


Howdy folks and welcome to the Spring edition of the 
Photographer’s Journal. This issue is coming to you a week 
later than normal. A jam packed travel schedule this winter 
kept me on my toes and delayed things just a bit. A month in 
Yellowstone. Two weeks in the Rio Grande Valley. And then 
Honduras. Whew, what a crazy year it has already shaped up 
to be. 

In this issue of TPJ, we are going to be focusing on two key 
stories. The first is all about mastering your auto focus. The 
second, creating backyard bird photography studios. 

Auto focus systems are too often overlooked by even serious 
nature photographers. Most learn just enough to get by in a 
lot of situations and consider that good enough. In today’s 
world of digital photography, with immediate feedback of 
images, and the ability to send ourselves to an early grave over 
stressing the most minute details of the technical side of the 
craft, it’s a bit surprising that auto focus is so often overlooked. 
Then again, saying that auto focus systems are overlooked 
might not be exactly right. After the last issue of the Journal, 
we polled readers and social media users. The question was 
simple: what is the most confusing part of photography for 
you? The results? 80% of the answers were received said 
auto focus. So maybe it’s not that this critical part of our 
photography is overlooked as much as it is misunderstood. 
Thus, I decided to tackle this subject head on and in this issue 

you will find the first 
part of a multi-part 
series about auto 
focus systems. 

To truly understand 
how and when to use 
the various settings 
of your camera’s AF 
system, you must 
first understand 
the foundation in 
which the whole 
system is built. Don’t 
worry though. I am 
not going to get into the mechanics of phase-detection auto 
focus. You don’t need to know that stuff. But, you do need to 
understand the difference between vertical and cross-type 
sensors, where they are located, and how they work. You need 
to know the very big limitations of continuous / servo AF, 
and how to work around those limitations. These are just two 
examples from the article. There is much more. 

In the next issue of the Journal, we will move beyond the 
basics of your AF system and get into the practical application 
of it all. When and why to use various settings on different 
subjects. Real world examples and case studies. Our goal here 
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is that by the end of the Master Your Auto Focus series, you 
will have a rock-solid understanding of the nuances of your 
system that will translate into actual results in the field. 

The other feature article this month takes on a first hand 
comparative view of different backyard bird photography 
studios. We compare two dramatically different philosophies 
behind creating these setups by traveling nearly 3,000 miles 
to visit two of the most famous setups in the country. In the 
pages that follow, I will dissect both philosophies to show you 
exactly what works and why so that you can emulate their 
success in your own backyard. 

As always, I want to hear from you about this issue. As time 
goes by, the Photographer’s Journal will continually be shaped 
and built by reader’s feedback. This is your digital magazine. 
What can we do for you? 

Cheers,

Jared Lloyd

Eyelash Viper from the Pico BOnito Nation-
al Park in the Cordillera Nombre de Dios 
mountains of Honduras. 





Aside from the invention of the 35mm sized camera, the 
biggest thing that has happened to wildlife photography has 
been the invention of auto focusing. In the pursuit of our 
passion as wildlife photographers, we have become critically 
dependent upon this technological breakthrough of the 1980s. 
Yet, when it comes to the auto focus systems inside of our 
cameras, I find that this is a grey area of misunderstanding for 
many photographers. 

So much effort is placed on 
understanding exposure 
theory, depth of field, 
and composition. Yet, 
if you can’t get a sharp 
photograph then all off 
that other stuff means 
nothing as you trash photo 
after photo in frustration 
at your computer. We 
polled both subscribers 
to The Photographer’s 
Journal and folks on social 
media about what aspect 
of photography is the most 
confusing to them. Guess 
what the #1 answer was? 

If autofocus systems are confusing to begin with, then I think 
it’s best to shy away from the technical aspects of how your 
autofocus system actually works inside of the camera. I am 
more interested in talking about the stuff you need to know 

about – such as how to functionally use your’ autofocus 
system, and in a way that actually makes sense. There are 
some technical things you will want to know about - like what 
the heck cross type sensors are - but the primary goal here is 
to discuss the various autofocus settings and their applications 
in the real world. 

If you are not adjusting 
your autofocus settings for 
different situations, then 
you may be either holding 
yourself back, or worse 
yet, fighting with yourself 
in the field. When used 
correctly, autofocusing 
systems revolutionize 
our wildlife photography. 
When used incorrectly, 
manually focusing can be 
more reliable. And who 
wants to manually focus if 
you don’t have to?

This is the first part 
of a two part series on 

mastering your auto focus. Like most things in life, it’s 
probably best to start with a solid foundation of knowledge 
before we dive into real world application. Thus, in this first 
part, we are going to dive head long into the nuts and bolts of 
your auto focus system, focusing on what the various options 
are and identifying those that you need to be using right now.



Phase Detection vs Contrast Detection – your camera has 
both

In today’s world, autofocus systems can be divided into two 
categories (or systems if you will): Phase Detection and 
Contrast Detection. As the heading above suggests, chances 
are that your camera has both of these. But before I even 
begin to talk about these two different autofocus systems, 
you need to keep one thing in mind: despite their names, 
both systems are acquiring focus using contrast. This is really 
important, because it is the building blocks of every autofocus 
system. Contrast is everything to the ability of your camera to 
achieve proper focus. 

For the sake of this article I do not feel like there is any need 
to dive into the what is actually happening inside of the 
camera when using phase or contrast detection systems. What 
is important is to understand that both systems are built 
upon contrast. So here is the simple explanation of these two 
systems:

1. Phase Detection is what your DSLR uses when you are 
focusing through the viewfinder. It is very fast at acquiring 
focus, but it is not quite as accurate as Contrast Detection. 
The exception to the rule here would be Sony and Olympus 
systems. Phase Detection is a new feature in these cameras. 
Some of the older or less expensive models will not have this 
type of autofocus system, while others, such as the extremely 
popular a7RII, require you to go into the menu and select 
Phase Detection or Contrast Detection as your autofocus 
setting. 

2. Contrast Detection is what your DSLR uses when 
you focus directly off the image sensor. When you focus in 
Live View, you are focusing directly off the camera’s image 
sensor. Contrast Detection is much more accurate than Phase 
Detection. However, it is also abysmally slow. For landscapes 
this is fine, and I highly recommend composing and focusing 
through Live View for all of your landscapes – save for when 
shooting at night. On the other hand, when it comes to 
wildlife photography, Contrast Detection is just not suitable 
for getting the job done as you cannot continually focus on a 
subject.  

So, for the purpose of wildlife photography, we accept the 
fact that Phase Detection is a bit less accurate than Contrast 
Detection simply because of the speed in which we are able to 
focus. And to be purposefully redundant here, we also have 
to understand that both systems are using contrast to acquire 
focus.

Since Phase Detection autofocus is the primary tool being 
used in wildlife photography, the rest of this article will apply 
only to that.

Focus Points 

Focus points, also known as focus sensors, are the little 
squares that you see while looking through the view finder. 
Entry level cameras may have as few as 11 of these such as the 
Nikon D5000 or 9 focus as is the case with the Canon Rebel 
T5. Conversely, the higher end cameras will have significantly 



more autofocus points to work with such as Nikon’s D5 which 
has 153 or Canon’s 1DXm2 which has 61 focus points. 

Don’t let the number difference between the D5 and the 
1DXm2 fool you into assuming that one is necessarily more 
complex than the other. These companies simply go about 
solving the problem of focusing a little bit different. 

Though Nikon’s D5 may have more focus sensors, only 55 of 
those are selectable inside of the viewfinder - whereas all focus 
points are selectable on the 1DXm2. On the D5, the other 
focus sensors are there to help you grab a hold of your subject 
- they are working in conjunction with those 55 selectable 

focus points at all times to fill in the gaps between.

Still with me? I hope so. If not, move on because this bit isn’t 
as important as what is coming up. 

Regardless of whether you are a wildlife or landscape 
photographer, focus points are meant to be moved! On 
workshops, I regularly encounter folks that do not realize this. 
Its actually the biggest rookie mistake I see when it comes to 
autofocus. Learn how to do this if you do not know already. 
Nikon and Canon go about this differently. 

Vertical vs Cross Type Sensors

When it comes to the actual focus sensors in your camera, 
remember that everything is based upon contrast. Vertical 
and Cross Type sensors are the different types of focusing 
sensors that you have to work with. This is different from the 
Phase Detection vs Contrast Detection stuff above in that 
regardless of which of those two systems you are using, you 
are still working with vertical and / or cross type sensors to 
obtain focus. 

Here is the difference:

• Vertical type sensors are one dimensional and are only 
able to detect contrast on vertical lines. 
• Cross type sensors are two dimensional and can detect 
contrast on both vertical and horizontal lines, making them 
faster and more accurate than their vertical counterparts.  
So, if vertical type sensors are only able to detect contrast on 

This is an example of the various focus points 
in your viewfinder. This particular example 
comes from the Nikon D5 which has 153 
focus points. Only the squares are selectable 
here. The small dots in between are not 
actually selectable only function to assist in 
focusing. 





vertical lines, whereas cross type sensors detect contrast on 
both vertical and horizontal lines, we can claim that not all 
focal points are created equal. And this can have a real impact 
upon your photography. 

As you go up in price with modern day DSLR cameras, you 
tend to add more cross type sensors 
into the autofocus design. Going back 
to Nikon’s D5 which contains 153 
focus points, 99 of those are cross 
type sensors. Likewise, of the Canon 
1DXm2’s 61 focus points, 41 of those are 
cross type sensors. 
Now to really confuse you. . . 

Here is the problem with cross-type 
sensors: as a wildlife photographer, just 
because you have 99 of these in you 
brand new D5 or 41 in your brand new 
1DXm2, doesn’t actually mean you can 
use all of them. Huh? 

It all depends upon the lens that you 
are using AND its maximum aperture. I 
hate to say this, but this is where things 
can get a bit complicated. This part is a tad technical, but bear 
with me. 

For the Nikon D4 and D4S, all lenses with a maximum 
aperture of f/4 or faster can use all cross-type sensors. On 
these two cameras, the cross-type sensors are all located in 

the three center columns of focus points. This meant that any 
f/4 or f/2.8 lens could focus on both vertical and horizontal 
lines down the middle 15 selectable focus points in your 
viewfinder. The same held true for the Canon 1DXm1. 

Skip ahead to the Nikon D5 and D500, which share the same 
sensor as each other, and we find things 
get a touch more complicated. Now, 
as you will see in the diagram that 
accompanies this article, those same 
15 selectable focus points can still be 
used as cross-types, just as in the D4 
and D4S. But this is a new generation of 
tech and there are 99 cross-type sensors 
instead of 15. However, depending upon 
the type of lens you are using, only some 
of those sensors are available to you. 

To be honest, I was a little surprised 
with how this works. For Nikon, it is 
not quite as simple as f/2.8 lenses can 
use all of these, f/4 can use those, and 
f/5.6 are limited to this. Take some of 
the key wildlife lenses for instance. The 
two most recent models of the 600mm 

are limited 63 of the 99 cross type sensors with many of those 
existing in an odd strip of focus points near the edge. The new 
FL version of the 500mm f/4 VR on the other hand can utilize 
all 99 points. And then you have the 200-400, which despite 
being a $7k+ lens and f/4, can only utilize the cross-type 
sensors in the middle three columns of focus points like any 

Regardless of whether 
you are using vertical 
or cross-type sensors, 
auto focus systems are 
designed to lock onto 
contrast. The more 
defined that the contrast 
is, the faster your camera 
will focus



lens can that is an f/5.6 or 
slower lens. What gives?

Canon functions much the 
same way. There may be 
41 cross-type sensors, but 
only certain lenses can take 
advantage of this. With 
Canon, however, things are 
much more simplified. 
All f/2.8 lenses can use 
all 41 cross-type sensors 
AND an additional 5 
double cross-type sensors 
down the middle for extra 
precision. F/4 lenses such 
as the 600mm and 500mm 
– regardless of model – 
can use all 41 cross-type 
sensors. But the 200-400 
can only access 31 without 
its built in teleconverter 
and the three center columns 
with the TC. And just like Nikon, anything f/5.6 or slower can 
only access the middle three columns. 

So what is one to do if you are limited to certain areas of 
the frame where you can access these cross type sensors? 
Does this mean that you really are better off selecting a focus 
point from the middle of the viewfinder? Not necessarily. 
Remember that the other focus sensors work perfect with 

Hands down, the most challenging subjects to keep up with and focus 
on for me have been small members of the weasel family - and most 
notably, this long tailed weasel in its white phase of winter. The small-
er an animal is, the more difficult it is to keep with and autofocus on. 
Due to their speed and agility, there is no predator that regularly preys 
upoon this species. It’s situations like photographing long tailed wea-
sels when you need all the help you can get by using cross type sen-
sors, continusous AF, back button focusing, and a dialed in tracking 
system. At the end of the day though, luck still plays a big role. But, as 
the saying goes, chance favors the prepared mind. 



recognizing contrast in vertical lines and acquiring focus. 
There are plenty of vertical lines to be found in feathers, fur, 
the edges of eyes, etc. This doesn’t mean your vertical line 
needs to be a tree. It just means that you are better off not 
trying to focus directly on horizontal lines like the backs of 
mammals. But why would you be trying to focus on the back 
of an animal anyways? The vertical-type sensors will search 
for and find something vertical to grab a hold of, but this 
search will just take a moment longer. 

The primary advantage of cross-type sensors is when your 
camera is trying to track a subject as it moves across the frame 
or for when you are trying to keep up with an erratically 
moving subject. Simply put, in these scenarios the cross-type 
sensor will increase your chances of staying locked on given 
the option to detect contrast in both vertical and horizontal 
lines. A bull elk is not an erratically moving subject. Nor is a 
great grey owl perched on the top of a tree. The advantages of 
cross-type sensors kick in when you are trying to focus on a 
puffin the size of a football flying past at nearly 60mph hour, 
or a snow white colored ermine that is darting around in the 
snow like it is on crack cocaine. It is the incredibly difficult 
situations in which the cross-type sensors really shine, and in 
these situations understanding where those particular focus 
points are can make a huge difference in the success rate in 
your ability to keep focus with those types of subjects. 

It might be at this point that you might be wonder why you 
shouldn’t just always use the center focus points sense the 
cross-type is guaranteed to be there. Limiting yourself ONLY 
to the center focus points tremendously limits you creatively. 

I approach my photography as a form of visual art – not a 
documentary record of the world. If all you care to do is just 
capture a snap shot of a species, then by all means just use the 
center focus points. However, if you care at all about visual 
flow or composition then always sticking your subject in the 
middle of the frame is going to cripple you. 

Some photographers work around this by using a “focus and 
recompose” method. In essence, you can acquire focus with 
the center point and then lock it in via an AF-L (autofocus 
lock) button, or by using the back button focusing method 
(more on this later). Once acquired, you can swing the lens 
around to set up your composition and fire away. 

Though it may be a fast way of obtaining focus, the problem 
with recomposing is the Pythagorean Theorem. I will save 
all of us from the math behind this, but let it suffice to say 
that when you recompose your shot, the area you wanted in 
critical focus, is no longer the same distance from you. This 
difference can be as small as a half a foot, or as much as 5 
or more. Shooting with a smaller aperture such as f/8, and 
therefore a greater depth of field, can help offset this. But do 
you always want that much depth of field? And even with 
this additional depth of field, that part of your composition 
that was most important may very well still fall outside of the 
range of critical focus. 

If you don’t remember anything else about what I have 
covered in this section, at least remember that regardless of 
the camera you are using, the type of autofocus system you 
have, or what type of focus points you have inside of your 



camera, this whole game of autofocusing is based upon one 
thing: contrast. Without contrast, our cameras and lenses 
struggle to acquire critical focus. Contrast is the play of light 
and shadows. Thus the more light available in the scene, the 
more accurate and the faster your autofocus system will be. 
The less light, the slower and the less accurate it may be – 
think: overcast days, shooting inside of deep shadows, etc. 

Autofocus Modes – Servo/Continuous/Single/etc

The various autofocus settings can not only be confusing, but 
quite overwhelming – especially in the so called “flag ship” 
camera models like the Nikon D4 / D5 or the Canon 1DX / 
1DXm2. From the different settings regarding focus tracking 
to the multitude of AF area modes, these are the options that 
will really make your camera’s autofocusing prowess shine. 
That is, if you know what they are, what settings you need, 
and how to set them. 

When we talk about AF Modes, we are talking about things 
like Continuous AF (Nikon) or AI Servo (Canon) vs AF-S 
(Nikon) or One-Shot AF (Canon). Understanding the 
differences in these settings is extremely important. 

Before we can dive into ANY of the autofocus settings, you 
have to know how to even access these autofocus modes.

Nikon

On the front of your camera, next to your lens mount, you 
will find a switch that will have two options: AF and M. 

Naturally, AF stands for autofocus and M stands for manual. 
This is how you can quickly adjust your camera from 
autofocus to manual without having to flip any switches on 
your lens. In the middle of this switch is a button called the 
AF-mode button. And when you press and hold this button 
you activate your autofocus settings. While adjusting your AF 
settings with the dials you would normally adjust exposure 
settings, you will need to continue holding down this little 
button – which can be a touch awkward sometimes. The 
various settings will be displayed both in the viewfinder and 
on the LCD at the top of the camera.

Canon

To adjust your autofocus settings, you tap the Drive AF button 
on the top of the camera. Unlike Nikon, you do not have the 
option to turn the cameras autofocusing system off and on 
with these buttons, but you do use the top and back dials to 
toggle through the various selections. The various settings will 
be displayed both in the viewfinder and on the LCD at the top 
of the camera.

Now that we know how to actually bring up our AF settings, 
we can begin making adjustments. You have the option to 
look down at the LCD on the top of your camera, through 
your viewfinder, or the back of your camera to see the 
adjustments you are making. 

By simply pressing the AF-mode button on the side of the 
camera (Nikon), or pressing the Drive AF button on top of 
the camera (Canon) you will only bring up your settings in 



the viewfinder and the top LCD on your camera. If you wish 
to see all of this on the back of the camera’s LCD, then you 
will need to tap the “info” button for Nikon or the “Q” button 
(Canon) on the back of the camera first to bring up all of your 
settings, and then hold down the AF-mode button. If you are 
using a D5 or D500 and the info button brings part of your 
menu instead of your settings, simply tap it again. 

AF-S vs AF-C vs AF-A

With the AF-mode button engaged rotating the thumb dial 
will toggle back and forth between AF-S and AF-C.  The “S” 
stands for single shot and the “C” stands for continuous. 

• AF-S / One Shot AF: single shot / single-servo. Once 
your camera has obtained focus it will stop autofocusing and 
lock the focus as long as you hold the shutter-button halfway 
down. 

• AF-C / AI Servo: continuous / continuous-servo. When 
AF-C / AI Servo is selected, your camera will continuously 
autofocus on a subject. 

• AF-A / AI Focus: This option let’s the camera make the 
decision as to what autofocus mode the camera should be in 
depending upon what the subject is doing. If the subject is 
still, then your camera will opt for single shot. If your subject 
is moving, then the camera will default to continuous / servo. 
The single shot setting is used when you have a relatively 
static subject that is not expected to do a whole lot of moving 

Static subjects, such as these two Eastern Screech Owl chicks above, are the 
perfect situation for AF-S / One Shot AF mode. Likewise, subjects that are 
moving, such as this least tern in flight, is when you want to use AF-C / AI 
Servo



around. If your subject was to move, when you press the AF-
ON button or hold the shutter button halfway down, your 
camera will refocus again. In other words, when you are in 
the AF-S setting, once your camera acquires focus it will then 
disengage the AF system until you re-press the shutter or AF-
ON button. Continuous autofocus (or AI Servo) on the other 
hand does just as the name implies, it continuously tries to 
focus. 

At first glance, it would seem as though Continuous / 
Servo would be the natural choice for wildlife photography. 
Whether you are photographing a roseate spoonbill, a coastal 
brown bear, or a poison dart frog – animals move. It is as 
simple as that. For the most part, this assumption is correct. 
There is always the possibility of movement or action, and it 
is quite often that this action helps to create interest or tell a 
visual story with our photography. However, continuously 
autofocusing does come with its own drawbacks as well. 

When our AF system continuously attempts to autofocus, 
the camera is constantly trying to make micro  adjustments. 
The focus will move in and out ever so slightly and this will 
often times result in random slightly out of focus (OOF) 
photographs as it does so. If you read Nikon and Canon’s 
literature on this, both companies predict that when shooting 
with Continuous / Servo you will have a random assortment 
of in focus and out of focus images due to the micro 
adjustments being made. 

With single shot, this will not be the case simply because 
once the AF system acquires focus, this focus will remain 

locked in as long as the shutter button is pressed halfway. So, 
if an animal is sitting relatively still, meaning that its distance 
from you is not changing, then single shot can produce more 
consistent results. Even if your subject is turning its head, 
preening, yawning, scratching, etc. As long as the DISTANCE 
isn’t changing, and you have the appropriate depth of field for 
that distance, then you do not need to continuously autofocus. 

Now, if you are photographing an animal that is not perched 
or sitting in one spot, then you want to be prepared for action 
and changes in distance between the subject and your lens. 
This is when AF-C comes into play. Birds in flight, animals 
walking, frogs jumping around, or any other situation where 
movement is happening or expected, you can set you camera 
to AF-C / Servo to keep up with whatever is going on. 

The problem with wildlife photography though, is that often 
times we have no idea what is going to happen in the wild. 
There are so many variables that we both cannot control and 
we do not even know about, that are going on at any given 
time. Therefore, even when a subject is just kind of sitting 
around and the distance is not changing, there is always the 
possibility for something to happen unexpectedly. So, by its 
very nature, wildlife photography demands that we expect the 
unexpected and be prepared at all times for the extraordinary. 
And so lucky for us, camera companies have built in an 
amazing work around.

Enter: the AF-ON button!

The AF-ON button does exactly as the name implies – it turns 



on the autofocus. This little button is located on the back 
of your camera just to the left of your thumb dial so that it 
can be easily found and accessed by your thumb. On some 
consumer model Nikon cameras, you may have to assign this 
button in the custom functions menu, but on the higher end 
“prosumer” and professional bodies, you will find a dedicated 
AF-ON button. 

Your camera will come programed to allow you to activate 
your AF by both pressing down the shutter button halfway or 
by pressing the AF-ON button. But I am going to argue that 
you should absolutely not be using your shutter button to 
activate the autofocus of your camera. Too much is happening 
here. Delays occur. Lag happens – albeit very short lag. And 
you make life much more complicated when it comes to using 

the various AF Modes effectively. 

When we separate the AF from the shutter button, allowing 
only the AF-ON button the on the back of the camera to 
handle this function, we are effectively “back button focusing.” 
Ever heard of it? I’m sure you have. That’s all it is – using the 
AF-ON button. Wildlife photographers love it, and I don’t 
know of a single professional wildlife photographer who 
doesn’t do this. 

However, simply using the AF-ON button is irrelevant to us 
if we do not first disconnect AF function from the shutter 
button. 

Of course, Nikon, Canon, and Sony go about doing this 
differently. . .
 
Nikon

Inside of your Custom Settings menu, you will find an option 
under the Autofocus menu entitled AF ACTIVATION. 
This allows you to choose which buttons you would like to 
assign for activating the autofocus. By default, it will be set 
to Shutter / AF-ON. But if you switch this option to just AF-
ON, then you will effectively separate the autofocus activation 
from the shutter button, leaving the AF-ON button the sole 
responsibility. 

Canon

Over the years, Canon has played around with where they 



hide their option to set up your AF-On button. So depending 
upon your camera, you may need to refer to the manual. But, 
for most new models, you can find this option in the Custom 
Controls menu under Shutter, AF-ON, AEL buttons. Canon’s 
system writes out the options with a forward slash to denote 
what happens with the shutter button and what happens 
with the AF-ON button: Shutter / AF-On. To disconnect the 
autofocus from the shutter button, chose: Metering Start / 
Meter + AF Start. This will assign your autofocus only to the 
AF-ON button.

Sony

For our Sony friends, there are three steps 
to setting up back button focusing on your 
cameras. They are as follows:

1. Menu > Custom Settings > Custom Key 
Settings > AEL Button > AF On
2. While still in Custom Key Settings, go 
to AF/MF button and choose AF/MF Ctrl 
Toggle.
3. Back under Custom Settings, go to AF w/shutter and 
select Off. 

Once you have assigned the AF activation solely to the AF-
ON button, your autofocus will only engage while you are 
holding down this button. If you were to hit your shutter 
button the autofocus does not activate and the focus of the 
lens does not change. This means that you now have the 
option to either hold down the AF-ON button if you want to 

continuously autofocus on a moving subject, OR let go of the 
AF-ON button once you have acquired focus to effectively 
“lock” your focus on a static subject. Since pressing the shutter 
button will only trip the shutter, as it no longer activates the 
AF system, all you have to do is set you camera for AF-C / 
AI Servo and you now have all the benefits that AF-C, AF-S, 
AND manual have to offer!

Bird in flight? Hold down the AF-ON button while shooting 
to continuously autofocus on the subject. 
Working a bear laying on the side of a river 
eating salmon? Hit the AF-ON button until 
you acquire focus on the bears face and then 
let go. This will leave the focus right where 
it is and keep your system from making 
continuous micro adjustments and causing 
you to have 1/3 of your images out of focus. 
Photographing a two-toed sloth in the 
mangroves of Panama and can’t seem to get 
the AF to lock on because of the contrast of 
the leaves around the sloth’s face? Don’t hit 

the AF-ON button at all and instead simply reach out and 
focus manually. If you had tried to do this before, you would 
have to manually turn off the AF function of the lens or 
camera before adjusting the focusing ring of the lens. 

Hopefully these examples let you see that by simply tapping, 
holding, or not touching a single button on your camera, you 
can have all three of the key AF modes instantly. No digging 
through menus. No thinking about or trying remember 
how to do it. No lag time between locking on autofocus and 

Back button 
focusing is the 
most effecient was 
of using your auto 
focus system



tripping the shutter during fast paced action. It’s wonderful. 
Its amazing. And its guaranteed to make you jump higher, run 
faster, tighten your buns, give you a better backhand, and have 
cuter kids! 

Another added benefit of separating the AF activation from 
your shutter button is the ease in which you can manually 
override focus. Despite all of the technological breakthroughs 
that have happened with autofocusing over the years, there 
are still situations in which despite all of 
its sophistication, it just cannot handle 
focusing. Photographing in heavy 
falling snow is one situation. Trying to 
focus on a subject that is shyly hiding 
behind things such as a tree or leaves 
on a branch is another (sloth in Panama 
example). The fact of the matter is, the 
more time you spend out in the field 
the more likely you are to find scenarios 
where it’s just plain easier to manually 
focus. And if your AF activation is still 
tied to your shutter button, then you will 
need to flip a switch on the side of your camera or turn your 
lens’s AF off. But if you are using the AF-ON technique, then 
all you have to do is simply reach out and focus your lens. 
That’s it. It is that simple.  

AF Area Modes

When it comes to questions about auto focus settings, it’s the 
area modes that most people seem to concern themselves 

over. Nikon and Canon and Sony and Olympus throw a 
multitude of options at us with these things. And it seems 
like just about every photographer out there has their own 
personal preference on which area mode is best used for 
which situation. 

Before I get into my preferences on the matter, it will probably 
be helpful if we explain some of the basics here. The various 
camera manufacturers have different names for their area 

modes. However, by and large, despite 
the difference in names, they are largely 
the same in terms of function. 

Single Point (Nikon) / Manual AF Point 
(Canon): When it comes to auto focus 
area modes, this one is a simple as it gets. 
The Nikon name says it all. Single Point. 
It’s just one single auto focus point / 
sensor that you are activating the acquire 
focus. This is as basic as it gets in the 
world of auto focus. 

Spot AF (Canon): This is a feature only available on prosumer 
and professional Canon cameras starting from the 7D to 
new models. This is not available on Nikon systems. Spot AF 
takes a single focus sensor and reduces the area on that focus 
sensor down to a small spot. In theory, this would be used 
in situations when even the one single focus sensor is still 
to “large” to focus on a part of your subject – situations you 
would otherwise just go ahead and manually focus for. 

Understanding the 
different AF Area 
Modes in your camera 
is the backbone to 
mastering your auto 
focus system



Real world reviews of this seem mixed to slanted strongly 
against it. Some Canon photographers say they get good 
results using this feature. Many others say its practically 
worthless because of the variability in the results. 

Flexible Spot (Sony): Sony’s flexible spot, like just about 
everything in the auto focus system, is basically a hybrid of 
Canon and Nikon’s systems. The Flexible Spot is similar to 
Canon’s Spot AF, but it gives you three size option which 
in essence blend Single Point and Spot AF together. Small, 
medium, and large are your options. You chose from how big 
of a spot you want to work with. The camera remembers your 
decision, and only that size area will be used to focus with. 

Dynamic AF (Nikon) / AF Point Expansion (Canon)/ 
Expanded Flexible Spot (Sony): When we get into Dynamic 
/ Point Expansion, we go from bare bone auto focus functions 
that have been around since the 1980s and leap into the 
present and future. This is where the tech behind the AF 
systems really begin to shine. 

With Dynamic / Point Expansion, we are still using a single 
AF point to acquire focus, however, additional focusing 
sensors become linked to that single point and kick in when 
needed to help acquire of maintain focus. With Nikon, you 
can set this to 9,25, 72, 153 (these numbers vary with camera 
models and yours may be 9,21,51). The numbers represent the 
number of AF points that are linked together in order to help 



you achieve and hold focus. Let’s say you are using 9 points, 
or what is called D-9. On the newer model cameras, you will 
see the center focus sensor in the cluster illuminated with 
your standard little rectangle, while the other AF points are 
represented as small dots. Altogether, there are an additional 
8 supporting AF points that will kick when needed. Your 
AF system will attempt to lock focus with the point you 
select. But if you slip off your subject, the other 8 points are 
activated in order to try and reacquire focus. The same goes 
for the other dynamic AF settings. You physically select the 
AF sensor that priority should be given to, while your camera 
will link the additional sensors around it to be activated if 
necessary. 

Canon offers a very similar set up here with their AF Point 
Expansion. Canon limits you to two options: 4 and 8 point 
expansion. Like Nikon’s Dynamic AF, Canon attempts to 
acquire and maintain focus by using a single autofocus sensor. 
If focus is lost however, then the additional surrounding 
points kick in. Though Canon labels these as 4 and 8 point 
expansion, there are effectively 5 and 9 AF points working 
here. The idea behind the naming is that you are expanding 
out to include and additional 4 or 8 points. 

As our auto focus systems continue to evolve and we gain 
more and more AF sensors to work with, the over all physical 
size of these clusters grow smaller. On the Nikon system for 
instance, 25-point dynamic AF in the D5/D500 is about the 
size of 9 point with the D4/D810. Likewise, Nikon’s 9-point 
dynamic AF, that was added back to the D5 via a firmware 
update, is the size of Canon’s 5 point expansion. 



3D-Tracking (Nikon) / Lock On AF (Sony): Nikon’s 
3D-Tracking works in conjunction with it’s Dynamic AF. 
You select the Dynamic AF setting you wish to use, such as 
d-9. The Dynamic AF setting functions as it normally would 
unless the subject moves OUTSIDE of the group of AF points 
associated with that setting. When this occurs, 3D-Tracking 
kicks into play and changes the AF points automatically to 
“track” the subject around the viewfinder. 

This option has evolved considerably over the years. Back in 
the D300 days, it was completely worthless. Today however, 
many photographers are met with good success ratios when 
using 3D-Tracking. Personally, I still find that there is quite a 
bit of variability in results when using this. 

Group (Nikon) / Zone AF (Canon) / Zone (Sony): Nikon 
offers an autofocus area mode that it calls “group,” but is 
represented as Grp on Nikon’s LCD and in the viewfinder. 
When Group is selected, you will see 4 AF points illuminated 
at all times in the viewfinder. Technically there are 5 here, 
but the center point is not illuminated. At first glance this 
may seem very similar to Nikon’s Dynamic AF area modes – 
only paired down. However, Group does function differently 
in that it activates ALL OF THE FOCUS POINTS in that 
little cluster and gives priority to the one that lands on the 
closest areas of the subject your focusing on. This means that 
when you are photographing a large bald eagle flying past at 
relatively close distance, if the bottom AF point happens to hit 
the wing of the bird nearest to you, then it will grab focus on 
the wing instead of the head of the bird because that part is 

closer.  

Canon’s Zone AF works very similar to Nikon’s Group. The 
main difference between these two however, is the number 
of AF points that can be used this way. The basic Zone AF of 
the Canon 5dM4 for instance, utilizes 15% of the available AF 
points giving preference to the one that lands on the closest 
part of the subject. The Large or Wide Zone AF uses 21 AF 
points the same way. 

Auto-Area AF (Nikon) / Automatic AF Point Selection 
(Canon) / Wide and Center (Sony): Exactly as the names of 
these imply, this is automatic autofocus. In essence, you do 
nothing. You have control over nothing. The camera picks 
what to focus on and when to focus on it. This is the ultimate 
point and shoot mode. 

So what does it all mean?

When it comes to photography, I’m pretty old school. I don’t 
want my camera making a whole lot of choices for me, though 
I do love all of the technology in our cameras these days. 

What we can accomplish with today’s tech is simply 
extraordinary compared to the days of film. But with that said, 
so much of what I want to do with my camera is subjective. 

I prefer to simplify my options as much as possible. I don’t 
want to have to fidget with different focusing modes, so I use 
the back button focusing technique. I also want to know that 
if I miss a shot because of focusing, that it is my fault and not 



my camera’s. I can work harder, perfect my technique, slow 
down, think things through, and be more exact next time. The 
camera on the other hand simply does what it does. 

Thus, when it comes to auto focus area modes, I shoot with 
single point, 9-point, or 25-point now that this is the same 
size in the D5 as 9-point was in the D4. For Canon, the 
equivalent would be manual AF point, 4-point expansion, and 

8-point expansion. Likewise, with Sony this would be Flexible 
Spot medium, and Expanded Flexible Spot. The difference 
between the number of AF points in Nikon and Canon, if 
you remember from above, is based upon the number of AF 
points offered in their cameras. Thus, the fewer the number of 
AF points available, the larger an 8/9 point cluster will be. 

Simplifying the options down to small clusters of auto focus 
sensors gives us maximum control over our cameras, while 
still exploiting the cutting-edge technology that comes with 
our camera’s auto focus system. Simplification means that we 
reduce the margin of error in camera. We want to lessen the 
possibility that AF sensors are going to grab something else in 
the frame, causing us to miss out on that potentially once in 
a lifetime opportunity. If our AF systems function by locking 
onto contrast, there are far too many scenarios out there in 
which contrasty foregrounds or backgrounds fool our AF 
sensors into switching focus. The smaller the area of sensors 
that can be activated the better. 

Tracking

A big part of the success rate in our cameras today comes 
from our auto focus system’s ability to stay locked onto the 
subject as we keep pace with it. In other words, our camera’s 
need to be able to track the subject, even as things change in 
the view finder. 

This is different than what Nikon is trying to do with its 
3D-Tracking mode. Canon, Nikon, and Sony are all on 
board with this and allow for you to control the nuances of 

This is Nikon’s recommended settings 
for most forms of sport photography. 
However, given the unique challenges 
we come across in wildlife photogra-
phy, I recommend changing the Block 
shot AF response to a setting of 4. The 
default comes set at 3. 



how they keep up with a subject. Like so much of what we 
are discussing in this article about auto focus, for landscape 
photography this is all a mute point. But for wildlife 
photographers, this is absolutely critical. 

Nikon

Nikon’s tracking ability can be found under the Custom 
Settings option called Focus Tracking with Lock On. The 
exact option may vary some depending upon the camera 
model you have, but you will most likely fund this under a3. 

Here, you will find two basic options that you can adjust: 
Blocked Shot Response and Subject Motion. By default both 
of these come pre-set at a mid-point on the scale. Blocked 
Shot Response allows you to adjust how long the camera will 
stay locked onto a subject when that subject goes behind 
an obstacle, before the camera will attempt to refocus. The 
smaller the number, the quicker the camera lets go. The larger 
the number, the longer it holds on. For sports photographers 
who may be working with multiple subjects and wanting to 
jump from person to person quickly, a smaller number is 
suggested here. For wildlife photographers who are typically 
only working one single subject, a setting of 3-5 is a better 
option. Personally, I have my D5 set to a Blocked Shot value of 
4. 

As for Subject Motion, the name says it all. Here, you can 
adjust the setting to compensate for the type of movement you 
might find in your subject. A subject that is back and forth, 
zig zagging everywhere, and moves about with little to no 
predictability is going to need the Erratic setting. Subjects that 
just plod along, slow and steady, completely predictable, may 
be better at the Steady setting. I leave this setting at Normal.

Canon

Canon essentially offers the same sort of control over your 
tracking options as Nikon does, but breaks things up a little 
differently. Instead of one single user defined set of options, 
Canon offers presets that they call Cases. Because Canon 
offers these individual presets to get you started, for general 

Canon makes these easy on photogra-
phers in that they provide pre-sets called 
Cases. For wildlife photographers, Case 2 
is the best balance of settings for tracking 
subjects.



wildlife photography, Case 2 is going to provide your best 
settings. 

You can manually tweak all of the settings inside of the Cases, 
but Case 2 comes pre-set with Subject Tracking Sensitivity 
set to Locked On: -1. Per Canon’s explanation, this setting is 
best used for fast moving subjects when there is a possibility 
of them moving away from the selected auto focus points, or 
when objects may momentarily obscure subjects. In other 
words, exactly what you are likely to encounter photographing 
wildlife every single day in the field. 

Sony

Sony places their tracking sensitivity under a very 
appropriately named option called AF Track Sens. Sony 
borrows from Canon here in that the lower the setting, the 
more “locked on” the tracking is. Alternatively, a higher 
number allows for a more responsive auto focus, giving you 
the ability to quickly jump from subject to subject without 
having to re-actuate the AF system. For general purpose 
wildlife photography, I recommend dialing in a setting of 2 for 
better tracking of subjects. 

Conclusion

Auto focus is everything in wildlife photography these days. 
Yet, despite our modern obsession over technical perfection 
with exposure and noise, it is all too common to overlook the 
nuances of our camera’s auto focus system.

In this part 1 of Mastering Auto Focus, we concentrated 
strictly on the technical side of the equation. Cross-type 
sensors, disconnecting the auto focus from the shutter button, 
the importance of contrast, tracking, and AF modes. In the 
next issue of TPJ, we will move beyond the technical and 
focus on the practical application of the various options and 
settings. When to use what and why. 

Putting the technology together

• Phase detection auto focus is best for wildlife while 
Contrast Detection of better for landscapes
• Auto focus is all about contrast. 
• Cross type sensors are guaranteed to be in the center of 
your viewfinder and can pick up both vertical and horizontal 
contrasting lines – making them better for erratic subjects
• For subjects that are not erratic, you can use any and all 
other sensors. Just realize they are only going pick up contrast 
along vertical lines. The more distinct the vertical contrast is, 
the faster and more accurate these focusing sensors will be. 
• Disconnect your AF from you shutter button and only 
back button focus. Just do it. There is a small learning curve 
in terms of getting used to this. However, the benefits are 
extraordinary. 
• For static subjects or moments, use single shot in order 
to forgo missing shots due to micro adjustments in your auto 
focus
• For moving subjects use continuous / servo to keep 
focusing on your subject
• Remember back button focusing gives you the ability to 



go back and forth between either single shot or continuous 
instantly.
• For wildlife photography, stick with small focused AF 
cluster or single point. Use single point in cluttered situations 
where precision is paramount. Use dynamic AF (Nikon) / 
expanded (Canon) for moving subjects. For landscapes, using 
single point. 
• Your camera’s ability to lock onto and keep up with a 
subject is a big part of each new generation of auto focus 
system. For Nikon shooters, consider adjusting your Focus 
Tracking to a setting of 4. For Canon shooters, I highly 
recommend Case 2. For Sony shooters, adjust your AF Track 
Sens to a setting of 2. 





Its dry here. The landscape, an endless sea of native thorn 
brush. Mexico is little more than a stones throw from me, 
and there’s even a border crossing quite literally behind the 
nearest grocery store. The local high school’s football team is 
named the Rattlers, for good reason. This is the Rio Grande 
Valley, though I am still trying to spot the valley part of the 
landscape, and I have come here for birds. 

When it comes to photographing songbirds these days, set-
ups are all the rage. It’s clean. You can make the unpredictable 
and chaotic into the predictable and orderly. It’s something 
that can be done in the backyard, down a dirt road, or build 
entire ranches and booming businesses around the concept. 
You provide that which birds need the most in your area, 
crafting an oasis for them if you will, and let their needs for 
survival take care of the rest. And when it comes to set-ups or 
outdoor studios for bird photography, there is no place that 
is more synonymous with such things than the Rio Grande 
Valley. 

Texas kind of invented the idea of the photography ranch. 
Round here, there are large swaths of land considered by 
many to be practically useless. Their pasts are all pretty 
much the same. Decades of oil and gas exploration and 
exploitation. Much of the native vegetation stripped out long 
ago. A landscape whose real value sits under the ground. 
So persistent is this idea of oil and gas, that land sales are 
typically divided into surface rights and mineral rights. And 
given the money to be made with minerals, very few people 
are letting go of those rights when they sell off their oceans of 
thorn brush. 

In some ways though, this view has become something of a 
saving grace to this truly unique landscape. If all the worth 
to the land rests beneath the dust and sun bleached dirt, then 
no one really gives a darn about what happens on the surface. 
Overtime, once this system of oil and gas extraction and 
surface and mineral rights became entrenched, the landscape 
began to heal in places where left alone. 

For me, this ecosystem is like an alien world. It’s called 
the Tamaulipan Brushlands. It’s kind of like California’s 
Chaparral, but a whole lot thornier. The vegetation of this 
place seems deadly and literally EVERYTHING has thorns on 
it. 

It’s not hard to see why folks took a dim view of this place. 
But once you start to look past its so called “usefulness” – 
that most anthropocentric of words – you quickly find that 
this landscape is a veritable Garden of Eden when it comes 
to biological diversity. There are 1,200 species of plants. 300 
species of butterflies. And then there are the birds – 520 
different species of them! To put that into perspective, there 
are only about 800 of species of birds known to exist in the 
US (excluding accidents and those now extinct) – and this 
includes Hawaii and the Aleutian Islands of Alaska. And here 
we have 520 of those species all living along a subtropical 
oasis created by a river in a desert.

My destination here is the Santa Clara Ranch. This is one 
of the few places that can claim 100% native old growth 
Tamaulipan brushland. Bobcats, collared peccary (what folks 
call Javelina around here), the unique sub-species of Rio 





Grande Turkey, 
and white tailed 
deer all call this 
place home. That’s 
in addition to the 
mind-numbing 
assortment of 

bird species that hang around of course. The uniquely intact 
nature of the brushland is to thank for this – for which other 
ranches in the area lack some of the diversity found here for 
this reason. 

Santa Clara Ranch exists for the sole purpose of 
photographing birds. With a guest house, a full time staff, 
and multiple blinds, ponds, and feeding stations this place is 
a photographer’s dream come true. Some of the blinds and 
set-ups are specifically designed for songbirds, others just for 
raptors, and still another is all about kingfishers. 

So when it comes to creating the ultimate backyard bird 
photography studio, there really is no better place to visit in 
order dial in on what works and what doesn’t. These guys have 
been at it for more than a decade now, perfecting what they 
do. 

Understanding Santa Clara’s success with bird set-ups, is 
to understand what the critically limiting factor is in this 
environment: water. Water is life. Although this is the Rio 
Grande Valley, by and large, all of the water associated with 
this place is in the river. Sure, there is water underground, and 
the uniqueness of the Tamaulipan brushland is that the thick 

tangle of thorn brush creates a humid microclimate, but there 
is still little to no water on the surface outside of the river 
itself. For birds, this means that they may have to travel miles 
to get a drink of water. Thus, if water is the limiting factor 
here, the presence of water creates an oasis for life. 

With this in mind, Santa Clara Ranch set about creating water 
features on their property. Wells were drilled, pumps installed, 
pipes ran underground, and small hard bottomed ponds were 
created. The results were something akin to “Field of Dreams” 
– build it and he will come. 

Once installed, the water features began drawing in birds and 
mammals by the droves. Suddenly there was a constant in the 
landscape. A constant that was precious, hard to come by, and 
always fleeting otherwise. 

The introduction of water to the equation solved the problem 
of bringing in wildlife, but it did not solve the problem 
of photography. First, these birds and bobcats were not 
acclimated to people. This WAS NOT a suburban backyard. 
This was the desert. The ranch was surrounded by miles and 
miles and miles of nothing. Secondly, the pond itself created 
a problem. If water was what brought in the multitudes, and 
that water was ground level, this meant photographers would 
be shooting downward toward the ground.

Both of these problems were solved by sinking pit blinds 
into the ground. Ever watched baseball? In essence, the 
ranch created dug outs that were built and designed with 
photography in mind. By using a permanent blind, Santa 

The photograph above of a Northern Cardinal is a 
classic example of the type of images you can expect 
from a backyard bird photography setup. Simple. Clean. 
Purposeful. Esspecially when it comes to songbirds, 
perfect compositions like this are almost always going 
to be achieved from designing setups to photograph the 
birds on. 



Clara Ranch could acclimate the birds and wildlife to this 
man-made structure without ever having to acclimate 
anything to actual people. And by sinking them into the 
ground, this put photographers at eye level with anything that 
came in to take a drink of water. While sitting in the blinds, 
your lens is quite literally just a couple of inches above the 
water surface. 

As a general rule of thumb, in wildlife photography we want 
to start out at eye level or lower with our subjects. This puts 
our viewers into the world of our subjects. Let’s face it, we are 
tall animals and are quite used to walking around looking 
down our noses at other species – literally and figuratively. 
By getting into the pit blinds, we come eye to eye with our 
subjects in ways not normally seen. Viewers experience the 
world from the perspective of an armadillo coming into the 
pond to take a bath, or a road runner walking up to take a sip 
of water. The eye level perspective is everything. 

When it came to designing the water features at Santa Clara 
Ranch, those doing the designing asked themselves a key 
question: what focal length of lens do most photographers 
shoot with? This is a for profit business, not a private set-up. 
So the answer to this question had nothing to do with their 
personal preferences. Instead, they needed an average to go 
by: 500mm. And with this in mind, they went about designing 
the size and layout of their ponds. 

By considering the matter of focal length at the start of 
construction, they were able to create a situation where birds 
were perfectly distanced for that particular focal length. Can 

someone shoot with a 600mm? Of course. A 400? Absolutely. 
But by setting things up based upon the minimum focusing 
distance of a 500 and the general size of the birds they would 
be luring into for photography, the ranch dialed the set-ups in 
with science like precision. 

In the summer months, when temperatures reach into the 
100s, everything comes to the blinds specifically for water. 
The rest of the year, it’s the of combination of food and water. 
Large feeders are kept next to the photo blinds and are refilled 
weekly. 

The problem with feeders however, is that there is nothing 
photogenic about them. The inclusion of a bird feeder in your 
photographs is a gigantic problem – unless you are specifically 
trying to document birds using feeders that is (think: 
gardening magazines). So, the idea behind adding feeders to 
the situation was never about shooting birds at the feeders 
themselves, but about getting birds used to coming to the area 
for food as well as the water. 

Because no one wants to shoot a bird on a feeder, and birds 
will have no interest in being anywhere other than at the 
water or on the feeders, the ranch simply removes the feeder.  
Food is still put out for the birds, it’s just that it is now limited 
and set out right in front of the photographers. A small 
plastic cup is attached to a short piece of 1x1 like you would 
use as a picket in decking. This is then attached to a piece of 
heavy ¾ inch plywood that is just large enough to weight the 
contraption down and give it some stability – so only about 
8x8 inches. 



Perches, such as this Huisache - or, sweet acacia- are 
not accidental. This species of native thorn brush was 
used specifically in hopes that the similiarly colored 
Audubon’s oriole would come in to it. The Audubon’s 
only lives in the same habitat where the sweet acacia 
can be found. Thus, by using this species as a perch, 
a connection is made between bird and habitat. Such 
things are always important when trying to sell pho-
tographs on the editorial market - i.e. magazines.



Once the food is in place, perches are then fashioned into the 
ground next to the seed holder. Two perches are generally 
used. If only one perch is placed beside the cup, then birds 
will often fly straight down to the food and completely bypass 
the perch. With two perches in place, things change. Birds 
still go straight to the cup of food, but many will pause on the 
perches before hopping down to the seed. 

There really is no such thing as a one size fits all perch. 
Different sized birds call for different sized perches. Likewise, 
different species feed in different ways. You probably do not 
want a bobwhite quail or a road runner up in a flower filled 
perch. This just doesn’t make sense for them as a species. 
They are ground feeders. Sure, they will fly into trees. But, 
this is not part of their story. Likewise, photographing a 
green jay or a cardinal standing around on the ground just 
creates something awkward and unappealing. Thus, perches 
are swapped out for the types of birds and the season. And, 
multiple perches may be swapped out during a single morning 
in order to create different scenes. 

Either the evening before, or the morning of, ranch guides 
will drive the property looking for perches to use for the 
next shoot. What makes a good perch may be somewhat 
subjective, however the more character the perch has, the 
better. Blooming shrubs are a God send. Gnarled branches 
with long thorns are as well. So to is anything you can find 
with lichen. Character and size are everything here. 

Specialized perch holders are placed in the ground. These 

are designed to hold varying sized perches and are used in 
conjunction with the small feeder. The perch holders are 
placed next to the cup, but in such away that the perches are 
positioned above it so the birds land first on the perch before 
hopping down to the cup with food. Now, when birds come 
in, they see the cup of food, fly in to the well placed perch, 
pause for a moment, then grab food and fly away. The results 
are beautiful. 

Background and lighting were key decisions for the ranch 
when they designed these setups as well. They have both 
morning and afternoon blinds for this reason. Additionally, 
the thornbrush has been removed to at least 25 yards 
behind the ponds. This distance gives a beautiful and soft 
background. Depth of field is a function of distance. This 
means that the greater the distance between the background 
and the perch, the softer the background will be. At 25 yards, 
its just perfect. 

The photographs that are made here are simply gorgeous. 
You have very unique species that you will be hard pressed 
to photograph anywhere else in the US. The compositions 
are clean, well lit, and can be simply breath taking – as far as 
songbirds are concerned. 

But this is not everyone’s cup of tea however. Some love 
this surgically clean ultra-perfect composition. Others feel 
that it is too fake. This is subjective of course, and depends 
upon your personal taste and preference as a photographer 
and artist. There is no doubt that you can spot a set-up 
photograph like this from miles away. We all know it when we 



see it. And some much prefer to add a bit of chaos, or to close 
the distance between perch and background, in order to pull 
texture and other compositional elements into the frame. 

About 2,000 miles north of Santa Clara Ranch is a set-up 
that has been luring in birds for decades. This place, on the 
out skirts of Yellowstone National Park in the boreal forest 
of spruce and fir and moose, produces photographs that are 
basically the antithesis of the type that Santa Clara Ranch was 
built for. Here, at Dan Hartman’s house, 
chaos reigns supreme. 
Dan’s decision to keep the clutter has 
attracted just as many photographers 
(and videographers) to his door as the 
Santa Clara Ranch over the years. Well, 
that and the fact that he has species 
showing up daily that are tough to find 
and photograph in the field otherwise. 
Thanks to his location in this boreal 
forest, and the elevation, and the cold that 
dips below minus 20 regularly through 
the winter, Dan’s bird photography set-up 
has a different sort of appeal for species. 
Whereas the photo ranches along the Rio Grande start with 
providing water and build from there, up here its all about 
food. 

When you have 4 – 8 feet of snow on the ground through the 
winter, it can be tough for wildlife to survive. The deeper the 
snow gets, the more selective the environment is as to just 
which species it will allow to live there through the winter. 

Entire populations of northern species can wax or wane 
depending upon a single big snowstorm. Great grey owls for 
instance, a species that is synonymous with the north, are 
highly adapted to life in deep snow. And yet, when a big storm 
rolled through a couple years ago, dumping 8 feet of snow in 
8 days across Jackson Hole and the Grand Tetons, 90% of the 
great grey owl population starved to death.

While the warmth of the desert like Rio Grande Valley allows 
for abundant food but little water, here in 
the mountains above Yellowstone, food 
is the limiting factor for survival. Thus, 
at Dan’s house I find no water features 
and therefore no need for dug-out blinds. 
When it’s all about food, height is of little 
concern. 

Hiking up into the Beartooth Mountains 
during the summer months, Dan 
scavenges old dead snags from the forest. 
Most of these are beginning to rot out. 
They have old woodpecker cavities carved 
out and sometimes the tops are hollowed 

out down to these cavities. Dragging the snags down the 
mountain, he loads them up and brings them home to secure 
in his bird photography set-up. 

Once secured up right, Dan sets about drilling out a few holes. 
He chips away at the edges to keep them looking natural. 
Some he may stick a branch or perch into, others he will 
eventually stuff full of suet come winter. 

The decision to create 
a surgically clean setup 
or a natural looking 
chaotic one, is purely 
a matter of taste. Both 
come with pros and 
cons





These snags / perches are placed amongst living spruce and 
fir trees. Come winter, heavy with snow, the boughs of these 
trees will drop down and wreath the snags. This is a different 
sort of place than Santa Clara Ranch. It’s an evergreen sort of 
world, so there is a distinct lack of bare sticks and twigs to be 
sure. But careful attention must be made when composing 
photographs. 

At Santa Clara, care is taken to select and lure in birds to the 
perfect perch. Here, the snags themselves function more as 
feeders than they do actual perches. Of course, birds clamber 
about all over the old logs. However, their job is to hold 
copious amounts of food in a natural sort of way rather than 
create a beautiful perch for the birds. Instead, what you find 
are snow covered spruce and fir trees filled with stellar jays, 
Clark’s nutcrackers, grey jays, pine grosbeaks, mountain 
chickadees, and an assortment of other boreal species of birds. 
The suet that makes up the bulk of what is being fed to the 
birds is really little more than beef fat. Its mixed with some 
berries and peanuts, sometimes homemade, other times 
store bought for this purpose. The fat is high energy stuff. 
Exactly what these birds need to survive in these brutally cold 
environs, and the reason that you will find hordes of them 
hanging about in the cold months. 

Some of the suet gets dropped, along with seeds placed out 
for other species of birds. This attracts mice, which attract 
fox. Additionally, this forest is home to an arboreal species 
of weasel known as the American marten and as each winter 
Dan and his wife are able to identify as many as 11 different 

ones regularly coming and going from the feeders. This is 
similar to Santa Clara in how that the water features draw in 
bobcats, javelinas, and deer. 

The fact that the feeder logs are drawing in martens has 
placed Dan on the map when it comes to photographers and 
videographers. Ever seen the BBC series Planet Earth? That 
marten scene was filmed from his bedroom window. 

Because Dan has left his set-ups cluttered and chaotic the 
typically elusive martens at ease stay at ease. Your not going 
to find these weasels running out to a surgically clean set-up 
like you would find at Santa Clara Ranch. And the fact that 
everything looks VERY natural, is what keeps the BBC and 
National Geographic knocking at his door when they need 
new footage of martens or any of the other unique species 
hanging around – including pygmy owls from time to time. 

Santa Clara Ranch and Dan Hartmen do things very 
differently. One is clean, surgical, and very purposeful. The 
other, chaotic, a bit cluttered, and distinctly natural looking 
– as if you had stumbled upon the situation in the forest. 
The look and feel of the photographs are highly subjective 
in terms of what one photographer wants or prefers versus 
another. I take people to both places: Santa Clara as a stand 
alone workshop, and Dan Hartman’s for a day during my 
Yellowstone workshop in the winter. Both places are very 
productive – though the clientele is quite different at each of 
these. 

Despite the apparent differences, however, there are 



undercurrents that connect these two vastly different bird 
photography setups. Such differences are purely aesthetics, 
and as we all know, aesthetics are purely subjective. It’s the 
similarities between the two locations that make them work, 
that keep the birds and other wildlife coming, and that keeps 
photographers coming back and willing to pay for more. 

An Ecosystem Approach

To understand why Dan Hartman and the Santa Clara Ranch 
are so successful at their bird photography setups, you first 
have to understand that they started with the ecosystem 
in mind. Birds need things in life – not just free hand outs 
of food. Understanding this and taking and ecosystem 
approach to preparing, building, and timing your set up will 
significantly improve your success. 

Food and / or Water

Above everything else when it comes to Santa Clara Ranch 
and Dan Hartman’s place, the single most important thing 
that makes these places productive is that they address the 
needs of the subjects they are trying to lure in. It’s a lot like 
marketing a service or product really. Basic marketing 101 
will teach you that you need to understand your targeted 
clientele, what their needs are, and gear your business towards 
specifically solving problems for them. 

It’s no different with birds or wildlife when attempting to 
create a backyard studio setup. The subjects you are trying to 
attract have specific problems that they face in your area, that 



are unique to your region. When it comes to the Santa Clara 
Ranch for instance, the problem that is solved here for wildlife 
is water. It might be a bit humid at times here, but don’t let 
that fool you. This place gets about 20 inches of rain a year 
and predictable sources of water may be many miles apart. By 
understanding this particular limiting factor for wildlife in the 
Tamaulipan brushlands, the folks at Santa Clara Ranch went 
about creating a purposefully built and purposefully limited 
oasis for wildlife on their 300 acre property (more on the 
limiting part to come). For migratory species, summertime 
residents, and the menagerie of year-rounders, the water 
in front of the photography blinds are a constant. They 
are always there. Can always be depended upon – despite 
drought, despite season, despite anything else. 

Up in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, where temperatures 
routinely drop way below zero and snow piles up many feet 
deep through the winter, food becomes the limiting factor. 50 
yards away from the feeders is a stream that stays open and 
ice-free year round thanks to geothermal features upstream. 
So, water is not a consideration here. But when nearly all the 
insects have all died, migrated, or hibernated, and seeds are 
deep below the snow, birds get hungry. Most migrate south of 
course. But some species stay. And for others, Yellowstone is 
their south.

Most of the birds this time of year are looking for fat. Many 
species will take advantage of fat and meat from dead animals. 
Others naturally depend upon caches of food – such as the 
Clark’s nutcracker and its stores of white bark pine nuts. 
But with the Clarks nutcracker, whitebark pines are in a 



precipitous decline. Thanks to climate change, mountain pine 
beetles have jumped into the sub-alpine regions of mountains 
where they never existed before. The result? 80% of the 
whitebark pine has died off in the last decade – a fact that is 
having ecosystem shattering consequences across the region 
and affecting everything from the Clark’s nutcracker to grizzly 
bears and trout. Daily offerings of high fat and high protein 
suet at Dan’s place keeps about 50 or so individual Clark’s 
nutcrackers going through the winter while everyone holds 
their breath for the reseeded whitebark 
higher up to take hold. The nutcracker 
isn’t the only species coming here, but it 
does serve as a good example of why food 
in the winter is the prime attraction, the 
primary problem that is being solved. 

For you and your ecosystem and backyard, 
you need to first start by asking what 
the limiting factor of your area is? Is 
it food? Is it water? Maybe there is a 
super abundance of both, but you are in 
a suburban wasteland and thus habitat 
itself is the great limiting factor. In many 
places, ecosystems seem to be quite abundant in terms of 
available food and water. Remember, Dan Hartman’s and 
Santa Clara are both located in environmental extremes. You 
may simply not be in a place that imposes such tremendous 
environmental stresses on birds. That’s OK. A combination of 
food, water, AND habitat WILL attract them to your property. 
You may not have thousands of individuals coming in and 
gain international recognition from your feeders, but the birds 

will come.

Seasonality of Habitat

Not all seasons are going to be as productive as others. 
Consider the set ups around Yellowstone. Deep snow, deeper 
cold. Winter is the season for set up photography in the 
boreal forest at Dan’s house. Sure, birds visit year-round. But 
come summer, you have very different species. And because 

summer is so prolifically abundant (the 
natural abundance of summer is usually 
directly associated with the depths of a 
place’s winter), the bird activity is MUCH 
slower. You can photograph a variety of 
different species in the summer months, 
but it will not be the shooting gallery that 
it is in the winter time. Outside of the 
boreal forests, things are different. Set ups 
in Bozeman Montana, for instance, are 
significantly more productive than in the 
winter. But it’s a different habitat. Most 
birds in the prairie like environment of 
the valley leave in the winter – save for the 

likes of chickadees. Come summer, prairie birds return, food 
is abundant, but WATER is not. Thus, everything is flipped 
according to the season and location even within the same 
ecosystem depending upon actual habitat. 

Down in Santa Clara, temperatures are sky rocketing by May. 
Just as the region begins to see a big influx of migratory birds, 
the mercury is hitting the 100 degree mark and rain and water 

Start by identifying 
what birds in your 
area need the most. 
Food, water, and 
shelter tend to be the 
big three. 



is becoming VERY scarce. At this time of the year, species of 
birds come in droves as well as bobcats, armadillos, snakes, 
lizards, deer, collard peccary (javelina), rabbits and quite 
literally everything else. The migration is the time to be here – 
plain and simple. Best opportunities hands down. 

However, skip ahead a month, and things get too hot. Animals 
turn nocturnal. Birds feathers become haggard and begin to 
molt. The photography drops away to nothing and visitors 
are discouraged from coming until things cool down a bit 
and the fall migration begins. Likewise, in the winter, while 
Dan’s place is at its peak, Santa Clara is quite slow. Year-round 
resident species filter in and out to take advantage of the 
guaranteed food sources, but it is by no means the activity you 
would see April – June. 

The seasons matter. Sure, some sort of bird photography can 
be had in your backyard year-round. However, depending 
upon the limiting factors of your ecosystem / region, some 
seasons will be your best times while others become your 
“not really worth it times.” For some, your season may be 
winter because of food. For others, it may be summer because 
of water. For still others, it may be the spring OR the fall 
migration of birds. For those in the Appalachian Mountains 
for instance, you will find a tremendous explosion of birds 
at your feeders during the spring migration when birds on 
the eastern flyway use these mountains as their landmark for 
migrating north. Conversely, during the fall migration, the 
bulk of the bird activity is closer to the coast where birds use 
prevailing weather patterns and geography to help them move 
south. 

Your best season for birds may not fit nicely into our calendar 
seasons of winter, spring, summer, and fall. Animals move to 
their own rhythms. Migrations are their own seasons for birds 
for instance, and they themselves are typically motivated by 
numerous environmental cues.  

Native Habitat

One thing that sets Dan and Santa Clara apart from many 
places is the sheer abundance of native habitat. The more of 
this the better as all species in a given area are specifically 
adapted to life surrounded by native vegetation and their 
intricate network of life that they build. Case in point: Santa 
Clara. 

Let’s take a moment to consider one of the regular 
mammalian visitors to the photography blinds in Santa Clara 
Ranch – bobcats. There are a number of different photography 
ranches in the Rio Grande Valley. Technically speaking, 
bobcats are seen at these other ranches – but only once of 
twice a year. Compare this with Santa Clara Ranch, where 
bobcats are photographed every couple of weeks. 

The difference between the other ranches and Santa Clara is 
the native thornbrush. At other locations, the brushlands were 
once cut and the place put to agricultural use. Once it was 
protected, some native vegetation grew back of course, such as 
the mesquite and huisache. However, a drive down the road 
immediately reveals the difference between second growth 
brushland and virgin brushland. The diversity of acacias is 





astonishing. The sheer number of native South Texas birds is 
astonishing. The mammal life is significantly different. This 
fact is well known amongst Texas landowners. So much so 
that acreage covered in the native assortment of acacias and 
other thorn scrubs sells for thousands of dollars more than 
that of an acre that is either cleared or is second growth. The 
reason for this? Growing whitetail deer and selling hunts on 
ranches is BIG business here. And on those ranches made up 
of the intact native assemblage of Tamaulipan thornbrush, 
there is both more and much larger deer. 

Be it birds or bobcats or whitetail deer, these species have 
spent many thousands of years adapting to a world intact. 
Native vegetation, and better yet, the distinct associations 
and communities created by certain plant species in a given 
region hold together an intricate web of life that goes beyond 
anything we are yet able to comprehend. Wildlife gets it. 
And animals of all sorts do not just survive in intact plant 
communities, they thrive – hence the prominence of bobcats 
at Santa Clara. 

This is all relevant to birds as well. Birds will perch in just 
about any tree or bush your give them to work with. But the 
more native species, and the more of them that you offer, the 
better. The native stuff is going to attract far more diversity 
than non-native species. This is habitat. This is house and 
home. And this is a basic fact touted by every backyard habitat 
book you can find.

Birds do not like to stray far from the protection of tall 
or dense vegetation. Shrubs and trees are important part 



of their life. So many things are keeping an eye out for an 
unsuspecting songbird. From cooper hawks to feral cats, birds 
are at the top of the menu for a lot of predators out there. And 
your wide open suburban lawn is not an ideal place except for 
species like robins. So if you want to get serious about a bird 
photography setup, you need to get serious about providing at 

least some vestige of habitat for those birds. 

Back up in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, Dan 
Hartman’s setups are similar to Santa Clara Ranch in that he 
is literally enveloped in native and natural habitat. This is the 
boreal forest in all its glory. But Dan does not have 300 acres 
of virgin forest to work with like the South Texas ranch in this 
story. His is a lot backed up to a forest partially burned in the 
1988 fires that engulfed so much of the Yellowstone area. The 
thickest of forest sits behind his house. Yet his bird set ups are 
in the front, with a road just 75 feet beyond. 

This a completely different sort of arrangement than that 
of Santa Clara. His property is not a large conservation 
easement. Its merely a lot off the side of a road with a historic 
log cabin. But all around him are trees and native vegetation. 
Certainly not like Santa Clara of course – even though he is 
only a few miles from the entrance of Yellowstone. But this 
matters little. The fact of the matter is that the forest, read 
native habitat, that sits about his property provides everything 
for the wildlife other than the suet and seeds he feeds them. 
The result is a wonderland of bird and mammal life. Stellar 
jays and Clark’s nutcrackers, grey jays and pine gross beaks 
are just some of the menagerie of avian life that is a constant 
buzz about the property. American martens come and go 
daily – a species that would never be caught more than a few 
feet from the protection of the trees. Red foxes amble through. 
Pygmy owls come in for the finches. Snowshoe hair tracks 
litter his yard. Even moose peak in through the windows from 
time to time (and that’s moose the big species of deer, not the 
photographer). And if it wasn’t for the native habitat on his 



property, much of this simply would not happen here. 

With all this talk about native habitat, don’t assume that 
you need to own a conservation easement to be able to do 
this. You don’t. A native tree or two and a couple of native 
shrubs nearby is sufficient to put birds at ease and give them 
protection from predators and the elements. Of course, the 
more of this that you have access to or can provide the better, 
but some is far better than none. The key here is to consider 
the needs of the birds. Shelter, protection, food, water. Think 
along the lines of an ecosystem approach and the birds will 
come. 

Design

When it comes to designing a setup there really isn’t a right 
way to do it. However, when it is done wrong, its very obvious 
and there is little merit to the photographs. Don’t you just hate 
statements like this? There is no right way to do it, but there is 
definitely a wrong way! How cryptic. 

Setups are a form of art unto themselves. And like all forms 
of art, it’s all quite subjective. With this said though, there 
are keys to great setups – those things that all setups have in 
common. And chief among them all is the perch. 

Everything revolves around the perch. This is where you 
want the bird to land. It creates the environment in your 
photographs; it tells the stories. Setup shots are made or 
broken by the quality and interest of the perch. Too busy and 
it will distract from the bird. Multidimensional and it may 

look accidental. To large in diameter and it will swallow the 
bird. 
At Santa Clara Ranch, song bird perches are clipped new 
every time photographers enter the blind. As thorn scrub is 
unique to this region, native species such as the sweet acacia 
or guayacan are chosen when in bloom. Species such as these 
help to give a sense of place and habitat to the photograph. 
This is important as the subject itself is only one small part 
of the compositional equation. It’s the other stuff, the other 
compositional elements or supporting cast of things in the 
composition that often do more to pull us into a photograph 
than the subject itself. It’s the combination of bird and 
beautiful flowering thornbrush that makes the photographs 
compelling and allows the photograph to plant its feet 
squarely in both the world of fine art and editorial. 

Great care is taken by folks like Hector Astorga of Santa 
Clara Ranch, to choose an appropriate sized and interestingly 
shaped perch for each shoot. Clippers are employed to trim 
up and simplify perches, making them two dimensional, and 
guiding birds to land on the best angles. 

In order to create and setup new perches each day, you have 
to have specific holders for the perches that allows you to 
swap out the details of the setup at will. Given that the photo 
blinds at Santa Clara are sunken into the ground and you 
are shooting just inches above the dirt, 1 inch pieces of PVC 
pipe is used with metal spikes fashioned to the end. The pipe, 
which is cut to about 1 foot in length is used to slide perches 
in and out. The spikes are used to stake the whole thing down 
into the ground. This allows for the perches holders to be 



picked up and moved and angled as needed. It also keeps 
everything low to the ground – where you already are – and 
allows photographers to take advantage of the backgrounds. 
By keeping things mobile and modular like this, perches can 
be adjusted in an infinite number of ways. If photographers 
are using longer lenses such as the 600mm, perches can be set 
up further away from the blind. As the brush backgrounds 
begin to leaf out, perches can be moved to take advantage of 
green that may be spotty in early spring. These are just two 
examples of course. But the benefit in being able to move and 
adjust and tweak the setup daily is a great advantage. 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this article, 
Dan Hartman does things differently. He has 
permanent perches setup. These are essentially 
old snags he picked up and fashioned to the 
ground – easily done with a Christmas tree 
stand. There are natural and manmade cavities 
everywhere filled with food. And birds are 
photographed as they perch on the old snags or 
in the boughs of the trees as they wait their turn. 

So much chaos. Nothing is adjusted. Nothing 
tweaked. Distances are set. Perches play double 
duty as feeders. The artistry is missing here to 
some degree, but there are also benefits to this 
approach. If the perches never move, then birds 
become very accustomed to always using them. 
Martens will predictably use certain snags. 
Stellar jays predictably land in very specific 
places. And there are as many as a hundred birds 

at any given time on and around these perches. 
The place is prolific. The images are completely different from 
those at Santa Clara. 

Personally, I favor the ability to change out perches at will. 
I think that a modular setup is more photographer friendly. 
The permanence works well for mammals like the martens 
at Dan’s place, but the opportunity to create entirely new and 
different setups every day is a much better tactic for your 
average backyard bird photography setup. The freedom to 
adjust things by the seasons and bloom schedules is simply 



invaluable – especially to a photographer who sells their work. 

Methods for securing the perches

I have already explained the way in which Santa Clara stakes 
out their perches. However, this will probably not work for the 
VAST majority of photographers simply because its all based 
around the ability to be inches above the ground. Unless you 
are ready to excavate and build a sunken pit blind, then you 
are going to need something a bit higher up. 

Allan Murphy, a photographer who built his business upon 
the quality of his setup bird photographs, prefers to use 
simple, cheap, Walmart sourced tripods. IF you take a look 
at the $30 tripod offerings in the world, you will find that 
they tend to come with a pan / tilt head. The handle on these 
are hollow and just about the perfect size for slipping an 
appropriately sized perch into. The inexpensive nature of these 
things makes them ideal for having multiple perch stands 
and even holders for more dynamic backgrounds. And the 
portability of them cannot be beat. 

By using something like these cheap pan/tilt tripods, you have 
perch holders than can be moved around at will. They can be 
packed away easily. They can play varying roles such as perch 
holders, background holders, or off camera flash holders. 
And, they can be adjusted in height to the situation. The 
drawback though is that they would certainly be an eye soar if 
left setup all over you backyard. 

Likewise, another great option is a simple lightstand like 

those used by studio photographers for holding softboxes and 
strobes. One light stand with a Manfrotto Super Clamp on 
top will hold just about anything you want to stick on there 
- at least in terms of a horizontal perch. This is my prefered 
method when I want to keep things mobile, and I even drag 
these things down to the tropics with me to set up perches. 

Tropical nature photographer Greg Basco prefers something 
of a hybrid situation between these differing philosophies. 
There is certainly something to be said for both permanence 
and the options afforded by using a modular design. So for 
Greg, the solution was to permanently install a perch holder 
in his yard in Costa Rica where perches can be swapped out 
on a regular basis. 

The perch holder itself is nothing more than a tall wooden 
post. Holes are drilled out in the post at slight angles in which 
3 inch long pieces of aluminum tubing are then installed. 
Different diameters are used in order to provide more 
flexibility with the size of the perches. From here, a screw is 
punched through the aluminum tubes so that when a perch 
is placed inside, the screw can be tightened to hold the perch 
more securely in place – kind of like the base of a Christmas 
tree stand. 

By creating a more permanent structure, Greg Basco is able 
to habituate birds to his setup, in a way that will keep them 
coming back in droves day after day with little concern for the 
different types of perches that are put into place. Although 
the perch holder is modular in that different perches can be 
swapped out as needed, the permanence of the installation 



This Montezuma’s oropendola was photographed in Honduras 
using the very same techniques you would use for setting up a 
backyard bird photography studio. Birds in the tropics much 
prefer fruit to seeds. For this reason, a tray feeder was set up full 
of bananas and papaya. A piece of vine was then secured above 
the feeder. As the oropendolas came in, they would first fly into 
the canopy of the surrounding palm trees. Once they had assest 
that the coast was clear, they dropped down onto the vine before 
finally hopping onto the feeder. 



means that distance from backgrounds or the ability to move 
with the seasonality of the angle of light cannot be done. 
The simple fix to this though, is to install more than one 
perch holder on the property to take advantage of different 
backgrounds and changes in light. Of course, for Greg, who 
lives in the cloud forests of Costa Rica, there is not a lot of 
seasonal change to begin with. 

For a backyard setup, I am a big fan of creating something 
that is permanent but modular – like Greg Basco’s perches. 
The ability to habituate birds to come into the same spots each 
and every time makes things easier. The setups in Santa Clara 
work great, despite the fact that they are removed every single 
day. Large feeders and ponds are permanent fixtures and so 
birds know to show up. And after a decade of training birds to 
use the perches when setup, the success rate is good. But let’s 
face it. We are talking about your backyard. You have to look 
at this stuff. Santa Clara ranch is a for profit photo ranch – 
not a backyard where aesthetics and simplicity may play into 
people’s consideration. 

Of all the different setups I have photographed, at all the 
different properties, the one thing I would try to steer you 
away from is using permanent or “natural” perches in the 
form the surrounding trees and landscaping. To go through 
the time and effort and labor to create a backyard bird 
photography studio, only to leave the compositions and 
perches to chance – resulting in a 1 out of a 100 shot ratio – is 
just not worth it. Go the extra the mile and make it modular 
so that you can dictate which perch you use on a regular basis. 



Light and Backgrounds

In wildlife photography, backgrounds are far more important 
that many realize. Think of it this way: an amazing subject 
against a horrible background creates a bad photograph. 
Conversely, a mediocre subject against a beautiful background 
still creates an appealing photo. The same goes for light of 
course, and you can substitute “light” for “background” in 
the above sentences.  Light and 
background are at the very least, 
equal in importance to your subject 
– if not even more important. 

When it comes to creating the 
ultimate backyard bird photograph 
setup, light and background really 
should be the first things you 
consider in terms of placement. 

Let’s start with light here. We all 
know good quality light when we 
see it. When it comes to wildlife 
photography, different directions 
of light are going to dramatically 
effect the outcome of your photograph. For mammals, I like 
my light at an angle – let’s say about 45 degrees from the 
axis of my lens – because this angle of light creates minute 
amounts of localized contrast. This contrast, this play of light 
and shadows across the various details of our subjects, creates 
the illusion of depth, dimension, and detail in the subject. 
Mammals are furry – this makes all the details in the fur 

stand out. They are often powerful and muscular, for which 
this type of light helps to visually define. When you look at 
a photograph and it seems like you can see every little bit of 
detail, pay attention to the direction of the light and exactly 
why you see this detail. It has nothing to do with the lens and 
camera. It’s the light. 

With birds, I take a different approach. All of the above 
stuff about details and depth and 
dimension still holds true with 
angled light on birds. However, the 
thing that typically attracts people 
to birds is their color. Well, that and 
a bit of jealousy over the fact that 
they have the apparent freedom to 
take wing and fly. Because of the 
Technicolor rainbow that exists 
within the avian world, I tend 
toward trying to exemplify this color 
as much as possible. 

Color is a function of light. 
Something that is a particular color 
to us is actually every color except 

for that one. What this means is that the physics of matter 
absorbs and reflects different wavelengths of light. Those 
wavelengths that are reflected are the colors that we see when 
we look at something. 

So how is this relevant to you?

Just as important as your 
perch and subject, light 
and backgrounds will make 
or break your backyard 
bird photography studios. 
Placement and design must 
be built around these two 
things. 



If color is the function of light, then the more direct the light 
is, the more color you are going to see – and the more color 
that your camera is going to record. You can easily test this 
out for yourself. Go out to a wide open place at sunset. Turn 
180 degrees from the sunset and notice the saturation of the 
colors you see. Check out the green of the grass. The blues 
of the water. Now, begin to turn back towards the sun. With 
about each 10 degrees of rotation, you will notice that the 
colors shift becoming more and more washed out and less 
vibrant as you turn toward the sun. 

Bringing this back to your setups, you need to decide 
which time of the year you are going to do the majority of 
photography in your backyard and then place your setups 
in such away so that the angle of the sun that time of the 
year is falling directly and evenly across both perches and 
background. 

Additionally, you need to consider what is behind you that 
will begin to block the sun. Birds are most active first thing 
in the morning. So, if you are going to take advantage of 
this,  you will want to have your setups positioned to take 
full benefit of the morning light. Do you have a large 3 story 
home behind you that the sun has to rise above before light 
falls across your yard? If so, you may consider foregoing this 
location or simply focus only creating an afternoon setup 
instead. 

If getting the best light possible really isn’t an option for 
you where you live, then don’t worry about it. Just keep in 
mind that if you are using anything that is taller than your 

perches as a background, it will get light before your perch in 
the morning. And a subject in shade against an illuminated 
background IS NOT a photograph worth taking. 

Problems with lighting can always be completely avoided by 
photographing when there is a slight overcast. Highlights 
and shadows are muted and thus light direction becomes 
irrelevant since all of the light is scattered by the clouds. If you 
find that this will produce the best situations for you because 
of the limitations of where you live, then you can always setup 
off-camera flashes when you are photographing to bring color 
back, create depth, and overcome any problems with high 
ISO. 

Once you have established the best direction to set things 
up given the light you will be working with, it’s time to 
move on to choosing the right background. Ideally, you 
want no manmade object in the background. You want a 
background devoid of any light shining through vegetation. 
You do not want an array of colors either. Uniformity is 
best. You can always choose to add a temporary element 
into the background to make things suggestive of seasons or 
place as an accent. But for your basic background, you want 
it to fall away to something seamless and pleasing in your 
photographs.

Distance is also important. What everyone likes to call bokeh, 
the soft creamy out of focus stuff, is achieved by getting the 
background sufficiently far enough away from the perch. 
Depth of field is a function of distance. The closer YOU are to 
the subject, the more depth of field you need. But the closer 



the background is to your subject, the less depth of field 
you want. You cannot have your cake and eat it too. If the 
background is too close, you will have a cluttered background 
unless shooting at f/2.8 – and even then, it might not be 
enough to blur out the details.

Setting your self up so that your background is a minimum 
of 20 feet away from your perches is a good start. This will 
create a nice soft background to work with, which will allow 
your subject to stand out. Given the constraints of light, and 
yard dimensions, and everything else you have to deal with, 
this may simply not be possible. If this is the case for you, then 
consider using fake backgrounds. 

Fake backgrounds are commonplace in setup 
photography. You are essentially creating a studio 
aren’t you? And when you walk into any portrait 
studio, you will always find drop cloths hanging for 
this reason. 

Using fake backgrounds is very simple. Go out and 
take soft out of focus photos of various vegetation 
in different light. You should be both creative and 
discriminating. And you should definitely get a 
variety of these to match the different lighting 
conditions you will be photographing in. You don’t 
want a background with bright vibrant colors 
and maybe a little blue sky peaking in when your 
photographing a bird in heavy overcast light. 

Once you have your background photos, print them 

at around 2 feet by 2 feet. With prints in hand, simply tape 
them to pieces of cardboard cut to the same dimension. Now, 
you can position the backgrounds of your choice behind 
the perches. Just get them back as far as you can and make 
sure they line up exactly with the perch at the angle you will 
shoot from. If you like to use larger perches to give birds and 
yourself my diversity of shots, print a bigger background. The 
background can be setup on an easel or on a cheap tripod 
using a clamp. 



Concealment

You will need to conceal yourself from the birds – it’s a fact. It 
doesn’t matter how many years you have worked to acclimate 
and adjust birds to coming into your feeders and setups, when 
you go to set up camera equipment and hangout in front of 
them, they will be extremely nervous about the change in the 
relationship and your opportunities will be few. 

Some photographers prefer to setup their backyard studios 
outside of a house window. This way they can shoot from 
the comfort of the house and nothing changes outside. They 
are effectively using the house as a blind. The problem with 
this method, however, is that it limits you to shooting high, 
shooting at a particular angle, and may hamper you from 
taking advantage of the best light and backgrounds. 

A better workaround here 
would be to setup a temporary 
blind such as the Ameristep 
Doghouse blind. I love these. 
I have 5 of them. Blinds are 
an integral part of wildlife 
photography. The Doghouse is 
not suitable for all situations by 
any means, but for those that it 
is, this thing is the Marriott of 
portable blinds. 

The Doghouse comes in 
different sizes, but even their 

smallest is perfect for a backyard setup. Its roomy enough 
for a large chair, tripod, and just about anything you want to 
bring inside. They setup in seconds, as they are essentially a 
pop-up blind, and can be staked down to leave in place for 
days or weeks or months on end if you would like. Because 
the Doghouse blind is portable, it can be setup and left in your 
backyard, or it can be put up the day before you shoot. I do 
not recommend setting it up and taking down every time you 
shoot because you want birds to acclimate to its presence. If 
you cannot leave one of these up in your yard, at the very least 
set it up a day or two before you plan to use it. 

You want to make sure you get a blind that can be zipped or 
closed all around you. Open windows or doors behind you 
will turn you into a moving silhouette that will keep birds 
nervous to come in. Additionally, I only purchase blinds that 



have a mesh screen I can attach over the window that I am 
using. I then cut a whole in this screen just big enough for 
the end of my lens to stick out of. The mesh screen allows me 
to see the birds with ease but keeps them from noticing my 
movements behind the window. 

There are numerous photography blinds on the market 
today. Most of these are actually modified Doghouse blinds 
themselves. Some have ports cut into the base so you can slip 
a tripod leg outside of the blind. Some have their windows so 
well sealed up that there is a sleeve you put your lens through 
and only a very small mesh square for you to look out of. 
Others have shooting ports cut / sewn into them to allow you 
to work at ground level or at chair level. Options abound, and 
the more options the more money these things cost. But for 
the purpose of a backyard setup, a simple $50 Doghouse blind 
will be more than enough. 

Feeders

Now for the part that actually brings in the birds: feeders – or 
water, depending upon where you live. Feeders need to be a 
permanent thing. Year round, keep the food and / or water 
coming for them. You want your feeders near your perches of 
course because you want to condition birds into using those 
perches as they “stage” to jump over to the feeder itself. 

At Santa Clara Ranch, the big feeders that are kept at each 
photo blind year round are taken down when photographers 
climb into the blinds. A small cup of seed, fashioned atop a 
stand made for this purpose, is placed on the ground in front 

of the photographers. The idea behind doing this is that the 
ranch wants to limit the amount food that can be grabbed at 
any one time to just one single bird. They also want to be able 
to control exactly where this food will be so that way perches 
can be set up next to the offering of food. 

At Dan Harman’s place, the feeders are perches themselves. 
Birds will inevitably stage from trees and bushes and jump 
straight to the feeders more than they will go directly to 
your perch first. By letting the feeders play double duty as 
perches, Dan’s setup increases the photographic opportunities. 
Santa Clara does this as well in their own way by smearing a 
homemade suet on the back of their perches to direct certain 
birds right onto the perches. Some land for food, while others 
to wait their turn for the feeder. 

The simplest way to set up a feeder would be to hang your 
typical tube feeder just a few feet away from your perch 
holder, with the perch itself positioned higher than the feeder. 
This motivates the birds to jump to the perch and then to the 
feeder instead of just flying straight in. This method is the 
easiest, and creates the least amount of work on your part. 

Alternatively, you can remove the feeder entirely when it 
comes time to shoot and setup a different and smaller feeder 
at a more appropriate level to photograph – kind of like Santa 
Clara. This will slow the bird activity some, especially at 
first. But, the birds should acclimate pretty quickly. Once the 
birds know to come to an area for food, if that food is not in 
the same spot, they will take the chance to look around and 
should notice your other offering. Regular visitors to your 



feeders will get accustomed to the change in feeders. 

If you decide to change out the feeders when you shoot, 
you open yourself up to being able to tweak and adjust the 
situation constantly. A small cup of food 
can be set out as a feeder with a perch 
positioned a couple feet away and a couple 
feet above. You can use a tray feeder and 
cover most of it up with cardboard leaving 
only a small corner open so that only one 
bird can come in at a time forcing the 
others to wait on your perches for their 
turn. You can also attach a tiny plastic cup 
with a thumbtack to the back of a vertical 
perch, dressing the perch itself with a little 
vegetation or flowers sticking up around 
it. With this method, birds will fly in and 
perch at the top of the perch to feed from 
the little cup hidden behind. 
The idea behind all of this, is that you are 
trying to direct the birds right to where you 
want them. You want to remove options 
for them. You want to limit feeding places 
and perching areas. This slows the activity 
some, but increase the good photographic 
opportunities for you. Any other feeders 
you have in your yard should be taken 
down when it comes time to photograph. Even if you chose to 
leave up a tube feeder and just place a perch next to it for the 
birds, all other feeders need to be removed. This concentrates 
the activity to your setup. 

A note on Suet

Suet is basically beef fat. Its good stuff when it comes to birds. 
Many winter time residents will show a distinct preference 

for the suet over seed. And it is certainly 
the preferred food of species such as 
woodpeckers. So if you want woodpeckers, 
you need to set up suet feeders in your 
yard. 

The feeders themselves come in all shapes 
and sizes just like seed feeders. The cheap 
ones are nothing more than a rectangular 
cage that you stick a block of store bought 
suet in and hang. Birds cling to the side 
of the cage and feed. More novel feeders 
consist of a small piece of log with 1 to 
2 inch sized holes drilled out so you can 
push plugs of suet into. These can then be 
hanged just like a normal feeder, only now 
birds will cling to the side of the little log 
like they would a tree. 

To photograph woodpeckers coming into 
suet, you don’t want to use anything that is 
actually hanging. Hanging feeders like this 
will move and swing and spin. You need 

something stationary. An old dead lichen covered limb can be 
secured in a small Christmas tree stand with a couple holes 
drilled out of the back and sides. Suet can then be stuffed 
inside of these, and the perch itself dressed up for the shoot 

Quick and easy 
homemade suet 
recepie:

1 part peanut butter
1 part lard
1 part cornmeal

You can add more 
cornmeal to thicken 
in hotter climates



with vines or other vegetation wrapped around or held in 
place by a perch holder as an accent. 

Alternatively, remove your hanging suet feeders when it 
comes time to photograph and set up a small stump on a 
stand or little table. Remember size matters here in terms of 
the diameter of the perch. You can then smear suet all over 
the back side of the stump and dress it up with vegetationd. 
The woodpecker should see the suet on your perch when it 
comes in and land on your stump to feed. 

Bringing it all together

To create the ultimate backyard bird photograph setup, you 
first need to bring in the birds. In order to do this, you should 
educate yourself on what birds need the most in your area. 
Is it food? Is it water? Is it habitat for protection? If it is food, 
what kind? Seed? Suet? 

Build a bird habitat in your backyard. Trees and shrubs put 
birds at ease and convince them to LIVE in your backyard. Ice 
free source of water year-round will keep birds hanging out 
no matter where you live. Then, add food. The food completes 
the habitat. 

Find the best location in your yard to create a setup and 
habitat. Where is the best light in the morning? In the 
afternoon? What about backgrounds? Can you get your 
perches and feeders far enough away to use a pleasing natural 
background, or do you need to photograph and print out your 
own to setup? 

Conceal your movements with a blind. Don’t skimp and use 
a ghillie suit. Set up a popup blind like the Doghouse. If not 
permanently through the shooting season, then at least a day 
or two before you decide to shoot in order to acclimate the 
birds to its presence. 

However you decide to feed and perch your birds, making it 
all modular is the key. The last thing you want is for every one 
of your photographs to look the same. The ability to swap out 
perches daily, to move feeders, the tweak everything between 
shoots – this is what you want. This is how you design the 
ultimate bird photography setup. 

 



Are you interested in an in-depth critique of 
your images? What if I told you it would be 
free? 

Starting with the summer edition of the Pho-
tographer’s Journals, we will begin featuring 
images by our readers accompanied by a de-
tail discussion of exactly why the photograph 
works and suggestions on how to improve 
the image. This is your chance to have images 
reviewed in depth to help your progress as a 
photographer. 

Send photos to jared@jaredlloydphoto.com 
with the subject: Photographer’s Journal Cri-
tique. 

Resize all images to 2000px on the long side 
and save as a .jpg. 

Reader’s Image Critiques!



Yellow Headed Blackbird

Slightly larger, and distinctly more aggressive, the Yellow-
headed Blackbird is cousin to the far more common Red 
Winged Blackbird. If you don’t know about the Yellow-
headed, that’s probably because your from the East. Here in 
the West, these birds reign supreme over the cattails and are 
a favorite species to photograph on spring mornings once the 
marsh has greened up. 

During breeding season, these birds are as territorial as they 
get. They boss everyone around. Pick the best nesting sites for 
themselves. And displace all other passerine species of birds – 
including their cousins the Red-winged. In freshwater mashes 
were these birds do not live, the diminutive little marsh 
wren tends to dictate the success and failure of most other 
bird nests – including the significantly larger Red-winged. 
Ornithologists call these little guys “Marsh Nazis,” thanks 
to their habit of cruising the cattails seeking out other bird’s 
eggs to destroy. But let a couple Yellow-headed Blackbirds 
show up, and the marsh wren wont even think about nesting 
or establishing a territory until after the blackbirds have 
successfully hatched their chicks. 

With all this avian styled testosterone, Yellow-headed 
Blackbirds make for one easy species to photograph in the 
breeding season. All one needs to do is push their way into 
the edge of the cattails where they saw these birds singing and 
wait. Naturally, everything disappears when a human shows 

Species Profile



up – especially toting a tripod and big lens over the shoulder. 
But silence is something that these birds just can’t stand and 
in a matter of minutes, you will find them popping up back 
onto the flower heads of the cattails to sing their hearts out 
– often times just a couple of feet away. Not many birds will 
acclimate or tolerate a photographer’s presence as quickly as 
the Yellow-headed blackbird. 

I prefer to work with the yellow heads that perch down in 
the cattails rather than out on top. This preference however 
comes with its challenges. On the one hand, by working the 

ones surrounded by other cattails, 
I have some beautiful environment 
to work with. Compositionally 
speaking, this helps to tell a story, 
and creates a far more compelling 
image than a simplified closeup 
of the bird on a perch does. The 
addition of the other cattails works 
like supporting cast members 
in the story, and they help to 
set the stage compositionally 
speaking. However, by bringing 
in these other cattail leaves, I am 
added chaos and clutter to the 
composition as well. This means 
that I must be selective in choosing 
my compositions and birds to 
photograph. 

I photographed this male Yellow-
headed Blackbird at f/4 with a 

600mm lens. This is a very shallow depth of field, and creates 
a very fine line to walk in terms of capturing the bird in 
focus. My decision to shoot with such large aperture though, 
was based upon all the other cattails in the composition. 
Depth of field is a function of distance. The closer that 
these background elements are to my subject, the larger the 
aperture I need to soften them up and make my subject stand 
out from the environment. So, f/4 it was.  



Did you know that pit vipers, such as this Western 
Diamondback Rattlesnake, have heat seaking pits 
located between their nostrils and eyes? These 
pits are the opening to an infrared sensing organ 
that connects to the optical nerve of the snake. 
Researchers believe that this creates a thermal 
image of the environmet overlayed across its 
vision. Remember the movie Predator? Well, its 
kind of like that only thermal image is mixed with 
their normal sight!

That’s all folks!


