.  There’s a 
chance for two different foregrounds, but it’s 
best to just get on one and try multiple compo-
sitions as the clouds progress.

As the colors of the sunset progressed, I was 
able to get four different compositions of this 
particular yucca and one of another nearby yuc-
ca.  Because only the top portion of the second 
yucca was in the sky, I only did it as the last bit 

of color was still filling the sky.  Because sunset 
color starts at the opposite horizon than where 
the sun sets, there are opportunities to be able 
to get a different angle and softer colors to the 
north and south before the brilliant colors to the 
west develop.  The image below is of the same 
yucca several minutes prior to the main shot but 
it was taken facing south.  Notice the flow of 
the clouds with how they radiate out from the 
top of the yucca for position of the foreground 
and background.

Unlike some previous sunset images where a 
negative exposure compensation was discussed, 
for these shots a +1/3 EV was used to help 
bring out some of the white of the gypsum sand 
of the dunes.  The sunset colors were brought 
out with a little bit of adjustments to the overall 
Saturation and Luminance as well as to these in 
the color channels for blues, reds and magentas.

For determining 
what to use for ex-
posure compensa-
tion, let the overall 
scene help de-
termine what the 
base should be.  
For sunsets, it’s 
easy to do a little 
bit of bracketing 
1/3 above and 
below your base 
exposure.  My 
original thought 
of +1/3 ended up 
being the best for 
all  of the images I 

like best from this setting.

F/22 was used so the yucca and the mountains 
in the background were in focus.  Again, the 
depth of field preview button was used to make 
sure both extremes were sharp.

The ISO was set low (100) so finer grain de-
tail would be achieved.  With shots like this 
it doesn’t matter much if the exposure time 
lengthens out because colors and grain are more 
important.

The main thing, though, is getting the composi-
tion correct.  I believe I am able to express in 
these pictures the qualities of the subject that I 
responded to at first sight because of how I look 
for and place the foreground with the back-
ground.  Take time for this and most landscape 
shots will have the same impact.
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Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 16-35mm
Focal Length 34mm
ISO 100

Balanced Rock Star Trails Stack
Aperture f/22
Exposure 1/2 second
EV +1/3
White Balance Cloudy

Becoming more and more popular these days with the ability of 
camera bodies to shoot with low noise at high ISOs is Milky Way 
and star trails images. Previously to get a good star trails shot a 
cable release was used and it would be locked in for 30 to 40 min-
utes or longer to capture the movement of the stars. In film days, 
lots of colors in the stars were brought out but in the early days of 
digital all of the colors disappeared and it was just white streaks 
going through the sky as sensors weren’t strong enough to pick 
up the colors. That has changed as a lot more color in the stars 
is evident with a digital camera with a selection of shots stacked 
together rather than with one long exposure. Less noise is also 
evident in the final shot with it being a series of images rather 
than one long exposure.

The best thing about doing star trails is the ability to just get the 
camera set up, lock in the cable release and sit back and enjoy the 
beautiful night sky.  Our eyes adapt quite nicely to the dark sky 
and the ability to see so much of the surroundings and the stars 
is the most relaxing part of the shoot.  Who didn’t as a kid go out 
at night and lay down on the ground and count stars or see how 
many constellations could be picked out?  This type of shooting 
allows plenty of time to be able to gaze at our vast universe.

Setting up a shot can take several minutes to get the composition 
just right.  A strong light can be used to get the composition start-
ed and than a shot or two can be made to fine tune the foreground 
subject location.  Try not to have too much blank foreground at 
the bottom of the image as this takes away from the amount of 
stars in the image as well as producing an unbalanced shot.

A good balance of a strong foreground subject, even if it’s just 
trees, and sky is important.  The foreground should not overpower 



the image where there are not enough stars to 
show it’s a star trails shot.  On the other side, 
there needs to be enough of a foreground object 
so there is a solid base for the image to build 
upon.

Once the composition is good, the same expo-
sures and other camera settings as described 
with the Arches Milky Way shot can be used.  
Basically, the settings are an ISO of 3200 to 
4500, White Balance around 4500, aperture 
wide open and a shutter speed of around 15 
seconds.  Here is where’s it’s important to have 
the noise reductions turned off as these cause 
a delay between shots, and a continuous flow 
from one shot to another is needed in putting 
together the stack.

The best program currently on the market for 
doing a star trail stack is called StarStaX. This 
is a free program and works on both the Mac 
and PC platform. It’s available at http://www.
markus-enzweiler.de/software/software.html.

CONVERT FILES TO JPEG. StarStax is very 
easy to use and does all of the work. The one 
drawback is that is does not work on RAW 
files so the collection of images first have to be 
converted to jpeg but there are several options 
for doing this fairly easily. Keep the files the 
original size to produce a larger resolution im-
age so some post production work can be done 
in Adobe Camera Raw or Lightroom with not 
much data loss. For the PC, a great program for 
batch conversion is BreezeBrowser.  Other op-
tions for doing a batch conversion are found in 
Bridge and Lightroom. 
PREFERENCE TABS IN STARSTAX. After 

opening the program, there are three Prefer-
ence tabs - Blending, Images and General. 
There isn’t much in General that applies to the 
actual use of the program. Under Images, it has 
the option of Fast, Smooth and Automatic. My 
testing with these showed that Smooth is very 
much the preferred option.

In the Blending tab, there are a variety of op-
tions including Lighten, Gap Filling, Darken, 
Add, Subtract, Multiply and Average. My 
testing with these proved that either Lighten or 
Gap Filling worked best as the others produce 
mixed results with the final image. Once you 
have chosen your options, process the file and 
you will see the image building as each frame is 
added to the growing stack. After completion, 
there is a button on the right side of the window 
for going to the Tools section that is geared for 
Gap Filling if that was the blending option cho-
sen. Like most things in photography, personal 
preference varies so it’s best to do a little bit of 
testing to see which blending style is preferred.

In the Tool associated with Gap Filling, Thresh-
old, Amount of Gap Filling and Brightness can 
be adjusted. Slight adjustments for your own 
preference can be used before saving the file. 
After numerous tests, I found a Threshold of 
just to the Low side and an Amount just to the 
More side from the default settings worked 
best to fill in any gaps that might have occurred 
between clicks of the shutter. There is very 
little difference in the saved file for viewing on 
the computer for Lighten or Gap Filling using 
Smooth but Gap Filling does a little better job 
for making a print.

Once completed and saved you can also change 
the output shot in Camera Raw or Lightroom to 
see what color temperature looks best. I tend to 
like the cooler sky as it still brings out individual 
colors in the stars, especially at the lower ISO of 
3200. As with all photography, the preference is 
yours, so you can go with what you like best.

With using Camera Raw, I also like to use the 
Blacks slider to help darken the sky a little bit 
to help bring out the contrast between the stars 
and the sky. As with most techniques, experi-
mentation is always a good thing but having a 
base from which to start is beneficial and this 
should get you started in the right direction.

37



Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 600mm
ISO 640

Wild Horse Rearing
Aperture f/5.6
Exposure 1/2500
White Balance Cloudy

Every wildlife photographer dreams of showing up at a location 
where all they have to do is sit down, letting their subjects come 
to them, and then pointing the camera at the action that seems to 
go on forever.  Such is a day at a productive water hole when the 
subjects are wild horses. And what speaks of the Old West more 
than the horse?

There are quite a few locations in the west on Bureau of Land 
Management land where wild horses roam free.  One of these 
in northwestern Colorado has a herd of around 250 that draws 
people from all over the world to view them.  Some go to the area 
weekly to keep an eye on the goings on and to see where the hors-
es are congregating and to look for some horses of note.  There is 
even one, Picasso, that has its own Facebook page where people 
post images of him on the site.

Many times a photographer has to admit defeat.  There have been 
numerous times I have gone out shooting wildlife and never taken 
the camera out of the bag or maybe just taken some shots just 
to press the shutter button.  Sometimes the subject just does not 
present itself in a shootable position or even worse they never 
appear at all.  With the wild horses in northwest Colorado this is 
very rarely the case.  There might be a session where they are a 
bit uncooperative, but at the right times of the year, there is sure 
to be some action somewhere on the lands they roam.

Since finding out about this spot, Sand Wash Basin, a few years 
ago I try to make it there a couple times a year to photograph 
these incredible animals.  Once is always in late May when most 
of the newborn foals are with their mothers and the stallions are 
a bit chipper trying to steal a mare or two from another stallion to 
get ready for the next mating season.



At this time of year there is one particular water 
hole where multiple bands of horses come to 
get a drink, splash in the water and just hang out 
for sometimes hours.  It’s at these times when 
feisty stallions will challenge each other and the 
action begins along with the shutter buttons for 
photographers who are gathered.

I’m usually running a very small workshop here 
at this time of year for just three participants so 
as not to have a large group around the horses 
and so we don’t get spread out.  There have 
been times we have been together on a small 
group of horses and we’ve been caught in the 
middle of the action when one horse quickly 
starts chasing another all over the place and 
having one running right towards us.  They 
are pretty used to people in the area and luck-
ily when this has happened they run around us 
and avoid charging straight on.  We try to get in 
a safe position but they sometimes have other 
ideas.

Because the horses are used to people and 
working distances are not that far, a good 
lens to have for this area is something in the 
100-400mm range.  For this image, I had my 
600mm lens on because I was letting someone 
use my 100-400mm.  On workshops I often let 
people use some of my equipment if they don’t 
have a lens adequate for the shoot as I prefer 
they get the best shots rather than myself.

Because I had the 600mm, I used the 5D Mark 
III so as to not have the crop factor of the 1D 
body.  The full frame allowed for a little more 
space where it was necessary.  The faster frame 
rate of the 1D would have been nice but the 

full frame was needed to have enough room for 
most of the shooting.

Most often when the stallions are coming 
together a shot with both of them rearing up 
ready to do battle makes for the best shot, but I 
wanted to change things up and concentrate on 
just one in portrait to try and capture the power 
and detail of a single horse rearing up.

From a position on the other side of the water 
hole, not a lot of extra depth of field was needed 
so the aperture was set at f/5.6.  Because it was 
a sunny day, the ISO was bumped up to just 640 
to make sure there would be fast shutter speeds 
to freeze the impending action.  For this in-
stance, the shutter speed ended up being 1/2500.

I use aperture priority in these situations so as 
not to have to worry about keeping an eye on 
the exposure scale in the viewfinder and need-
ing to change the shutter speed dial if using 
manual mode.  By using aperture priority and a 
wide aperture (f/5.6 here), a fast shutter speed 
will be provided by the camera and change 
automatically should a cloud come over or the 
subject move in relation to the sun direction and 
change the exposure.

Getting a fast shutter speed was critical as it 
allowed for the fine sharpness of the stallion’s 
mane flying away from his head and little 
clumps of dirt to be isolated above the dust he 
had kicked up.

The dust around his feet adds to the feeling of 
extreme action taking place.

To get a shot such as this, a bit of confidence 
has to be felt with both anticipation of the de-
sired action and the ability to get the camera in 
position when the subject reaches peak action.

The camera and lens were mounted on a Wim-
berley gimbal head allowing for very easy 
movement flow.  Gimbal heads are a must for 
any super telephoto lens allowing for smooth 
panning and tilting action.

As for anticipation, my goal was to get a shot of 
the horse reared up so I knew when it did stand 
up it would be moving up on its back legs.  
Because of this, I had the camera already set for 
a vertical with the left side of the frame a little 
behind his back legs as there was a better than 
likely chance it would move backwards when 
he reared up.

Watching and studying wildlife behavior while 
shooting even when they are too far away to 
shoot can lead to knowing what they will do 
when it comes time for getting the shot.  Study-
ing photo subjects is something a lot of pho-
tographers don’t spend as much time on as they 
should because it might not seem important.  By 
watching, studying and researching, it’s much 
easier to know the habits of animals instead of 
just going out and waiting for something to hap-
pen and hoping to capture the peak of action.
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Canon 10D
Canon 180mm macro
ISO 100
Aperture f/27

Morning Columbine
Exposure 1/30 second
EV +1/2
White Balance Auto
Metering Spot

More often than not on workshops I will lend a 
piece of equipment they don’t have to someone 
to try out.  On wildflower trips this has been a 
macro lens or a combo pack of a teleconverter 
and extension tubes so they can do some ex-

treme close-up work.

The tables were turned one year when someone 
on the trip had the Canon 180mm macro lens 
and all I had was the 100mm macro.  I had been 
quite satisfied with this lens for some time but 
had heard a lot about the quality of the 180 but 
had not seen first hand how good it was.  On an 
early morning shoot I had found this Colorado 
blue columbine and had the composition set 
up to show those on the trip the shot when the 
person with the 180mm macro asked if I wanted 

to put that lens on to see how 
it compared.  I did a couple 
of shots with my 100mm and 
then with the 180mm and 
even when focusing I could 
tell how nice the lens was.  
When looking at the images 
on the computer later on I 
knew the 180 macro would 
be finding a spot in my col-
lection of lenses and the 100 
would find a home in some-
one else’s camera bag.

The reason I called everyone 
over to take a look at what 
my eye had seen was the 
beautiful extreme lighting on 
the flower.  I took a couple 
of shots and then let some 
others get in quickly so they 
could take advantage of the 
light conditions.

One thing I try to look for at 
first light with both isolated 

flowers and wildlife is some strong side or back 
lighting where only the subject is getting light 
on it and the background is dark.  This helps 
isolate the subject and causes it to jump out 
from the background and cause no distracting 
elements.

Isolation is one of the ‘10 Design Elements’ in 
nature photography I discuss in my program of 
the same name.  The 10 include line, color, pat-
terns, numbers, framing, shadows, reflections, 
isolating, silhouettes, and mood.  Using these 



individually or in combination with each other 
can help produce strong nature and landscape 
photographs.

With this image of the backlit columbine, there 
were a couple of angles that could have worked 
nicely with the background, but what caught 
my eye was the stamen silhouetted on the white 
petal and the soft light on several of the blue 
petals to just highlight those a bit to show off 
the unique shape and colors of the flower.

When the sun is at a low enough angle to 
produce light such as this for only a couple of 
minutes it helps to be decisive in what subject 
is going to work best for a dramatic shot.  The 
first question to ask is whether you want to look 
at the entire scene in the field with soft light or 
to try and isolate a single flower to bring out the 
intricate beauty.

Someone at one time called me a dentist with 
the camera because I like to extract elements 
from the whole of a scene.  Some people love 
going extremely wide but I like to pull out bits 
and pieces to show only what pulled me in to 
the subject in the first place.

This is why my 70-200mm has been my fa-
vorite landscape lens for years.  All inclusive 
landscapes, to me, may not enhance the beauty 
as inclusively as sections, fragments and tight 
detail, which are available in infinite numbers if 
the photographer carefully observes parts rather 
than the whole.  And when there’s a chance for 
a very tight shot with great light and details for 
macro I tend to go for it rather than the scene 
with a patch of flowers.

This image was taken just a couple of months 
after I got my first digital body, a Canon 10D, 
and even with its much lower resolution than 
the camera bodies of today, this image has held 
up quite nicely for prints over the years.

I was still trying to get everything figured out 
with the new technology and with this being my 
first macro shoot with it, I went with my tried 
and true settings for creating the shot.  Some 
things would not change in the transition from 
film to digital such as composition, light and 
camera settings.

I looked for balance and flow with the flower 
in the frame so I had the main white petal just 
offset from the center so there would be just a 
bit of space off of the petal on the upper left and 
on the bottom of the frame.  I didn’t mind that 
would be a little bit of cropping of some of the 
flower because the eye was being pulled to the 
white petal with the silhouetted stamen.

Because all lenses lose a bit of sharpness fully 
stopped down, the aperture was set at f/27 
instead of f/32 to get as much depth of field as 
possible with the manual focus being set on the 
white petal and the yellow stamen sticking up 
behind it.

I liked the negative black space to the right 
because of the angle of the flower, allowing for 
the eye to fully take in the details of the area 
receiving light.

When shooting any photo with a very dark 
background with light only on the subject, use 
either Partial or Spot metering to get the reading 

off of the area of the subject with light on it.  I 
opted for spot and used +1/2 exposure com-
pensation to pull out the details in the whites.  
I wasn’t fully comfortable with the histogram 
at this point in time so I just went with what I 
knew for film with the exposure.

The same was true with White Balance as I just 
used Auto in the early days until I fully knew 
what those newfangled settings were.  Oh, how 
life has changed now that we all have a better 
feel for White Balance, Histograms and every-
thing else that is at our disposal.

Taking the time to search out the right subject 
and getting the right composition may end up in 
only a few photos being taken, as was the case 
here, but knowing what the settings should be 
once the composition is finished allows for the 
time to seek out that one shot you want to get.  
Let your eye scan an area for something that 
pops out from the crowd and then find the way 
to enhance the subject so that others can know 
exactly why it caught your eye.
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Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 200mm
ISO 500

Harbor Sunrise
Aperture f/16
Exposure 1/400 second
White Balance Cloudy
Metering Evaluative

The forecast calls for a cloudless morning.  One 
of the potential sunrise shoots was from atop a 
nearby mountain with rolling hills and potential 
fall color trees in the foreground.  The other op-
tion was to head to the harbor to see what boats 

there were docked in the water and if there were 
any loading up to head out for a day of work.  I 
opted to head to the harbor and hoped for some 
color, mist, and some interesting situations.

The nautical twilight time of 30 minutes or 
so before sunrise comes with not much going 
on.  There were numerous small boats grouped 
together in the water, not in a very interesting 
gathering but there was one boat gearing up 
at the dock getting ready for a day out on the 
water.  There was no hint of color or mist but 

the next closest potential 
shooting area was 20 min-
utes or so away so I decided 
to make the most of what 
was there with hopes that 
something nice would pres-
ent itself.

Walking around looking for 
shots, the tide kept mov-
ing the boats here and there 
making it tough to get any 
shots of interest.  As the sun 
got close to the horizon, a 
slight orange glow started 
forming and as soon as the 
sun appeared a little mist 
started coming off of the 
water.  Finally, some good 
conditions to work with.

Now for the boats to coop-
erate.  The one boat at the 
dock was in a nice position 
with some mist and color 
around it but a small recre-
ational boat was obstructing 

a clear view of it.

Then, the shifting water moved the small boat 
out of the way just in time, as the fishing boat 
started to pull away from the dock.  The color 
lasted 10 minutes, the mist lasted a few minutes 
less and the clear shot of the boat pulling away 
lasted about 20 seconds.  So I was glad to stand 
there and wait it out to get a couple of shots of 
the boat and dock silhouetted against the or-
ange,  misty surroundings with the deck hand 
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posed in a good spot on the back of the boat.
When heading out to the harbor, I had a couple 
of photo ideas in mind from some photos I had 
seen of the area when checking out what kind 
of shots there were to take along this portion of 
the coast of Maine.

Although I look at quite a few different images 
from other photographers to get ideas, I try 
not to go out to replicate a particular photo.  A 
found scene is one that exists in its own mo-
ment and the eye discovers it for its own beauty 
at that point in time.  You want it to stir the 
imagination and allow you to use your own 
feelings for what you want to bring out in the 
scene.  Looking for and trying to copy a shot 
seen before the less likely it will be the same 
because the emotions felt will be different than 
what the original photographer experienced.  
Plus, the light, clouds and other conditions 
won’t be the same as when the photo that gave 
the original idea was taken.

Think of the most popular landscape images 
out there, it could be Snake River Overlook 
by Ansel Adams or Maroon Bells fall color in 
Colorado.  Almost every photographer in the 
west has captured these iconic shots but no two 
are the same.  Use the shot as an idea, but let 
the conditions and your own thoughts, ideas and 
techniques create the image.

Photographing the coast of Maine, I knew I had 
to get one good shot of a harbor scene.  Most 
other mornings had been dedicated to shoot-
ing scenes at Acadia National Park and I lost 
a morning or two to bad weather so time was 

running out for an interesting shot for a harbor 
at sunrise.
With one good chance with good conditions, 
time was limited with how the boats were situ-
ated in the water this morning.  I had plenty of 
time for finding and setting up a shot but no 
time for getting a shot just because of how the 
boats were and my eye not really finding any-
thing that spoke of a good harbor image.

Because of how the light was developing, the 
camera settings were not going to be an issue 
once the sun rose as I had taken a few shots 
to see just how the colors, mist and subjects 
looked to get everything right for when a com-
position presented itself.

Because the light was very even throughout the 
scene, Evaluative metering was going to be fine 
and my preference for using Cloudy white bal-
ance to help warm sunrise / sunset colors was 
a given.  Because of the softness of the light, 
a test of underexposing a little bit didn’t look 
quite right so I went with what the meter said 
was correct.

I went with a little higher ISO than typical for 
sunrise at 500 instead of 100 because I needed 
just a little faster shutter speed to freeze any 
movement for the shot I had in mind.

With only needing a moderate amount of depth 
of field I chose f/16 to have enough to carry 
through the boats, dock and other items in the 
water without needing the background sharp. 
These settings left the exposure at 1/400th of a 
second, good enough to freeze the little bit of 

movement that was present.
By having the settings, it made getting the im-
age when presented a quick and easy capture.  
There are times when the scene is ready and the 
light has to be waited for and there are times the 
light is set but the composition has to be waited 
on.  No matter which of these is the case, being 
prepared to get the shot is a combination of 
things working together.  Having a mind-set to 
be able to deal with both is something all pho-
tographers must be able to handle.

To me, photography is the art of observation. 
It’s finding something interesting in an ordi-
nary place or setting.  It has little to do with the 
things you see and everything to do with the 
way you see them.  Taking the time to look for 
the right shot at the right place and at the right 
time is when observation becomes inspiration 
and result.
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Mating season for wading birds is a great time of year to get both 
great colors and beautiful breeding plumage.  The most commonly 
thought of bird with this is the great egret when it poses, spreads its 
plumage and darts its head into the air for a beautiful shot.  But, there 
are plenty of other birds that have good colorations and displays.

While not as ornate as the great egret, the cattle egret does some nice 
puffing up when it displays and the vibrant colors of its bill and eye 
add to the scene given the right background.  My preference for this 
is a dark or muted background.

Florida is a great spot to go for breeding birds during spring.  There 
are lots of places nesting birds congregate in large numbers where 
a variety of birds can be photographed.  One easy spot is Gatorland 
near Orlando.   What started in 1949 as a roadside attraction en-
abling visitors to see alligators has morphed into a large entertain-
ment center.  For serious bird photographers, Gatorland has become 
a must visit spot.  In the early 1990s, birds found the swamp area to 
their liking and started building nests.  Today, throughout the nesting 
season more than 1,000 nests have been counted.  At peak times more 
than 100 nests are active and up to a dozen different types of birds on 
them and many more just hanging around. There is a special photo 
pass to get into Gatorland early or stay later than their usual hours so 
that you can get better light.  On Saturday the pass allows for early 
entrance and late stay and on Sunday it is for early entrance only.

The toughest part of photographing here is getting a single bird or 
nest isolated.  Photography is more a process of elimination than it is 
anything else.  You want to get rid of everything that doesn’t add to 
making it a stronger image.  Time must be taken to look around the 
edges and all around to make sure there isn’t something in there out 
of place or doesn’t fit with the composition, color or flow.  Here, this 
can be another white bird or a branch in front of or behind a head.

Canon 1D Mark II
Canon 600mm
ISO 1000

Cattle Egret
Aperture f/5.6
Exposure 1/800
White Balance Auto



For this cattle egret, it had moved from one 
branch to another in a small area and with each 
move it had another distracting element around 
it.  One was a close branch behind its head and 
another was some leaves blocking too much of 
its body.  If the progression of moves contin-
ued where I thought it would, it’s next stop had 
clear surroundings so some clean shots could be 
taken.

It took a little bit of time to wait for the right 
shot but it was worth it.  When going to a loca-
tion such as this, it can almost be overwhelm-
ing with how much activity there is going on.  
Which bird do I pick?  How long do I wait 
before moving on to something else?  What if I 
see another bird doing something interesting?

All of these are valid questions to ask when 
shooting at a location with such a flurry of 
activity.  A good general rule of thumb to follow 
for this is to stay with one subject until it does 
the desired behavior for the hoped for shot.  If 
you’re on one bird and see something out of the 
corner of your eye and try to get on it the action 
goes so fast that you’ll probably miss it and 
more often than not the one you were on will do 
the desired behavior.

In picking an initial subject, go for the one with 
the good light on it as well as the best back-
ground or potential for the best background 
such as this cattle egret that was spending a 
little bit of time on different branches.

When first showing up at a location like this, 

take a few minutes to see what all is going on 
to get a feel for what potential shots lie ahead 
for the day.  The overview will give the ideas 
and then it’s time to pick what’s more important 
first.  There will always be unique situations 
that present themselves to take advantage of, 
but having a partial plan is a good way to get 
started here and other locales with lots of birds.

Because the day had become overcast and 
gloomy, the ISO had been bumped up to 1000 
about thirty minutes prior to allow for some 
faster shutter speeds.  Even though a lot of 
shooting can be done at Gatorland with a lens 
such as a 100-400mm because the birds can be 
just a few feet off of the boardwalk, the 600mm 
was on now to try and isolate a few birds that 
were a little further away.

The overcast skies worked out nicely for the 
cattle and great egrets because it took the harsh 
sun off of them and allowed for pulling a little 
more detail from the feathers on their bodies.  
Plus, there were no hot spots to contend with in 
the background.

With the 600mm allowing for a wide open 
aperture of f/4, f/5.6 was used for most shoot-
ing to allow for just a little more depth of field.  
That’s another reason the ISO was bumped up 
to 1000 instead of just 800.  Even with the ISO 
at 1000, the shutter speed for this image without 
any compensation was 1/800th of a second.  No 
compensation was used because the histogram 
showed just enough into the highlights section 
to allow for the whites to be white and enough 
detail in the feathers to show some definition.

In choosing this image as one I preferred over 
another, I liked the fact it’s bill was open and 
the head is turned at an angle to help show off 
the plumage on top of its head.  For reference, a 
‘bill’ is almost exclusively used for humming-
birds, pigeons, waders, and web-footed birds 
while other birds have a beak.

Even in a frantic paced location such as Gator-
land, it can also be a refuge of tranquility for a 
photographer.  With so many photo opportuni-
ties, it can be easy to get lost in the shooting.

For me, photography can be better than most 
any type of therapy.  There are many situations 
in life where I don’t have a lot of patience.  
When I have a camera in hand I can be in a spot 
waiting for just the right moment to occur so 
that everything comes together for a nice image.  
Yes, there can be some frustration when things 
don’t come together for a great photo, but the 
time spent in nature searching out the shot you 
imagine can be worth all of the waiting.
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Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 70mm
ISO 100

A Different Icon
Aperture f/25
Exposure 1/10 second
Exposure Comp -1/3
Flash Compensation -1
Metering Center Weighted

A trip to Grand Teton National Park is planned.  
What images are at the top of the list wanting 
to be taken?  Sunrise at the Moulton Barn with 
the Grand in the background, sunrise and sunset 
from Oxbow Bend,  sunrise from Schwabacher 

Landing, Snake River Overlook for the photo 
Ansel Adams made famous, and possibly a shot 
from around the Chapel of the Transfiguration.

While most of these are included on my work-
shops here because people want to get some of 
the iconic shots, I also seek out and know of 
spots where a different view or angle of a famil-
iar shot can be taken.  We look outside of the 
box in order to come away with a great image 
but one that most people there won’t have.  It 
also has to make people think and try something 

a bit different with tech-
nique.

One of these shots is from 
the back side of the Chapel 
of the Transfiguration where 
we get the mountains re-
flected in the window rather 
than from inside the chapel 
where everyone goes.

Another, this image here, 
is from inside Cunningham 
Cabin.  It’s not just a shot 
with using the glassless win-
dow to frame the Grand, but 
an opportunity to learn how 
to combine metering, hy-
perfocal distance and flash 
compensation all in one 
shot.  As you can see, there’s 
a lot more to this shot than 
first meets the eye in order 
to get it just right.

This is not a quick grab shot 
where a photo is composed, taken and walk 
away.  Because of everything involved, the first 
step is to set up the tripod and get the compo-
sition just right.  Where does the Grand get 
placed?  Which section of the range to include?  
What does the foreground look like?  The last 
question is a key one if shooting here in fall and 
there is some good color in the foreground.

Once the composition is chosen, here with the 
Grand offset to the right side so the bottom 
of the frame has some nice golden hues, next 



is getting the proper exposure.  Because the 
area through the window is most important for 
getting the exposure right, Center Weighted or 
Spot metering is best.  I used Center Weighted 
to help get a balance of all of the elements 
included - colorful foreground, mountains, sky, 
and clouds.  To help bring out the colors a little 
bit -1/3 EV was used.

A test shot was made to make sure the composi-
tion and scene exposure was what was desired 
and everything looked good except the walls of 
the inside of the cabin, which were very dark.  
If that’s the feel wanted for the image with the 
frame falling off to darkness then the shot is 
finished.  But, to put the final touch on bringing 
everything together, adding a bit of fill flash is 
needed to bring out the details of the log cabin.

Before the flash could be fully set, the focus 
for the whole scene needed to be figured out.  
With a longer focal length lens being used than 
typical wide angle hyperfocal shots, I wanted to 
make sure I was far enough back from the wall 
to get the window frame in focus as well as the 
mountains in the background.

Typically f/22 is used for hyperfocal but with 
the larger lens and closeness to the wall, f/25 
was used and the depth of field preview but-
ton was used to fine tune the focus until the 
mountains seemed sharp as well as the window 
frame.

For the flash, the most important thing to keep 
in mind is that when using fill flash to make 
sure it’s not apparent flash was used.  Subtle-
ness is best in this situation.  Use just enough 

to bring out the details of what’s getting flashed 
but don’t overpower it.

When I add flash to bring out details in wildlife, 
particularly birds, the flash compensation is 
usually set at -1.5.  I knew this situation was go-
ing to be different because it was a closed area 
and the walls were not far from me so I had to 
do a few tests until the proper level was found.  
-2 was not enough as the walls were still pretty 
black.  -1.5 didn’t change it much so I went all 
the way to just -1/2 and that was a bit too much 
as the wood was too bright.  So it was backed 
off to -1 and that looked right.  Situations like 
this is where digital cameras are great where 
a look at the review enlarged a little bit shows 
exactly what exposures are going to work best.

After I showed the example of how to get 
everything set 
up and the dif-
ferent camera 
settings, it was 
then time to let 
those on the 
workshop take 
their turn at this 
one at a time as 
there’s limited 
working space 
for composi-
tions along 
with having one 
flash go off at a 
time.

When ready to 
create a pho-

tograph such as this, I try to see in my mind’s 
eye something that is not literally there in the 
true meaning of the word.  The wall is dark, the 
colors in the background can be muted, but with 
the right adjustments, everything will come 
together the way I perceive it.

Cunningham Cabin is not the only place in the 
Tetons to show the Grand in a very different 
perspective.  I have a hidden cabin off the road 
very few people know of that produces a very 
different reflection of the mountains and some 
fall color in the foreground.

Look for different ways to portray the normal.  
This is what makes your photography stand out 
from the crowd instead of being the same thing 
everyone always see a particular scene.
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Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 180mm macro
ISO 100
Aperture f/25

Ice Patterns
Exposure 1/40 second
Exposure Comp -2/3
Metering Evaluative
Aperture Priority

More often than not, 50 mile per hour winds are 
not wanted when doing photography.  That is 
unless those winds have blown off the caked on  
snow covering a unique lake.  The lake in this 
case is one where methane seeps up from the 
bed and creates a variety of colors, bubbles and 
cracks in the frozen water.  Very frozen water.

Taking a group to the lake, I told them we 
would probably be out on the ice for a couple 
of hours.  A couple were skeptical about that 

but after two-and-a-half 
hours of  shooting before 
packing up they became 
believers of how much 
there was to shoot.

The lines, colors and  
patterns went on and 
on all over the lake and 
the further away from 
shore people ventured 
the more interesting the 
shooting became.

The hardest part about 
this was trying to choose 
one shot to include here 
to discuss.  There were 
opportunities to get 
down low at the shore-
line using the lake in the 
foreground and snow 
covered mountains in 
the background, shoot-
ing into the ice with all 
of the white methane 
bubbles frozen within, 

feather patterns in the ice, or multiple colors 
and lines working together.

I like this image due to the combination of 
lines, colors and patterns it has going on 
throughout the composition.

Line is probably the strongest design element 
there is because it can help lead the viewer into 
and around a photo wherever the photographer 
wants to lead them.  It can also be used to break 

Lines, patterns, color, texture.  When a photo 
subject has so many different components 
working together in it, there has to be some 
visual intrigue.  Especially for something that 
doesn’t present itself very often.



a shot up into different segments as the lines 
(cracks in the ice) do here.

Quite often when there is a very prominent line 
being used to guide a viewer it’s best to have 
it coming out from close to one of the corners.  
It should not come directly out of the corner 
as that is a bit static but off to the side a bit 
provides a slight amount of tension while still 
leading the viewer in.

I moved it over a bit towards the center here 
to offer a bit of balance between the dark and 
lighter areas of the section of ice.  Adding to 
the balance is the little bit of white under the 
surface of the dark ice which mimics the angle 
of the cracks in the lighter portion.  Looking 
for balance and symmetry in a photo presents it 
more as a graphic instead of an artistic vein.

This was a shoot that allowed for a wide array 
of lenses to be used.  Wide angles were used 
both for landscapes of the lake and mountains 
as well as for getting close for some details.  
Mid-range zooms were common to shoot 
straight down to isolate small sections and the 
intricate details in the ice and macros for ex-
tremely tight detail shots.

My preference was the macro mode to look 
small at all of the intimate details to be found.  
The 180mm macro did find it’s way onto sev-
eral other camera bodies of those who did not 
have a macro lens with them.  Extension tubes 
on a mid-range zoom would have also been a 
great option for doing this type of work.

The best thing about  finding a setting like this 

is that it challenges the photographer to use 
their eye to look for things that get their atten-
tion.  When something is found that appears 
interesting, time should be spent getting the 
shot right.  Think of photography as more of 
a process of elimination more than anything 
else.  Get rid of everything that does not make 
the image stronger.  Look around the edges of 
the frame for stray items that might distract 
from the shot, a hot spot of light, something a 
little bit out of place.  All of these distract from 
the overall appeal and need to be looked for in 
order for a nice shot to be a really good shot.

If the mid-range zoom will focus close enough, 
that would be an ideal lens for this type of 
shooting as it would allow for more cropping 
and composition options with being able to 
zoom in and out to set up the shot.  I opted for 
the macro and did my zooming by adjusting the 
tripod up and down a little bit to get what was 
wanted.  I tried not to do too much of this as 
having to continually reset a tripod on ice can 
be quite a task.  For obvious reasons a cable 
release was used so no pressure or movement 
to the camera or tripod would occur when the 
shutter button was pressed.  While some hand-
held their cameras, I wanted to make sure every 
shot was sharp so the tripod and cable release 
was the way to go.

Pretty much all of my shooting with the macro 
was done at f/25 for this shoot as I wanted to 
get as much depth of field into the ice as possi-
ble.  There was so much below the surface good 
depth was necessary.

Because a tripod and cable release were being 

used, f/25 was not a problem with its resulting 
slower shutter speeds on the somewhat overcast 
day.  This made the shooting easier in that there 
was not any glare on the ice to contend with.

A low ISO was used throughout for the best 
resolution.  I did a little bit of bracketing with 
exposures because most every shot had some 
element of darks and whites.  I wanted more 
clarity and definition in the darks so I tended 
to start on the negative compensation side and 
work around that and it was still able to pick up  
the whites throughout.
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Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 70mm
ISO 500

Alpenglow Hoarfrost
Aperture f/7.1
Exposure 1/400 second
Exposure Comp -1/3
White Balance 6000K

I am not a person who likes to be late for anything.  When wanting to 
be some place, getting there five minutes early is like being 10 min-
utes late.  Except for the time I came around a curve and saw the sun 
beautifully lighting up a tree covered in hoarfrost.

For this image, the group I was driving up the Dalton Highway in 
Alaska to our northern leg of an aurora borealis workshop, a few 
things transpired that caused us to leave Fairbanks about two hours 
later than normal.  With several stops planned along the way, we ar-
rived at this spot much later than normal.  While this is a regular stop 
on the journey, the timing could not have been more perfect this time.

As we pulled up, soft light had just started and by the time we got out 
and started shooting, the light was the best I had ever seen for a set-
ting such as this.  More often than not, this tree does not have much 
hoarfrost on it other than one other occasion.  Quite often it’s just a 
bare tree in a very nice setting.

When looking at this scene, one word calls out - Cold.  And that is 
something it definitely was.  But it was well worth the conditions 
for the short amount of time we spent out here.  Because of the cold 
and a biting wind, the group was outside for less than 10 minutes as 
this is a spot where the winds can come rolling through and cause 
some extreme wind chill factors.  But for this 10 minute period it was 
worth every bit of discomfort.

Even without the reddish tint of the fading sunlight reflecting off of 
the ice particles in the air, the white tree against the brilliant blue 
sky was worth the stop.  Without the color on the tree, this possibly 
would have a been a good place to use a polarizer to help pop the sky 
but I didn’t want to disrupt any of the color going on with the tree.  
Plus, I didn’t want to lose any time digging through the gear in the 
back of the van to pull it out and try to get it on the lens.



While the title of the image is Alpenglow Hoar-
frost, that is a little bit off.  Alpenglow occurs 
when the sun is just below the horizon causing 
light to be redirected through the atmosphere.  
Because reddish tints on mountains and snow 
are so often a recipient of this light, it is referred 
to as alpenglow.  Here, the tree is getting the 
absolute last rays of light before it dipped below 
the horizon.  Don’t worry too much about word 
semantics here, just know the light can be won-
derful when the sun is right at the horizon and 
the atmosphere creates some beautiful hues. 

To me, the crispness of the rich, blue sky adds 
to the cold feeling of the shot.  On the color 
wheel, blue is on the cooler side and when 
coupled with snow, the coolness is accentuated.

Combining a cool color (blue sky) with a warm 
tone (red glow on the tree) creates visual har-
mony and balance and is easy for the eye and 
mind to look at.  Looking for scenes that do this  
helps the subjects to have good contrast with 
each other to compliment the main subject.

In regards to cold and photography, cameras do 
a much better job of handling cold conditions 
than they could a few years ago.  Bodies and 
lenses are sealed much better and the chance of 
moisture and ice getting inside them is very rare 
now.  The metal parts on the body can get cold 
to the touch and the outer lens element can get 
some frost on it if taken inside to warm tem-
peratures from the cold, but a few precautions 
can keep this from happening.  I have found 
that making sure the lens cap is on when going 
in from the cold works quite well as does put-
ting a stocking cap over the body and lens help 

transition it nicely.  Some people like to put the 
camera in a large Ziploc bag which is effective 
but also makes it tougher to change batteries.

As the scene was developing with the colors, I 
knew in my minds eye I wanted to pull out as 
much of both colors as I could.  For the blues, 
I went with a White Balance that would bring 
those out so a custom setting of 6000K was set.  
Because this would not help with warming the 
colors on the tree, the normal snow exposure 
compensation of around +2/3 was bypassed to 
go to -1/3 EV in order to richen the colors a 
bit.  It helped with both the blues and the reds.  
The snow on the ground behind the tree might 
not be white, but the intent of the photo was to 
bring out the contrasting reds and blues.

While I don’t like doing a lot of work making 
major changes in Camera Raw to a photo, I 
did a little bit with this image to bring out the 
tones my eye saw while taking the shot.  The 
overall Saturation was brought up and some 
adjustments were made to the Hues in the Color 
Channels.  The warm tones were dropped and 
the cool tones increased to reproduce the colors 
but not to the point of being overly corrected.

While the bulk of the tree is somewhat centered, 
I wanted to have as much of the strong blue 
sky above it as possible to help with the color 
balance because of how pale the blue was right 
behind the tree.

A solitary tree is a great way to pull a viewer 
right to the intent of the scene.  With only one 
main subject, there is no doubt what the pur-
pose of the photo is.  There are numerous ways 

to present a single tree but the main ingredient 
in doing this is a lot of contrast between the 
foreground and background.  Here, the blue 
sky is the solid contrast.  Other ways to do this 
is with a lone tree and strong sunset colors, A 
single tree surrounded by a field of snow, or 
with a tree obscured by thick fog.

Fog presents its own set of exposure issues.  If 
there’s a dense fog, underexposing will help 
thicken it and make it grayer.  Too much un-
derexposure can make it appear too muddy.  If 
there are multiple tonal values in the frame, 
getting a spot meter off of the ground and using 
it as a baseline for compensation works best.

Whichever way you want to portray an isolated 
tree, let it be in unison with the background and 
surroundings.  The less there is, the more there 
actually is as the viewer is able to glean more 
from simplicity than out of complexity.  When 
the eye goes right to the subject and knows the 
intent of what the photographer wanted to dis-
play, no matter the subject, then the photogra-
pher presented the scene the way is was meant 
to be presented.

The one true job of the photographer is to create 
a great photograph in which it fully expresses 
what one feels about what is being photo-
graphed.  There are lots of tools at our disposal 
to do this today - more than at any time in the 
past.  But, it’s what comes from the eye, mind 
and heart that truly speak to what the photogra-
pher wants others to see and enjoy.
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Salmon and Bear
Canon 1D X
Canon 600mm
ISO 1250
Aperture f/5.6

There’s nothing like coming away from a shoot 
knowing you’ve captured a potential once in 
a lifetime shot.  Too often many write this off 
as luck.  Luck, though, is when preparedness 
meets opportunity.  Knowing equipment poten-

Exposure 1/2500 second
Exposure Comp -1/3
White Balance 6000K
Aperture Priority

tial and subject behavior is a major component 
of the preparedness equation.

Since getting my first camera body with cus-
tom auto-focus settings, the Canon 5D Mark 
III, I’ve been exploring all it has to offer.  Its 
capabilities are way out there and with certain 
settings, shots never thought possible before 
are reality today.  If time is taken to explore and 
hone the skills necessary, magical images are 
sure to result.

For Canon bodies such 
as the 5D Mark III, 1D 
X, and 7D Mark II, there 
are preset Case settings 
in the AF menu that can 
be chosen for various 
types of action photog-
raphy.  These presets are 
good, but didn’t offer 
the responsiveness I 
wanted to obtain certain 
shots.  Nikon has its 
own special auto-focus 
settings with the D4 and 
the D800 series, but the 
details here for creating 
custom auto-focus relate 
to Canon.

While on Kodiak Island 
photographing brown 
bears catching salmon 
at the mouth of a river, 
a scenario was observed 
where the fish were 
jumping in particular 
areas as they were first 
making their way up into  

the river from the ocean.  Keeping this in mind, 
I concentrated on getting a shot of a salmon out 
of the water as well as a shot of a salmon jump-
ing with a bear behind it.  Not knowing if this 
would present itself, a custom AF was needed 
if the opportunity arose for getting this unique 
photo.  Not only did I get one, I was able to 
capture a series of four using the 1D X body 
with its high FPS rate, three of which are shown 
here.
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First, some general wildlife action settings were 
programmed:  Drive to Continuous High and 
Focus to AI Servo. A minimum 1/2000th of a 
second was desired for photographing the bears 
in action so every water splash and detail would 
be sharp.  Because this was an overcast day, the 
ISO was upped to 1250 to maintain this mini-
mum shutter speed.  A couple of test exposures 
of the water and of the gravel bars consistently 
kept the shutter speed at or above 1/2000th so 
that helped in determining the ISO.

A note about ISO:  You always want to have 
this as low as possible for any shoot to help 
eliminate as much noise as possible but today’s 
cameras handle high ISO much better than in 
the past.  Even so, try to use as low as possible.

Canon has put the Case functions under the 
AF menu tab. The configuration has six icons, 
each representing an AI Servo set-up to match 

subject movement for different scenarios.  For 
example, Case 1, the default, has a runner icon, 
appropriate for most general action situations.  
All Cases contain three parameters:  Tracking 
sensitivity, Acceleration/Deceleration tracking 
and AF point auto-switching.  These six Cases 
are good, but there’s a way to create Cases 
suited to your preference.

Choose where to put the custom preset - In 
choosing where to program this custom Case, I 
chose to overwrite Case 3.  I also have a custom 
Case for birds in flight set on Case 2.

Custom Settings - For all preset Cases, Track-
ing sensitivity has a default of 0 or -1.  Setting 
it at +2 causes the focus to switch from the 
original subject to whatever moves in front 
quicker.  For Acceleration/deceleration tracking, 
all of the presets are 0 or +1.  Using +2 provides 
quicker sensitivity to a subject changing speeds, 

such as the salmon jumping out of the water.  
AF point auto-switching presets are also at 0 or 
+1.  Again, my preference is of the most sensi-
tive at +2 so the camera switches AF points 
quicker when the subject moves off the original 
AF point.  This setting only works when using 
Zone AF or the 61-point option.

Create a custom preset - Go to the main 
menu and scroll to the one to write over.  Hit 
the RATE button on the left side of the back of 
the body and then the Set button in the thumb 
wheel.  Turn the wheel to the desired setting 
and hit Set.  Scroll to Acceleration/Decel-
eration, hit Set again and then turn the thumb 
wheel to +2 and hit Set.  Do the same for AF 
point switching and the new custom Case is set.

Next, it’s putting it into action in the field and 
coming away with a shot that has the wow fac-
tor you’ve always wanted to see in your files.



Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 130mm
ISO 100

Vine and Color
Aperture f/22
Exposure 4 seconds
Exposure Comp -1/3
25mm extension tubes

The general rule of thumb when packing for a trip is to take every 
lens owned because the one that’s lift behind is the one that will be 
needed.  Some times, due to space when flying, everything can’t be 
taken.  Such was the case with this image but with the right accesso-
ries certain workarounds can be accomplished.

With a trip to Maine followed by one to Iceland, my camera bag had 
room for either a 100-400mm lens or a 180mm macro lens.  Knowing 
some 25mm extension tubes were in the bag, the macro was left be-
hind because they work great with the 70-200 for nice close-up work.

And this combo almost didn’t make it out of the bag.  Finishing up a 
morning shoot at a spot going back to our hotel late one morning to 
our hotel, there was a scene with an old house on a finger of water 
and fall color around it that made for a nice setting.  Between that and 
the water and trees on the other side of the road resulted in about 45 
minutes of some very nice shooting.

Then I saw so tree with the red vine creeping up the side with yellow 
leaves in the background.  I pointed it our to everyone on the trip and 
no one seemed very interested in taking time to bring out its beauty.  
As soon as I say it, I knew exactly what I wanted and asked if they 
didn’t mind me taking a little bit of time getting the proper gear and 
getting a few shots.

I took less time than I normally would for a setting like this but after 
getting the 25mm extension tubes onto my 70-200 I took about five 
minutes to get the images wanted, and I knew right from the time 
I saw the setting what I wanted - the contrast of colors, the details, 
and the varying textures.  The lens combo allowed for some varying 
distances to get the framing just right.

I wanted the main emphasis to be on the tree trunk details and red 



vine leaves but having enough detail for the 
yellow to show they are leaves but soft enough 
to to soft and not take attention away from the 
main subject.  Getting the right balance between 
foreground and background when doing macro 
work has a fine balance to it.  To much back-
ground clarity takes away from the foreground 
and too soft of a background leaves you won-
dering what it is.

This shot  was made a bit easier with the ex-
treme overcast conditions so there were no hot 
spots on any part of the scene to deal with.  This 
would have made finding the right composition 
a bit tougher but this was manageable.

Because of the closeness of the vine leaves. 
there was not a spot where there would be any 
space above and below a leaf, a section had to 
be chosen where the overlaps would not be too 
distracting so finding the composition was the 
first step in ‘making’ the shot rather than ‘tak-
ing’ a photo of the scene showing there is work 
involved in creating the shot you want.

Next was determining the depth of field.  Using 
the Depth of Field preview button on the cam-
era body I went through several f-stops to get 
the right feel for the background.  I set the focus 
on the vine and tree to maximize the sharpness 
there and used the f-stop to control the back-
ground.  F/22 provided the best balance for the 
background leaves to my eye.  Someone else 
might want more or less detail but this is what I 
wanted to portray - some detail but not much.

While the final image has quite a bit of centered 
symmetry, I thought this worked fine for the 

setting.  Moving the tree trunk to one side or 
the other would provide a little bit of tension, 
but I didn’t think this was needed, especially if 
the final product would end up having a mat put 
around it for framing, thus it needing a bit of 
yellow on either side.

Because of the f-stop being used and the lack 
of light, the shot ended up being 4 seconds in 
length.  So a cable release or the 2-second timer 
would have to be used.  I oped for the cable 
release.

Three different compositions were made of 
this scene to give some options as to which one 
spoke to me on the computer.  Just because it 
might look good through the viewfinder does 
not mean it’s going to be the best one when 
looked at on the computer.  When shooting 
something like this that’s not moving, take 
the time to try a couple of different angles to 
choose from later.  Sometimes THE shot calls 
out right from the start but pixels are cheap so 
it’s worth trying a couple of other compositions.

What amazed me with this was that no one else 
in the group wanted to take the time to get any 
images of this wonderful little scene.  I was just 
grateful they let me take the time to get these 
shots as this image made it into my Favorite 12 
Images of the Year I choose every year.

While this might not be what one would think 
of as quintessential fall color, it has all of the el-
ements of fall in a very small area - color, trees, 
and details.  This shows that looking small 
instead of the big picture can provide some of 
your best images.
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Sunrise on the Rocks
Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 16-35mm
Focal Length 28mm
ISO 100

Cerrtain settings call for certain tools more 
than just a camera and lens to take a shot.  One 
item that has found a permanent in my camera 
bag is a variable neutral density filter.  It has 
been used for slowing down tree-lined streams, 

Exposure 20 seconds
Aperture f/22
Exposure Comp -2/3
White Balance Cloudy

waves seeping up and through rocks, elongating 
cloud movement and for general slowing down 
of water movement.  The effects it produces can 
be quite dramatic, moody and ethereal.

It takes an eye and good judgement for when it 
will work and work to its best.  Some situations 
allow for taking a test shot or two to determine 
if it will give what’s wanted and when it does 
work the resulting image can be one that pro-
duces a great result.

Some setting a bit of 
testing can’t be done due 
to the time constraints of 
the scene, such as with 
this sunrise shot at Sand 
Beach at Acadia Nation-
al Park in Maine.

The way the water was 
moving, I could tell 
a very long exposure 
would allow for a very 
different feel.  I was 
quite pleased when it 
made the water almost 
look like a layer of 
clouds between the rocks 
on the beach and the sky.

The tricky thing about 
using a vari ND filter 
is picking the proper 
amount of density to use/  

For this composition 
while there was color in 
the sky, I did three dif-
ferent exposures for a bit 

of bracketing to see which image produced the 
result I liked best.  The 30 second exposure was 
too dark, the 10 second exposure didn’t provide 
the right feel to the water but the 20 second 
exposure worked out perfectly, allowing for the 
ethereal cloud effect to the water and the color 
of sunrise casting a bit of color on both the wa-
ter and the rocks.

This was not a setting where I started off with-



out the filter and then opted to put it on but 
something I knew I wanted from the start with 
a long exposure to give the water a smooth and 
moody effect.

Long exposure photography allows you to 
move from reality to surreal and works best if 
the goal is fine art photography.  There’s some-
thing about moody surreal images that people 
like hanging on their walls.

Seascapes are perhaps the most popular subject 
in long exposure photography because it’s fairly 
easy to obtain decent results without much ex-
perience in using Variable ND filters. The effect 
of time passing is easily visible in the water that 
has been softened and looks as if it’s clouds.

When doing long exposure photography, there 
are three general rules to keep in mind.  The 
first:  The faster the subject moves, the more 
visible the effect will be, the less it’s needed to 
choose a very long exposure. The slower the 
speed, the longer the exposure time should be to 
make the effect visible.

Secondly, the longer the exposure time the less 
details will be visible in the subject.  If the aim 
is to create ethereal photos, extend the exposure 
time to remove textures, details and contrasts.

Lastly, the longer the exposure time the more 
moving objects will lose their shape and be dis-
torted, and the more transparent moving objects 
will appear.

For this image, a longer exposure, one about 45 
seconds to a minute, would have smoothed out 

the water even more, giving it the appearance of 
glass.  I opted for a little less so there would be 
a minimal amount of detail and contrast in the 
water to go with the little bit of color reflected 
from the sunrise.

Utilizing effects to create abstracts is becoming 
more popular and equipment is making it easier 
than before.  While a built-in Variable ND is not 
in the works, camera bodies now have multiple 
exposure features and who knows what’s next.

When looking at the image on the previous 
page note there are three elements.  Just about 
every seascape photo has three - the water, sky 
and an anchor whether it be the shoreline or a 
bridge or a point of land separating the water 
and sky.

Some type of anchor point is needed for the 
viewer to be able to connect with and know 
what they are looking at, in this case the rocky 
beach.  Using just the water and sky could have 
a total blur to it with nothing to connect to un-
less it’s a crisp blue sky to help define the water.

For this image, I set the shot up using hyper-
focal distance  so the rocks in the foreground 
would be sharp.  I used DOF preview to make 
sure the rocks and the water / skyline was in 
focus first.  For most long exposure shots with 
a filter, composing and setting up a shot should 
be done without the filter, especially if it’s a 
fixed ND.  With a variable, it can be turned to 
its minimal setting and the scene be seen clearly 
before turning it to add the intensity of the lon-
ger exposure.  There’s a point when turning the 
filter that it becomes too dark to see through the 

viewfinder.  You can either just go with this and 
do a bit of bracketing by checking the settings 
on the camera or by switching to Live View.  
Realize that by using Live View it will not show 
what the effect will be because the final image 
is based on the moving water over the length of 
the exposure.

In post processing, using Adobe Camera Raw, 
I brought out the Shadows a bit to bring out the 
details in the rocks and decreased the Highlights 
to balance the sky some.

Another option would have been to use a gradu-
ated neutral density in combo with the variable 
to balance the rocks in the foreground and the 
water and sky for the top portion if the scene.  
That would have still provided the exposure I 
wanted to obtain, 20 seconds, but  would have 
needed to dial down the intensity of the vari-
able.

With showing techniques in the field, this is 
something not many people would want to try 
to tackle so I only work on things most people 
are able to pick up fairly quickly and are willing 
to try after leaving a workshop.  Some would 
go to these extremes and the option would be 
mentioned in case they want to try it.
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Rockhopper Waves
Canon 1D X
Canon 100-400mm
Focal Length 400mm
ISO 500

Wind and the Falkland Islands go hand in hand.  
They can be so bad that if they pick up enough 
on a travel day you end up getting stuck on the 
island you’re on.  When this happens it usually 
means a dead day as you don’t want to go out 

Exposure 1/3200 seconds
Aperture f/7.1
Exposure Comp -1/3
White Balance Cloudy

in the extreme winds with the sand blowing 
around so much.

This is unless you’re on Saunders Island and 
you want to brave the walk down to the rocks to 
get the rockhopper penguins coming up out of 
the water in the afternoon from a day of fishing.

Knowing there would be some massive waves 
crashing on the rocks as they were coming in 
caused myself and the others in the group to 

head down to the beach 
to see what kind of ac-
tions shots we could get.

With having to be back a 
lot forther than I pre-
ferred due to the high 
water level, this was 
one of the times I really 
regretted not having my 
600mm lens with me as 
it quit working while I 
was in Torres del Paine a 
couple of weeks prior.

With just my 100-400, 
I did the best I could 
in wanting to show the 
power of the waves and 
the penguins struggling 
to make their way to 
safety.

Some of the stuff we 
observed was beyond 
insane.  There were pen-
guins struggling to make 
it up onto the rocks due 

to the strength of the crashing water, sometimes 
getting thrown and bounced off the rocks, some 
getting up on the rocks only to have a wave 
crash over them and send them back into the 
water to some getting smashed by a wave while 
standing on the rocks and still be standing there 
after the wave receded.  The last was unbeliev-
able to see.  Some you knew had to have sore 
ribs with the beating the took getting thrown 
into the rocks.



When I saw what was going on, I took a mo-
ment to check out all of the crazy activity taking 
place to figure out what I wanted to do.  After 
a few moments and seeing a couple groups of 
rockhoppers making their way in from the sea, I 
had a game plan as to what I wanted to shoot,

I went back and forth with a couple of situa-
tions, concentrating on one type of activity and 
then on the other.  One was focused in the water 
where groups were coming in riding the waves, 
some getting spun around as if they were in the 
spin cycle of a washing machine while some 
were riding the waves and diving forward, por-
poising out of the water at times.

The second was to concentrate on the activity 
at the rocks with the rockhoppers try to get out 
of the water, the waves crashing and whatever 
combinations presented themselves.  I had a 
few shots in mind with this and one was of the 
shot shown here, a group of penguins on the 
rocks with a massive wave crashing behind 
them.

I knew this would tell the story of what was 
going on this day and that’s one thing you want 
your photographs to do - tell a story.

Taking images from a variety of viewpoints was 
something that was going to show the condi-
tions, the activity, the impact and the drama.  
Trying to find one image to sum it all up was all 
that was needed and after more than 700 images 
and well over an hour of getting beat up by the 
strong winds I figured I had everything I needed 
to tell a good story and several signature shots 
to tie it all together.

I would have liked to stay even longer but the 
wind was getting even stronger and the tide was 
coming in and I was going to lose my precari-
ous perch not much later.  The normal 15 min-
utes walk back from this spot ended up taking 
20 to 25 minutes due to the strong winds.

The one element that was going to be very im-
portant with this shoot was to have a very fast 
shutter speed because the action was going so 
fast no matter what was being shot.

Being a good distance away from the action 
due to the conditions, which at one time had a 
sneaker wave come up and surround me on the 
mound of kelp I was standing on, I still wanted 
a little bit of depth of field to try and keep the 
crashing waves in focus.

With it being sunny 
helped quite a bit and 
allowed for stopping 
down a bit and still 
maintaining a fast 
shutter speed.  This 
had me using f/8 and 
f/7.1 and in tandem 
with an ISO setting 
of 500  had shutter 
speeds ranging from 
1/5000th of a second 
down to 1/1600th of 
a second.  Because 
the crashing waves 
were so white and I 
was using Evaluative 
Metering, I actually 
used a -1/3 compen-

sation to help tone down the intense whites and 
at times this wasn’t enough.

While I got some shots that might seem more 
dramatic with the penguins looking like bowl-
ing pins scattered all over the place, I feel this 
shot epitomizes the conditions with the group 
lined up on the rocks and a massive wave crash-
ing and spraying up in the background.

When you have so many shots to choose from 
to sum up a session, you go with the gut and 
select one you think sums it up best and this one 
does it for me.  I like how the rockhopper in the 
middle of the line is positioned trying to tell the 
others to hurry up before they get slammed by 
the next big wave coming in.

My island on a pile up newly washed up kelp.  Photo by Lin Teichman.
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Lake and Mountain Layers
Canon 5D Mark III
Canon 70-200mm
Focal Length 73mm
ISO 100

When you look at an image there are several 
ways to view it.  Do you look at it to just say 
that’s a nice shot or one you think could be bet-
ter?  Do you look at it to try and think what you 
would have done differently?  Or do you look at 

Exposure 1/13 seconds
Aperture f/25
Circular Polarizer
White Balance Cloudy

it and  put yourself in the photographers place 
to see what elements they were using when they 
did what they did either with light, exposure 
and composition?

In actuality all of these should be part of the 
process.  To a degree, you should critique every 
image you look at, both others and your own.  
This is truly an assessment of a photograph, an 
analysis.   For your own work, the assessment 
starts in the field.

Some critiquing can be 
done in the field even 
before a shot is taken.  
When given the time 
when setting up a shot, 
ask some questions.  
They can also be asked 
later when going through 
your work but if caught 
early enough then they 
won’t be an issue during 
the critique.

For this image, I com-
posed by having certain 
things in mind.

Visual weight - Where 
does the eye go and 
where do I want it to go.  
I composed this with 
layers in mind where the 
eye starts at the bottom 
and the different layers 
lead to the top.

When using layers as 
a compositional ele-

ment, there needs to be at least three.  This shot 
has (1) the cascading water, (2) blue water, 
(3) green ridge line, (4) mountain, and (5) sky.  
Each layer leads to the next layer in a seamless 
manner.  A simpler set of layers with this shot 
would be the blue water, green ridge and finally 
the mountain - the three for a basic layer shot.

Too often when setting up a shot you see the 
main subject but never look at everything else 



in the frame to see how they work together.  
This images actually has several main elements: 
the cascade, the beautiful blue water and the 
horns on the mountain in Torres del Paine.

Distracting elements - Whatever isn’t adding 
to the photo is taking away from the photo.  
Photography is more a process of elimination 
than anything else.  My guide is if an element 
doesn’t add to it being a nice shot, then do 
whatever possible to eliminate it the frame. If 
there’s a branch leaning into the photo, or a 
distracting shadow covering part of the scene, 
then they’ll likely be taking away from the 
overall impact.  Another problem is when there 
are lines that lead out of the photo taking the 
viewers’ eye with them.

With this image my main concern with lines 
was with the mountain line on the right side of 
the frame.  I didn’t want the notch to be right at 
the edge and I also didn’t want to crop it so the 
down slope led off the page.  So, line continued 
just a time bit so as not to look abnormal.

On the bottom, I wanted the two points to have 
a little bit of a lean-in line associated with them 
to help pull the eye in to the cascade and rock.

Correct exposure – With landscape shots such 
as this you have time to set the composition up 
and than take a shot to check the exposure.  If 
the shot comes out too light or dark, then you 
know what you have to do with exposure com-
pensation. Saying “I’ll fix it in post processing” 
are the words of a bad or lazy  photographer. 
Get it right in the camera and you won’t have 
to spend as much time in front of the computer 

and you’ll become a better photographer.  Some 
people seem to think the computer can fix most 
problems, but there’s a limit to what can be 
done after the shot was taken.

With using a polarizing filter with this shot, 
I adjusted it so the sky was not too dark but 
where it made the blue in the water pop.

Depth of field – Use the right setting for the 
scene / subject.  A great tool on the camera for 
this is the depth of field preview button.  Prac-
tice using this until it becomes easy to read and 
understand through the viewfinder.

Everything in this scene needed to be in focus, 
from the points at the bottom to the mountain 
ridge at the top.  I chose f/25 so as to be a bit 
down from all the way stopped down for this 
lens at f/32 as most lenses have a bit of softness 
fully stopped down.

Is the photo cliché - We all see a lot of cliché 
photography out there, and we’ve probably 
all been guilty of it at some point in our lives, 
but it’s best to try and avoid it. The majority of 
cliché photos come from a lack of photographic 
inspiration, which leads us to taking photos of 
static wildlife portraits, flowers or sunsets.

Yes, this is somewhat of a cliché image as it’s a 
very popular shot to get in Torres del Paine but 
it’s also a beautiful shot when the conditions 
are right.  There are numerous shots here that 
have to be taken just like if you go to the Tetons 
in Wyoming you have to do sunrise at Oxbow 
Bend with 50 to 100 other photographers.

Another thing I made sure of when the shot 
was composed was that the main divider in the 
shot, the top of the green ridge, did not split the 
image 50 / 50.  I wanted to make sure there was 
a nice balance so I added a bit more sky.  It was 
not possible to use more foreground because 
there is a cement structure on the bottom right 
and a pipe going across the outflowing river 
making the composition and positioning for a 
great shot a bit difficult.

There are four key elements to consider when 
out shooting.  When all four are good, a great 
shot is very easy to take.  When there are three, 
you have to work a little bit to come away with 
a great shot.  If there are only two, you better 
be a really good photographer or have a bit of 
luck to take a really nice shot andif there’s only 
one, walk away from it or use it as practice.  
The four elements?  Subject, light, background 
and conditions.  Putting them together in a good 
manner in the field consistently and it’s a sure 
thing your photography will improve.

61



First Light Online Newsletter
Sign up to receive our photography newslet-
ter with photo tips, sponsor specials, workshop 
recaps, and more by submitting your email 
address in the Newsletter link on the home page 
of the First Light website..

Workshops
Whether your passion is northern lights, wild-
life, nature, macro or landscape photography,
First Light offers instructional photo workshops 
to many top spots around the world.  Andy’s 
strength in working with participants is compo-
sition, exposure and wildlife behavior / tech-
niques.

Facebook Page
facebook.com/firstlightworkshops
Follow Andy and First Light on Facebook 
where tips and tricks, notes about upcoming 
workshops and photos from recent outings are 
posted.

Contact Info
Workshop Web: firstlighttours.com
Email: andy@firstlighttours.com
Facebook: facebook.com/firstlightworkshops

First Light Photography, LLC

IN CONCLUSION
On the other side of photography, it’s vital to 
remember that what’s behind the camera is as 
important, or more important, than what’s in 
front of it.  I started my photography career do-
ing sports where the main point was to use the 
technical aspects to capture several great action 
shots from that event.  When I first started do-
ing nature photography, I used the same mental-
ity, focusing on what was in front of the camera 
plus the technical side with f/stops, shutter 
speed, composition, and capturing the moment.  
Over time and with an ever-increasing aware-
ness of the beauty in front of me, the beauty be-
came more important to my inner self.  I wanted 
to capture my experience to share with others.

Take the time to look at what’s in front of you.  
The more you look, the more you see and the 
more you see, the more what is there becomes a 
part of you.  You might not think there’s much 
there at first glance, but if you look closely, you 
can find all sorts of subjects that can be pho-
tographed.  Even if you don’t find an award-
winning picture, there’s beauty in what’s there.  
Every season has its own beauty that might not 
be present at another time of year and every 
subject has a different feel each time it’s viewed.

We can’t totally forget the technical side of pho-
tography and taking risks with new techniques 
to learn and grow.  Without growth we become 
stale and our photo endeavors are more of a 
routine rather than a passion.

When I’m preparing to make, not take, a photo-

graph, I try to see in my minds eye something 
that is not literally there in the true meaning of 
the word.  I’m interested in something which 
comes from within, rather than from what my 
eye sees.  Seeing, in the finest and broadest 
sense, means using your senses and your emo-
tions.  It means encountering your subject with 
your whole being. 

Hopefully the images presented here have 
opened your eyes to looking at subjects a little 
differently and some of the techniques will have 
you trying to step out of your comfort zone and 
creating images you find memorable.  Remem-
ber, as long as you are happy with what you go 
home with that’s all that matters.  Memories are 
made in the field.


