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Howdy Folks, and welcome 
to the summer edition of 
the Journal of Wildlife 
Photography!

If you’ve had an appropriate 
amount of a coffee this 
morning, then you may 
have picked up on the 
fact that I didn’t say The 
Photographer’s Journal. 
Confused? Don’t worry. 
Your in the right place.

We are doing some 
rebranding for this here publication to better accommodate our evolution. 
First, let’s be honest with our selves – this has always been 99% wildlife 
photography oriented. So, why not own that? Second, the name was 
confusing to some folks as they thought that it was a blog, you know, 
an online journal. And while our intentions are very much to produce 
a journal, we do so in the academic use of the word such as the Journal 
Nature, or the Journal of New England Medicine. 

As we continue to grow and evolve, we are also opening up the pages of the 
Journal to other writers and photographers. There are so many different 
niches in wildlife photography that there is simply no way possible for one 
person to cover it all. We all have our range of expertise. 

This issue is a perfect example of this. In these pages you will find two new 
photographers: Brian Burnett and Neil Jernigan. 

Brian Burnett, based in Toronto, is an accomplished underwater 

photographer who spends most of his time beneath the waves in search 
of some of the planet’s most spectacular and elegant predators – sharks. 
Though sharks might not be everyone’s cup of tea, you would be hard 
pressed to find another way to completely revolutionize your wildlife 
photography than by slipping into the underwater world with your camera. 

When we talk about the ocean and all that if offers wildlife photographers, 
it’s difficult not to speak in superlatives. It’s the largest, the most diverse, 
most unexplored, and greatest wilderness on the planet. It plays home to 
more species of super predators than anywhere else. And there are very few 
people who are even attempting to photograph any of this (comparatively 
speaking, of course). 

I field emails from up and coming photographers looking for advice on 
how to “go pro” with their photography every week. If this is you, if you 
are looking for a niche that is a great way to begin making a living with 
photography, then look no further than your nearest lake, pond, river, 
or the world’s oceans. Underwater wildlife photography is the most 
underrepresented niche in the market. Learn how to do it, and you will have 
little to no competition. 

Given that underwater photography will be a brand-new concept for most 
readers, Brian doesn’t get deep into the nuances of how to photograph in 
the water. Instead, his approach is to share with you how surprisingly easy 
it is to get your feet wet, and the gear considerations you will need to get 
started. If nothing else, you will at least want to check out his incredible 
photographs. 

Neil Jernigan is a North Carolina wildlife photographer who specializes in 
black bears and the use of camera traps for creating unique images of hard 
to find species. Like taking your photography into the underwater world, 
learning how to use your camera remotely via specialized camera traps is 
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another incredible way of taking your images to a whole new level. 

Anytime we begin to move beyond typical wildlife photography, that is to 
say, big lenses and tripods, we find ourselves in need of new and specialized 
gear. The photographic possibilities with camera traps are simply incredible, 
but it does take a bit of kit to make it all come to life. However, even more so 
than underwater photography, the amount and type of equipment needed to 
do this is surprisingly simple. 

In his article, Neil details everything you need to know about setting 
up camera traps and creating unique images. From the necessary gear 
to camera settings, after reading Neil’s article, you should come away 
empowered to do this on your own. And best of all, you don’t need to travel 
do so. This is photography that you can do in your own back yard, or in a 
nearby woodlot. 

Even in urban environments, we are surrounded by wildlife of all sorts – if 
only we know how and where to look. Take Bozeman, Montana for instance 
(where I live). A couple years ago, security cameras in the local high school 
captured images of a black bear walking down the middle of a hallway one 
Sunday when kids were not in school. There were lockers on either side 
of the bear. Where did she come from? How did she get in there? To do 
this day, no one knows. Yet, this is par for the course in all cities. There are 
dozens of coyotes living in city parks inside of New York City. Mountain 
lions prowl Los Angeles at night, with one famously photographed via 
camera trap in front of the Hollywood sign. And these are just big animals. 
What of the smaller ones? Foxes, bobcats, and racoons can be found in 
just about every suburban woodlot. You don’t have to travel to far places to 
capture images of these animals. Chances are, with a little bit of thought, 
you can bring home beautiful images of wildlife right in your own backyard 
with the use of Neil’s camera trap suggestions. 

Each of the feature articles in this inaugural edition of the Journal of 
Wildlife Photography is designed to help you move outside of your comfort 
zone. Underwater? Camera traps? Yes please. And then we come to my 
article on mastering the basics of off camera flash. Once you learn how to 
control light, your photographic opportunities become limitless. Flash is 
an important part of all aspects of photography and it’s high time you learn 

how to use it. Doing so can be a game changer for you. 

In this article I focus on off camera flash - specifically in regard to 
photographing smaller species. Let’s face it,  it’s MUCH easier to learn 
flash when working with something the size of a frog or a flower. Once 
understood, once mastered, you can then take the same principles and apply 
them to any type of wildlife photography where you can set up a flash off 
camera. 

The principles that I lay out here can be applied to both underwater 
photography and camera traps. They can be used to help you walk outside 
into your local field late afternoon and create beautiful photographs. 
There are many different ways of using flash. Off camera, and with smaller 
subjects, is just one. Fill flash is another, as is multi-flash hummingbird 
setups for instance. Keep reading the Journal, as I have articles on both 
planned in coming issues. 

I would love to hear your feedback on these new changes. Do you like the 
direction that we are moving? What about the addition of new talent, new 
voices, a new range of expertise? 

In the coming months, we will be launching a new website so that the 
Journal of Wildlife Photography has a home of its own. There will be an on-
going blog posts, gear reviews, and give aways. 

Cheers,
Jared Lloyd



Sunset Silkys
Photo by: Brian Burnett

“As photographers, we all know 
the best light is low angled diffused light. It is also 
the warmest light that will make ordinary color 
pop and is most often referred to as the golden 
hour. Nothing changes beneath the waves and 
as divers we set our schedules to hurriedly try to 
catch, or patiently wait for it.  

As the sun began to ride low onto the horizon 
we geared up and with a quick back roll, my dive 
mates and I splashing into the ocean. For sharks, 
that splash is like moths to a flame and instantly 
the Silky Sharks gathered. A dozen or so at first, 
but within minutes, maybe thirty, forty, or even 
a hundred appeared - so many sharks that it is 
impossible to count them. 

I immediately droped to a depth of approximately twenty feet and began 
setting up and positioning my strobes. I fired off a couple of frames to 
perform a quick flash, camera settings, and histogram pre check. Ready to 
roll, I looked up and mentally noted the angle of light as it dappled through 
the surface, the position of the sharks, and where I needed to be to capture 
the shot I had formulated in my head pre-dive. Ascending slowly, I now 
began to move closer towards the surface and position myself accordingly, 
as on top of everything else, I am always looking for that unique angle to 
frame my subject. 

Well, you all know what they say about the best laid plans! 

No sooner was I in position than the largest and densest part of the school 

moved in on top of me,  and just like that it’s gone from a relaxing sunset 
dive, to hell in a hand-basket. The Silky Sharks were bumping, banging, 
and crashing into me and my strobes. The strobe arms were being knocked 
about like some contender in a Mohamed Ali match, and all the while, I just 
couldn’t stop laughing. I was having the time of my life, and although under 
some technical duress, I eventually managed to reset and re-adjust my gear. 
I just felt privileged to enjoy the magic of the Sunset Silkys!”

Cover Shot

Brian Burnett
spider1987@me.com



With the advancements in the camera technology 
is auto ISO the best way to shoot wildlife ... in 
manual mode while adjusting shutter and aperture 
if iso goes beyond what is appropriate for shooting 
conditions ?
Thanks
-Danielle D.

This. Is. A. Great. Question. 

Auto ISO has been available in our cameras for some time now. When it was 
first released, I flat out hated it. I refused to ever use it. This had nothing to 
do with me not wanting to relinquish control as much as it had to do with 
the fact that it always seemed to pick the worst darn ISO setting possible! 

I first experimented with this when the Nikon D4 and D800 were 
introduced. Then came the D4s. And now we have the D5 and D850, and I 
have a different opinion about auto ISO. 

With today’s modern cameras, there is no reason that you should be afraid 
of shooting as high as 6400 ISO. I do all the time. In fact, I routinely push 
things on up to 10,000 ISO and above. This isn’t just with the D5 (Canon’s 
1Dx M2 equivalent). Last summer in Alaska, I don’t think I ever brought the 
D850 below 4000 ISO. 

This last part about the D850 is important. The D850 is a 45 megapixel 
camera. So, for you Canon folks, this is like the 5Dr. And for Sony, the 
A7RIII. 

In general, the more megapixels you have the worse your low light 
capabilities are going to be. 
This is why Nikon and Canon’s flagship pro level camera bodies that cost 
nearly $7k have yet to break past the 24mp mark. And this is why noise is 

ALWAYS worse on crop sensor cameras vs full frame cameras. 

But, this is not the year 2010 – which I find is where a lot of photographer’s 
understanding of their camera’s low light and ISO capabilities tend to be 
stuck at. In today’s world, save for the most basic of consumer level DSLR 
camera bodies, 6400 ISO is going to be perfectly acceptable for printing and 
magazines. 

Of course, when we talk about high ISO and why you should or should not 
go past a certain point, we are really talking about noise in our photographs. 
And I am here to tell you that 99% of the noise you see in your photographs 
has nothing to do with your ISO. Instead, its sloppy exposure settings. I 
wrote a very detailed article on this last Fall in the Photographer’s Journal. 

But let’s move back to the original question about auto ISO. 

The primary reason most professionals shied away from it for years was 
because our cameras tended to opt for the highest possible ISO setting when 
there was absolute no reason for it.  And when 6400 ISO was a really high 
ISO setting, it was just easier to remove the variable of the auto ISO so as to 
ensure your exposures are exactly as you set them. 

Any time we introduce something “auto” on the camera, be it auto ISO, 
aperture priority, or shutter priority, we introduce countless variables into 
the equation. 

Take a bear for instance. If my bear only makes up 25% of my composition, 
that means that 75% of the frame is something else. That something else 
might be a different tone of light that my bear, it might be brighter, or it 
might be darker. When we use auto anything, our cameras are making 
judgement calls based on dominant tones of light. So, we set an exposure 
compensation in this instance so that our camera renders the bear correctly. 

But what happens if the bear walks closer? What happens if the bear 
becomes 75% of the composition? Now the dominant tone has changed, and 
our auto settings will adjust accordingly. We, in turn, then have to respond 
by changing the exposure compensation again – which often requires a test 
shot or two to confirm a proper exposure on the histogram as well. 

Questions & Actions



Whether our bear is 25% of the frame or 75% of the frame, the light itself 
hasn’t changed however. This is why most professional photographers 
preach the wonders of manual exposure. As long as the light itself doesn’t 
change, then you can set it and forget about it until something major does 
change. The variables are removed. You have consistency in your exposure. 
You create predictability. 

At this point, if your reading closely, you have probably noticed that I 
am saying two different things. The first is that I like auto ISO in modern 
cameras. The second is that I don’t like auto anything. Seem incongruous 
yet? 

So, if I don’t like to use auto anything, why then would I say I like auto ISO?

In 90% of the situations I find myself in, I shoot manual everything. Manual 
aperture. Manual shutter. Manual ISO. Even manual white balance. Manual. 

But then there is the other 10% of the time that is made up of situations 
where the light itself is changing CONSTANTLY. And by constantly, I mean 
there is extreme unpredictability by the second. 

I just came home from camping up in the Pryor Mountains of Montana 
where I was photographing wild horses at nearly 9,000 feet up on top of 
an island in the sky. These horses are accustomed to people – though few 
venture up the suspension breaking dirt road to photograph them. For this 
reason, at times I found myself quite literally surrounded by horses. On a 
ridge above me, horses were silhouetted against cumulous clouds. To my 
right, horses were bathed in beautiful light amongst wildflowers. To my 
left, horses were back lit. And behind me, there were horses in deep shade. 
Oh, and in this moment, all hell was breaking lose with these horses. I had 
horses running from right to left and left to right. A stallion in the flowers 
started a fight with another in the shade. My silhouetted stallion came 
charging down and into the light, only to turn around and run back up the 
ridge into a dropdead gorgeous silhouette again. And I was in the middle. 
Spinning around.

One moment, when things had calmed down, I was photographing horses 

on the ridge. The next, it was two stallions running at 45mph through the 
shadows. Then, a horse would strike some epically powerful pose in good 
light with the flowers. Round and round I went. And with each turn, with 
each new unfolding drama that was occurring moment by moment, the 
lighting was changing dramatically with it. 

In 90% of situations, I approach the scenario almost methodically. 
Everything is calculated. Angle. Light. Background. Perspective. Everything. 
But, in that remaining 10% chaos reigns supreme and we are forced to be 
reactive to the situation – changing light be damned. And it is here, in this 
10%, when the light is changing rapidly, when I can do nothing more than 
react to constantly changing situations around me, that I use auto-ISO and 
run the exposure compensation up and down. 

This is a unique scenario. It’s not one that any of you reading this are 
probably going to find yourself in on a regular basis – just like me. 

ACTIONS

Use auto ISO when the light is changing rapidly and unpredictably. If 
you have puffy white clouds sailing overhead at 40mph and you are going 
from light to shadow to light to shadow, then auto ISO is a good choice. 
If your photographing a situation where one minute you have backlit 
silhouettes and 5 seconds later you have frontal lighting, and 20 seconds 
later beautiful side lighting, use auto ISO – kind of like me and the Pryor 
Mountain horses. In other words, when you are having to constantly 
change your exposure due to changing light, use auto iso. However, 
in all other situations, I recommend using manual ISO in order to 
take full control over your exposure and remove the unpredictability 
associated with how our cameras meter light and make judgement calls 
in automatic modes. 

Would you please explain what camera adjustments 
to make if you are blowing out your red, green, or 
blue channels on your rgb histogram? 
- Lynne V.



The RGB histograms measure the amount of information in one of the three 
color channels your camera records. And just like the luminance histogram 
(the white one), you can blow out one of your RGB histograms with 
disastrous results. 

Have you ever photographed a sunrise or sunset where they sky had gone 
nuclear? You know the kind I’m talking about. The reds and pinks and 
purples are out of this world. Chances are, when you returned home to pull 
the photograph up on the computer and begin making adjustments, you 
had a big blob of red in the sky with no detail in it. It was red of course. But 
try as you might to make adjustments with Lightroom sliders or Photoshop 
curves layers, nothing made a difference. Congratulations, you blew out 
your red channel. 

Any time you are photographing a scene with a lot of red, yellow, or blue 
in it, you run the risk of blowing out your RGBs. You can see this in the 
photograph that I included. Take a look at the red band of color in the 
sky that wraps around the bottom of the sun. No detail. One giant blob 
of red that extends out into the photograph well beyond the immediately 
noticeable spot at the base of the sun. 

This is important. This is not to be taken lightly. It stands out. It’s noticeable. 
I see it in people’s photography every single day on places like Facebook. 
And it has the same negative effect on the photograph as blowing out your 
highlights. 

With modern day technology, it’s all too easy to be lulled to sleep from the 
siren’s song of automatic white balance. This is all for good reason though. 
As each new generation of camera hits the shelves, the auto white balance 
capabilities continue to improve. 

And so here in lies the problem. With automatic white balance, and the 
ability to adjust white balance back in Lightroom or Adobe Camera Raw, 
many photographers tend to assume that white balance is all a thing of the 
past. Blue cast? No problem. Warm it up in LR. Gold or yellow cast, just 
cool it down later. But just like blowing out your whites or highlights, there 
is no amount of adjustment you can make with computer software to fix a 

blown out red, green, or blue channel. 

None of this is to say that I have something against auto white balance in 
camera. I don’t. I use it quite a bit. However, when I am shooting on the 
ocean, when I am shooting in the snow, when I have lots of blue, red, yellow, 
I switch over to Kelvin white balance for this reason. AKA: manual white 
balance. 

My mention of snow might seem a bit out of place here when I suggest red, 
yellow, and blue situations. But nothing reflects blue light quite like water in 
all of its many forms. 

ACTIONS

Nail your camera’s exposure first. This means make sure you have your 
luminance histogram exactly where it needs to be before you adjust 
white balance. Once set, look at your RGB histograms on the back of 
the camera and see if your blowing out any of the color channels. If 
they are, set your white balance to Kelvin (K) and adjust accordingly. A 
Kelvin white balance of 5500 is about perfect on a sunny day. Making the 
number higher warms things up and thus pulls back the blue channel. 
Bringing the number down makes things cooler and thus pulls back the 
red channel. 
 
Everyone’s camera has the ability to view the RGB histogram. You will most 
likely have to turn it on in the menu first, however. 

None of this is to say that I believe white should always be white. There is 
so much psychology wrapped up in color and how we perceive it that we 
should always be thinking in terms of how we can use color to communicate 
things. Blues suggest cold and night. Reds / yellows suggest warmth and 
golden hours. So please do not think that white always need to be perfectly 
white. This is about blowing out those colors. It’s about losing detail in those 
colors. Nothing more. 

You may have noticed that I haven’t mention the green channel. I have never 
in my life seen a green channel blown out UNLESS I was blowing out my 
luminance histogram first.



I have always been told that I need to focus on the 
eye of my subject. How important is this?
- Scott M.

This is a question that I received last week via email and I believe that it’s 
one worth sharing with you guys. You see, the answer to this is a bit more 
convoluted than it would appear. Everyone has been told since day 1 that 
they should make sure they always focus on the eye of the subject. But this 
isn’t always true.

Don’t misunderstand what I am saying here. Getting the eye in focus is 
critically important. But the best way to do this varies wildly, AND the 
obsession with focusing only on the eye can routinely cause you to miss the 
shot entirely.

Further explanation is in order here.

The problem with always focusing on the eye is that the thing you are trying 
to focus on is quite small. The further away the subject is, the smaller this 
target becomes – all the while the less important it becomes. By the time 
your subject is 50 yards out, in all but the largest of animals, you need very 
little depth of field to get everything in focus as long as you get somewhere 
near the head of the animal.

One persistent problem that I come across working with photographers 
in the field during workshops is that often times they have had this notion 
so beaten into them that they are afraid to use any AF area mode other 
than single point and will so meticulously try to get the eye in focus that 
the everything has happened and finished before they get around to even 
pressing the shutter button. Has this ever happened to you?

Single point is wonderful when your subject is up close or when you need to 
be absolutely precise because of other objects that are blocking parts of your 
subject. But when photographing a bobcat running through the snow, or a 
bird flying through the air, or really anything where movement is a factor 
and unpredictability is the name of the game, we benefit greatly from using 

larger AF area modes such as Nikon’s Daynamic-9 Point, Canon’s Expanded 
Point AF, or Sony’s Expand Flexible Spot.

With all of the above suggestions, our cameras put the priority for auto 
focusing on a single focus point in the middle of the AF pattern. This 
works similar to the single point focusing, but if the camera loses focus, 
it automatically engages the surrounding AF sensors to try and reacquire 
focus for you. With moving targets, this is exactly what we want. When a 
bird is flying past, this is what we want. When we are handholding a big lens 
on a boat and thus are moving ourselves, this is exactly what we want. As 
long as the subject is not right on top of us, all will be just fine.

Being obsessive with the eye is really about depth of field and distance from 
the subject. So here is a rule of thumb that you can use right now:

If the subject is 50% of the frame or more, you probably need to have an 
aperture of at least f/8 and you should obsess over the eye and make sure 
you get a single point AF right where it needs to be.

But as the subject moves further away, consider using AF area modes that 
are more suited for the type of situation you are photographing, and just 
make sure you focus somewhere in the head / neck / shoulder region.

This rule of thumb isn’t 100% full proof because of the difference in body 
shapes with animals. But it will put you where you need to be 95% of the 
time.

Believe it or not, allowing yourself a little leeway in terms of where you 
focus and which AF area mode you use to help, usually results in higher 
success rates at the end of the day. So, yes: you want the eye in focus. But no, 
you don’t need to obsess over it.

Do you have questions about wildlife photography 
you would like answered? Send them to me! 
j a r e d @ j a r e d l l o y d p h o t o . c o m





As photographers, we are explorers by nature. 
We are always looking for that one shot no one has, or that 
viewpoint not yet considered. With over seventy percent of our 
planet covered by water and more than twenty-five percent of 
all species living in marine environments, perhaps it’s time to 
consider new frontiers and take your photography to another 
level - beneath the waves. 

From big animals to macro, from underwater landscapes 
to portraits, the diversity of photographic opportunities 
underwater is only bound by one’s imagination and creativity. 
And you don’t have to be a scuba diver to do it. In fact, often 
times scuba is either not practical, or is entirely prohibited. 
Photographing whales is a perfect example of both, as many 
countries have a snorkel and free dive only rule. 

A few years ago, I was in the Philippines photographing 
brilliantly colored plate corals when a free diver named Tom 
joined our group. Tom, who was 93 years old, porpoised 
around us more cumbersome and geared up scuba divers 
for over 6 minutes on each breath hold before resurfacing. 
Although a certain level of physical fitness is required, you 
don’t have to be a 20-year-old athlete to photograph our ocean 
realm

Beneath the Waves:
Gear to Get Started

Text and Photography By Brian Burnett



Since the subtitle of this article is Diving In and Getting 
Started, the meat of what’s to follow is geared for those 
photographers who do not scuba dive. Although scuba is the 
easiest way to do underwater photography, this is not how 
most people start out. Instead, most photographers begin with 
a snorkel, a set of fins, and an underwater housing. Snorkeling 
is by far the easiest way to just get in, explore, and begin 

photographing the ocean realm. 

Like all things in wildlife 
photography, regardless of how 
you go about getting wet, there 
are some very important gear 
considerations to address first.

Masks

Masks come in one, two, three, 
or even four-window versions. 
One-window masks have a single 
pane of tempered glass. Two-
window masks have two lenses 
in the front of the mask, joined 
by a nose bridge. Three- window 
masks consist of a single front 
pane and two side lenses. Four-
window masks are made with two 
lenses in the front and two lenses 
on the sides. 

Personally, I prefer and use a 
three window mask as it allows 

for good side or peripheral vision, also lets in more light, and 
a full open front pane provides me an unbroken field of view 
and also allows enough front glass to be fitted with corrective 
lens inserts which I require in order to read my dive gauges and 
computer. Look for a mask that has a soft, yet sturdy silicone 
skirt, which will provide a comfortable watertight seal around 
your face. A black silicone skirt is preferred for its ability to 





absorb light rather than reflect it back 
into your eyes. Further, ensure you have 
a proper fit! A mask that’s to big (the 
skirt rests upon your upper lip) will leak 
continually, and one that’s to small (tight 
or hard to the underside of your nose) 
will quickly become uncomfortable and 
sore. A dive mask is a personal item, so 
don’t beg, borrow, or steal one, but take 
the time to get one that fits and is perfect 
for you. 

Snorkel 

The latest innovation to hit the market 
are full face snorkel masks. You might 
want to avoid these as they may or may 
not fit properly, but moreover, several 
deaths have occurred recently due to C02 
build up within the mask for persons 
employing this full-face system. If you’re 
that uncomfortable in water that you 
require a full-face system, I recommend 
you restrict your photography to terra 
firma and just stay on dry land. The ocean 
may not be for you.

There are five types of snorkels from the 
basic solid tube to semi flexible to flexible 
with a purge valve, to semi dry, and dry 
snorkels. Confused yet? Don’t be. It’s 
best to keep things simple at first and 



personally I prefer to use a semi-flexible snorkel with no valves 
(old school). 

Fins

There are many different shapes and styles of fins available but 
there are essentially two types. Open heel and closed / pocket 
type fins. Open heel fins require a neoprene type boot or bootie 

to be worn and slipped 
inside. These have 
advantages like thermal 
insulation and protection 
against blisters often 
caused by pocket type 
fins. Open heel fins also 
give you foot protection 
for shore entries as well. 

Pocket type fins are 
typically cheaper, lighter, 
and most popular 
for snorkeling and 
free diving. I highly 
recommend dive socks 
be worn to prevent 
chaffing or blistering 
from the neoprene. I 
suggest a traditional 
paddle type fin when 
beginning with a 
medium blade stiffness 
/ flexibility. If this part 
doesn’t make sense, don’t 

worry. Any dive shop or product description will list this stuff.

Outerwear

This provides UV and thermal protection and comes in wetsuit 
and dive skin varieties. What you choose will depend on water 
temperature. For warm water 73° and more, skip the wetsuit 







and opt for a dive skin/stinger suit. It will 
give you some thermal protection but 
moreover it offers excellent UV and sting 
protection. Dive skins are typically a lycra, 
spandex, or polyester blend, coming in a 
wide variety of styles, colors, and patterns. 
So, not only will you be protected but 
you’ll look dead sexy as well!
  
Below 73° you’ll need more thermal 
protection and will want to opt for a 
wetsuit. I generally recommend a 2 or 3 
mm suit for snorkeling. Keep in mind 
that wetsuits, while keeping you warm 
also make you buoyant, and as I do a lot 
of diving down to ‘get the shot’ while 
snorkeling, I will wear a weight belt to 
counter the buoyancy of both the wetsuit 
and the waters salinity. 

The above gear, minus an underwater housing, 
is all you need to get yourself going with underwater 
photography. But like I said before, though snorkeling is the 
easiest way to get into underwater photography it’s not the 
easiest way to do underwater photography. 

Although I enjoy snorkeling, I find I’m always shooting 
down, and with free diving, diving down on a breath hold, my 
movement can be erratic and my shots very hurried. I much 
prefer scuba for photography as I’m more relaxed, unhurried, 

and have plenty of time to look, swim around, and explore. 
With scuba, you have time to compose, make adjustments, get 
the shot and review your histogram. You can then recompose, 
make corrections if needed and shoot again. 

Scuba is very easy to learn and you can do so over the course of 
months or a few days. And now-a-days, with a good portion of 
your training done online through e-Learning, you can also set 
your own pace. Of course, you will have to do some in-water 
training and blow some bubbles, which can be done in any city, 
through any certifying dive club, who will typically train you in 
a local pool, lake, river, or quarry. You can find dive centers in 





cities all over North America and Europe. Once your training 
is complete, all you’ll need is to complete a checkout dive with 
an instructor, and you’re done. Your first level scuba or Open 
Water certification is complete.  

When I did my Open Water certification, patience was not a 
virtue familiar to me, so I headed to the Caribbean, found a 
hotel with a dive shop and did the entire certification on the 
beach in 5 days. Back then the learning process was longer, as 
without computers we had to learn how to plan and execute 
everything using dive tables. Though you’ll still need to know 
how to use and to read it, now-a-days a wristwatch style 
computer will do all the math and calculations for you. 

Completing your Open Water certification in 
the city will take an average of 3 months to 
complete. If, like me, you just can’t wait that 
long to blow some bubbles and get shooting, 
then take a quick holiday and head to the 
beach!

Although I highly recommend at some point 
buying your own gear, virtually anywhere you 
travel to in this world will have rental gear – 
though it is often well used. You won’t need to 
bring a thing. However, you may prefer your 
very own wetsuit to ensure a proper snug fit & 
that no one else but you has peed in it! 

Tools of the Trade - Housings, 
Cameras, and Lenses 

If your reading this, you already own a camera or two. Now all 
you’ll need is a housing to keep it dry and take it underwater. 
Housings come in all shapes and sizes, and are readily available 
for pretty much every camera model on the market.

Under water housings are an amazing piece of technology that 
not only keeps your camera dry inside, but make available 
every camera function, button, dial, and lens zoom on the 
outside, right down to interior electrical components for 
strobe lighting and external sync cables. The housing typically 
incorporates an aluminum body (the housing) and an acrylic 
or glass dome (the lens port) They are available with moisture 



alarms and vacuum pump systems 
that will ensure your camera stays 
dry. 

At one time, housings for underwater 
photography were very expensive, 
often costing as much if not more 
than your camera. The good news 
is, over the last few years they have 
dropped considerably in price, so 
you won’t need to sell a kidney or 
break the bank to afford a new one. 
Even better, for us budget minded 
folks, there is a huge secondary 
market available for excellent, quality 
used housings and gear. Places like 
Scuba Board, B&H photo, UW 
Photography Magazine, Backscatter, 
and Reef Photo are excellent places to 
shop and find used housing, lenses, 
lighting & more. Links below.

If you do not already have a camera body your willing to put 
into an underwater housing, let me make some suggestions. 
I’d recommend the Nikon Z6 / Z7, Sony A9, Canon EOSR, or 
Olympus OM-D E-M1X. These are all full function mirrorless 
bodies, which are small, compact, light, and really easy to 
travel with - not to mention that they incorporate the latest in 
technology and shoot absolutely incredible images. You may 
have noticed that I didn’t mentioned your typical DSLR bodies. 
This is simply because the entire camera industry looks as 
though it is moving to the more compact full frame mirrorless 

technology. Thus, to myself at least, mirrorless seems a bit of a 
no brainer and especially so for travel and underwater imaging. 

A Good Craftsman Never Blames His Tools 

When I began scuba diving 12 years ago, I had only ever picked 
up a camera maybe three or four times in my life. As the years 
progressed, so did the dive adventures and the sights that 
so astounded me. Photography was an obvious and natural 
progression and I was eager to share this incredibly beautiful 



and mind-blowing underwater 
world with family and friends.
 
My very first camera was a 
Sea & Sea, that provided me 
nothing but frustration & 
discontent. Why were all of my 
photo’s continually washed out 
shades of green’s, grey’s and 
blues? This was not the colorful 
underwater world my own eyes 
had beheld and had so enthralled 
me. Completely frustrated, I 
purposely flooded the housing, 
destroying the camera & blaming 
myself for having purchased 
this cheap, inferior excuse for a 
camera. A bigger, bolder, more 
expensive camera would surely 
resolve all. Well, we all know this 
didn’t end well and with more 
money spent and the same end 
result, my finger had uncannily 
begun to turn inwards and to point back at myself. 

It was thus decided that If I was to succeed at this photography 
business, I would need a tutor, and a good one at that. 
 
Determined, I marched forward hiring a professional 
underwater photographer with whom I spent three incredible 
weeks eating, breathing, and sleeping photography. Arriving 
back home again, I was nothing shy of stoked, and from these 

three fabulous weeks I took away not only newly found skills, 
knowledge and love of photography, but also a now very dear 
friend - not to mention two international photography awards. 
I would really like to be able to say, “and the rest is history,” but 
that would be a lie. It was actually just the beginning of a very 
long photographic learning curve and an exercise in absolute 
patience. 

“If you can make it there, you can make it anywhere.” I find 
this phrase almost synonymic with underwater photography 



in that when you are underwater, although the principles of 
photography are the same, the rules all change with the playing 
field more tilted in the direction of failures. Although we all 
know the basis of photography is light, few actually understand 
it, and unlike topside photography, underwater is not as 
forgiving or as easily correctable in photoshop. 

Light is energy that can be measured in wavelengths. Color 
is light at a given wavelength that is absorbed or reflected by 
any object that your eyes see. Simple enough. We all know 
this. This is the basics of photography. But pass this same light 
through water and it reacts much differently. Not only does 
the light refract or bend, its energy gets absorbed. In layman’s 
terms, colors begin to disappear. They disappear in the exact 
same order that they appear in the color spectrum with the 
lowest energy longer wavelengths being absorbed first (red, 
orange & yellow). Thus, with ever changing conditions of light, 
underwater photography demands that you understand the 
physics of light. 

I can guarantee with the utmost certainty that becoming 
adept at underwater photography will not only increase your 
understanding of photography and light, but your topside 
photography will, without a doubt, also be improved. 

Whether your expertise is entry level or seasoned veteran, 
you are entering a new dimension in photography and there 
will be things you may not understand or require help with, 
so don’t be shy and when needed, call out for help! The dive 
community around the world is a brotherhood of sorts, and 
you will always find divers willing to help or teach you in any 
situation. Furthermore, almost every dive resort will have its 

own resident or in-house pro for assistance and instruction. 

I strongly suggest that you take advantage of this as needed, 
and if your budget allows, arrange for a workshop. It will be 
invaluable. 

No matter where your photography and diving adventures 
take you to on our great big Mother Earth, the most important 
thing to always remember and never forget is to have fun! We 
only get one kick at this can called life, so let’s everyone do it 
safely, with a great big smile and resounding laughter! 

Rescources

Wet Pixel | http://wetpixel.com

Backscatter | https://www.backscatter.com

Blue Water Photo | https://www.bluewaterphotostore.com

Reef Photo | https://reefphoto.com

http://wetpixel.com
https://www.backscatter.com
https://www.bluewaterphotostore.com
https://reefphoto.com


Mastering the Basics
of Off-Camera Flash



I feel like I’m lost inside of Joseph Conrad’s 
Heart of Darkness. This place is exotic. Hot as hell. And there is a grocery 
list of things that can go wrong. Adding to this, the topography has a split 
personality. Poccosin, savanna, repeat – ad infimum it would seem. The air 
in here is thick, the light low. The shade would come as relief if not for the 
heavy tax paid in blood to the relentless mosquitoes jockeying for position 
to thrust proboscises into my skin for a meal. While the males of this race 
feast upon the sweet nectar of nearby flowers, ladies prefer the red wine. 
Here be vampires.

Watch out for the boot sucking mud. The tangle of vines, thorns, the litany 
of evergreen shrubs species that interlock forming a veritable fortress a mile 
thick, and the occasional cypress knee to test your balance. In 1539, the 
chroniclers of the De Soto expedition wrote of a trackless wilderness near 
this place, one that took days to travel just a few miles. Men were bogged 
down in mud, drowned by the weight of armor, and they all nearly starved 
to death. Survival was as bleak, and the danger as extreme, as any ambush 
by local tribes. A classic poccosin experience if you ask me. 

Stepping out of the swamp and into the savanna is as abrupt and shocking 
as stepping out of the Great Smoky Mountains into the not so great tourist 
trap of Gatlinburg, Tennessee. From dark humid jungle, to open and dry 
grasslands interspersed with longleaf pines in a park like setting - all within 
the span of a mere heartbeat. 

This is the realm of fire, and species here begin to stretch the limits of 
imagination in their adaptations to this brutal fact. Consider the plants. 
The harshness of life in the longleaf pine savannas has tweaked and molded 
many into insect eating monsters. Several species of pitcher plants, for 
instance, can be seen with a cursory glance across the landscape – each 
with their own unique way in which to lure in unsuspecting insects to their 
sweet smelling, yet toxic brew, of digestive enzymes. In all, there are 17 
different species of carnivorous plants here, including the Venus flytrap - an 
evolutionary rock star in this savage garden. 

Trying not to roll an already bum ankle in the thick tussocks of wiregrass 
that so characterizes this habitat, I take note of the shocking array of life 
here. For a land that routinely undergoes a scorched earth policy, the 

botanical diversity is extraordinary. 
Several different species of orchids 
can be found blooming across this 
grassland right now. Spreading 
pogonia, grass pink, and a variety 
of different Spiranthes give the 
impression of some sort of grandiose 
Jackson Pollock painting with random 
explosions of vibrant colors splattered 
and tossed and sprinkled with 
abstract expression over the otherwise 
monochromatic green hue of the 
savanna in the spring. 

This place drips with biological 
diversity. But it does so on a scale far smaller than what most tend to notice. 
We only see the large and the charismatic these days, as if the sheer size of a 
thing is the only way to compete for our ever-shrinking attention spans. But 
it’s the smaller majority that is, well, the majority. 

In this Google Earth 
screen capture, you can 
see the rims of various 
impact craters. The 
tan colored horseshoe 
shapped edges are 
raised, sandy, dry, and 
home to the longleaf pine 
savannahs. The green 
inside of these craters 
are the pocosin swamps. 



Some 12,000 years ago, a 
comet exploded over top of 
the Laurentide Ice Sheet round 
about where the Great Lakes are 
today. The ice sheet was nearly 2 
miles high and when the comet 
exploded, shrapnel from the ice 
was sent flying for thousands 
of miles. The North American 
landscape bears countless scars 
from this event. But nowhere 
is this more evident than here 
along the coastal plain of North 
Carolina. 

This was the event that drove 
species such as sabretooth cats and wooly mammoths to extinction here 
in North America. It wiped out the American cheetah, the American lion, 
short faced bears, and dire wolves. Before this event, America was filled to 
the brim with what we call super predators today. The place would have 
made the plains of Africa seem pretty tame. And then it didn’t. 

Today, we call this this the Pleistocene Extinctions. And I am inside of one 
such impact crater from this event.

It’s not hard to find something unique to photograph in a place like this. 
We won’t even get into the fact that a nesting colony of endangered red 
cockaded woodpeckers is just off stage right from where I’m standing – 
something like 37 different species of vertebrates depend upon this bird’s 
presence here to even live in this environment. 

I’m after the predatory botanicals myself. The insectivorous, the 
carnivorous. I’ve suffered from a lifetime of fascination with these things.  

And so, I find myself hugging the edges of two worlds that could not be 
more antithetical. On one side of me is a world dictated by fire. It’s dry. 
It’s hot. More Africa than North Carolina. Life here is sparse. The pine 

An endangered red cockaded 
woodpecker perches at the 
edge of a nesting cavity in 
the longleaf pine savannah. 
The waxy looking residue is 
many years worth of sap that 
has oozed from little wells 
that these birds drill into the 
tree around the neting cavity 
to defend the site from nest 
raiding predators. Studies 
have show that this sap is so 
irritating that it can actually 
kill rat snakes - one of the 
top nest predators in this 
ecosystem. Fill flash was 
used in this photograph.



savannah is a wide-open grassland interspersed with towering longleaf 
pines every 50 feet or so. Biting flies swarm about you. On the other side of 
me, is a dense bog that ebbs and flows into denser swamp and then back to 
bog again. Mosquitoes. Mud. Joseph Conrad. And all that. 

But it’s the strip of landscape that lies between these two habitats that 
interests me most. It’s the convergence of these two worlds, the overlap of 
fire and water, where suddenly the biodiversity explodes into a bewildering 
display of evolutionary marvels. 

It’s called an ecotone – though the name is not exclusive to this particular 
situation. Anywhere you have two different habitat types that butt up against 
each other, you have an ecotone – a strip of landscape where the habitats 
converge and overlap ever so slightly. It is here, within this overlap, that 
species diversity is at its highest. And it is here where you will find some of 
the odder sorts that live in an ecosystem. 

Though I may have threaded my way into this place by means of a Land 
Rover along a winding two track jeep trail composed of nothing more than 
deep white sand scraped out along the rim of these impact craters, the 
ecotones are no place for such heavy-footed travel. And so, I left the truck 
behind in the savannah and carry a large backpack full of gear as I explore. 

This is macro territory and so my kit is made up of the following: Nikon 
D5, 60mm macro, 105mm macro, 150mm macro, 200mm macro, 24-
70mm wide angle zoom, an array of extension tubes that allow me to 
focus closer with the wide angle zoom, specialized sliders, flash bracket, 2 
Nikon sb700 flash units, a telescoping flash extender, micro softbox, cords, 
batteries, and a bunch of other randomness. 

Of the lenses I am carrying, I could take just one of these and make do. 
But of the flash equipment, well this is really the indispensable part of the 
equation that I am unwilling to ever compromise on. 

You see, flash is a critical part of my photography. And this isn’t just about 
macro photography either. This is mammals, birds, and even landscapes 
at times. If the essence of photography is light, being able to wield flash 
means that you have the means of taking control of the most important 

part of photography. 

Despite how important flash is in so many different situations, let me start 
talking about this stuff with other photographers and chances are that 
most everyone’s eyes will begin to glaze over. It would be about like trying 
to explain tax laws to me. Of all 
the many aspects of photography, 
flash is by far the one theme that 
causes the most confusion, the most 
frustration, and even anxiety for 
many. 

It should never be this way. 

Flash is not difficult to master. The 
problem is just understanding the 
basic fundamentals of using flash. 
Sticking it on the hot shoe of your 

The longleaf pine 
savannah is almost park 
like in setting. The forest 
floor is open and trees are 
widely spaced apart. In 
the foreground, however, 
you begin to see the start 
of the pocossin swamp 
which is dominated by 
evergreen shrubs.



camera and simply firing away at your subject is, more often than not, going 
to produce disastrous results. It would be about like turning on your camera 
and shooting away in manual exposure without ever so much as looking at 
what your settings are, what your light meter says, or the histogram. And 
yet, this is most people’s experience with flash. 

Before me lies one of the most incredible displays of carnivorous plants in 
the world. Don’t take this statement lightly. It’s not hyperbolic. This little 
strip of the North Carolina coastal plain plays home to more species of 
carnivorous plants than any place on the planet. 

Unfortunately, this fact isn’t lost to plant poachers. Species such as the 
Venus flytrap are endangered. This wee monster is only found within an 80-
mile radius of the city of Wilmington, North Carolina – and nowhere else. 
Though you can buy flytraps everywhere from grocery stores to Walmart, 
wild poaching is a major issue. These little plants may only fetch a couple 
dollars from wholesale buyers, but in an economically depressed region 
those couple of dollars add up fast when you dig up and sell off a thousand 
of them in a week’s time. 

My prime objective today, however, is far more ubiquitous. The pitcher plant 
is a tall and slender species with a specialized leaf that is rolled into a large 
vertical funnel. Above the funnel is something of a lid that is meant to keep 
too much rain from collecting inside – which would cause it to fall over 
from the weight. Though some rainwater does collect inside of these plants, 
this species actually secretes its own liquid into the bottom of the pitcher 
which is filled with digestive enzymes. Lured in by the promise of water 
and / or the aroma, anything that falls into this digestive brew is then slowly 
broken down and the plant absorbs the nutrients. It’s a fabulous adaptation 
to this environment where nutrients are scarce, and life has been forced to 
adapt laterally in order to survive here. 

As singularly beautiful and fascinating as these pitcher plants are, my 
interest in them today has more to do with the symbiotic relationship that 
they develop with other denizens of this savage garden. These little bug 
and water collectors haven’t gone unnoticed by other species. And in times 
of drought, such as the situation the coastal plain is in at the moment, the 
pitcher plant offers up its very own microclimate and chance for survival to 

anyone who has figured out how to exploit it – such as frogs.

I like frogs. Really, I like all amphibians, but frogs especially. And as the 
extinction rates of these creatures continues to far outpace that of any 
other species on Earth right now (it’s estimated that 40% of all species of 
amphibians are currently threatened with extinction), I find myself turning 
my lens towards these little guys more and more. 

Certain species of frogs that live throughout the poccosin and pine 
savannah complex are a few of those species who have learned to take 
advantage of the pitcher plants in their neighborhood. Finding a pitcher 
plant is about like stumbling upon a porch light that is left on all night. For 
a frog, if you sit there long enough, the bugs will simply come to you. And 
so, species such as the pine barrens and pine woods treefrog will back itself 
down into the tube of the pitcher plant and wait for dinner to be served. 

Thanks to the digestive liquid below, these pitcher plants also create a humid 
environment inside of their tube as the water steadily evaporates into the 
air. Let the rains fail, and this tiny little bit of moisture inside of the pitcher 
plant can quite literally save the lives of the frogs here as they take shelter 
from the drought inside. 

At first glance, it might seem as though the frog is the only one benefiting 
here. Technically speaking, the frogs are what we might call parasites in this 
regard. They plug up the tube, and lap up every bug that comes their way 
while robbing the pitcher plant of any and all food. But frogs and pitcher 
plants have been doing this dance together for a very long time. 

The biggest problem with digesting an insect for a pitcher plant, is getting 
through its tough exoskeleton. This takes work. It takes time. Bugs can 
languish away in the bottom of these plants for weeks as the enzymatic 
process slowly breaks everything down. And this is where the frog comes 
into play. 

When a frog or another predator captures an insect then eats and digests it, 
what comes out the other end is exactly what the pitcher plant wants. This 
is quite literally fertilizer. It’s the nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium 
(amongst other things) that are the nutrients all plants need to sustain life. 



Though it may seem like the frog is parasitizing the pitcher plants resources 
by gobbling up everything that comes its way, it is in fact aiding the pitcher 
plant in the digestive process. 

The frog does not need the pitcher plant to survive. Nor does the pitcher 
plant need the frog to survive. Both species are perfectly capable of doing 
all of this on their own. But when they come together, there is a synergy 
created from their efforts in which both 
species benefit exponentially. 

Man, I love this stuff. 

When it comes to photographing the 
smaller majority of the world, flash is an 
indispensable tool. Working with subjects on 
this scale, we are able to do the very things 
that we just cannot get away with animals 
such as grizzly bears and owls – and that is 
control the light. Good luck marching out 
into the sage brush to set up a large soft box 
3 feet away from a grizzly bear. But with a 
frog, for instance, this is entirely possible. 

None of this is to say that we cannot use 
flash on other animals. It’s just that when it 
comes to working with larger subjects, our 
approach is completely different. 

You see, in nature photography we can more 
or less distill everything down to two types of 
flash photography: fill flash and flash as the 
primary source of light. 

One of the biggest challenges to learning how to use flash in the wild is 
simply understanding when, why, and how these two different forms of 
flash photography are used. Out here in the pine savannahs and poccosin 
swamps, I might find myself using either of these techniques or even both at 
the same time. But with the larger and more charismatic megafauna of the 

world, we are limited only to fill flash.

Before we can go any further with this though, we need to actually define a 
few things about these different types of flash setups. 

We use fill flash when we need to add just a touch of light to our subject in 
order to help balance out the lighting ratio between the background and the 

subject itself. In essence, this is used to help 
keep things relatively evenly illuminated in 
our composition. Often times we will find 
a subject such as bird that happens to be 
slightly darker than the background. If you 
flip this lighting scenario around, that is to 
say you have a bright subject against a dark 
background, the results can be fantastic. 
However, when the subject is in shade and 
the background illuminated, the results are 
underwhelming to say the least. Yet, this is 
nature photography – which means that we 
are not in control of all the variables. And so, 
in this type of situation, you may consider 
adding fill flash to “fill in” the shadows on the 
subject. 

Using flash as the primary source of light 
is completely different. When we decide to 
do this, we are making a decision to take 
full control over the light that our camera 
is recording. This is not to say that the only 
light the camera will see comes from flash 
units. However, it does mean that this will 
be used as the primary means of lighting our 

subjects – even though we may use natural light to our benefit as well in 
these situations. 

At first glance it would seem as though using the flash as our primary source 
of light would always be the go-to strategy. The essence of photography 
is light – right? Thus, why not take full control of all the light and make 

If your flash is coming 
from the exact same 
direction as your 
camera (on-axis), then 
you should not use it 
as a primary source of 
light, but instead as fill 
flash and quite sparingly 
at that. 



everything easier on ourselves? 

The problem with using flash as the primary source of light is that you 
have to figure out some way in which to position the flash off axis from 
the camera itself. This means that the burst of light from the flash cannot 
be coming from the same direction as the camera. There are a few creative 
concepts that can be achieved by breaking this rule of thumb, but as you are 
starting out with using flash in the wild, it’s best to let this be one of those 
cardinal rules you never break. 

If the flash itself cannot come from the same direction as my camera, that 
means I need a way to set up my flash unit, or units, someplace else. If you 
have ever been involved in a professional portrait shoot, you may recall the 
use of light stands on the sides of you, or the model, with umbrellas or soft 
boxes attached for instance. This is exactly why the photographer used such 
setups – so they can control all of the light, so they can use their flash as the 
primary lighting. With consenting people, this is an easy way to do things. 
But with wildlife, you may find it a bit more difficult to do. 

This is why when it comes to larger subjects, we tend to only use some form 
of fill flash. But with smaller subjects, such as the frogs I am out searching 
for, we can get our flash or flashes off axis from our cameras very easily 
with the use of a few simple accessories that allow us to work like a portrait 
photographer while still keeping everything physically connected together 
and functioning as a single rig. 

Much like every aspect of photography we can think of, there are many 
different ways of achieving a similar goal. Other photographers may have 
different setups that they prefer to use for specific reasons. For me, however, 
my setup is one that I have been dialing in for years now to meet my specific 
needs and tastes as an artist. 

To start with, we need a flash bracket in order to get our flash off of the 
camera itself. Many of you reading this may already be familiar with the 
concept of a flash bracket – especially if you are a bird photographer. Hands 
down the most widely used version of this is made by Wimberly and the 
whole things functions to simply lift the flash a few inches higher than the 
camera itself. This type of flash bracket, however, is ONLY suited to fill flash. 

This is my basic macro photography setup. On the 
bottom of my camera is a focusing rail so that I can 
attach a flash bracket to my rig without the use of a 
tripod collar on my lens. The Really Right Stuff flash 
bracket is a genius design in that it allows me to move 
the angle of my flash up and down the entire C shape 
(or O shape, depending on the bracket). The allows 
for the bracket to play double duty as a platform 
for fill flash in bird photography as well as macro 
photography. I can even attach a second flash to this. 
The arm holding my flash out is another Really Right 
Stuff product and is a telescoping flash extender. And 
then, at the end of my flash is a Micro Apollo Softbox.



Why? Because even though it 
raises the flash up above the 
lens, you have no control as 
to where the flash is placed 
and you are still “on axis” 
with the camera. For fill flash, 
this is OK – for the most 
part. But the whole thing is 
far too limiting for my tastes. 

I travel a lot for my 
photography and quite 
often weight and space are a 
consideration for me – even 
though I prefer to check my 
luggage in the belly of planes 
inside of Pelican Cases. What 
this means is that I prefer 
to use equipment that can 
play double duty for me. I 
don’t want to have to carry 
two different types of flash 
brackets down to Panama 
with me so I can use fill flash 
on birds and have a macro 
setup as well. Instead, I want 
one flash bracket to rule them all. And this is why I am in love with Really 
Right Stuffs flash bracket system. It offers me maximum versatility. 

Really Right Stuff flash brackets are completely different from any other 
bracket on the market. Instead of being L shaped, you can purchase either 
a C or O shaped bracket. This may not sound like a big deal, but it really is. 
You see, by making a flash bracket C or O shaped, Really Right Stuff created 
a platform that allows you to move your flash around the bracket anywhere 
you want to. When I am roaming around the tropics photographing birds 
or sloths or what not in the rainforest, I simply attach the flash on the very 
top of the bracket much like any other flash bracket would force you to 
do and work with fill flash. But when I am ready to aim shorter lenses at 

smaller subjects, I can then slide 
the flash down into a multitude of 
other positions. And I can even pop 
another flash onto the bracket for 
multi-flash work. 

In addition to the RRS flash bracket, 
I also use a telescoping flash extender 
made by the same company. This is 
where things really get interesting for 
me. Since the key to working with 
flash as a primary source of light is to 
position the unit so that the light is coming from a different direction than 

This is a short video I 
produced specifically to 
explain the unique flash 
setup that I use when 
photographing smaller 
subjects such as the 
pinewoods tree frog. 
Clicking the image will 
open the video in YouTube 
inside of your browser. 

https://youtu.be/aImfekRvW9g


the camera itself, with the telescoping extender I can position my flash so 
that it sits at 90 degrees to the subject – much like you would with a light 
stand. Being able to stick a flash unit all the way out beside your subject (or 
directly above it for that matter) you are able to create a much more natural 
look. This is what allows me to take full control. 

Finding frogs inside of a pitcher plant is not an easy task. I feel like it must 
be one frog per two hundred pitcher plants I look at. This is only a partial 
truth though. There are far more than this. I hear their songs all around 
me. And when I position myself in such a way as to partially back light 
the pitcher plants with the sun, I can see the silhouettes of these little guys 
buried deep inside. But finding a frog inside of a pitcher plant and finding 
one you can photograph are entirely different matters. 

I’m not really interested in shooting down into the plant itself. I want a frog 
who has made his way up to the lip of the pitcher to join in the chorus of 
other amphibians filling the air. 
 
Every step I take now runs the risk of destroying something amazing. I feel 
like Gilgamesh in the land of Lilliputians. Crimson red sundews sprawl 
out like little sun bursts on the ground coated in sticky residue for trapping 
insects that have the bad luck to land on them. Butterworts can be seen 
loosely interspersed and wielding a similar strategy as that of the sundew 
for harvesting its meat with sticky leaves that lure in, trap, and digest its 
prey. Venus flytraps are everywhere with their toothy jaws agape waiting for 
some unsuspecting creature to happen along. All of this can be seen within 
the span of a few feet. Yet the savage garden goes on and on as far as the 
ecotone extends between these two habitats. This is the original Little Shop 
of Horrors. 

Every frog I have ever photographed in a pitcher plant was discovered 
almost accidently. Yes, I was looking for them. But literally ever frog I have 
discovered occurred after I had stopped for some other reason and then 
just happened to notice it sitting there beside me. And today would be no 
different. 

I have tendency to forget my boots. And shoes. Anyone who has spent time 
with me in the field outside of workshops (thank god I always remember 

them on workshops) can attest to this. It’s not that I don’t have the boots 
with me. It’s that I forget to put them on and leave them elsewhere. So, I 
end up places with flipflops or sandals or barefooted. It’s one of my more 
endearing qualities. I like to tell myself this means that deep down I’m really 
a genius.  As luck would have it, I at least managed to stumble out of the 
little AirB&B I was renting with flipflops on this morning. 

Somehow, I managed to end up with a thorn filled vine between my foot 
and flipflop, and as I stepped forward I dragged the soul of my foot down 
the entire length of the vine. Looking down, my otherwise brown flipflop 
was red with blood. And naturally, that’s when I noticed the pitcher plant 
right beside my foot with a little frog staring up at me. The foot can wait. 

Backing off the bramble that was in my flipflop, I moved slowly now so as 
not to scare my subject. I laid my pack on the ground and set down beside 
it, closely watching the frog closely watch me. Getting eye to eye with a little 
frog like this something we should all do more of in life. 

Sizing up my little pine woods tree frog and its surrounding environment, I 
realized there was a number of different shots that could be made here with 
flash. This is the beauty bringing your own light source into the wild. It gives 
us creative control over our compositions. Once we begin to manage the 
light ourselves, all sorts of creative opportunities become available to us that 
we might not have otherwise. 

The first thing you need to understand about using 
flash is that you are working with two different exposures at the exact same 
time. One exposure is set in your camera. The other is set in the flash. If you 
can come to terms with this, then you are well on your way to making magic 
in the field. 

First, the camera itself. 

In camera, you want to set your exposure for the ambient light of the 
composition. If you have read anything about using flash before, then you 
probably know this much at least. But, what does it really mean? 



For our purposes, it’s easiest to 
think of the ambient light in terms 
of how you want the background 
to look in the final picture. Do you 
want a mid-tone background? Do 
you want a bright background? 
Do you want a dark background? 
Naturally, the more light we allow 
into the camera, the more obvious 
the background is going to be as 
well. Thus, if you are setting up a 
composition to actually show detail 
in the background for context, then 

you want to make sure you set an exposure with enough light to do just that. 
What to do with the background should never be taken lightly. This part is 
crucially important as it ultimately dictates so much about the overall look 

and feel of the photograph you want to create. 

The camera’s exposure always come first. Because the camera 
settings are all about the ambient light and background, this sets 
the stage for the rest of the photograph. It’s not unlike painting 
in that you build your composition in layers. 

Next comes the flash, and here you have two options: manual 
and TTL. Manual is pretty straight forward. You dial in the exact 
amount of flash that you want. These setting are represented 
in fractions such as 1/32 or ½, with 1/1 – which represents full 
power. You should know that this actually has nothing to do 
with the intensity of the light, however. 1/32 vs 1/1 does not 
change how much light the flash emits. Instead, it changes the 
duration of the flash. 

Manual flash is best used when your lens and flash unit are 
absolutely positively not going to change distance from the 
subject. In other words, I only use manual if I’m shooting from 
a tripod. If I am hand holding, if I am moving around, then its 
100% TTL for me. And when it comes to macro photography, 
such as working with my frog and pitcher plant, moving just a 

couple inches can change everything. 

The reason that I prefer to shoot in TTL, unless I am attached to a tripod 
and can ensure the distance won’t change, is because of an obnoxiously 
titled thing called the inverse square law. This is physics. It governs how 
light falls off. Logic would suggest that if you double your distance from 
your subject, you should double the flash exposure to compensate. But this 
is not how light works. Instead, you would need to quadruple the exposure 
– which means you also need to know your distance to begin with. 

The inverse square law of light states that the intensity of light is inversely 
proportional to the square of the distance. 

I am not going to do the math in the field. It’s simply not going to happen. 
We have a hard-enough time getting all the other elements to come together 
here, and as my flash moves in distance from my subject, I am not going to 

From the images above, 
you can see the difference 
in how your flash’s 
exposure is represented 
between manual and 
TTL mode. TTL is by far 
the primary choice of 
nature photographer’s 
the world over since it 
adjusts the flash duration 
automatically your 
distance changes.



work out an equation to reset my flash exposure. Especially when I’m lying 
in some ridiculous yoga position, in the mud, with mosquitoes flying up my 
nose, sweat dripping into my eyes, blood leaking from the soul of my foot, 
and trying to handhold a Nikon D5 with lens and flash bracket and flash 
extender and, well, you get the point. Blood, sweat, and math? Nope. 

And so this is where TTL comes into play, which stands for Through The 
Lens. 

Don’t confuse this with your TTL light meter. This is different. Whereas 
your TTL light meter (yes, you have one) is looking at light, the TTL setting 
on your flash is judging distance. When you are in TTL mode, you flash 
fires a quick burst of “pre-flashes” at the subject. The light bounces off 
your subject and back to the camera which then determines the distance 
of the subject from the camera sensor and your flash makes adjustments 
accordingly. All of this happens in a blink of the eye. It’s super-fast and 
quite amazing when you think of the computations that are happening here 
almost instantly for you. 

With TTL, we no longer set things manually in fractions. Instead, we use 
FEV or FEC depending on if your Canon or Nikon. Both mean the same 
thing really, and that is Flash Exposure Compensation. 

This is like shooting in aperture priority and adjusting for the light with 
exposure compensation. You will recognize the settings as they move in 
1/3rd increments. This means you might dial in a FEC of -1.7 or +2 for 
instance. 

TTL is taking distance readings between your subject and flash and 
constantly adjusting the flash output accordingly, doing all the math for you. 
FEV is then saying you want more or less flash depending upon your own 
creative interpretation of the situation. In other words, it makes life a whole 
lot simpler when you’re in the field, when we are shooting in the wild. 

As fantastic as TTL sounds, there is one small caveat: it robs you of a bit 
of your flash power / duration. Since the flash is sending out a quick pulse 
of light just before the shutter is triggered, you lose a little something in 
the process. In most instances, this is irrelevant. However, there are some 

scenarios, such as when trying to fill in harsh shadows in bright conditions, 
where you may need every bit of flash your little unit can muster up to 
compete with the ambient light. But, let it suffice to say that you will find my 
flash unit set in TTL mode 99.9% of the time when I’m in the field. 

Sitting down in the wiregrass, I try my best not to crush the Venus flytraps 
that I see randomly about with mouths opened towards the heavens. I’m eye 
level with this frog, which is where I always prefer to begin with any wildlife 
subject. The background is a bit cluttered for my taste, but this is easily 
overcome with the use of a 105mm macro lens. This lens just barely inches 
its way into the telephoto category, and thus I can count on my perspective 
being compressed enough to help blur out the background – if I so choose 
to even let the background remain in the photograph to begin with of 
course. This, along with shallow depths of field give me plenty of control 
over the type of background that I want to create here. 

Before I ever begin photographing, I am analyzing my background. This 
isn’t just in macro or flash photography either. This is in everything. 
Whether I am photographing a brown bear in Alaska or poison dart frog 
on the coast of Panama, background comes first. Well, really light and 
background come first. But in this instance, I’m using flash and so I can 
control the light. 

Given the fact that I’m not working in overcast conditions, and there is 
quite a bit of ambient light to contend with, I have my camera and flash set 
to High Speed Sync. This is important. You see, your flash can only sync 
at shutter speeds up to 1/250th of a second. There is a little variation here 
between camera bodies and manufacturers but most cameras top out at 
1/250th of a second. 

The reason for this is that with a single burst of flash you will end up with a 
black bar across your photograph thanks to your shutter. The shutter in your 
camera is not a single object that moves up and down when you trip the 
shutter button. Instead, it opens and closes in layers. And it is one of these 
layers that ends up getting in the way. 

With High Speed Sync turned on, you can crank your shutter speed up 
as high as you need to for the most part. Similar to the pulse of light that 



occurs when you are set up 
in TTL mode, High Speed 
Sync (HSS) causes the flash 
to send out a burst of flash 
instead of a single pop. This 
burst helps to fill in the 
gaps created by the various 
shutter curtains. 

All of this works to allow me 
to use a faster shutter speed 
for controlling the ambient 
light. It also allows me to 
work with larger apertures 
(less depth of field). Without 
HHS, there is a good chance 
that I just would not be able 
to balance the camera and 
flash exposure properly in 
these brighter conditions. 
Otherwise, I would end 
up overexposing the 
photograph. 

My pinewoods treefrog is 
more than cooperative. Not 

only was it so kind as to actually be visible outside of the pitcher plant, it is 
mellow enough to allow me to get down and move in close. I take my time 
of course, moving slowly, methodically, as I inch into place. All the while my 
frog just stares at me. And I stare back. 

Anytime I am working with a relatively cooperative subject like this, I try 
to create as many different types of photographs as I can. I know exactly the 
type of photograph I really want to create here, but I’m also in the business 
of selling photographs to magazines – who all tend to have different tastes. 

Thus, I tend to start mild and build up to spicy. When it comes to something 
like this frog in a pitcher plant, where I have the capability of using off 
camera flash, starting mild means creating something of a balanced lighting 
ratio. Doing this means that I simply increase my in-camera exposure for 
ambient light and I pull my flash back from the subject to soften the edges 
of shadows. 

Even with a goal to create a balanced exposure between the flash and the 
background, I opt to keep my background a little on the darker side. This is 
not to say completely black. But it does mean that I want the background to 
be a touch darker than midtone. 

The reason I do this is to make my subject pop. Even when trying to create 
the most even light for the composition, you still want your subject to stand 
out from the rest of the photograph. And a light subject against even a 
slightly darker background will stand out with a touch of drama. 

If not for my flash bracket and telescoping flash extender, I would be stuck 
with a flash that is stuck on the hot shoe. This would be limiting in every 
way imaginable. I could only have the light source coming straight on at my 
subject. There would be no creativity here. I would only be able to use fill 
flash, and I would fight with myself to keep shadows. 

When it comes to using flash, shadows are your friend. You want shadows 
of some sort. Shadows are a natural part of life. Very rarely do we not find at 
least some amount of shadow everywhere we look. Thus, when using flash, 
at all times you want to make sure that you have some amount of shadow – 
either from natural light or from the flash unit itself. 

Can you spot an obvious HDR (high dynamic range) photograph? You 
know, where the photographer blended 3 or more photographs together? 
Yes, we can create HDR images that are not so obvious, but the reason that 
some are is because of the lack of shadow. When we remove shadows from 
our photographs, we create something that looks unnatural. HDR is a prime 
example. And so is overly flashed photographs when the photographer 
kept the flash on camera. We all remember those awful disposable Kodak 
cameras and what they did to photographs when the flash came on. Don’t 
be that photographer. 

Nikon
With Nikon cameras you set HHS in the 
camera itself. Nikon allows you to set what it 
calls Auto FP, which is essentially automatic 
HHS. This triggers HHS when neccesarry. 

Not all Nikon camera’s allow you to use HHS. 
Entry level consumer camers such as the D3xx 
and D5xx series do not. 

Canon
Canon has you set HHS in the flash unit itself, 
not the camera. But not all flash units support 
HHS. 

Sony
Like Canon, you set the HHS on the flash unit 
itself. However, again like Canon, not all flash 
units allow you to use HHS. 

Olympus
Like  Canon and Sony, you set HHS in the 
flash unit itself but not all flash unit models 
allow you to use HHS. 



A short video I produced about the 
difference between your camera and 
flash exposures. Clicking the image will 
open the video in YouTube via your web 
browser. 

https://youtu.be/-Pz3cZ9vWnY


To create a brighter background in your 
images, you need only add light to the 
exposure in your camera. Your camera’s 
exposure is always set for the ambient let, 
e.i. your background. Note that I still chose 
to render the background a little darker 
than midtone. This allows me to maintain a 
normal daylight feel to the image, but let’s 
the subject itself pop by standing out from 
the slightly darker background. 

If you are looking for a darker and moodier 
feel to the image, simply reduce your 
exposure in camera. Doing so create an 
almost nighttime like image. Notice how 
that the shadows are stronger in this 
photograph as well, which helps to add 
contrast and texture to the subject. Both 
of these images were created to show 
the difference that occurs when simply 
adjusting the camera’s exposure for the 
ambient light. 



This is why my telescoping flash 
extender is without a doubt my 
most beloved flash accessory. In 
conjunction with the RRS flash 
bracket, and I can move this thing 
down to the side and place my 
flash anywhere up to 90-degrees 
to my macro subject. The more 
side light a subject, the more 
shadow that is created. 

All of this is subjective of course. 
Just because I like dramatic 
lighting with dark moody 

backgrounds and lots of shadows does not mean that you will. What you 
think is a good lighting ratio between the ambient light and subject will 
be entirely a matter taste on your own part. Maybe you like a perfectly 
balanced lighting ratio. Maybe you like a black background because of how 

it brings 100% of the attention to the beauty of the subject itself. Neither 
is right, and neither is wrong. You have to develop your own personal 
style built upon what appeals to you. When it comes to the technical side 
of things, there is a right and wrong way to go about this thing we call 
photography. But when it comes to how the photograph LOOKS, the mood, 
the emotion, the composition, the feeling it creates in you the artist: DO 
WHAT APPEALS TO YOU AND ONLY YOU. There is nothing more 
maddening as an educator and an artist than to watch other professional 
photographers tell their audience that their way is the right way, the only 
way. It’s not. 

With a few balanced compositions under my belt, those standard sort 
of portraits and journalistic shots if you will, I begin cranking down my 
camera’s exposure. The lower I get it, the darker the background becomes 
and the more prominent my flash is as the only source of light. But with 
this lowering of the camera’s exposure, I also work to bring my flash further 
away from my camera  and closer to my subject. 

The further my flash gets off axis with me, the more dramatic the light 
will be because of those shadows. Additionally, the closer the light is to 
my subject the more dramatic it will be as well. I am using a Micro Apollo 
Softbox on the end of my flash which helps to both diffuse and spread the 
light. But the closer to the subject, the more concentrated the light will be. 
The further away from the subject, the more spread and the softer it will be. 
The exact distance you hold your flash from the subject matters greatly. Do 
you like a softer edge to your shadows? Pull it back. Do you like a sharper 
distinction between light and shadows with a touch more contrast to boot? 
Move it closer. 

With the more typical portraits I started with here, I kept the flash about 2 
feet away from my subject. This created less of a defined edge between light 
and dark. It helped to fill in the shadows I did create just a bit and gave the 
entire image a softer feel to it. 

But with the darker images here, I moved in close. How close? Inches from 
my subject. In fact, in all of these darker and moodier photographs, the flash 
was positioned just barely outside of the frame. And again, this is where 
TTL mode comes into play when working in the field like this. I have the 

From this image, you can 
see that the darker the 
background gets, the more 
the subject begins to stand 
out. You do not have to keep 
your background at the same 
tone of light as your subject 
to create an even and very 
natural look to your image. 
Here, I have reduced my 
camera’s exposure 1.7 stops 
and you are still able to get 
the feel of a deep green 
forest.



To create this portrait of the 
pinebarrens tree frog, I switched from 
a macro lens to my 24-70mm. I then 
underexposed my background by 3 full 
stops and positioned my flash so that 
it was coming in at an angle behind 
the frog. This creates a unique lighting 
ratio with lots of contrast, mood, and 
emotion. This style of art, that is to 
say, where you play highlights off of 
deep shadows in any form of visual 
art is known as chiaroscuro. My flash 
was only a millimeter outside of the 
composition here. Bringing the flash in 
so close allowed for strong edges to 
the shadows. If I had moved the flash 
back, it would have softened the lines 
between light and dark. This would 
have produced a different feel all 
together. 



freedom to experiment with the 
distance of my flash to the subject 
without having to do math every 
time I move a little. 

As the light began to fade and the 
drone of cicadas was replaced by 
the incessant whine of infinite 
numbers of mosquitoes, it was 
time to hike back to the vehicle. 
Frogs were finally beginning to 
pull themselves up to the edge 
of the pitcher plants as they 
readied to join in with the evening 
symphony of amphibians here. 
I wanted to stop. I wanted to 
photograph every single one. 
My little treefrog had been, well, 
a very little treefrog in a very 
large pitcher plant. Much like 
photographing birds, perch size 
matters. But alas, dinner plans 
with friends in town lured me 
on, pausing only to grab a few 
photographs of a stand of pitcher 
plants whose genetic makeup 
offered up a slight mutation filling 
its leaves with crimson red instead 

of the typical yellowish green. 

The biological diversity of this place is overwhelming. So 
unsuspecting. Yet so much life. And this is what I love about flash 
and macro photography in general. It gives us the tools needed 
to truly celebrate the beauty of life in all of its many forms. Every 
photographer wants elk and bears. They are big. They’re charismatic. 
But so much goes unnoticed right in our own backyards that if we 
slowed down enough to just pay attention, we could fill every day of 
our lives creating art. 

This is another example of how flash is used to create 
photojournalistic type images. If I had not used flash I would not 
have been able  to shoot towards the sun like this and I would not 
have been able to make my subject standout in this fashion. The 
camera’s eposure was dialed in so as to darken the surounding 
environment, but still maintain a sense of place. The flash, on the 
other hand, was set just for the subject and positioned at roughly 
45 degrees to the subject so as to create shadows in the pitcher 
plants. By doing this, I was able to make my subject pop from the 
surrounding environment, which it would have otherwise been 
completely lost within due to all of the chaos and clutter of the 
environment. 



In this article, I only lay out the key points you need to understand 
for getting started with a single flash used for primary light in macro 
photography. There are so many other ways of using flash in then the field 
such as two flash unit setups for macro, fill flash for birds, and multi-flash 
hummingbird setups to name just a few. I will be covering all of these in 
future issues of the Journal. 

Putting it all together. . . 

• When using flash, you are working with two separate exposures at the 
exact same time: your camera’s exposure and your flash’s exposure. Set 
them separately.
• Set your camera’s exposure for the background (ambient light). 
Reduce exposure for darker background. Increase exposure for brighter 
backgrounds. 
• Set your flash exposure for the subject itself. 
• Use manual mode if you are in a controlled environment where 
distance between your flash and subject will not change. 
• Use TTL mode in all other situations and adjust the flash exposure 
using Flash Exposure Compensation (FEC) so you do not need to do the 
math associated with the inverse square law.
• Put your camera into High Speed Sync mode so you have total control 
over the camera’s exposure and your depth of field. Otherwise, you will 
be limited to 1/250th of a second or slower. 
• When your flash is coming from the same direction as your camera, 
less flash is more. Use very sparingly as fill flash. 
• If you can get your flash of axis with your camera, you can then use it 
as a primary source of light. 
• The closer your flash is to your subject, the more contrast you will 
create and the more sharply defined the edges of shadows will be.
• The farther your flash is to your subject, the softer the edges between 
light and dark will be and you will create an overall softer look. 
• The closer your flash gets to 90-degrees from your subject, the more 
shadows you will create. 
• Shadows are an important part of photography. They define edges. 
They give depth, dimension, and create detail. You always want to create 
or maintain shadows to give the photograph a natural look. 

• My primary macro flash accessories are as follows:
o RRS flash bracket
o RRS telescoping flash extender
o RRS MPR-CL II rail with integral clamp (7.4”). This connects to 
camera plate so I can use a flash bracket on lenses that don’t have a 
tripod color. 
o Micro Apollo Soft Box

Got Questions?
jared@jaredlloydphoto.com
www.jaredlloydphoto.com



This photograph of a poison dart 
frog was created in Panama using 
a single flash in conjunction with 
light filtering in trough the trees. 
The background was in deep shade 
while a small amount of light was 
filtering to the forest floor from 
overhead. An off camera flash with 
the Micro Apollo Softbox was used 
to pop a little bit of light and color 
into both the frog and the teacup 
mushroom he was sitting in. 



This image is the ultimate balancing 
act between ambient light and flash. 
Another poison dart frog from my work-
shop in Panama. 



Is there ever really such thing as bad light? Or, 
might it really be just a matter of seeing? I would 
venture to say that when it comes to photography, 
we are limited only by the depths of our own 
creativity. And high key photography is one such 
example of this. 

In this video, I discuss exactly how and why I 
create high key images when I do. From the in-
camera settings and the purpose of those settings, 
to a detailed discussion on editing the photograph, 
this is a comprehensive tutorial.
 
This video is a little different than ones I have done 
in the past. It’s not exactly an action video. But it is 
jam packed. 

This is a long one. Make sure you have a cup 
of coffee and kick back. Though I am working 
in Lightroom, think of this as being part video 
tutorial and part podcast - with visual aids, of 
course.

Clicking on this image will open the video in 
YouTube. 

 

High Key

https://youtu.be/NC8wLvjuC9U


Camera Traps
Wildlife with Wide Angles

Text and Photographs by Neil Jernigan



Wildlife photographers are always wanting to get closer. 
Most of the time it seems we can’t get close enough and will spend tens of 
thousands of dollars on super telephoto lenses trying to get the “perfect” 
shot. However, the answer to your perfect wildlife photograph may not be a 
big lens at all. It might look a lot like what you use for landscapes. 

Enter: DSLR camera trapping. 

Camera trapping is quickly becoming one of the most popular ways of 
creating intimate environmental wildlife photographs. It allows you to 
capture breathtaking, wide angle, close up images of your favorite animals. 
Using super telephoto lenses limits us to a narrow field of view with a very 
shallow depth of field, and lots of compression. Don’t get me wrong, this 
makes for beautiful portraiture. Isolating your subject with a clean, crisp 
background of blurry bokeh heaven. But if your wanting to really tell a 
story, you need to shoot wide. You need to include the environment.
By shooting wide and really close to your subject you will achieve a more 
intimate perspective -placing your subject in its environment, telling the 
story of where it lives, what it eats, even how and when it dies. 

It’s less intrusive than hiding in a blind or walking through the wood – 
meaning it’s a good solution for sensitive wildlife. It can also help you when 
it comes to photographing nocturnal species. You can set up your camera 
with flashes to document the animal as it moves through the night, under 
the cover of darkness and the stars. I’ve been using camera traps for the past 
4 years and no matter how many times I check my setups I’m like a kid on 
Christmas - full of excitement of what I may get! 

My goal here is to give you all the information you need to get started in 
camera trapping. I will cover everything from the gear required, to the 
settings that will help you achieve the image you’re after. 

So, what is a camera trap? 

A camera trap is a camera, left unattended, for a period time connected to 
a sensor. When the sensor detects movement, it will trigger the camera to 
take a photograph - just like your average trail camera you can get at most 
outdoor stores or online. Camera traps can be as simple as you would like 



for them to be, or complicated and intricate. 
When I first started, I had cables running in 
every direction, plastic bags for housings, and a 
sensor I didn’t really know how to operate. Now, 
most of what I use is completely wireless and I’ve 
found a sensor that’s extremely easy to use. 

Camera trapping doesn’t have to be expensive. 
In fact, I recommend using a less expensive 
camera when first starting out. I prefer to work 
with used or refurbished gear when setting up 
camera traps because animals like bears can be 
very currious. Currently, I’m using Canon Rebel 
t5 and t6 cameras for this reason. You might not 
want to have a $3,000 camera body and a $1,000 
lens sitting in your trap because anything can 
happen. A bear can destroy it, a human could 
take it, or it could even get flooded out. One 
of my very first camera traps was sitting at the 
edge of a canal to photograph herons when we 
had a freak rain storm that ended up flooding 
the entire system. Now, I have a beautiful Nikon 
D610 paper weight in my office. 

Most entry level DSLRs offer great image quality 
and decent low light performance at a great price. You can pick up a used 
model online or at a local camera shop for around $200-$400. Some may 
come with the original kit lens which would be all you need to get started. 
Many of these older or less expensive cameras have a APS-C sensors 
(cropped). For my old Canon Rebels, this means I have a 1.6x crop factor to 
work with. So, my 10-22mm is actually the equivalent of a 16-35mm. 

Currently I have three camera traps, one has the kit 18-55mm lens, 
another has a 10-22mm, last but not leas a Laowa 15mm macro – all very 
inexpensive gear. I picked up the Laowa for a couple reasons. First off, it’s 
a wide-angle macro that I can use with my traditional photography along 
with camera trapping. This works perfectly If I want to shoot something 
extremely close with camera traps. Secondly, it’s an all manual lens, so there 

is no accidentally forgetting to turn off the auto-focus (which is VERY 
important). You will need to use manual focus especially if your camera trap 
is working during the night shift. 

If you are going to be working with nocturnal animals, or photographing 
in deeply shaded areas, you’re also going need a flash or two. You can use 
most any flash unit that’s on the market, but I personally, along with a lot 
of other camera trappers, use older Nikon SB28 flashes (even though my 
camera bodies are Canon). These may be the best thing out there for camera 
trapping thanks to their battery life. If you are planning on deploying a trap 
for several days, or even weeks at the time, the Nikon SB28’s will be your 
best option. These flashes were used mostly towards the end of the film 
camera era, just before digital. There are a ton on the market and you can 
normally pick one up online (eBay) for around $50-$75. 



I’ve found shooting flash in manual works best because the entire situation 
is setup to capture a subject in a particular location at a predetermined 
distance. Each situation is different, but I normally use a flash power 
between 1/4-1/32. Just keep in mind the more powerful your flash, the more 
battery power it will take to recharge the capacitor. For traps set for several 
days & weeks you will want your battery life to last. 

So, you have your camera, lens, and flashes. Now what? Next you will need a 
sensor. 

There are several companies out there that make great sensors (triggers) 
for camera trapping. Cognisys, TrailMaster, TRLcam and Camtraptions are 
all big names in the business. If you are tech savvy you can build your own 
with a simple motion detector from Lowes or Walmart. I personally use 
Camtraptions sensors. 

There are couple different variations of sensors you need to be aware of: 
Active Infrared (AIR) and Passive Infrared (PIR). The difference is simple. 
AIR sensors are beam breaking sensors. You will need two units, one emits 
a beam of light to the second and when that beam is broken, the camera will 
fire. This is very useful if you know exactly where your subject is going to be 
like a game trail, a perch for a bird, or stream crossing. Since you have two 
units, they normally consume a lot of power but they typically have a much 
faster response time, especially for birds in flight. 

PIR sensors consist of a single unit that reads a certain area. When it detects 
heat or movement, it will trigger the camera. These are less discriminative, 
so if your sensor is on a small tree with the right amount of wind, at the 
right temperature, it can falsely trigger the camera. 
On the Camtraptions sensor you can adjust the sensitivity so that it will 
eliminate any false triggers. A positive to using these types of triggers (PIR), 
would be if you are unsure where your subject is going to walk. Whether 
its dead center of the trail or four feet on the side of the trial, as long as the 
animal passes in front of it, the camera will be triggered. In these instances, 
you will want to use TTL flash as well. Camtraptions sensors have two small 
flaps that you can control the area that it is reading. With most traps that 
I deploy, I narrow the field of vision of the sensor all the way down so that 



it would only fire the camera once it sensed heat and motion right where 
I wanted the subject to be. Camtraptions is probably one of the best and 
easiest systems to use.

There a few other things that you will need to get started. Depending on 
your personal taste and the trigger you purchase, you may need some 
cables. The Camtraptions sensors I have can be used completely wirelessly. 
But in some situations, you may need to use a cable connected to the 
camera. It all varies on your model of camera and its port for remotes. An 
extension cable may also be required. All of this will depend heavily on your 
setup, subject ,and trigger type. 

To be able to fire your flashes you will need to connect your flashes to your 
camera as well. You can do this one of two ways. Using an actual cable that 

connects the camera to each flash. Or you can 
use wireless transmitters & receivers. Luckily, 
Camtraptions makes a great pair that you can 
purchase alongside your sensor. This makes 
setup a breeze and when you don’t want to have 
cables running every direction. Simply attach 
the transmitter to the camera & the receiver to 
the flash and that’s it! These are a great solution 
due to the fact that they use a radio single, so 
it will fire easily through each housing without 
fail. One downside to using these transmitters 
though, is that you will go through batteries 
pretty quickly. The AAA batteries typically last 
around 2 weeks with moderate activity. That 
will vary depending on temperature & activity. 
Some people modify them so they can run off 
of either AA or D batteries which will add a 
good amount of life. 

Most sensors, like the Camtraptions, are 
already weather sealed. But your camera and 
flashes are not. Leaving your camera and 
flashes out for any period of time will expose 
them to rain, dirt, insects, animals, and even 
humans. So, we need to protect our gear. If you 
don’t want to construct your own protective 

housing, there are a couple of places online where you can purchase 
them. Camtraptions offers a simple housing that is easy to work with and 
works with most any camera model and lens on the market. Cognisys has 
their Scout Camera Box, while TRLcam offers custom-made housings. 
I personally build my own housings along with one I purchased from 
Camtraptions. I construct them out of Pelican cases and other non-brand 
name products. If you don’t mind working with your hands, it’s not too 
hard and it will save you money in the long run by building them yourself. 
As for mounting flashes to trees and housings to homemade tripods, I use 
RAM products. They are very durable and super lightweight. They make 
an array of products that can be attached by screws to your housings, trees, 
and metal poles. There are many ways to mount your housing but I’ve found 



that the RAM system is the easiest. I also use Realtree’s EZ hanger system to 
mount my sensors to trees, when I’m not using a small tripod. 

Once you selected the area and have deployed the trap, you will need to 
camouflage your gear. I use camouflage netting along with natural sticks and 
brush. The idea is for the animal not to realize anything is there - or people 
that may wonder through. 

Since you’re not going to be there to press the shutter, you’re going to need 
to plan it out and practice beforehand. I will typically use a small object for 
a test image such as my camera bag in place of the actual animal. The idea 
here is that you want to be able to come away with perfectly exposed and in 
focus photographs. So, you will want to take your time with this and get it 
all worked out before you leave the area. 

Camera settings will vary to some degree, but most will be very similar for 
each set. You will need to anticipate how far the subject will be from the 
camera and manually focus the lens. Make sure your lens is kept in manual. 
If your subject arrives at night and AF is on, the lens will have nothing to 
focus on and you will miss your shot.  

Most of the time, I shoot in manual mode and typically select an aperture of 
f/5.6 - f/9. Selecting a shutter speed will depend on your flashes sync speed 
& desired amount of ambient light. Most Canon & Nikon cameras have 
1/200-1/250th of second sync speed. Shoot any faster than that and you will 
actually capture the shutter in the frame, potentially ruining your image. 
With higher end cameras and flashes, your setup your rig for High Speed 
Sync to work around this problem.

With all your gear ready, now it’s time to go out and search for a location. 
You will need to spend time in the field searching for the perfect location 
walking trails and looking for animal sign like tracts, scat, or scent marking 
areas. Finding game trails in between feeding & bedding areas will be a 
great location to deploy. Anywhere there is water is also a great place. So 
are streams, water holes, edges of ponds, etc. All of this will vary depending 
on the species you are targeting. Once you locate a good location, you may 
want to set up a trail or game camera to monitor the activity (the cheap 
things you buy from Cabela’s or BassPro). I use trail cameras all the time 



to locate certain species. I will set them up days or weeks in advance, in 
possible trapping locations to get an idea on what animals are using the 
areas. The images are awful from these things, but they will at least give you 
and idea of what is using the area before deploying your real camera. 

I also use trail cameras for security purposes and to monitor the trap in case 
something goes wrong and the trap doesn’t work properly. It will document 
what I may miss. And many of these can be setup to automatically send 
photos they take directly to your phone for real time monitoring.  

Now that you have your location 
and are ready to deploy your camera 
trap, you will need to think about 
composition. Does your image, once 
your subject arrives, tell a story? Is 
the area too cluttered and have too 
many distracting objects? Is it clean, 
simple and/or thought provoking? 
Creating wide angle, close up 
imagery means you will need to 
really work on your composition 
and storytelling abilities. You will be 
incorporating a lot of information 
in the final image and the viewer 
will notice more than if you were 
shooting with a super telephoto 
lens.

Camera trapping can be very 
rewarding but also very testing. 
I’ve personally had a trap in one 
location for over a year before I got 
the photograph I wanted. Bobcats 
are the reason I got into camera 
trapping. I first started searching 
for them 5 years ago from the 
time of writing this article. They 
are very common but rarely seen. 
So, I started searching the woods 

near my home, walking countless hours searching for sign and set up trail 
cameras in hopes of locating one. After 4 years of searching (yes, 4 years), 
I finally located a cat. I deployed the first camera and got an image within 
the week. But due to fog, humidity and cat location within the frame, the 
image was useless. It took the cat 50 days to return to the area and again. 
When it did, the cat walked in from a different direction and, again, I was 
unable to capture the image I wanted. Eleven months later, and thousands 
of images of squirrels, raccoons, opossums, I finally captured the image I 
was after.  I used a Canon Rebel T6 with a 10-22mm lens at 17mm. Camera 



settings were 1/125th @ f/9, ISO 800. I 
used two Nikon SB-28s. One mounted 
to a tree just above the cat, flash power 
set to 1/16th power and the zoom was 
set at 50mm. The second flash was 
mounted to a tree about 10 feet behind 
the cat. It was set at 1/8th power and 
zoomed in to 85mm. The second is my 
key light, creating separation between 
it and the background. The camera 
was about 4 to 5 feet from the cat, with 
the Camtraptions sensor positioned 
directly above and aimed straight 
down to the ground. I only wanted the 
camera to fire when something walked 
directly in front it. Doing this allowed 
me to miss all the false triggers, like 
birds or squirrels walking through 
the woods behind the trail. It was an 
incredibly difficult journey. Some days 
I seriously considered selling it all. But 
I knew if I succeeded it would be worth 
it. 

This project, hands down has been 
the most rewarding thing I’ve ever 
accomplished in wildlife photography. 
The possibilities are endless when 
it comes to camera trapping, I 
thoroughly enjoy it and I know you 
will too. Just remember to practice, be 
patient and it will all come together. Hopefully a little quicker for you than 
me with my bobcats!

Have Questions? 
neiljernigan09@yahoo.com

www.neiljernigan.com



Travel Savvy



I’m heading up into the Pryor 
Mountains of Montana for a week of camping 
and photography. This is an extraordinary 
place that is basically an island in the sky 
standing some 5000 feet above the surrounding 
landscape. Up here, at nearly 9,000 feet above 
sea level, I chased springtime up above the 
clouds. While down below is a vast and 
empty desert known as the Big Horn basin. 
Temperatures there were in the low 100s as I 
began to crawl my way across bleach blonde 
and redheaded sandstone.
 
There’s no easy access to this place. You basically 
have two options. The first is a three-hour trek 
up a rutted out and rocky dirt road to reach 
the top of the mountain here. Or you can shave 
off an hour, lock your truck into 4wheel low, 
and grind your up way 45-degree angled rock 
slabs, small boulders bigger than basketballs, 
and limestone ledges that test the approach and 
departure angles of your vehicle. There is even 
a sign on this second road telling you not to go 
this way. Naturally, this was my route. 
 
Come summertime, around 150 wild horses begin to climb their way up 
this very same mountain. like me, they too are escaping the heat of summer 
in the desert down below. Up here, atop of their lofty perch in the sky, these 
horses spend two months above the clouds in a kaleidoscope of sub-alpine 
wildflowers.
 
Camping is a big part of my life. Given all different places I photograph in, 
there’s often no easy access to hotels. And so, I find that over the years I have 
pieced together a unique collection of travel gear. I’ve written about some 
of this already, specifically the goal zero solar battery that I carry with me in 
order to keep batteries and laptops. But there is so much more.
 
When it comes to camping and photography, there’s a lot of different ways 

that you can go about all of this of course. Over on the East Coast, one 
might find themselves in well-manicured and developed campgrounds such 
as Big Meadows inside of Shenandoah national Park when photographing 
the white tail deer rut. In the west, however, things are often a bit more 
remote. Distances on dirt roads can be 100 miles or more. And often, we 
find ourselves constantly on the move, stopping and sleeping for the night 
wherever we happened to have been at sunset – which is not until 10pm 
here. 
 
One of the challenges of combining camping and photography, is figuring 
out what do with will all of your what your gear. Now I have to admit, 
I probably travel with a bit more stuff than most. Often times, I’ll have 
several pelican cases in my vehicle along with all of the accoutrements of a 
weeklong camping trip. You find hatchets and small saws for instance. Then 





there is my seemingly 
bottomless duffel bag of 
clothing that needs to often 
times incorporate three 
seasons worth of stuff. Here 
in the Pryors for instance, 
temperatures are dropping 
down into the 30s at night 
despite being July. And of 
course, they’re sleeping pads, 
and sleeping bags, cooking 
gear, and the list goes on.
 
All this gear means you got 
to have some place to stick 
it as you’re traveling - not to 
mention maybe while you’re 
sleeping. Me, I prefer to sleep 
in my truck as opposed to 
pitching tents. Yes, this does 

keep me out of the food chain in remote areas, but more importantly it 
allows me to be constantly mobile. I can pull in to a spot climb in the back 
my truck and go to sleep. Then, before dawn I can just slip back in the front 
seat and drive on.
 
Carrying all of this gear makes doing so bit challenging, however. But I have 
a solution. And it comes in the form of a simple yet durable carbon fiber 
rooftop box made by Thule. It’s called the Force XT box, and it currently 
lives on top of my Land Rover. This has 16 ft.³ of storage space. And, that 
pretty much holds every ting that I need! Duffle bags, cookware, chairs, 
hammock, axe, saw, non-perishable food, etc. You name it, I can stick it in 
there and still have room for a couple other people’s worth of gear. 
 
I don’t put the pelican cases inside. That stuff is secured in the back of my 
rover. But quite literally, everything else goes up top. This gives me room to 
put out my camping pad, pillow, and sleeping bag in the back of my vehicle. 
And the only thing else that lives back there with me is camera equipment, 
laptop, and solar battery.
 
Once I purchased one of these boxes, road trips, and extended vehicle based 

The are product shots 
from Thule and Yakima. I 
choose the Thule box for 
two reasons. First, it was 
lighter than the Yakim Sky-
box 16. Second, it was 
three inches taller, while 
being a few inchess nar-
rower. I have found that 
have a slightly taller box 
is more useful to me than 
a wider one. This change 
in dimension accomodates 
the gear I carry better. But 
this is a matter of prefer-
ence. 



camping trips, became infinitely easier.
 
One of these boxes of this size is going to run you between $500 or $600. It’s 
well worth it. And when you use a company such as Thule or Yakima, you 
know you’re getting the highest quality products on the market. Like I said, 
these things are made out of carbon fiber. They’re extremely durable. And 
everything about them is designed with aerodynamics and weatherproofing 
in mind. 
 
Case in point: I just completed a 2,600-mile road trip across the country a 
week before heading up into the Pryor Mountains (no moss on this stone), 
with one of these on top of my vehicle. The only time I saw a reduction in 
fuel autonomy, was when I was driving through the plains in extremely 
high winds. And let’s face it, I would’ve lost gas mileage then anyways. 
Additionally, I went through multiple thunderstorms during my trip. And 
one of them produced blinding rain for over 120 miles on the interstate.
 
When I stopped for the evening, I open the box to find that everything was 
bone dry.
 
In many ways, the reason that I started this particular column was to inspire 
and motivate readers to get outside more, to travel more. So often the little 
nuances of doing so can spring up and look like insurmountable obstacles 
to overcome, holding us back, becoming excuses, and keeping our butts 
planted in front of a television instead out in the world having adventures 
and creating stories. But us humans have been adventuring about this place 
we call Earth for a very long time, and we have devised a lot of gear over the 
last hundred thousand years to help us solve those little problems.
 
This is a rooftop box for me. This is something so simple, yet so incredibly 
useful on a regular basis, as to make it and elegant and important part of my 
travel gear.
 
Naturally, when it comes to this sort of stuff, when it comes to storing 
valuable and important gear outside of a locked vehicle, people want to 
know how secure something might be. Both the Thule and the Yakima 
boxes that I have used come with locking mechanisms that require keys to 
get in and out of. A thief would be hard pressed to open one of these things 

up, or remove it from the top of your vehicle, without set of those keys.
 
In all honesty, I would feel perfectly confident keeping camera bags inside 
of this box. In fact, I would actually be more confident in doing as opposed 
to leaving those bags in my vehicle with windows that can be broken out, or 
locks that can be easily gotten around.
 
Anytime you go strapping things to the top of your vehicle, you run the risk 
of adding significant amount of noise to your travel. Trust me, I know all 
about this. Having spent decades driving around the country with kayaks 
and Safari racks with oversized tires, firewood, coolers, and everything one 
could possibly imagine. And so, when I first locked one of these boxes on 
top of my vehicle, I wonder just how significant the noise would be. I mean 
heck, you get a little bit of noise by just having a roof rack - let alone having 
something attached to that roof rack!
 
Let’s just say that I was completely surprised with how quiet these boxes 
have been. Though, I can only speak for the Thule Force and the Yakima 
Skybox. However, only when there is a really strong crosswind do I even 
know that the box is up there. And even this might need to be taken with a 
grain of salt because my Land Lover has three sunroofs and not one of these 
have any sort of hard plastic sliding cover to close them. All I have are dark 
mesh screens that to help dampen down the sunlight coming through the 
glass. 
 
If you’re somebody that owns a Chevy suburban, or Ford expedition XLT, 
then you probably have all the room in the world for your gear. But for 
everybody else, for those of us driving normal size vehicles, crossovers, 
Subarus, Jeeps which notoriously have no storage space, then a rooftop box 
is an absolute must have when it comes to traveling with gear.

These boxes are made for travel – of any sort. My trip up into the Pryor 
Mountains had me climbing up Jeep trails that very few people reading this 
would even consider. Despite that banging around, despite the occasional 
limb from a Douglas fir tree, despite the storms, the hail, and the torrential 
rains that I faced every evening, the Thule Force XT held everything in place 
and kept it all dry. 



DID YOU KNOW?
Did you know that bighorn sheep share a unique 
pupil design with frogs and octopus? All three 
of these species have rectangular shaped pupils. 
Prey species such as these all have eyes set to 
the sides of their heads in order to increase their 
field of view as opposed to predators such as 
humans, wolves, and bears which all have their 
eyes set forward in order to help with depth 
perception. 

But in the life of bighorns and those other species with 
rectangle shaped pupils, not only do they need to see all 
around them, they ALSO need depth perception given 
thier unique natural history. Bighorns, for instance, must 
be able to navigate sheer vertical rock walls, hopping 
from tiny ledge to ledge. The rectangle shaped pupils 
allow them to have the best of both worlds. Not only can 
they see nearly 320 degrees around them, they also have 
depth perception as well thanks to the evolution of these 
pupils.


