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Howdy folks, and welcome to the Fall 
edition of the Photographer’s Journal! For 
me personally, this particular edition is 

something of a milestone. The completion of this issue marks 
the completion of the first year of the Photographer’s Journal! 
All of that, despite spending 10 months on the road leading 
workshops and keeping up with magazine assignments. Whew! 

Over the past year, this beast has slowly come to heel for 
me. Issue by issue, I begin to fine-tune and refine the layout. 
Recurring sections are devolving based on reader’s feedback 
that I received. Themes like Travel Savvy and Photo Critiques 
were both suggested by others and have been a big hit. While 
this month’s feature article Got Noise was suggested in emails 
and by subscribers while on field workshops with me. 

The Photographer’s Journals is here to stay. 

In this edition I dive into the sticky subject of noise in 
our photographs. In full disclosure, I firmly believe that 
photographers put far too much emphasis on this matter. I 
hear people complain about it constantly, watch as “experts” 
belittle other’s work online because of it, and the topic is one 
that so many people on my workshops tell me they need help 
with. Personally, I have never seen a photograph get turned 
down by an editor because of noise. Nor do I feel that I have 
ever lost a fine art sale because of the matter. However, all of us 

strive to create the closest thing we can to technical perfection 
in our photographs. This the nature of the photographer, I 
believe. And so while I may think we all pointlessly stress over 
this stuff, I myself also do everything I can to safeguard against 
creating or adding unnecessary noise to my photographs. 

If you’re someone who feels like they cannot shoot above 3200 
ISO because the noise in your camera is so bad, then this is 
an article you are not going to want to miss. With modern 
technology, all of us should be completely comfortable taking 
our ISO settings to 6400 and beyond these days. And in Got 
Noise, I am going to show you how to do that.  

I hope that everyone enjoys this issue. If you have suggestions 
as to how I might make this little digital rag better, I am all ears. 
Story suggestions, topic ideas, nagging questions, or quagmires 
of confusion. . . send them my way! 

Cheers,
Jared Lloyd 

Letter from the Editor / Writer / Photographer / well, 
you get the idea. . . 



Got 
Noise?



Here is a question for you. Have you ever taken the time to 
look at the actual file size of your images? I am not talking 
about the pixel dimensions, but the megabytes. If not, do it. 
You might be surprised that the numbers are all over the place. 
It doesn’t matter that your shooting with the same camera, or 
that the images are all from the same day, or even the same 
shoot. Chances are, you will find quite a bit of variability in 
the amount of information contained inside of each individual 
photograph. 

One image might be 100mb. The next, 81mb. The following, 
20mb. The maximum file size that you can capture with your 
images is, of course, dictated by the resolution of your camera. 
Naturally a 50-megapixel camera will have larger files than a 
16-megapixel camera. But sometimes it doesn’t. 

So why, if you are shooting with a 50-megapixel sensor in your 
camera, are you bringing home images that are sometimes the 
same size or less than those from your old 16 megapixel?

The answer to this lies in the thing that your camera’s sensor 
was designed to capture: light. 

In digital photography, light is information. Your camera is 
not capturing the life force of an animal, it is capturing light 
reflecting off of it. This is all our camera sensors do, they record 
light. The more light you have, the more information you have, 
and the larger the file size you have to work with. Likewise, 
the less light you have, the less information you have, and the 
smaller the file sizes. 

But, none of this actually has anything to do with the amount 

of available light when you photographed. The fact that the 
sky was overcast, or sunny, or it was at dawn, or noon, or an 
hour after sunset is completely irrelevant to all of this. Instead, 
it’s about the amount of light you ALLOWED your camera to 
capture. 

You see, all of this is a choice – whether you realize it or not 
at first. You make a choice every time you trip your camera’s 
shutter as to how much information you are going to record 
and therefore how big and clean your files are. Which, by the 
way, bigger file sizes are better! 

This choice comes in the form of your exposure. How large 
or small is your aperture? How high is your ISO? What about 
your shutter speed? All of these things come together to dictate 
how much light your camera’s sensor will record. Technically, 
aperture and shutter dictate how much light comes into the 
camera, whereas your ISO setting dictates how sensitive to light 
your sensor is. 

So, if we can agree that more information is better, why would 
you make the conscious decision to NOT capture the biggest 
and most information packed files possible? Why would you 
consciously degrade your photographs in the field?

Let’s take this a step further though. You see, whereas light 
equals information, the lack of information equals noise in our 
photographs. That is all noise is: a lack of information. It can 
look like graininess in the image. It can look like a neon colored 
Jackson Pollock painting with splatters of green and magenta in 
the shadows. Photographer’s lose sleep over the noise in their 
photographs. They spend extra money on specialized plugins 





to help them remove 
noise when they process 
their photos. They talk 
about it at dinner tables, 
complain about it in the 
field, and many assume 
that they can NEVER 
use their camera above 
some magical ISO 
limit because the noise 
becomes unbearable to 
them. 

I’m going to be 
purposefully redundant 
about this point because 
it is that important. 

Understand that noise is simply the consequence of a lack 
of information. So, this makes me wonder, if us wildlife 
photographers feel like we are constantly fighting to create 
images with as little noise as possible, why would we choose 
to set our cameras up to create images that are full of noise?  
Especially when we could take the same photograph, in the 
same available light, with significantly less noise.  

Small file sizes and excess noise are the consequences of not 
recording enough light in our photographs. This is completely 
avoidable. It is completely unnecessary. And all of our camera’s 
come with a built-in tool that when used correctly, will 
dramatically increase the size, quality, and lessen the noise in 
our photographs. This tool is the histogram. 

For those of you who have joined me in the field on a 
workshop, there is a pretty good chance you have heard me 
say that I firmly believe the addition of the histogram is the 
most important thing to come out of the digital revolution 
in photography. It’s not the fact that we can see a photo on 
the back of our cameras. It’s not that we can format memory 
cards and start all over again (although this is really nice). 
It’s the histogram. It is our ability to read exactly how much 
information is being recorded across 255 different tones of light 
and adjust our exposure accordingly to guarantee that we have 
captured a photograph with a perfect exposure every time. 

But what exactly is a perfect exposure? Believe it or not, the 
definition has shifted with the technology in our hands. Back 
in the days of color film and slides, a perfect exposure was 
between 1/3rd and 2/3rds of a stop underexposed for our mid-
tones. Why? It was about color richness. Underexposing in 
camera helped to saturate colors. In fact, Nikon purposefully 
built their metering systems to always underexpose slightly in 
order to create richer colors. 

That was then. This is now. And now, EVERYTHING is 
different. 

In the digital world, the popular misconception is that a good 
exposure is one that does not “blow out the highlights.” To be 
fair, there is a whole lot of truth in this. But the problem with 
this definition is that it opens up a wide range of exposures 
that, as long as they are not “clipping highlights,” are assumed 
to be acceptable even though they are absolutely not. 

Photography is a form of visual art. And with art, it is damn 

The Nikon D850, that I used to photograph these 
two brown bear cubs, is a  45.7 mp camera. Camera’s 
with large numbers of megapixels like this are noto-
rious for not being able to handle noise at even mod-
est ISO settings. 

Looking at the details of this photograph however, 
you can see that despite using ISO 2500, there is 
zero noise to be found in the background - which is 
where we tend to find noise in our photographs first. 

I was able to accomplish this because my exposure 
pushed my histogram far to the right. Though the 
image may appear to be washed out, the histogram 
shows us that I did not blow out my highlights. This 
means that all I have to do is reduce my exposure 
and toe in my Blacks slider in the Develop Module 
of Lightroom to bring back a natural looking dy-
namic range while keeping the background creamy 
smooth and noise free. 





near impossible for anyone 
to tell you there is a right and 
wrong way of doing something. 
But, when it comes to exposure, 
with digital technology, there 
absolutely is a right way to do 
it. All of the creative vision, the 

artistry, the subjective opinions, and artistic interpretation 
with EXPOSURE is then done in Lightroom or Photoshop by 
decreasing or increasing that exposure. 

When it comes to capturing the biggest, cleanest, and sexiest 
file you possible can, one that will hold up to ruthless editing 
in Lightroom and Photoshop, and come out smelling like a 
rose on the other side, you have to understand one incredibly 
important thing about how our cameras record information. Of 
all the 255 different tones of light that your camera’s sensor is 
capable of seeing and capturing, it does not record information 
evenly or equally across these different tones. 

If light equals information, then the lack of light equals a lack 
of information. We have established this already. But, what this 
means is that brighter tones of light contain more information 
for your camera to work with than darker tones. Darker tones, 
on the other hand, are places with a lack of light and this is why 
we tend to see noise in shadows first. 

In other words, the brighter the photograph, the more 
information that is captured with the image. Conversely, the 
darker the photograph, or maybe we should say, the more 
underexposed that it is, the less information that is recorded. 

This is where sayings like “expose to the right” come from. It’s 
something of a mantra that we all repeat to ourselves in our 
heads. Most photographers have heard this, and they even 
know that it is something they are supposed to do. However, 
most photographers I see on workshops do not actually 
understand what this really means and how crucially important 
it all is. 

If you were to try and judge your exposure based upon 255 
individual tones of light, your brain would probably melt from 
trying to make sense of it all. Camera manufacturers know 
this and so they simplified things down a bit by dividing your 
histogram into 5ths. Take a look at your camera’s histogram 
and you will find that it is divided up into 5 separate columns, 
with each column basically representing 1 full stop of light in 
your exposure. 

Stops of light are measured 
logarithmically. This means that 
when you increase your exposure 
by a full stop of light, you are 
actually doubling the amount of 
light that you recorded. Likewise, 
if you reduce your exposure by a 
full stop of light, you are halving 
the amount that comes in. 

Let’s say your shutter speed is 
1/30th of a second. If you were to 
speed up your shutter to 1/60th of 
a second, reducing the exposure 
by 1 full stop of light, you would 

Ever wondered what those 5 
different columns represented on 
your histogram? This is what the 
“luminance” histogram looks like 
on the back of your camera and this is 
what each of those columns technical 
represent. 

WARNING!
90% of the 

information
I see on the 

web
about 

histograms
is completely 

WRONG!



effectively halve the amount of light that is coming into your 
camera because the shutter is open for exactly half the amount 
of time. The same goes for your ISO as well. An ISO setting 
of 100 is a full stop different than ISO 200, which is a full stop 
different from ISO 400. 

When it comes to your f-stop however, the numbering system 
is a little different because of the way in which an f/stop is 
measured. You would think that f/8 is one stop different from 
f/4, but it’s not. Instead, f/5.6 is actually one stop less light than 
f/4. The reason for this difference is the fact that f/stops are 
based on the inverse square law. 

I can only image the glazed looks I am getting at this very 
moment, so I will make this fast and simple. A full stop of light 
change in f/stop is its based upon multiplying or dividing the 
number by the square root of 2, which is 1.41. So, going from 
f/4 to f/5.6 is a decrease in one full stop because 4 x 1.41 = 5.6. 

Did you survive? 

Good. Let’s get back to histograms. 

Now that we understand that changing our exposure by a full 
stop of light is really about doubling of halving the amount of 
light that is being recorded, we can begin to understand how 
that our cameras record information logarithmically across the 
various tones of light. 

If light equals information, and we open up our exposure by 
one full stop, which effectively doubles the amount of light, 
then we are also DOUBLING the amount of information 

that our camera is recording. Because of this doubling effect, 
this logarithmic nature of light and exposure, a full 50% of 
the information that your camera is capable of recording can 
only be captured in that last column to the far right on your 
histogram. 

This means that if we take a hypothetical exposure where 
the histogram stops right at the line where that last column 
begins, we are only recording 50% or less of the information 
that our cameras are capable of recording. If your histogram is 
underexposed to the point in which the information stops at 
the second to the last column, then you are only recording 25% 
of the information you can. 

Let this sink in for a moment. 

Every photographer on the planet has at some point and time 
created photographs where the histogram stopped one or even 
two columns short of being all the way to the right side of the 
graph. They looked at the photo on the LCD, thought it looked 
good, and kept on shooting. Everyone has done this – pros and 
amateurs alike. And with each of those photographs, they came 
home with only half the amount of information (or less) then 
they could have otherwise, unnecessarily degrading the quality 
of their images, and created excess noise that then has to be 
dealt with later. 

If you want to know where all that noise is coming from in 
your photographs, then look no further than your histogram. 
And the higher the ISO you are shooting at, the more noise 
you will introduce into your photographs as a result of sloppy 
digital exposures. 







All cameras have a point in which the ISO of the exposure 
begins to make their photographs noisy or grainy. We all know 
this and unfortunately many have used this as a crutch by 
either blaming noise on the ISO or holding themselves back by 
assuming they cannot use higher ISOs.

In all fairness, we find a wide range of ability in cameras to 
handle high ISOs and low light. The age of the camera plays a 
role in this. As does the number of megapixels in that camera. 
But, if you are using a modern camera then chances are it will 
at least handle up to 6400 ISO. It’s just that you have to be 
absolutely obsessive about pushing your exposure as far to the 
right as you possibly can. In fact, you should probably push it 
so far to the right that you actually begin to blow out or clip 
your highlights, and then bring it back 1/3rd of a stop. 

One of the challenges in teaching photography is that often 
times photographers come to the table with the proverbial 
cup that is already full. It’s full of assumptions. It’s full of bad 
habits and misunderstandings. And worst of all, it’s full of bad 
information gathered over time from other photographers – 
especially those at the local camera club. 

The two biggest obstacles that often need to be hurdled before 
you can accept this cold hard fact about light and how our 
cameras record it, is accepting that the photo on the back of 
the camera is not ,and will never be, a reliable guide to judge 
your exposure by AND that there is no such thing as a proper 
SHAPE to a histogram. 

Let’s start with the image on the back of your camera. First, 

understand that this is 
nothing more than a low-res 
jpeg image you are viewing. 
This means that it does not 
contain all of the nuances of 
light that will be in the final 
image, nor does it have the ability to depict all of the tones 
of light you captured. Secondly, how you perceive that image 
on your LCD is directly related to the light in which you are 
viewing it. If you are looking at the LCD without a Hoodman 
loupe on a bright day, then your image will look dark. But, if 
you go home and look at it in a dark room, suddenly it will 
become significantly brighter. How we perceive color and tones 
of light is directly related to the ambient light we are viewing 

If you have trouble seeing the nuances of your 
histogram when in the field, do yourself a fa-
vor and buy a Hoodman Loupe and hang it 
around your neck with the provided lanyard



This photograph of a red fox, which is enlarged 100%, was created on the same day with the same 
D850 camera as the image of the bears above. Looking at the background however, you can see there is 
considerably more noise even though I am shooting at a lower ISO rating that the bears. 

But, if you look at my histogram this all makes since. I only recorded about 35% of the information my 
camera was capable of. And the result was noise in the shadows and background.  Now image how bad this 
would have been if I had shot it at 6400 ISO!



them in. 

So what good is the image on the back of your camera if not 
for looking at your exposure? It serves two purposes. It lets you 
study your composition. And, it allows you to zoom in and 
check your focusing. THAT’S IT! 

The second obstacle, the whole shape of the histogram thing, 
tends to be one of those awful myths that we just can’t shake. 
Most people learn this from other photographers. Or, worse 
yet, from their local camera club. Or, even worse, a camera 
store! 

The assumption here is that a perfect histogram should be in 
the shape of a bell-curve with the peak in the middle slowly 
tapering off to black and white. Heard this one before? Are you 
a bell-curve kind of person? If so, get over it. It is flat wrong 
and one of the stupidest bits of misinformation to make its way 
into the collective conscious of photographers. 

The shape of the histogram is completely, 100%, dependent 
upon the light reflecting off of all the stuff in your composition. 
If you are shooting a silhouette, for instance, where you have 
a black subject (silhouette, duh) with beautiful colored light 
all around it, you are going to have a histogram that looks like 
a football goal post instead of a bell-curve. Why? You will be 
recording lots of information in your shadows (the spike to the 
left) and lots of information in your highlights (the spike to the 
right) and very little information across your mid-tones (the 
stuff in across the middle). 

Part of the problem here comes from folk’s misunderstanding 

of what spikes in their histograms actually mean. You see, there 
is nothing wrong with a spike. Or two spikes. Or 20 spikes 
for that matter. Recall that a histogram is ultimately a reading 
of the 255 different tones of light that the camera can record 
information across. A spike in the histogram simply means that 
the camera is recording a lot of information in that particular 
tone of light. Maybe that’s in the middle (mid-tone), maybe 
it’s near the left (shadows). It doesn’t matter. Spikes in the 
histogram only mean that lots of info is being recorded in that 
particular tone of light. 

If we were to capture a perfect bell-curve on the histogram, this 
would mean that we captured MOST of the information along 
the mid-tones and little to none in the highlights and shadows. 
This doesn’t happen very often. You can at times find it in flat 
overcast light if, for instance, you point your camera straight 
down at the grass when there are no shadows or highlights 
AND you set your camera’s exposure to 0 on the light meter. 
This will give you a bell-curve. But this is not 99.999% of the 
lighting situations we encounter and therefore it is also never 
going to be 99.999% of the histograms we see either. If you see 
a bell-curve in your histogram, rest assured that you have the 
world’s flattest and most boring light. 

Knowing that there is, first and foremost, no such thing as a 
proper shape to a histogram, and that a perfect exposure IN 
DIGITAL PHOTOGRAPHY is one in which the histogram 
is as far as possible to the right without actually touching the 
side (read: blowing out highlights), then we can now wield the 
most important tool at our disposal. By merely glancing at the 
histogram we can know so many things. We can judge what 
our exposure is, if we are over-exposed and blowing out our 



Think you can really 
trust your eyes to 
judge exposure?

Which of these two 
blocks is the darkest?



whites / brights / highlights. We can make calculated decisions 
to decrease the noise in our photographs and increase the 
resolution and information captured in each photograph. And, 
we can tell in an instant exactly what we need to do to correct 
the exposure. 

The first bit of the above paragraph should, by now, all make 
sense. The last part may not be so obvious. However, if you 
remember that each column on the histogram equates to 
roughly one full stop of light, then you can always make a quick 
and dirty judgment call as to how much more light you need to 
add to the exposure. 

Our cameras are set to adjust exposure variables (shutter speed 
/ ISO / aperture) in 1/3rd increments. So, all you have to do is 
visualize each one of those columns on the histogram as being 
broken up into 3rds. Knowing that each column is one full 
stop, you can make a judgment call as to whether or not you 
need to adjust the exposure by 1 1/3rd stops or just 1/3rd of a 
stop to push your exposure as far to the right as possible. 

All of this seems simple enough right? Push the exposure as 
far the right on your histogram as possible in order to reduce 
noise and give you the biggest files possible to work with. Cut 
and dry. Well, almost. There is a catch. When we expose to the 
right, and I mean really expose to the right, our images are 
going to look washed out. Colors will be awful. Shadows will 
be awful. Expletives will tumble from your mouth followed by 
name. 

It’s OK. I’m used to it. 

But, as long as you have not over-
exposed in the literal sense of 
the phrase by blowing out your 
highlights or whites, then all of 
the information you need for the 
photograph is there. The key here 
is to understand that in digital 
photography, processing your images 
is now 50% of the game. 

Ansel Adams famously explained 

As you can see from the picture 
above, the two block are exactly 
the same shade of grey. You per-
ceive one to be darker than the 
other however, because of the 
highlights, shading, and back-
ground colors. Light and color 
is straightforward physics, but 
our brains are a swirling vortex 
of mysteries full of bias, assump-
tions, and perception. 

CHECK YOUR HISTOGRAM!!!!



I created this photograph while in the North Dakota Badlands a couple weeks ago for the express purpose 
of explaining the need for pushing your exposure as far to the right on the histogram as possible to protect 
against noise. 5000 ISO is something many photographers believe they cannot shoot at. And yet, because the 
information on the histogram is stacked as far to the right as possible (without touch the right side and blow-
ing out the highlights) I was able to dramatically minimize the noise that was captured here.  And if you look 
closely, the only place you will find noise is in the shadow of the rabbit’s cave. Notice how I accidentally front 
focused on the rubble pile. Don’t do that! Bad Jared. 



that his photographs were created in the darkroom. He likened 
what was captured in camera to a set of ingredients that he 
could then work with later. Today, so many decades later, 
with such incredible leaps forward in technology, nothing has 
changed. 

If you pick up a copy of National Geographic that was 
published in 1981 and lay it side by side with this month’s issue, 
the difference you see in the quality of the photographs largely 
has to do with the invention of digital photography and the use 
of editing software like Photoshop and Lightroom. 

By exposing to the right, you have ensured that you captured as 
much information in the most forgiving tones of light possible. 
Once images have been downloaded and opened in PS or LR, 
you can then simply recreate the dynamic range you either 
remember or see in your creative mind’s eye. 

To do this, we simply reduce the exposure and adjust the 
black and shadow sliders. All of this is done in your raw 
processor – which means either Lightroom or Adobe Camera 
Raw if you only use Photoshop. Dropping down the exposure 
or darkening the image in PS / LR is simply a matter of 
removing some information. You can take away info all day 
long. What you cannot do however, is add information (light) 
without degrading the image to some degree by adding noise. 
Whereas noise is created in the field by not capturing enough 
information, in PS/LR it is created by trying to artificially add 
light when brightening our images. 
 
Have I made a convert out of you yet? There is nothing about 
this that is intuitive. It is the polar opposite idea compared to 

film days. However, it is the right way to do things with digital 
photography. Understanding the nuances of the technology 
in your hand allows you to step up your photography game. 
It allows you to take control of noise in your photographs, to 
produce the largest files possible for your camera, and it gives 
you so much more latitude for processing your images on the 
computer. All of which is a good thing!





I am going to break a cardinal rule here that I told myself I would never do 
when writing the Photographer’s Journal. I am going to write an article that 
is camera manufacturer specific. And ever worse, it’s camera specific at that!  
For all of my Canon, Sony, and Olympus readers: I love you. I promise that 
I will make this up to you by working in future articles that are specific to 
your equipment to make it up to you.  

For all of my Nikon readers: your welcome. =)

Fine tuning your auto focus system is important. It’s really something 
that everyone should do, as it has the ability to dramatically improve the 
sharpness of your photographs. If you are someone who is quite sure of 
their long lens technique, but consistently find that your photographs are 
just slightly “off ” focus, then this may very well be the solution you have 
been looking for. 

Fine Tuning your camera / lens auto focus is different than having your lens 
or camera calibrated. Calibration is mechanical. It’s physical. It’s something 
done by a camera manufacturer, NOT YOU! If a lens or camera has been 
dropped, and you feel as though the focus has been off ever since, this is a 
job for the manufacturer. With so many delicate pieces of glass elements in 
a lens, and delicate aspects to microchips in your camera, there are plenty 
of places where the focus can break down. So any time your equipment has 
sustained damage or an accident, it is a very good idea to send it back to the 
manufacturer to be tested and recalibrated. 

Now that I got that out of the way, we can talk about what this article is 
really about: Nikon’s new Auto AF Fine Tune that they have released with 
the D5, D500, D850, and D7500. 

With other camera makes and models, you can still fine tune your auto 
focus, the old fashion way. But with these new models, Nikon has attempted 
to automate the whole process somewhat for us with the push of a couple 
buttons. 

The problem though, as anyone who has tried this new feature out will 
know, is that there is a whole lot of variability in the results each time you 
fine tune a lens and camera combo. 

As much as you probably do not want to hear this, it is to be expected with 
the design of the camera. You see, the image sensor and your focus sensor 
are in two different places. As both require light to function, that light does 
not actually reach both sensors at the exact same time thanks to bouncing 
around on mirrors (this is why Live View focusing is more accurate, as you 
are focusing directly off the image sensor itself). At Nikon, cameras are 
tested for sharpness before shipping by using one single lens: a 50mm f/1.8 
lens, stopped down to f/2.8. This is arguably Nikon’s sharpest lens. Are you 
using the same one? Or, are you shooting with a 600mm for instance?

It gets worse. Adding to this, is the fact that camera manufacturers operate 
within set “tolerances” for sharpness with a lens – which is typically plus or 
minus 5 points off of being perfectly in focus. Plus or minus 5 points means 
that there is a 10 point bubble that focusing can fall within at the factory 
and still be considered sharp. 

So right off the bat, we have variation in focus with the camera thanks to 
the way our phase detection auto focus works. Then we have a wide range 
in what ALL camera manufacturers consider to be their focus tolerance 
of a lens (with the exception of Zeiss). Now, we add to the mix our ever-
growing resolution of cameras. In the film days, all things were pretty much 
equal here as the resolution of film was pretty steady. However, once we 
introduced computers into the camera equation everything changed. And 
now, the higher the resolution, the more that slight imperfections begin to 
show up. Camera manufacturers have scrambled over the years to produce 
higher quality glass that will keep pace with our higher resolution cameras 
– which is why a Nikon 600mm literally just doubled in price on day. Where 
as a 12mp camera may have looked fine with the older glass and greater 
tolerances – all things considered. A newer 21-48mp camera is going to 
show us all kinds of things we don’t want to see in our photos. 

For these three reasons (focus variation in camera, focus tolerances in 
lenses, and greater resolution image sensors) fine tuning our auto focuses 
can make a big difference at times. 

Personally, I highly commend Nikon for coming out with an automated way 
of fine tuning our camera / lens combos. But, and there always seems to be 
a but, the problem with how that Nikon goes about this is they do not take 



into account to camera’s own variation in focusing (the whole bit about light 
not reaching the  AF sensor at the same time as the image sensor). Nikon 
takes one single focus reading and sets a value into the camera’s memory 
for your lens based on that. However, if every time you take attempt to run 
another fine tune of your lens, you get a different focus value, then one 
single reading is simply not enough. Thus, to truly take advantage of Nikon’s 
auto AF fine tune feature, you must take multiple readings, and then take an 
average from those. 

To give you an example of the inherent variation in this automated system, 
I recently fine tuned my 600mm and 200-400mm with my D5. All of this 
equipment took a pretty good beating on the beach in Alaska last month 
and so I had all of it cleaned at Bozeman Camera – my local camera shop. 
And upon getting all of my equipment back, I decided to run through the 
fine tune again – just in case – before I head off to the Canadian Rockies in 
a few days. 

Running the auto fine tune on my 600 returned values of:
-7
-9
-16
-17
-7
-2
-7
-13
-14
-8

The 200-400 / D5 combo returned values of:
-8
-3
-6
-10
-13
-9
-4
-5

-5
-6

As you can see, these values are all over the place. All of them are negative, 
which suggests that my camera and lenses are “back focusing.” And there is 
a really wide discrepancy in all of them. 

The first thing that I do once I have compiled 10 separate readings is to 
eliminate the outliers – those numbers at the extremes. For the 600mm, the 
two outliers were -17 and -2. With the 200-400mm, the two outliers were 
-13 and -3. With those crossed off my list, I then go about taking an average 
of the other 8 numbers. Remember, this is done for each and every one of 
your lenses separately. I am definitely not going to use the values from my 
600mm as any sort of guide for my 200-400mm. 

If you don’t remember from math class how to go about taking an average 
of these numbers, don’t despair as its very simple on a calculator. All you 
need to do is add the remaining numbers together and then divide the sum 
by 8. The number 8 is used because you are getting an average for 8 number 
values. Just remember to input the negative sign if necessary – as you can 
see it was for me! 

Once I added together the remaining 8 numbers for my 600mm and then 
divided, I came up with a focus value of -10. For my 200-400, that value was 
-6.6. Rounding numbers up or down is not a problem. A 1 point difference 
isn’t going to make a difference YOU can see. 

Now, with numbers in hand, I slap on the corresponding lens, such as my 
600mm for instance, power the camera back up and head over to the AF 
Fine Tune menu. This is located under the Setup Menu (the wrench icon) 
under AF Fine Tune. Once there, I double check that AF fine-tune is turned 
on. Then I select the Saved Value option and enter -10 on the scale and 
press OK to save it all into the camera’s memory bank. From there, I turn 
off the camera, detach the 600mm and put the 200-400mm on in its place. 
The process is repeated for this lens, only I dial in a -7 (6.6 rounded up) this 
time and hit OK. 

That’s it. It really is that simple. Both lenses fine tuned and ready to go for 



the Canadian Rockies!

If you have never worked through the process of using the AF fine tune, it 
can be a touch daunting at first. You need targets and different distances 
from those targets depending upon the focal length of the lens. If your using 
a zoom lens, you need to calibrate the lens at the most often used focal 
length. And then there is the process of getting the Auto AF Fine Tune to 
turn on and even work. If you are not familiar with the process, I will do a 
quick review of how it all works below. 

Utilizing the AF fine tune first requires a target for you to shoot. Sure, you 
could go out and find a naturally contrasty subject to work with. But I 
suggest removing as many variables for the situation. When fine tuning your 
auto focus on a camera that DOES NOT have the automated function, you 
will want a inclined plane to work with as your target and high HIGHLY 
recommend checking out Lens Align for this. For using Nikon’s automated 
version however, you want a high contrast image on a FLAT and Vertical 
plane – i.e. a wall. 

The internet is awash in various AF fine tune targets you can download. A 
simple Google search will probably return a few thousand options. Let me 
save you the trouble though and provide you with a link to the one that I 
use. You can download this directly from my website, print it out, and tape 
it up somewhere.

CLICK HERE to download the AF target I use.

Once you have a decent high contrast target to work with, you can tape it to 
a wall or, even better, a garage door. I say “even better” because the distances 
you may end up working with could call for you standing out in the middle 
of the street to get far enough away from your target. The rule of thumb is 
that you want to be 8.2 feet per 100mm.  So, for a 600mm this equals 49.2 
feet. For my 200-400, fine tuned at 400mm, I need to set my lens up 32.8 
feet. I make it easy and round up or down as necessary. 

It is important to make sure that your target is placed in a well-lit area. This, 
plus the distances for long telephoto lenses, is why I prefer to set the target 
up outside. Without using studio lights, it can be difficult to get the target 

properly lit in your house. 

Now that you have your target set up, and your distance measured out, you 
will want to set your camera and lens up on a sturdy tripod. Put as much 
emphasis as is possible on the word sturdy here, because if your camera 
detects even the slightest most subtle amount of movement in the lens 
when you are fine tuning, you will receive a message telling you that the fine 
tuning failed. The importance of this grows exponentially with the length 
of your lens. The longer the focal length, the more magnified the slightest of 
movements are, and it can be down right frustrating when trying to use the 
auto fine tune on a 600 or 800mm lens for this reason. 

When it comes to my 600mm, it often takes me quite a few tries to get the 
automated fine tune to work properly because of camera shake. I have tested 
this out both with and without vibration reduction turned on and I get 
the same results. So, in order to help stack the odds in my favor, I do what 
everyone else says not to do and I leave VR turned on. 

In order to create a bit more stabilization, just before the final act of hitting 
OK to tell my camera to go through with the fine tuning, I grab the camera 
with both hands and let the weight of my arms pull down on the camera 
and hold it like that for a moment before slowly, and gently, hitting the OK 
button. This is the only way I am able to get the automated fine tune to work 
with my 600mm. With the lens locked down tightly on a full gimbal head, 
this bit of weight that I place on the camera just helps to dampen down any 
additional vibration that will move through the camera and lens when I hit 
the OK button. On my 200-400mm, I don’t have to be quite as cautious. 

If you are sure you have you camera locked down as solid as possible, pull 
up the AF Fine-tune menu under Settings on your camera. Once there, go 
ahead and make sure that you have the AF Fine-tune option turned on. 
Next, you can begin to set up your camera to receive your first reading. The 
steps are as follows:

1. Switch your camera to AF-S. This is done by pressing the button on the 
left side of your camera next to the lens mount known as the AF Mode 
Button. 
2. Set your camera to single shot

http://jaredlloydphoto.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/af-target.png


3. Engage Live View
4. Set your focus point to the absolute center of your LCD. This can be done 
quickly by simply pressing the button in the center of the multi selector. 
5. Make sure you’re your Live View focus is set to either Wide or Normal. I 
use Normal. This can be done by pressing the AF Mode Button again while 
in Live View and rotating the dials – just make sure you don’t accidental 
take yourself out of AF-S in the process. 
6. Now you will want to go ahead and focus on the target. Once focus is 
acquired, you might chose to zoom in by hitting the + button to double 
check your focus. 
7. To initiate the Auto AF Fine Tune, press and hold BOTH the AF Mode 
Button AND the little red video record button at the same time. It will take 
a couple of seconds, but then a message will pop up confirming if you want 
to use the Auto AF Fine Tune feature. 
8. Make sure everything is locked down as tightly as possible, use your best 
long lens stabilization technique, and press either the OK button, or the 
button in the center of the multi selector. 
9. If you properly stabilized your lens, you will get a message saying that the 
AF value was recorded and to press OK. 
10. Once you have pressed OK, the LCD will turn off. From here click the 
menu button on the left side of the camera and open up AF Fine-tune again 
in the Setup Menu. Once inside, you will notice a line that says Saved Value 
with a number next to it. Write this number down on a piece of paper. 
11. Repeat steps 7 – 10 another 9 times. 
12. Once you have 10 separate values to work with, eliminate the highest and 
lowest number
13. Take the other 8 numbers, add them together and then divide the sum by 
8
14. Go back into the AF Fine Tune menu and open up Saved Value
15. Move the slider to the averaged value you came up with and click OK.   

All said and done, this is a simple process. The only real trick to this is 
making sure you keep everything rock solid when using long lenses. 
Technically, all of you should do this for all of your lenses. And then do it 
over again for any lenses you use in combination with teleconverters as well. 
Nikon distinguishes between the 200-400 by itself, and the 200-400 with 
a 1.4 TC attached. And when it comes to working with teleconverters, us 
Nikon folks can use all the help we can get!



High on Drones



At these elevations, even during 
the summer months, mornings 
start cold. It’s still dark out and I 
need my high beams to navigate 
the forest service road that I am 
inching my way up. Rocks the size 
of soccer balls are set about the 
track. Mud holes can be found 

every so often. And I am having a difficult time keeping the 
coffee inside of my travel mug. 

The Bridger Mountains rise up out the prairie like a giant 
wall of granite along the eastern flank of Bozeman, Montana. 
They aren’t very long. They aren’t even very tall. But their 
geographical complexity creates something of a micro-climate 
that is more akin to the Canadian Rockies than the rest of 
Montana. 

I am here for Battle Ridge. It’s an expansive and near vertical 
cliff face that unfolds for miles across the top of the Bridger 
Mountains. To be honest, I have no idea how that the place 
got its name. A Google search turned up various local legends 
ranging from Indian battles to famous gun fights. Nothing that 
was backed up with any concrete evidence though. But it’s not 
the history that has me bouncing around on this old dirt road 
in the dark. It’s the alpenglow. 

Alpenglow is what created those “rosy fingertips of dawn” 
that Homer waxed so poetically about throughout his epic the 
Odyssey. It is the thing for which so many mountain ranges 
across the Southwest derive their namesake. Mountains with 
names like Sangre de Christo (Blood of Christ) and Sandia 

(watermelon) all find their etymology in the beautiful pink and 
red light that reflects off of their rocky peaks before sunrise and 
after sunset. 

Not familiar with Alpenglow? This is the world according to 
Wikipedia: 

Alpenglow (from German: Alpenglühen, Italian: Enrosadira) 
is an optical phenomenon that appears as a horizontal reddish 
glow near the horizon opposite of the Sun when the solar disk 
is just below the horizon. This effect is easily visible when 
mountains are illuminated, but can also be seen when clouds 
are lit through backscatter.

Since the sun is below the horizon, there is no direct path 
for the sunlight to reach the mountain. Unlike sunrise 
or sunset, the light that causes alpenglow is reflected off 
airborne precipitation, ice crystals, or particulates in the lower 
atmosphere. These conditions differentiate between a normal 
sunrise or sunset, and alpenglow.

The term is generally confused to be any sunrise or sunset light 
reflected off the mountains or clouds, but true alpenglow is not 
direct sunlight and is only visible after sunset or before sunrise.
After sunset, if mountains are absent, the aerosols in the 
eastern part of the sky can be lit in the same way by the 
remaining scattered red light straddling the fringe of Earth’s 
shadow (the terminator). This backscattered light projects a 
pinkish band opposite of the sun.

I have never seen Battle Ridge lit up in alpenglow. Though I 
stare out at the Bridger Mountains from my office window as I 

The photograph above was created while 
I was photographing for a magazine 
story a few years back. At the time, I had 
never heard of drone photography and 
so I spend a week spending hundreds 
of dollars a day to be flown around in 
a little Cessna. Today, this very same 
photograph could be made safely from 
the ground with a drone!



write these words, the western 
flank doesn’t turn colors after 
sunset. That is the nature of the 
beast. Some mountains do, and 
some mountains don’t. It all 
depends upon the vertical face 
of the cliffs that the light can 
reflect from. So, I am heading 
into the situation completely 
blind. I have no idea what to 
expect. 

Before I set out for a new place to 
photograph, I do a quick Google Image 
search to see what has been created 
before. This gets my brain thinking. It 
gets the gears turning. I can see what 
has worked before, and what hasn’t. But 
here, with these mountains, I found 
nothing. That’s actually not true. This 
is Bozeman, MT we are talking about. 
Home of Montana State University. 
And so plenty of iPhone photos of 
college kids camping, swimming, and 
paddle boarding pop up, but nothing 
that I am looking for. A beautiful sub-
alpine glacial pool of water known as 
Fairy Lake sits at the end of the road 
that I was traversing, which is what 
all of the photos that I looked at show, 
but no Alpenglow. So maybe it doesn’t 
exist. Maybe this is all for naught. Or 
maybe everyone else has been too lazy. 

Having hiked here, having strung my hammock between trees 
next to the water’s edge of Fairy Lake and spent warm summer 
days pecking away on the keyboard of my laptop, I knew 
that everything about these mountains should light up like a 
Christmas tree before sunrise. And so I woke at 3:30am, filled 
two travel mugs full of coffee, loaded my gear in the back of the 
Land Rover, and set out into the dark with visions of alpenglow 
and never before seen photographs dancing in my head. 

One of the great challenges of nature photography today, in the 

The perspective from a drone is unlike 
anything that  possible in traditional aerial 
photography without hiring a helicopter 
for $1,000 an hour. Images like this one 
were not economically feasible for your av-
erage photographer until now. 

Note the strong lines and shapes in this 
photograph. These are the types of ele-
ments you want to search for in your aerial 
composition.



21st century, in the digital age, when millions of photographers 
now prowl the countryside with their cameras, is the that it 
becomes increasingly difficult to create anything new. Take 
Jackson Hole for instance. We all know the old Mormon barns 
in Jackson Hole, set amongst the sagebrush, with the snow 
dusted Tetons in the background. It is a beautiful composition. 
But it is also the most worthless photograph you will ever 
make. Why? Because every photographer who has ever traveled 
to Jackson Hole has this same photograph. Unless the barn 
is on fire, your images will simply join the likes of 10 billion 
others. 

Want to make a living with your photography? This challenge 
becomes even greater. What sets your elk photo apart from 
everyone else’s? How have you captured something that has 
been photographed millions of times before that will stand 
out? Whether you want to compete in the world of editorial 
photography (magazines) or fine art, you can never settle 
for the same old thing because it has all been seen and sold 
countless times already. 

Really, this is what it means to be an artist in general though. 
To be a creative person, you must create. By its very nature, I 
will argue, creativity is all about crafting something new and 
unseen or unheard. This is how art marches forward. 

For this reason, we are always searching for new and unique 
ways to reveal the natural world. This doesn’t always translate 
to some sort of new and fabulous fine art piece that takes the 
New York art world by storm. Maybe that happens. Or, maybe 
it just becomes a new perspective on old subjects and simply 
translates to sales in stock images. 

It is the pursuit of newness, my desire to find fresh 
perspectives, that has me inching my way forward in the dark. 
I carry no tripod. I do not even have my camera bag with me. 
Instead, behind my seat lies a Goal Zero solar battery and a 
large black pelican case with a drone in it. 

Drone photography has taken the photography has exploded 
the last few years – though the technology has been out for 
over a decade now. Early drones came in the form of things 
like octocopters (8 blades), and were custom built by a handful 
of companies, carried full size cameras, had battery life flight 
times of 5 minutes, and cost over $15k. But as with all forms 
of technology, give something enough time, and not only does 
the capabilities of that technology grow exponentially, but the 
prices rapidly fall and the tech finds its way into the hands of 
the masses. 

Two key things happened to help bring this all about. First 
was the invention of the GoPro Hero cam. Though I believe 
there are, today, far superior 
little cameras to send up on 
drones, one cannot deny the 
fact that this company single 
handedly revolutionized 
what was possible with 
both stills and video. The 
second breakthrough was the 
invention of the DJI Phantom. 

DJI had been in the business 
of building hobby aircraft 

Photograph Below. This shot was made using 
a 5-stop  Neutral Density / Polarizing Fil-
ter engineered by Polar Pro Filters. Drones 
make for very stable platforms capable of 
exposure times up to 4 seconds long! I spent 
two batteries looking for a unique patterns in 
both the trees and the river to come together 
before finding this composition. At times I 
see nothing more than a circle in the trees. 
Other times, it’s a spiral. And then I come 
back and there is a Yin Yang symbol. This is 
the type of creative photography that I love. 
What one sees here can be different from per-
son to person. Some will love it. Some will 
hate it. But that the fact that everyone experi-
ences it different is what I love.





for some time. In fact, when it came to the old 
custom octocopters, DJI was one of the top 
companies. With the Phantom however, DJI crafted 
an inexpensive and lightweight drone perfect for 
carrying payloads of about the size of a GoPro and 
quickly turned themselves into the Henry Ford of 
drone production.  

Today, there are MANY different drone companies 
out there all vying for the hearts and minds of 
would be drone photographers. However, DJI is still 
the leader of the pack. 

This company has three basic lines of drones that 
are of interest to people like you and me. The first is, 
of course, the Phantom. This is your middle of the road drone. 
Its relatively portable, lightweight, and affordable – coming in 
for the latest greatest model at under $1500. The technology 
is tried and true. They have long since ditched GoPro, with its 
fisheye lens and funky distortions, now producing their own 
cameras specially designed for drone photography. And like all 
of DJI’s line, these cameras work phenomenally well. 

The second model in the DJI lineup is the Mavic. These are 
designed to be ultra-lightweight and ultra-portable. Whereas 
you need a dedicated case to carry the Phantom in – such as a 
specialized backpack or Pelican Case – the Mavic is designed 
fold up and slip into a camera bag with your other gear. The 
whole things folds in on itself to about the size of a 70-200mm 
lens. For many, this makes the Mavic the go-to drone of choice. 
The portability of it means that you do not need to carry 
additional luggage around on a trip. Slip it into your camera 

bag and go. 

The last model that DJI mass 
produces is the Inspire. This is 
the “professional” grade model 
but is, in my opinion, best suited 
for videography. The stills are 
beautiful. However, they are not 
any better than what you can 
produce with a Phantom 4 Pro. 
The video, however, is a whole 
different story. These systems are 
regularly employed for work on 
Nat Geo and BBC documentaries, 
as well as big ticket Hollywood 
movies. 

Which of these systems is right for you ultimately depends 

The DJI Family of drones. For most 
of the work that I do with drones these 
days, I’m kind of like Goldilocks. The 
Mavic is too small. The Inspire is too 
big. But the Phantom is JUST RIGHT. 

Each of these drones have a purpose 
and a place in the wild. From ultra-
portable to high-end production level 
video. Which drone you decide to 
purchase will depend upon your needs 
as a photographer or videographer. 
My one suggestion would be to start 
with either a Mavic or Phantom and 
then graduate to an Inspire if you see 
yourself needing one of those. It’s 
easier and cheaper to learn and fail on 
smaller lighter less expensive models 
first!



upon your needs. Me, I like the Phantom. The quality is a better 
than the Mavic lineup. However, there are many times that I 
wished I had a Mavic because the drone would always be with 
me on every shoot. And in all likelihood, I will pick up one of 
the new Mavic Pro 2 models to carry with me when portability 
is a must. 

But regardless of which system you decide to invest in, the 
impact that a drone will have on your photography is simply 
unparalleled. I can think of no other piece of equipment you 
can purchase that will have a more immediate and dramatic 
effect on the type of work you are producing. Oh yes, I drank 
the Kook-Aid. 

Pulling up to the trail head to Fairy Lake, it was light enough 
to see yet still 20 or so minutes from the first kiss of alpenglow 
on the mountains – if there was going to be any at all. One of 
the problems with chasing this optical phenomenon into the 
mountains is the presence of other mountains. Let another 
peak to the east or west (depending on whether or not you are 
photographing sunrise or sunset) stand in the way, and you 
lose your alpenglow all together. 

As the clock ticked down, I pulled out my equipment and 
readied myself. It can take a minute or two for the drone’s GPS 
to acquire a sufficient number of satellites to fly. This is crucial. 
It’s what keeps your drone from flying off on its own. It’s what 
keeps your drone steady in the air all on its own. And, it’s what 
makes for successfully photography. 

These satellite connections are what allows for something like 
the Phantom to geolocate itself, and hold a position. Often 

times, we are photographing with exposures of a second or 
more with these things. On the ground, you would never 
consider trying to photograph with these long exposures 
without being locked down to a very sturdy tripod. Thanks 
to the GPS system of the drone, coupled with advanced gyro 
technology in the camera mounts however, we are able to take 
these same slow shutter speeds into air – something that could 
never be done with traditional aerial photography. 

When I am flying a new location, I assume that I will probably 
eat up at least one battery just looking for compositions. 
Technically, the batteries for these things are rated for a little 
over 20 minutes. Realistically, you should plan for 15 though. 
Each battery for the Phantom will run you about $100. So, 
if you plan on spending any amount of time out flying and 
photographing, you are going to have to dish out some money 
on extra batteries. 

For me, 4 is sufficient – as long as I have a way to keep batteries 
on a charger while in the field. This is where my Goal Zero 
comes into play (separate article on this). At any given time, I 
will have at least one of my batteries on a charger. By the time I 
have ran through all 4 batteries, another two are fully powered 
and ready to go and I just keep rotating out batteries until I am 
done. 

With this thought in mind, I launched the drone to begin 
piecing together a viable composition. I was surrounded by 
trees at this point and knew that unless I wanted to lose the 
drone right off the bat, I needed to send it straight up and well 
above the tree line before I could get to business. 





In order for you to see what you’re 
doing up there, and control the 
Phantom’s camera, you must have 
some sort of monitor to work with. 
There are dedicated displays you 
can buy for this, but I find that the 
iPad Mini is absolutely ideal for 
this work. Its size and weight seem 
to be perfectly matched for the 
Phantom’s controller, and there are 
definitely some differences between 
the Android and IOS app that DJI 

maintains for this purpose. Understand though that DJI is a bit 
like Apple when it comes to their equipment. Apps require a 
certain age processor in your iPad or iPhone or Android device 
to work properly. With the newest version of the their app 
called DJI Go 4, anything older than an iPad 5 (full size) will 
not work. Me, I use the newest iPad Mini 4 – which should get 
me 4 more years at a minimum. 

With the app showing me the world as my camera sees it – this 
is essentially Live View that you’re working off of – I was able to 
not only see the forest as I rose above the trees, but I could also 
measure the height of the drone in the air. 

Height is everything in the US with these things. The FAA has 
imposed a long list of rules for us and one of those is that we 
are legally required to keep our drones at 400 feet or less. Why? 
Aircrafts are supposed to stay above 500ft. So, knowing how 
high above the ground you are is a critical bit of information. 
With the trees and the mountains and the varied topography 
I was flying in, I decided to shoot straight up to 200 feet. For 

these trees, I knew that height would be more than necessary. 
This wasn’t exactly the redwoods here. These trees barely 
topped out at 50’ given the elevation and short growing season 
this admixture of spruces and firs had to survive in.  

Once in the air, I could see the depression in the tree line that 
was Fairy Lake and promptly headed in that direction. 

From above it all, the world takes on a completely different 
perspective. New compositions reveal themselves by the 
second. And everything changes quite dramatically with the 
angle of your camera – which you can adjust in flight by the 
way. Mountains unfurl like ribbons into the distance. Forests 
take on a most beautiful pattern of abstract shapes as you peer 
down at the treetops from a few hundred feet up. Instantly 
you recognize the potential for your drone. Instantly, you are 
offered up an artist’s pallet of new and beautiful perspectives of 
the world below. 

As I reached Fairy Lake however, I realized that I had 
misjudged the distance and thus time as well. I was nearly 
a mile out from where I had started. It would take a good 5 
minutes to get the drone back to me so I could reload batteries. 
And the problem was that the highest peaks of Battle Ridge 
were already beginning to reflect a touch of pink. I was both 
relieved and panicked for a moment. On the one hand, this 
was great news. The ridge line does indeed catch the alpenglow. 
On the other hand, I was half way through my battery and 
so everything was going to have to happen quick - or not at 
all. Tomorrow was not an option. I flew out for Alaska in the 
morning and wouldn’t be back in Bozeman for a month. It was 
do or die. 

In many ways, from the air, grand 
landscapes become truly grand. I 
have always been fascinated by the 
views of a surrounding landscape 
from the tops of mountains. But 
when you photograph from a peak, 
you are limited in composition. 
Likewise, when you photograph from 
a small plane, you are also limited in 
compositions by the fact that pilots 
must stay above 500 feet and none 
of them want to fly to close to solid 
objects - for very good reason. But, 
with a drone, the world is yours as 
long as you stay below 400 feet.



As is often the case, alpenglow happens fast. By the time the 
tops of a mountain range begin to glow, you had better be in 
position and ready to go. With the rising of the sun, the light 
descends the mountains at break neck speeds. In an instant, 
you can go from pale and muted colors to a cliff face glowing 
like a red embers and worthy of a name like Sangre de Christo. 

I raced to find a composition. The drone whizzed above the 
trees at 25mph an hour as the sounds of its whirring blades 
drifted back to my position. Luckily I had the lake to work 
into the foreground, but I had no time to experiment with 
various angles. You see, when it comes to reflections, the 
lower you are to the water’s edge, the longer the reflection in 
the water is going to be. I knew that bringing the drone down 
toward the lake would begin to reveal the fiery red of Battle 
Ridge. However, it would take me another minute or two to 
get the drone down there, find a composition, and then get my 
exposure adjusted and the lens focused. And if it didn’t work, 
then I had lost everything because the alpenglow would be 
over by the time I made it back to my position. Knowing these 
limitations, I fine-tuned the composition that I already had and 
waited the 30 seconds or so for the entirety of the mountains 
catch fire with the light. 

Shooting with a 3-stop ND / Polarizing filter, even at f/2.8, 
produced a shutter speed of 1/25th of a second for me. This 
was exactly what I wanted. Regardless of what we happen to 
be photographing, we want to use the slowest possible shutter 
speed that we can get away with for the situation. The longer 
the shutter is open, the longer our image sensors are bathed 
in light. This equates to greater detail and color depth. In 

wildlife, the longest you can get away with might be 1/2000th 
of a second depending upon what the situation. In landscape, it 
might be as long as a minute or more. 

When it comes to long exposures, we eventually hit a point of 
diminishing returns though. The longer the exposure the more 
color depth and detail. However, after about 30 seconds of 
exposure, things begin to heat up inside the camera. And once 
it does, image quality begins to degrade from both noise and a 
softening of the focus. 

With a drone, this is all a bit of a moot point. We aren’t making 
minute long exposures from a quadcopter hovering above the 
ground – at least not yet. You might be able to get away with 4 
seconds at the most right now. 

All of this depends on the conditions of course. Is there wind? 
There usually is. How fast is that wind at your drone’s exact 
elevation? I can assure you that it will be faster than where you 
are standing. Above 10mph a 1 second exposure can be tough 
to get sharp. 

Getting into drone photography is almost as easy as going out 
and buying a drone – almost. As long as you are working with 
tried and true technology such as DJI’s line of drones (no I am 
not sponsored by these guys), then you will be working with 
a pretty short learning curve. A field or a park or even a big 
backyard away from trees and power lines and buildings and 
people is usually all you need to begin practicing. 

The first thing you need to keep in mind when starting out 
with a drone though, is that you have to be able to fly the thing 



before you can photograph with it. It’s a bit like 
underwater photography. If you aren’t comfortable 
with a snorkel, or are not proficient at diving, then 
you don’t need to be worrying about a camera 
until you are. You really do need to take the time 
necessary to learn how to fly and navigate your 
drone before you begin finding yourself distracted 
with making photographs. 

Ask any seasoned drone photographer and they 
will tell you that it is important to start low. You 
want to practice maneuvering your drone. The 
controls can take a bit to get used to and you 
want to make sure everything is becoming muscle 
memory before you toss your bird high into the air. 

At altitude, everything changes. Once you are 
above the trees or other big obstacles, the winds 
can be quite different. In the sky, there is often 
nothing around to break the wind. While it might 
be a light 5 mph wind on the ground, you can find 
yourself in 30mph gusts as you climb in elevation. 

At face value, flying is easy. Take off, landing, forward, 
backward, side to side, and twist. That’s about it in a nutshell. 
With the GPS in your drone, you can set your controller on the 
ground and walk away if you wanted to. The drone isn’t going 
anywhere – unless something goes wrong. And things do go 
wrong. 

Sometimes GPS gives out on you and you find yourself flying 
freestyle trying to make it back without crashing. Sometimes 

the video link goes out between the 
drone and your display. In these 
situations, your flying completely 
blind. Your controller has a Return 
to Home button on it, but damn it 
isn’t one scary thing to use when 
your trying to land inside a small 
clearing in the forest. Then, of 
course, there is the wind. Sometimes 
a gust will try and knock you out of 
the air. Sometimes it will drive the 
drone downward in elevation. And 

From the ground, this little 
waterfall was nothing to even take 
a second glance at. I had hiked 
down into a deep and narrow 
canyon in order to access it, but 
was underwhelmed by what I saw. 
Climbing back up to the rim of the 
canyon and looking down at the 
falls though, changed everything 
for me. And so, I launched my 
drone and lowered it down into the 
canyon to create this composition 
with an exposure of  1/15th of a 
second. 



at all times, it is working to eat your battery life. The harder 
your drone has to work to fly or stay in place, the faster the 
battery drains. Like I said, getting the thing in the air and flying 
around is the easy part. It’s what to do when things go wrong 
is why you need to practice with 
your drone and become proficient 
at flying it first. 

But, once you do, once you are 
comfortable launching and landing 
and zipping around obstacles and 
taking it up to 400 feet and back 
down again, the sky truly is the 
limits for your photography. 

If you have never done any 
aerial photography before, it 
can be a little frustrating at first 
when working with a drone. The 
excitement that we experience 
is not easily captured in a two-
dimensional representation that 
is flat and still. But, the rules of 
engagement remain the same. You 
have to take your time and work 
through a composition. And most importantly, 
you have to understand that from up here, 
simplification is the key. 

A river can become a tiny thread in your 
photograph. Mountains, little more than mole 
hills. Entire forests quickly reduce to matchsticks. 

The perspective at 400 feet above the world is truly different – 
especially from the angle of view found in an ultrawide lens. 
This is the challenge of all photography though. Moving from 
a 600mm telephoto lens to a 70-200mm forces you to refocus 

your mind’s eye. The perspective 
changes dramatically and you have 
to change how you “see” the world 
in that moment in order to capture 
captivating photographs. All of this 
is even more pronounced when 
working with a drone that has the 
equivalent of a 20mm wide angle 
lens. 

From the air, elements of design 
become paramount. Strong 
lines are everything. Patterns 
are overwhelmingly important. 
You begin to reduce the entire 
landscape into a display of shapes. 
Whether you are photographing 
straight down on a landscape to 
capture a beautiful abstract of 
something as simple as a forest 

canopy, or you are going for the 
grand landscape with sweeping mountain ranges 
and tumbling rivers, simplifying your composition 
down to the most basic of elements will have you 
bringing home photographs that are guaranteed to 
keep you addicted. 

For accessories, it is critically important that you 

You need these filters! Polar Pro 
is the best on the market and 
I can’t imagine life in the sky 
without them. 

You will want both the Vivid 
Collection AND the Artisan 
Collection. 



invest in a good set of polarizing ND filters. I can’t imagine 
living without them for still photography in the air. The way 
that light reflects is different up there. The circular polarizer 
will help reduce the spectral highlights while also saturating 
colors for you. The ND, or Neutral Density, part of the game 
cuts light. Your typical circular polarizer (CP filter in standard 
photography jargon but PL in drone filter world), cuts 2 full 
stops of light when put in front of your lens. Though this is not 
technically a true ND filter, the effect is exactly the same – with 
the added benefit of the polarizing effect. For drone work, you 
can buy CP filters that function anywhere from a 2 stop to 8 
stop neutral density filter. 

I have only ever worked with a company called Polar Pro. These 
guys make all sorts of filters for DJI drones and it is important 
to understand that the various filters are drone specific because 
of the difference in camera and lens sizes. 

I recommend purchasing two different sets of filters.

The first set is the Vivid Collection, which includes ND4/PL, 
ND8/PL, and ND16/PL filters. In the parlance of drone filters, 
PL stands for polarizer (instead of CP). CLICK HERE to check 
out these filters. 

The other set of filters I recommend are a bit more extreme 
in the neutral density ratings. This is what Polar Pro call their 
Artisan Collection. This contains a ND32/PL, ND64/PL, and 
the ND128/PL filters. What this translates to is a 5,6, and 7 
stop ND filter with polarization to help cut through spectral 
highlights and saturate colors. CLICK HERE for the Artisan 
Collection. 

Polar Pro also makes a ND256 (8 stops) that I have yet to try, 
and an ND1000 (10 stops) which is exclusively for the Mavic 
lineup. But these are purchased separately. 

The addition of these filters changes everything for your 
photography – especially if you want to photograph water. It’s 
simply not possible to acquire shutter speeds of 1 – 4 seconds 
without these guys. And it is in this range where movement in 
water starts to get interesting. 

The trick to working with long exposure like this is to take a 
whole lot of photos of each composition. In a scenario like 
Battle Ridge, extremely long exposures isn’t necessary because 
there wasn’t any movement in the landscape that I wanted to 
blur out. Here, my shutter speed of 1/25th of a second was all 
that was needed. But when creeping into shutter speeds that are 
slower than this, however, you want to make as many photos 
as you possible can. Why? Because you cannot control the 
variables in the wind.

Long exposure photography from the air has the potential 
to creating strikingly beautiful photographs. But this can be 
challenging at times as even small amounts of wind can have 
your drone working hard to remain steady. If you take 50 
photos at a 4-second-long exposure, you may only have 1 or 2 
perfectly sharp images. 

Sound like a lot of work? It’s not. You can set you camera 
up to shoot bursts. And really, this means you’re working a 
composition for 5 minutes or less. Of course, as you speed up 
your shutter, say, from 4 seconds to 1 seconds, your success rate 

https://www.polarprofilters.com/collections/dji-phantom-4-pro/products/dji-phantom4pro-filters
https://www.polarprofilters.com/collections/dji-phantom-4-pro/products/phantom-4-pro-filter-set




will also grow. With a little patience 
though, you can produce some 
extraordinary photographs this way.  

As a nature photographer, you need 
a drone. Yes, I say that with a voice 
of certainty. These platforms will 
radically change the way you see 
and shoot. They will open doors for 
you that you would not believe. And 
they give you the tools to reveal the 
world in new and inspiring ways. 
Oh, and they are a heck of a lot of 
fun – which we all need in life.

Back on the mountain, as the light descended the face of Battle 
Ridge, I fired off several series of bracketed exposures. Doing 
so not only gives me exposure options to choose from, but also 
the option to blend several exposures together and reign in a 
particularly dynamic range of light if necessary. The DJI Go 4 
app makes these decisions a piece of cake while in the air, and 
so there is little reason not to take advantage of such features 
and safeguarding. 

Though the images were not nearly as dramatic as what I 
was hoping, they are 100% salable as stock photography. The 
composition is new. The angle is new. You are not going to find 
another photograph that is remotely similar to this of Battle 
Ridge. And that is the point!

Do you have a drone already? If so, I want to see some of your 
photos! Send me your best shot – with copyright in place – and 

maybe I will feature it in the next edition of the Photographer’s 
Journal. 

Here it is: Battle Ridge in all of 
its Alpenglow glory.  Of all the 
many different compositional 
ideas that have come to mind since 
I first created this photograph 
back during the summer, while 
writing this article I have become 
completely obsessed with climbing 
back up here once the lake is frozen 
and snow has begun to dust the trees 
and mountains!

This may be the thing that I love 
most about drone photography in 
general; the fact that it consistently 
breathes life into my creative vision 
of the world. 





When I was 19, I sold all my earthly possessions except guitars 
and camera equipment. I gave the guitars and amps to my 
parents for safe keeping, and the camera equipment was stuffed 
down into an old frame pack, with sleeping bag, and clothing, 
and tent, and about 10 books – stuff like Che Guevara’s 
Motorcycle Diaries, Noam Chomsky’s Manufacturing Consent, 
Howard Zinn’s A People’s History, and John Zerzan’s Future 
Primitive. You know, your typical light reading for any 19 year 
old.  

With pack and camping gear and camera and books, I walked 
out to the nearest two-lane country road that headed west and 
stuck out my thumb. 
For the next few months I hitchhiked all over the US. I slept 
under bridges. I hiked off trail and trekked miles out into 
national parks and national forests following creeks and the 
natural flow of topography to find my way back out again. 
I drank cheap wine and listened to the stories of homeless 
people in cities behind dumpsters. I drank rock gut whiskey 
with grease faced hobos while riding freight trains through 
the Cascade Mountains, and learned to dodge rail yard cops – 
what train hoppers call “yard bulls” - by jumping off a moving 
train before it rolled into town. I did a stint volunteering at 
an environmental campaign where I strapped into a climbing 
harness and hoisted myself 150 feet into the air to live on a tiny 
little platform built in the canopy of a 1,500 year old western 
red cedar because loggers wouldn’t cut it down if I was sitting 
in it. I learned that if I called Domino’s for a pick up order, but 
didn’t actually show up, I could get the pizza for free when they 
closed. I found myself faced off with riot cops with shields and 
helmets and really big sticks while in Eugene Oregon. I climbed 
a volcano. Was robbed for my sleeping bag in the desert but 

was graciously allowed to keep my camera. I got in a fist fight 
with two neo-Nazis over “philosophical” differences. I watched 
first hand the historical “peace treaty” signing between the 
Hell’s Angels and Iron Cross motorcycle gangs when I found 
myself in Missoula, Montana. And then, one morning I woke 
up and decided I wanted to go home and enroll in college. 

Through all my travels, I lugged that camera everywhere I 
went. I photographed people and places and mountains and 
deserts and temperate rain forests. The camera was an old 
Canon AE1-P with an assortment of lenses. My film of choice? 
Fuji Velvia – because, oh my God the colors! 

The photographs themselves were awful of course. I was 
still learning. This was all pre-digital. There was no instant 
feedback. F/8 and be there. That was the mantra. And I was 
there, with my camera, pockets stuffed full of rolls of film. 

Can you imagine trying to do something like this today? This 
would be pretty tough to pull off. Back then, camera batteries 
were something you could buy at a gas station or grocery store. 
There were no computers involved. No hard drives. Every so 
often, I mailed off a bag of film back home. Photography was 
simple. In terms of your camera, it was basically shutter up / 
shutter down. The technology was in your film. I ran out of 
money trying to keep up with it all of course. And so I may be 
the only person you will ever meet that can say they bummed 
change from strangers on the street to buy film! 

Today, I need a steady supply of electricity to keep it all going. 
Camera batteries are no longer disposable – which is a good 
thing. But this means you recharge every night. Computers, 



regardless of how good the battery is, only last so long when 
you are running programs like Lightroom or Adobe Premier. 
Now I carry at least one, if not two hard drives with me. And 
then, depending upon the shoot, there may be a drone with me 
– which requires charging the controller, an iPad Mini 4 tablet 
which is used as a monitor while flying, and big energy hungry 
batteries to power the drone itself. I hate to say it but it is not 
uncommon to walk into my hotel rooms and find multiple 
power strips (which I bring along) filled to capacity with 
various gadgets all sucking away on the power grid. 

Nowadays, you won’t find me hopping freight trains and 
sleeping under bridges - though I will still sit down on a 
sidewalk and chat it up with a homeless guy for a while before 
handing him a $20. These days my travels are bit more nature 
focused. Brown bears in Alaska. Poison frogs in Panama. Wild 
horses on deserted islands. My first time in Yellowstone may 
have been while hitchhiking around the country, but now I just 
sleep in the back of my vehicle with camera bags and computer 
equipment piled up around me when I want to be Johnny on 
the spot come morning. 

Regardless of how the face of life’s adventures changed for me, 
the camera is still there. Only now, I need a way to keep it all 
powered. THAT is the only thing I miss about film. 

For years I wrestled with this part of the game. I would 
schedule myself to be in the backcountry for so much time and 
then in a hotel for a night or two to get things downloaded and 
charged up. That is, until I discovered a company by the name 
of Goal Zero. 

Goal Zero is a 
portable solar 
power company 
based out of 
California that 
specializes in 
helping people 
like you and 
I keep all of 
our electronic 
gadgets charged 
up when power 
outlets are 
a long ways 
away. Though 
photographers 
and videographers 
are by no means their sole market, the gear these guys make is 
the answer to all our prayers.  

A couple years ago I developed the not so bad habit of 
spending a month camping every July. I still work, of course. 
It’s kind of hard not to when you wear so many hats to make a 
business run. I photograph. I write magazine stories. Keeping 
most of my stock images in an online database lets me stay 
up on that stuff. And cell reception enables me to hop on 
the internet to respond to emails and editors and workshop 
participants a couple times a week. 

There are challenges to this of course. But the rewards far 
outweigh any of that stuff. And the view? Towering old growth 
trees in the Quinalt rain forest of Olympic National Park, wild 



horses galloping in front of rugged badlands, grizzlies gorging 
themselves on huckleberries and bull moose feeding on aquatic 
vegetation within site of my camp near the Canadian border: 
worth it. 

When putting together the plans for that first month long 
workcation camping trip, I knew the greatest challenge would 
be figuring out how to keep my digital life powered up. Having 
known about Goal Zero for a couple of years by then, I hopped 
online and began my research. 

After an hour or so of reading everything there was to read 
about Goal Zero’s various products, and their competitors, I 
finally settled on their Yeti 400. 

The beautiful thing about these solar batteries is that you can 
pre-charge them from a wall outlet, a vehicle’s power outlet, or 
with solar panels (sold separately). Though Goal Zero will try 
to steer you to the gigantic Yeti 1250 (weighing in at a million 
pounds), the 400 series is all I have ever needed for what I do. 

Before a trip, I charge the battery up in my office. This takes 
about 5 hours when plugged into a wall outlet. A single charge 
on the battery will allow me to charge my laptop a couple of 
times, my camera batteries, and my drone batteries. It’s enough 
juice to keep my going for a week of use. 

When I am doing a drone shoot, I keep this guy in my vehicle 
and always have a battery plugged into it recharging. With 
an average lifespan of only 20 mins of flight time on a single 
battery, the Goal Zero Yeti 400 is an absolutely critical piece of 
equipment for me when it comes to this type of work. Batteries 
run about $120. Each one gives you 20 minutes of flight time 
if there is little to no wind. But sometimes, it takes nearly 
that long just to get the drone up and a solid composition 
discovered and pieced together. My GoalZero has paid for 
itself in spades when it comes to keeping these batteries fully 
charged.  

Charging up the Yeti 400 from a wall outlet is the fastest way 
to do things at about 5 hours. From a cigarette lighter in your 
car, it takes about 8 hours. Solar panel charging is a different 
story however. Everything depends upon how big your panels 
are and how much light you have. You can daisy chain panels 
together to make it all faster and more efficient, but the panels 
can get expensive. Well, not camera expensive, but certainly 
pricey for an accessory. 

Personally, I like the Nomad 100 panels. They fold up. They are 
weather proof. I can dangle them off the side of a vehicle, throw 
them across my roof, drape it over a tent, or lay it out on the 
bow of my boat. With good sun, the Yeti 400 is recharged in 



9-12 hours for me. But this is from a completely dead battery, 
and a single Nomad 100 set of panels – which I rarely find 
myself. 

If you are stationary, or have a base camp, you can always just 
leave the panels connected to the battery and you will have a 
steady supply of power for laptops and cameras whenever you 
need it.  Or, you can lash the solar panel to the roof of your 
vehicle and run a cable in through the window. These things 
are designed to take a beating and they will hold up to abuse 
– though I wouldn’t want to test it at highway speeds and it is 
really not necessary since you can always have your vehicle 
recharge the Yeti while you drive. 

If you purchase one of these things, I would recommend NOT 
buying a solar panel with it at first – unless you just want to, 
or plan on being in a place you can recharge the battery for 
more than a few days. The Yeti 400 will run you about $450. 
The Nomad 100 is about $650. For me though, 99 times out 
of a 100, I am able to do everything I need to do from a single 
charge on the Yeti. That charge is done in a hotel room, in 
my office, at a coffee shop, or while driving. Rarely do I ever 
find myself needing solar panels – except for those extended 
camping and off-grid photo trips.

The one catch to all of this is the weight. The Yeti 400 is 17lbs. 
Think: car battery – which it pretty much is. They make smaller 
and lighter versions, but the power output is not enough for 
my needs. 17lbs is heavy (though my 600mm and D5 combo 
weigh about this much). You are not going backpacking with 
this particular version, but it’s perfect to load up in a vehicle, 
camper, boat, etc. 

If you spend extended amounts of time away from 
civilization and need power to keep your gear running, 
this is indispensable. If you’re a drone photographer (or 
videographer) and don’t own a thousand dollars’ worth of 
batteries already – this is an indispensable accessory. If you like 
to camp, you will want one of these. 

Once I added the Yeti 400 and Nomad 100 to my kit of 
equipment, I found myself being able to stay out longer, go 
further, and stop relying on hotels when I am on a shoot. No 
hotel means I can sleep where I need to sleep – as opposed to 
potentially hours’ worth of drive from where I want to be in 
the morning for instance. Naturally, I’m not brining this along 
everywhere I go. But, then again, I find myself using it far more 
than I ever thought I would. Forgot to charge your batteries last 
night? No problem. 

You can check out Goal Zero and the Yeti 400 here:

https://www.goalzero.com/shop/power-stations/yeti-400-
lithium-portable-power-station/

And you can see the Nomad 100 that I use here:

https://www.goalzero.com/shop/foldable-solar-panel/nomad-
100-solar-panel/



I am still trying to figure out 
how the rest of the world 
functions without tailgates!



photo critiques . . .





Each edition of the Photographer’s Journal features a photo 
critique. You send me photos, I pick one to do an in-depth 
review and critique of. It’s that simple! 

In this edition, we are going to discuss a photo of a keeled-
bill toucan that was sent to me by Jim Spence who created 
the image on a recent trip to the Oso Peninsula of Costa Rica. 
These are fabulous birds, a real crowd pleaser in the tropics. Big 
and noisy and wielding one heck of a beak, as lovable as these 
birds are though, these guys are far more interesting than the 
Fruit Loops caricature. 

That giant beak of the toucan is like the Swiss army knife of 
the bird world. It functions as a tool for extracting fruit from 
trees, and it works as a large and powerful weapon designed 
to grab hold of other birds and beat them to death against the 
side of a tree before eating them – a fact probably best left out 
of marketing strategies for kid’s cereal. The beautiful coloration 
of the toucan’s beak is also a sexual display for attracting 
mates. But, perhaps the most fascinating function of this beak 
is for regulating body temperature. Toucans have the ability 
to modify blood flow to the beak which in turn acts as a big 
thermal radiator – just like an elephant’s ears. 

The first thing that leaps out at me about this photograph is 
the sharpness. Second, is the glimmer in the eye. Third is the 
beautiful showcase of the beak itself. And fourth is the fact that 
there is not a hint of sky peeking through the background. 

Backgrounds are important. In the way that I see wildlife 
photography, they are equally as important as the subject 
itself and the light that it is all photographed in. An incredible 

subject set before a lousy background is more often than not 
a lousy photograph. But, if we were to reverse this, and put a 
not so good subject set in front of a beautiful background, we 
usually still have a nice photograph. Unless there is some sort 
of action or the subject is something unique (think Bigfoot), 
then often times a good rule of thumb to keep in mind is that 
your wildlife portrait is only as good as the background. 

Photographing birds in the forest can be challenging for this 
reason. Birds in trees usually result in the sky bleeding in 
through breaks in the canopy. The reason this is problematic 
for us, is that our eyes tend to be attracted to the brightest areas 
in a composition. Those hotspots that come peeking through 
from the sky constantly fight for our attention. Though you 
may not consciously keep looking at them, there is a dis-ease 
(yes, this is where the word comes from) when trying to study 
the photograph as you find that it becomes difficult to keep 
your attention where it’s supposed to be. 

To overcome this in the forest, we must always work to find a 
composition with a background that does not include any bits 
of sky. And as you can see from this photograph, that is exactly 
what Jim did here. 

However, even though Jim found a pretty solid background 
without the sky sneaking in, the background still becomes a 
touch busy because of the natural light reflecting off of the 
foliage. Does this kill the photograph? By no means. I still love 
this. But, this is one of the inherit challenges of photographing 
in the tropics, or any forested environment for that matter, and 
depending only on natural light. 



With every photo critique, I try to take all opportunities to 
make the whole of the thing a teachable moment that goes 
beyond the photograph itself. And so, in this case, we should 
talk for a moment about the use of flash in this situation. 

I can’t imagine walking around in the rain forest without a flash 
attached to my equipment. The light is so difficult to control 
in these environments, and I consider flash to be an absolute 
necessity in almost all rain forest scenarios. For this reason, 
workshops that I lead in the rain forest, such as my trip to 
Panama next year, ultimately become a masterclass in flash 
photography for everyone.  

For nature photography, let’s simplify things down a bit and 
look at the use of flash as being divided into two distinct 
strategies. The first is the use of a flash as your primary source 
of light (done with light stands holding flashes someplace 
outside of the composition). The second is the use of fill flash 
(done by having the flash somehow attached to your camera 
or lens and thus coming from the same angle as your camera/
lens). 

I am only going to talk about fill flash here in this example.  

The single most important thing you need to understand 
about using fill flash is that you are working with two (2) 
separate exposures at the exact same time. This is the biggest 
misunderstanding I see in newcomers to using flash in nature 
photography, and I guarantee it is the number one reason that 
people are afraid of using flash in the field. 

How was that for a paragraph of superlatives?

The first exposure that must be set is in your camera. This 
is the one you already know about. It’s how we photograph 
everything and it’s based on the ambient light. For fill flash, 
when we talk about ambient light though, what we really mean 
is the ambient light of the background. Before you even look at 
your flash, you get an exposure for exactly how you want the 
background to look. 

For me, I like my subject to stand out a bit – especially in a 
portrait like this. And more importantly, I am always trying 
to communicate the dark and mysterious qualities of the rain 
forest. Therefore, I tend toward underexposing the background 
to darken it some. This isn’t to say I want to make it black, per 
se, but I do prefer a darker background. Not only does this 
convey a rain forest “look,” but it also helps to create a slightly 
more dramatic lighting equation with the subject popping out 
from the background. This consideration of the background is 
critical. All photographer’s wielding flash make these very same 
subjective considerations and calculations. 

Follow?

The second exposure you are working with is on the flash itself. 
This is the light that will fall onto the bird or whatever your 
subject is. Whether you set your flash to manual or TTL is, 
to some degree a personal choice. When I am photographing 
from a fixed position such as when working at a feeder, I shoot 
in manual. Here, everything is controlled. The birds will land 
on this perch which is X distance with X amount of ambient 
light in the background. I set it and forget it. 



When I am working with subjects that are moving around 
whose distance to me is constantly changing, I use TTL mode. 
The reason I chose TTL over manual for moving subjects is 
because I hate math. If you want to master flash, you must 
understand the inverse-square law that pertains to light fall off. 
But, when I am trying to keep up with a troop of monkeys or 
a toucan or a poison frog for that matter, I absolutely do not 
want to think about the inverse-square law. I usually throw-up 
in my mouth a little bit at the mere thought of thinking about 
it. With TTL, I let the flash and camera do the math for me and 
just tell it to use a Flash Exposure Compensation based on its 
calculations. 

The inherent problem with fill flash, and ultimately the real 
cause of why people experiment with flash and then set it all 
aside because they don’t like what they see, is that you must 
balance the flash with the ambient light. Fill flash must be very 
subtle to pull off. As long as your flash is coming from the 
same direction as your camera you can only get away with a 
slight “kiss” of light on your subject. Just a little more and your 
subject looks obviously flashed. And anything more than that 
creates a photograph that looks like it was made after 4 too 
many cocktails with a disposable Kodak at a party. 

So, Jim could have reduced his camera’s exposure by a full stop 
to slightly underexpose the background and reign in those 
spectral highlights reflecting off the foliage. Then, on his flash, 
he could have dialed in a FEC (Flash Exposure Compensation) 
of – 2 stops (yes, NEGATIVE two stops). This combination 
would have darkened the background down, while hitting the 
bird with just enough flash to make him and his colors pop out. 
It would have added detail in the feathers of the dark body, and 

would have helped to naturally saturate the colors of the bird. 
It would have also helped to reduce the glare from the stick on 
the background on the far left. The spectral highlights would all 
still be there, creating a dynamic and interesting background, 
but they would have been subtler thus allowing the bird to 
stand out even more. 

Now, it is important to not assume that I am saying this is a 
bad photograph. Quite the opposite. This was handled very 
well and I really like the photograph. I only bring up the flash 
because it is something that could have been done in the field 
to improve upon the situation. 

That’s enough about the flash though, don’t you think? Let’s 
move on. 

The next thing that I want to discuss is the perch. Of course, 
this is not always something that can be controlled. A lot of 
bird photography happens naturally and you get what you get 
when it comes to finding and photographing a species like a 
keeled-bill toucan. However, most photographs of this species 
are made over top of fruit feeders at lodges. 

When working a feeder situation, perches are everything. This 
is something I went into great detail about in the summer 
edition of the Photographer’s Journal. Great care should be 
taken when selecting and setting up perches for birds at feeding 
stations. Unless you’re photographing something like a hawk, I 
think a perch of THIS size is too large. Additionally, the broken 
end of the perch also gives it something of an unnatural look 
– like someone put a random stick they found lying around on 
the ground up there. Don’t get me wrong. There are plenty of 



broken branches still attached to trees in the forest. But if we 
want our feeder images to appear as natural as possible, then 
we don’t want to settle for “just” a broken branch. Imagine, for 
a moment, if this was a thinner perch, one with moss or small 
bromeliads growing on it. Maybe there is a little vine twisting 
around the perch with a loop or two hanging down below. 
Instead of breaking at the end, the perch continues through the 
rest of the frame. Would this be a stronger image? Would that 
perch give you the impression of a toucan happened upon in 
the rain forest? 

Lastly, I would suggest cleaning up the bill some. There is a 
bit of food resting on the beak that can easily be removed in 
Lightroom or Photoshop. Anytime we are working a bird at or 
near a feeder, messy beaks are something we need to watch out 
for.

All in all, I think that Jim did a great job with this photograph. 
I love the subject. I love the pose. I love that the beak is slightly 
open. I love that the head and beak were captured in profile 
as opposed to angled toward or away from the camera – even 
slightly. That really allowed Jim to showcase this incredibly 
beautiful feature of the bird and what is unarguably the most 
important part of the bird to get right in a composition of a 
toucan! I love that there is a tiny amount of dappled lighting 
falling across the face. I love the catch-light in the toucan’s eye. 
I love that no sky is peaking through the background. And 
I love that we are, more or less, looking eye level at the bird 
instead of up in a tree. All of these things come together here to 
make this a nice clean image. 

Well done Jim!

Do you want me to critique one of your photographs? Send me 
something to jared@jaredlloydphoto.com and just put Photo 
Critique in the subject line. 



Did You Know?

It is not that coastal brown bears in Alaska are less 
aggressive than their inland counterparts we like to call 
grizzly bears, its that there is a whole lot more food to go 
around. 

In the summer, when salmon are running, all of the bears 
(and other predators and scavengers for that matter) begin 
to congregate at key locations around river mouths and 
rapids where fish can be taken easily. Because food is so 
abundant, and there are so many bears and other animals 
all congregating in the same place for that food, coastal 
brown bears  developed a different sort of Overt Reaction 
Distance (ORD) - as biologists call it. 

I like to call it the  Bear Bubble. While grizzly bears in 
Yellowstone average a 100 yard bear bubble - that distance 
in which they begin to react to the presence of another bear 
or human - in Alaska this bear bubble is often only 25 feet! 


