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Howdy folks!

Oh boy oh boy, this is 
an exciting issue of the 
Photographer’s Journal to 
release. Now, don’t get me 
wrong -  I am on the edge 
of my seat by the time every 
issue comes out. But this one 
is different. This one has a lot 
of build-up and anticipation 
to it. THIS ONE reveals the 
winners of our drawing for 
a free workshop with me in 
June! 

We first announced back in February that we would be 
drawing three names to join me on the coast of North Carolina 
to spend a few days in my boat photographing wild horses. The 
response to this has been incredible. We have received lots of 
feedback from folks telling us how much they loved the idea of 
something like this. So much so, that we have decided to make 
this a regular scheduled program. And thus, we will host free 
workshops in the field for subscribers and lifetime members of 
the Photographer’s Journal every year from this point forward. 

In the pages that follow, you will find my manifesto on 
photographing birds in flight, you will find an exclusive video 
on mastering color, our hit column entitled Travel Savvy, and 
a brand new one called Tech Savvy. This issue also kicks off 
the beginning of a multi-part series on composition – and 
this is not something to be taken lightly. Composition is king 

in photography, and this series is going to be a master class 
on the subject. This isn’t just another discussion on using the 
Rule of Thirds. Instead, we are going to focus on the decidedly 
esoteric aspects of composition that have been used religiously 
by artists from Leonardo daVinci to Donatello to create the 
greatest masterpieces of visual art the world has ever seen. 

As always, we want your feedback. We encourage you to reach 
out with questions about these topics. We want to hear from 
you and know what you think and what you like and what 
you don’t like and what you would like to see in the pages of 
the Photographer’s Journal. This publication is 100% reader 
supported. This is your publication. Help us make it even 
better!

As for those of you who are chomping at the bit to find out the 
winners of the contest. . . well, you will have to read on =)

Cheers,

Jared Lloyd



Birds in Flight
Manifesto



Come winter, we have it easy in the Northern Rockies. 
Deep snow and single digit temperatures are nothing compared to this stuff. 
I’m back east where weather forecasts are deceiving. It doesn’t feel like this 
in Yellowstone. There seems to be enough humidity in the air to take a gold-
fish for a walk on a leash - if you could keep it from turning into a frozen 
fish stick that is. 

The ambient temperature is 28 degrees. Seems mild enough given the nega-
tive 20s I was working in while in the interior of Yellowstone back in Janu-
ary. But, there’s a catch. The damn humidity. At nearly 80%, all bets are off. 
And there’s the wind howling out of the northwest at 20mph. Let it suffice 
to say that I’m freezing. 

The irony here, is that this has nothing to do with the fact that I’m stand-
ing waist deep in 34-degree water. This I can dress for. With 5mm neoprene 
waders and fleece layers on underneath, life is good. This is warm. This is 
regulated. But from the waist up there is a bone chilling cold to the air, and 
the wind doesn’t help. 

Sane people would be home right now. I picture a fireplace, and coffee, and 
my Leonardo Da Vinci biography by Walter Isaacson that I’m working my 
way through. Warmth. Dry cloths. Fuzzy socks. Instead, I’m getting pelted 
in the face by sleet. 

I didn’t grow up in the Rocky Mountains though. I was raised on the coast 
of North Carolina and Virginia where there is something of a macabre say-
ing: “the weather to kill geese is the weather to kill men.” 

I’m not here to kill geese, however. I’m not even here to photograph geese. 
I’m here, on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, to photograph ducks in all their 
peak breeding plumage glory. But the statement stands. Geese and ducks. 
Both are waterfowl. Both require an iron constitution at times.

When it comes to photographing birds of any sort, we can pretty much 
distill everything down to two types of photographs: portraits and flight. 
It doesn’t matter if we are discussing ducks, warblers, bald eagles, or hum-
mingbirds. It’s all the same. 

Photographing birds in flight may very well be the biggest challenge that 
your average photographer will face in the field. Portraits are straight for-
ward. Nothing is moving – for the most part. Light, composition, back-
ground, position of the subject – that is pretty much it. Flight is different. 
All of that stuff applies, but then we add in the fact that the subject may be 
moving upwards of 200mph (peregrine falcon). We add in the importance 
of wind speed and direction and how it all dramatically effects everything 
about how and where a bird flies, takes off, and lands. Then there is the 
auto focus side of it. You can’t be sloppy. You need to have a rock-solid un-
derstanding of your AF system, from tracking modes, to AF area modes, 
to cross-type vs vertical type sensors. There is also light metering as well – 
birds in flight are photographed in manual, NOT aperture priority, because 
of the changing variables. And before you can do anything, before you need 
any of these other skills, before you can begin to compose and work with 
backgrounds, you have to be able even find the bird in the viewfinder and 
keep up with the damn thing! 

If understanding how to expose for snow encompasses everything there is 
to know about metering light and exposure theory (as I talked about in the 
winter edition of the Journal), mastering birds in flight encompasses just 
about every technical skill one will ever need in wildlife photography. Mas-
ter this, and you are ready to take on any challenge. 

I might have a masochistic streak. Every year I make something of a pil-
grimage to the Eastern Shore of Maryland to make photographs of ducks. 
And every year I find myself face to face with some truly cold and wet con-
ditions. But that’s ok. That’s wildlife photography for you. All the more sto-
ries to tell. 

Or at least that’s the story I tell myself.

With bad weather comes grey skies. With grey skies comes the need for 
higher ISOs given the need for exceptionally faster shutter speeds for these 
ducks. You see, the smaller the bird, the faster the shutter speed if you want 
to freeze the primary feathers at the tips of those wings. And with birds such 
as canvasbacks that can come rocketing in at 70mph, and are only the size of 
a football, you need all the help you can get. 



Photographing a subject that is coming 
towards you is the most difficult scenario you 
will face with birds in flight. Yet, these types 
of images often produce the most dramatic 
results. Of course, you can get lucky and have 
everything accidentally come together for you 
in this situation. However, by mastering the 
fundamentals of bird in flight photography, 
you increase you success rate 100 fold. 

Understanding auto focus settings, why we 
set our exposures manually, depth of field, 
tracking, etc. will allow you to consistently 
nail shots like this. 



I’m not going to do the math here for you, but you 
can probably guess the physics of all this. I’m shooting 
with a 600mm lens – sometimes handheld, sometimes 
locked down on my Really Right Stuff Fluid Gimbal. 
The reach of this lens is immense. The viewing an-
gle small. The compression, extraordinary. And all of 
this creates a situation where you are no longer trying 
to keep up with a bird moving at 70mph, but instead 
something closer to 120mph. 

At this rate, everything has to be perfect. Your tech-
nical skills must be spot on. There is little to no room 
for error. If anything is off, everything falls apart. And 
so, with birds in flight we find the convergence of all 
that is photography. This is one of those, “the whole is 
greater than the parts” scenarios. If we were to cherry 
pick any one the sections below, and assume that this is 
all that is needed, then we miss the point entirely. Mas-
tering birds in flight is a skill set where many different 
things all come together to achieve a single goal. 

Auto Focus

Before we consider anything else, first and foremost we need to get the aut-
ofocus stuff out of the way. In today’s world, mastering birds in flight has 
been made infinitely easier thanks to the ever-improving technology in our 
hands. Consider the days before auto focus. Do you even know which way 
to turn your focus ring to follow focus as a bird is flying straight towards 
you? 

Despite the meteoric advances in auto focus systems, however, birds in flight 
continue to challenge us. Not only do we find ourselves fighting to keep up 
with the bird itself, but also the technology within our cameras as well. As 
complicated as it may seem to follow focus on a bird manually, at the end 
of the day this was nothing more than turning a ring on our lens. Today, we 
find a seemingly infinite array of options to fine tune and tweak and adjust 
our auto focusing systems. Entire books are now crafted on the subject. We 

even ran a two-part series on 
this topic and only touched 
upon the proverbial tip of the 
iceberg – albeit the tip you re-
ally need to understand. 

In general, us wildlife photog-
raphers live by a rule of sim-
plification. Given that we are 
photographing subjects that 
are wholly unpredictable in 
situations with uncontrolled 
variables, we want to ap-
proach everything we do with 
an eye toward simplifying the 
process. For this reason, we 

Ducks, and waterfowl in general, are often 
overlooked by wildlife photographers. Most 
view spring and summer as being the prime time 
to photograph birds because this is when their 
plumage is at its best. But with waterfowl, such as 
this drake wigeon, winter is the time when they 
are in their peak colors. If you can learn how to 
keep up with them, they may very well be the best 
kept wildlife photography secret in the winter!



tend towards the smallest possible autofocus area mode we can get away 
with for a given situation. 

Your’ autofocus area modes are the selectable patterns of focus points that 
you activate when you attempt to focus your lens. Sound complicated? It’s 
not. 

For portraits, we tend to shoot with a single autofocus point. This allows us 
to be as precise as possible with where we choose to focus our lens. Portraits 
are relatively static situations. They also tend to be relatively close. Thus, we 
want to be able to settle our auto focus system just on the eyes of our sub-
ject and to do this we want the smallest focus mode available. This gives us 
control. Well, as much control as can be found anyways. 

Once our subject begins to move, once we add something dynamic to the 
equation, single point autofocus might not be the right choice for us any-
more. And so, we expand our area modes to help assist with keeping focus 
on a subject that may behave a bit more erratically. This where larger patters 
or modes come into play – though we continue to keep to the smallest pat-
tern of focus sensors we can get away with. 

For basic active mammal photography, this might light like Nikon’s D9 or 
Group (GRP). For Canon, this would be the Expanded 5-point focus mode 
– or what some like to call cross focus. Personally, I would argue that you 
shouldn’t get into the habit of calling it cross focusing. This confuses things. 
You have cross-type focus sensors in your camera. And after more than a 
decade of teaching wildlife photography workshops around the globe, I find 
that this little matter of nomenclature confuses the hell out of people. 

But when birds take to the wing, everything changes. You see, birds would 
happily simplify everything they do for you – if they could. What would 
look like predictable behavior for you, would translate to energy efficien-
cy for them. Though we may have found ourselves in a culture of gluttony 
where we are forced to count calories to ensure we don’t eat too many, wild-
life has the opposite problem. 

When in the air, birds are adjusting to so many unseen (by us) variables that 
there is often little to no predictability. The movement of air is the big one 

Though your auto focus system might not look exactly like 
the one above, the area in red is all that you need to concern 
yourself in this particular example regardless of whether or 
not you are using Nikon, Canon, or Sony.

With a Nikon system that has 153 AF points, the area in red 
is what the AF Area Mode called Dynamic 25 (D-25) looks 
like. 

With a Canon system, if you ignore the small dots in between 
the squares, this is what Expanded 9 Points, or Expand and 
Surround, looks like.

For older Nikon cameras, this area in red is the same size 
pattern is called Dynamic 9 point, or D-9.

This pattern of focus points tends to be the most consistently 
accurate AF Area Mode for birds in flight.



here. Wind speed. Wind direction. How the Earth is heating or cooling and 
what that means for air rising or descending or what a hang glider may refer 
to as thermaling. Regardless of what the cause is, the fact remains that quite 
often the movements of birds in flight is a constant source of frustration for 
wildlife photographers wielding oversized lenses. 

Thus, for this reason, we want to step up our auto focus modes to something 
a bit more robust. For Nikon shooters, this means D25 (Dynamic 25 point) 
for the D5, D500, or D850. For older Nikon cameras, shoot in D9. For Can-
on shooters, this would be Expanded 9 point (Or Expand and Surround). 

You will notice that there is a difference in the number of focusing points I 
suggest between Nikon and Canon cameras. This is due largely to the num-
ber of autofocus sensors that these two companies put into their camera 
bodies. But It also has to do with the way in which the AF systems work in 
these cameras as well. If you want to know the more nuanced details of this, 
check out the Spring and Summer 2018 issues of the Photographers Journal 
for an in-depth discussion. 

Now, this should go without saying, but for the sake of being thorough and 
making sure I cover all the bases when explaining auto focusing for birds in 
flight, it is important to make sure you are focusing in Continuous (Nikon) 
/ Servo (Canon). The alternative would be Single Shot (VERY 
DIFFERENT FROM SINGLE POINT), which would mean 
that your camera would focus once and lock that exact point of 
focus until your let off the button and refocused. For subjects 
that are moving, we want our cameras to continuously focus 
on the subject as it is moving. 

AF-ON

The fact that we SHOULD be using both Continuous Servo 
AND Single Shot in different situations is all the more reason 
that we should all be using the AF-On button to focus on our 
subjects – or what is known as back button focusing in the 
common vernacular of wildlife photographers. 

Back button focusing means that you are using one of the buttons on the 
BACK OF YOUR CAMERA to acquire focus – not the shutter button. For 
most higher end cameras, there will be a dedicated AF-ON button for this 
purpose. However, it is important to know / remember that just because 
there is an AF-ON button, doesn’t mean using it is actually accomplishing 
the goal here. 

You must physically go into the menu of your camera and actually discon-
nect the auto focus from your shutter button first. If you do not do this, then 
as soon as you hit your shutter button, the camera will attempt to refocus 
and there is no actual reason to have ever used the AF-ON button to begin 
with. 

Most professional photographers will argue that using the back button fo-
cusing technique DOES produce a higher success rate in sharp images. This 
is all anecdotal of course, but you will be hard pressed to find a single per-
son to argue that they haven’t seen a difference. 

Like the AF Area Modes, if you would like a more detailed explanation on 
this, check out the Spring and Summer 2018 editions which come complete 
with instructions on how to setup your camera for back button focusing 
(Nikon, Canon, and Sony). 





Using the AF-ON button to acquire focus does come with something of a 
learning curve to get used to. If you are not already operating like this, then 
you have habits to break. So, I highly recommend that you set this up and 
get used to using your camera in such a manner with slower and simpler 
targets before jumping into birds in flight. Back button focusing is the supe-
rior method of auto focusing for wildlife photography, so it is best to work 
through the kinks first, before finding yourself thrown to the wolves and 
frustrated and giving up on the whole idea before you have had a chance to 
really experience the improved results. 

Back to ducks. 

Sometimes it would seem as though the universe smiles upon me. Hard 
work and perseverance pay off – eventually. My turkey chair is submerged 
with only the backrest visible above the surface of the water. The wind is at 
my back. And the sun is cutting across at a 45-degree angle to my shoulder. 

It’s now the following day of the cold front that shook the clouds and made 
so many ducks fall from the sky. Entirely different conditions prevail. Ice is 
forming on the river. The edges are building into a layer of thick slush that 
extends out some 25 yards from the bank – though it seems to expand and 
contract periodically as the temperatures rise and fall with sets of heavy 
clouds that come rolling through periodically. 

With the given conditions, with the given wind and light and pattern of 
flight in the birds, nearly every duck out here seems to be aiming for the lit-
tle opening in my lens hood. I couldn’t ask for a better setup. Before landing 
the birds flare to put on the breaks. Wings are thrust outward and kicked 
vertical for maximum drag. Tails are spread wide for a similar effect. When 
it comes to photographing waterfowl, I can probably count on my fingers 
how many times all the variables aligned just so. This is what we live for. 
This is why we get out of bed in the darkness of the small hours and rock 
adult sized neoprene onsies and sit in ice cold water that is literally forming 
into a giant 7/11 slushy around us. 

The beauty is found in the moment – whatever that moment happens to be 

with wildlife. There is no to-do list. No emails to catch up on. No impend-
ing deadlines. No fretting over bills, or lovers, or rivals, or responsibilities. 
All that exists is the now. When I’m photographing wildlife, I find complete 
presence of mind. Life is lived moment by moment. There is no such thing 
as ADD. Everything Zen. 

Cold? Ice? Slush? Nothing else exists except for that duck, banking hard 
right out over the river, choosing its line, zeroing in on a spot in the water 
25 yards from the front element of my lens. 

As perfect as everything appears, even if we nail our focus on the birds as 
they come straight in toward the lens (which happens to be the most diffi-
cult situation to autofocus on, by the way) there is still one very simple thing 
that can absolutely destroy every single photograph I am trying to create 
here: the exposure. 

Exposure

At face value, it’s all simple enough. The light is good. It’s relatively even. 
Contrast is minimal. In this moment, it would be easy to be lulled into com-
placency by the siren’s song of aperture priority – that go to, lazy slouching 
sort of means of exposing. 

Aperture priority is the hunched shoulders, bent back, and neck thrusted 
forward means of exposing photographs. 

But this is birds in flight photography. This is serious business. Never mind 
that I may have something of a mohawk beneath this flatcap. I’m locked and 
loaded in manual exposure. I’m here to expose for the light – not the sub-
ject. And in that statement, you can find the whole of the photographic uni-
verse in a nutshell. 

The thing I have against aperture priority is that it is letting the comput-
er inside of your camera make decisions based upon the dominant tone 
of light that is being metered. This is a bit like incident vs reflective light. 
When we set our exposure in manual, we are doing so based upon the in-
cident lighting – that light that is ultimately falling ON our subjects. When 



we set our exposure with one of the 
automatic modes like aperture pri-
ority, the computer is adjusting that 
exposure based upon the reflective 
light – light that is bouncing off the 
subject. 

But why does this matter? 

Well, it largely depends upon how 
you go about selecting the area in 
which you are metering. If you’re 
shooting in aperture priority, then 
you are also probably shooting with 
Matrix (Nikon) or Evaluative (Can-
on) metering modes. These settings 
take an average of the light and the 
computer basis the settings off of 
the dominant tone of light in the 
composition and adjusts it accord-
ingly – real time. 

This means that if I am shooting 
a bird against a bright blue sky 
and then it dips down in front of a 
grove of dark colored cedar trees, 
the dominant tone has changed 
dramatically. It doesn’t matter 
whether or not the light falling on the background is exactly the same. The 
dominant tone of light reflecting back at the lens has changed dramatically 
and so will the exposure. And so, if you have an exposure compensation di-
aled in for the bird against the blue sky, then you will blow out your expo-
sure when or if the bird drops in front of the darker background. Likewise, 
if you set the exposure for the dark background and decide to photograph 
the bird against the blue sky as well, you will dramatically underexpose your 
blue-sky photos. 

This is a ridiculous problem to have given that the light hasn’t actually 

Ceating photographs like this of a barred owl in flight would 
be very difficult to do in aperture priority. By photographing 
birds in flight with manual exposure, I was able to dial in the 
exposure for the incedent light falling on the bird. This in-
sured that my exposure would stay the same no matter what 
as the bird flew past areas of deep shadow like this. If I had 
used aperture priority, the camera would have increased my 
exposure by 3 stops when the shadows filled the background 
and the photograph would have been drastically overexposed 
and unusable.



changed. Just because a background goes dark-
er or lighter, if the light is still coming from the 
same direction and hasn’t changed, then neither 
should your exposure. 

The same problem happens when a bird, or any 
wildlife subject, is coming towards you. While 
the animal is a small percentage of the compo-
sition, the exposure will be one thing with aper-
ture priority – based largely on the environment 
surrounding the subject. But as the subject gets 
closer and begins to fill the frame itself, the dom-
inant tone of reflected light has changed – and 
with it your exposure if in aperture priority. You 
will quickly find yourself exposing properly for 
one size bird, but either over or under exposing 
for a different size bird in the composition. 

None of this needs to happen. If you simply set 
your exposure manually, then you are doing so 
for the incident light and you will nail your ex-
posure every time. That is, of course, as long as 
the actual light itself doesn’t change.

So, as my duck begins to bank some 50 yards out 
from my lens, my exposure stays exactly the same right through the point 
in which he comes skating across the surface of the water. Likewise, as the 
background changes from sky to trees to sky to trees, my exposure stays ex-
actly the same – every time. 

If setting your exposure manually intimidates you, then you are overthink-
ing everything. In today’s world of digital photography, manual exposure 
could not be simpler! 

First, consider your depth of field. What do you want the aperture to be? For 
birds in flight, let’s go with f/8 for that little extra depth of field to improve 
our chances of capturing wing tip to wing tip in focus. Next, we ask our-
selves what we want our shutter speed to be. For ducks in flight, I shoot for 

Even though the trees and the bird are both in the exact 
same light, as a bird moves from in front of a solid 
background like this to the sky, your camera’s metering 
system will attempt to change the exposure when in 
aperture priority because it detects a change in the 
dominant tone of light in the composition. Setting your 
exposure manually forces the camera to keep the same 
exposure settings and thus eliminates the problem of 
under and overexposing as the background changes. 



1/3200th of a second in order to freeze the primary feathers on the wings. 

Aperture and shutter speed. These are simple solutions based on the given 
situation. I can adjust somewhat if needs be. However, these are my go-to 
settings for ducks in flight. I’m going to try and start here, and I’m going to 
try and end here. 

So, if you can tell you I want this aperture for a specific reason and I want 
this shutter speed for another specific reason, that means there is only one 
variable that can change based upon the given light. And that is the ISO. 

Set your aperture. Set your shutter speed. Adjust the ISO as needed for the 
exposure. BOOM! That’s it. So simple. 

The settings I spelled out above are a good rule of thumb. The smaller the 
bird, the faster the shutter speed – usually. Canvasbacks are not small ducks. 
And yet, they fly like the Ferrari’s of the waterfowl world. So much variabili-
ty exists with this sort of stuff that it is important to use rules of thumb. 

But to assume that you have to use 1/3200th of a second for your shutter 
speed would be to narrow minded to be applicable in the real world. This 
shutter speed is ideal for most fast-paced birds, but it is not always practical. 

As the light falls or as clouds thicken, we find ourselves starved for light to 
properly expose. We can, of course, continue to ratchet up our ISO in re-
sponse to this – which is the right thing to do, but only to a point. I fully 
believe that you have the ability to work with much higher ISOs than you 
realize. Modern day cameras can easily handle 6400 ISO, and even high-
er depending upon whether or not you are using a crop sensor body or full 
frame. Noise is largely based upon a lack of information. As long as we con-
tinue to meticulously, obsessively, expose as far to the right as possible then 
we are able to mitigate this issue with noise (Check out the Fall 2018 issue of 
the Photographer’s Journal for more info on noise and exposure). But even-
tually we reach a tipping point with our ISO settings when photographing 
birds in flight. 

In cameras such as the D5 or 1DXm2, it’s feasible to shoot with ISOs as high 
as 25,000. But there are some sacrifices that will be made here – even with 

the top end professional body cameras. For most cameras, even the most 
modern ones, 10,000 ISO is about where you would want to cap out for a 
full frame body. With a crop sensor, this is more like 6400 (Canon 7Dm2) 
or 8000 (Nikon D500). 

Using the method for manual exposure that I detailed above - set your f/
stop, you shutter speed, and then adjust the ISO as necessary - once you hit 
your ISO cap, then you must begin making sacrifices elsewhere. 

You can absolutely get away with shooting at f/4 for birds in flight. How-
ever, this is largely going to have to do with the distance you are from your 
subject. The closer the subject, the greater depth of field that you will need 
to capture wing tip to wing tip in focus. When the bird is taking upwards of 
1/3 of the frame, f/8 is going to be absolutely critical. But if the bird is small-
er, if you are further away, then you can begin cranking down your aperture 
in order to bring in more light. And if you a photographer who makes big 
crops on your photos, say, for instance, with a bird taking up only 20% of 
your composition to begin with, then you will probably see little to no dif-
ference between f/4 and f/8. 

Me, I’m not a big cropper. I have standards I look to meet in terms of pixel 
demission. Many magazines will not accept a file that is smaller that 5000 
pixels on the long side. If I am looking to print, then I am looking to print 
large. I upsize files all the time in Perfect Resize or Photoshop, but I need to 
be working with the largest file possible to start with. So, cropping is some-
thing I do sparingly. It happens. It happens on most photos – if nothing else, 
so as to improve the composition. But there are limits. 

So, what does this actually mean for your photography? As stated above, the 
closer the subject the greater the depth of field. Depth of field is always a 
function of distance. 

Likewise, when it comes to shutter speed you also have wiggle room de-
pending upon the size of the bird, the speed of the bird, and your standards 
regarding the sharpness of the primary feathers on the wing tips. Some pho-
tographers tell me they prefer to have some blur in their primary feathers. 
But I am going to level with you. I get the impression that this is an excuse. 
As if the photograph was made with soft wing tips, accidently, and this is the 



excuse used to justify sloppy field craft. 

Do I have photographs of birds with soft or blurred primary feathers? You 
bet I do. But this is not an artistic decision as much as it is the fact that I was 
either shooting with a shutter speed a bit to slow and didn’t realize it, or I 
was starving for light and had to sacrifice those feathers for proper expo-
sure. 

With species as large and slow as a great blue heron, you can get away with 
a shutter speed of 1/1000th of a second without any problem. But outside 
of those largest of birds with those slowest of wing flaps, you will definite-
ly need a faster shutter speed to freeze primary feathers. At 1/3200th of a 
second, you pretty much guaranteed to nail this every time. But as the light 
falls and you cap out on the ISO level you feel comfortable with, once again 
sacrifices need to be made in order to keep photographing. 

Acquiring Focus

Moving past the technical setting of our cameras, we get into the simple act 
of acquiring focus on the bird to begin with.  This is different from auto fo-
cus settings. This is technique not technical.  And this, at times, can be sig-
nificantly harder than it seems. 
You see, when a fast-moving object gets closer to your lens, you will find 
yourself struggling to keep up and acquire focus. Though the speed of the 
bird may be the same, the physics of it all makes it seem like things are mov-
ing a whole lot faster. For that reason, it is always easier to acquire focus on 

your bird long before you intend to actually photograph that bird. 

Let me repeat this for emphasis. 

It is always easier to acquire focus on your bird long before you intend to ac-
tually photograph that bird! 

Out here, in this water, with these ducks, I am trying to lock focus on them 
as soon as my eyes can pick them up a half mile away or more. At this dis-
tance, as counter intuitive as it may sound, it’s easy to get a lock on them. 
There is no way in the world I am going to begin photographing them that 
far out though. 

When we are photographing birds in flight, we start by assuming that any-
thing that can go wrong will go wrong; that there are an infinite number of 
variables we cannot control or predict. As these birds move into position, 
they are moving so fast and adjusting to the variables in the wind so quickly, 
that it becomes extremely difficult to find and focus on them. But, if I have 
acquired focus on the bird already and then keep tracking the bird until it 
comes into position, I up my success rate significantly. 

The faster the bird, the longer time you want to have in order to find and ac-
quire focus on the bird. Some species move slow enough that you can nail 
grab shots of them coming in unexpectedly. But even then, it’s still much 
easier and find and focus long before they ever make it to you. 

This matter of acquiring focus on the birds as soon as you can see them in 
the distance is one of the biggest things that you can do right now to signifi-
cantly improve your birds in flight. It seems so simple. And yet, when I work 
with photographers in the field on bird photography workshops, this is of-
ten the suggestion that makes the greatest improvement on their photogra-
phy the fastest. 

To be fair, there is probably something of a disconnect going on here. At 
face value, you want to focus and shoot when you are ready to actually cre-
ate a photograph. So, there is something subconsciously counterintuitive 
about locking focus on a bird, tracking it for 20 seconds or so, and then 
making the photograph. But do this one thing, and you will see a significant 

Some species of birds, such as this Royal Tern, are 
extremely fast and agile in the air. If you attempt 
to find and acquire focus on the bird when it is 
close to you or in position to photograph, you are 
setting yourself up for disappointment. It is best 
practice to acquire focus on the bird as far out as 
possible, then track it as the bird flies in to position 
to photograph. This one simple technique will 
drastically improve your bird in flight photography 
immediately. If you remember nothing else from 
this article, at least let this one sink in.



improvement in your success rate. 

Bumping for Better Birds in Flight

Bumping is an odd name for a photographic technique. And yet, it fits. The 
thing that is being bumped here is your auto focus – preferably the AF-On 
button. 
Looking back a step at this whole matter of acquiring focus at distance, you 
may have already seen one inherent and glaring weak point in this: actually 
keeping your focus on the bird. 

You see, the longer we try to continually track a subject that is moving, the 
greater the odds pile up that we are going to accidently slip off of the bird 
and potentially focus on something else. It’s a numbers game really. And 
when it comes to working with a subject that you are trying to track for so 
long from so far away, if you were to lose focus only for a moment, chances 
are all is lost. 

When a bird is flying through the sky and we accidently lose focus on the 
bird, our cameras AF system will begin to hunt for something with contrast 
to grab a hold of. If the bird is in the sky, there will most likely not be any 
contrast and so the AF will reach out to infinity and then back to minimum 
focusing distance and then out again. In the meantime, your bird is long 
gone. 

The problem here stems from the fact that we are trying to continually aut-
ofocus on a moving subject. On the one hand, this is exactly what you need 
to be doing. On the other hand, you don’t need to do this until a certain 
point. And that certain point is when you are ready to actually begin cre-
ating photographs – which is, of course, that disconnect that I just tried to 
explain. But understand, there is a difference between continuously auto fo-
cusing, and continually trying to keep up with and track a bird as it’s flying. 

Enter: bumping. 

Instead of holding down the AF-On button continuously constantly while 
tracking the bird, it’s best practice to acquire focus and then let go for a mo-

ment while you continue tracking, then acquire again, then let go, then ac-
quire, etc. In essence, you want to bump your AF to grab focus on the bird, 
but then let off, wait a moment, and then bump again as the bird flies in. 
There is no right or wrong answer in terms of how many times you do this. 

This technique ups your success rate with birds in flight because it keeps you 
from accidently reaching out to the heavens and back again if you lose focus 
for a second. If you are only bumping the AF until you have focus, and only 
bumping the AF to reacquire focus, then your cameras AF system is never 
engaged long enough to lose focus by more than a couple feet from the bird. 
So, if focus is lost, but is only just barely, you can easily correct for this by 
simply placing the focus point back on the bird and reacquiring. 

When we suddenly lose focus and our lenses attempt to search toward infin-
ity, we also lose all notion of there even being a bird in our viewfinder. The 
camera attempts to see so far beyond the bird that the subject quickly blurs 
out and then disappears entirely. Once this happens, not only are we so far 
off our mark that it will be nearly impossible to get it back into range to ac-
tually reacquire focus, but our bird will likely be long gone before you can 
get the lens adjusted back to where you would be able to see the bird in the 
viewfinder – even if it was smack in the middle. 

Bumping the autofocus eliminates this problem. You never lose site of the 
bird. You never lose focus by more than a few feet. And therefore, you are 
able to follow your subject all the way in until you are ready to shoot.

Once in range, everything changes though. When we want to actually pho-
tograph the bird, we want to be continuously autofocusing. And so, just be-
fore the bird enters the range in which we want to create photographs, we 
reacquire focus again, and then this time, we hold down the AF-ON button 
continuously as we hold down the shutter button. 

Inevitably, there will be a few photos out of each of these sequences that are 
out of focus. This is the nature of the beast. Both Canon and Nikon state 
in their literature that you only find something between a 40-70% success 
rate with continuous (servo) auto focusing. The system is designed to make 
micro adjustments constantly. In essence, it is itself, bumping. Only, this 
is happening extremely fast. And so, you have maybe two in focus, two or 



three out of focus, then another one or 
two in focus. This is pretty average and 
is inherent in the design of our focus-
ing systems. 

Of course, if you are not trying to ac-
quire focus on your bird as far ahead of 
time as possible, then there is no reason 
to think about bumping the autofocus. 
These two techniques go hand in hand 
and are really two parts of the same 
thing. 

Everything that I have talked about up 
to this point relates to technical settings 
and skills necessary for nailing your 
bird in flight photographs. AF settings 
are critical. Using the back-button-fo-
cusing technique makes the whole pro-
cess much simpler and more reliable. 
Setting your exposure manually re-
moves the variables inherent in relying 
on reflective light when your subject 
and backgrounds are changing rapidly. 
And then there is the act of finding and 
keeping focus on the bird. 

The rest of this article is going to be directed to-
wards the less technical and skill-oriented side of 
birds in flight and might therefore come across as a 
touch disjointed. Bear with me though, as these are 
equally important. 

Gimbal vs Handheld

One of the inevitable questions that comes up with photographing birds in 
flight before a workshop is whether or not a person should use a tripod or 

handhold. There is quite a lot bundled 
up inside of this question and in some 
circles of photographers it is an argu-
ment that will never be settled as so 
much of it depends upon personal pref-
erence and what you are comfortable 
doing. 

Let’s start by noting that the option for 
a ball head is not included here. 

Sorry guys, ball heads are just not in 
the same league as a gimbal when it 
comes to keeping up with birds in 
flight. The name of the game here is 
range of motion – which is why the ar-
gument always comes up between hand 
holding vs the gimbal. Flight can be in-
credibly erratic, and you need to be able 
to move and compensate in a split sec-
ond. 

For some, this makes handholding a no 
brainer. When we are holding the lens 
in hand, we have complete and total 
range of motion. But there is that pes-
ky thing called gravity. Big lenses weigh 

more. 

The weight of the lens begins to affect a number 
of factors here such as a photographer’s ability to 
keep hoisting the things up and their ability to keep 
up with the subject and keep the whole rig steady. 
If you are shooting with something like a 300mm 

f/4 lens, this might not be so much of a problem. But what is a problem is 
that a lens that small and light doesn’t have much room in the world of bird 
photography unless you only photograph big slow-moving wading birds in 
Florida. 

When photographing birds in flight with a long lens 
and tripod, a gimbal head is simply the best tool for 
the job. I prefer Really Right Stuff ’s full gimbal for a 
variety of reasons.



With a gimbal head, you can shoot all day long with a large and heavy lens. 
You have a tremendous range of motion, everything is properly balanced, 
and you can smoothly track your subjects as they come into range. 

Personally, I do both. 

One of the reasons that people get frustrated with using a gimbal head in-
stead of hand holding their lens is because they feel like their range of mo-
tion is limited. This is true but to a degree that is usually not noticeable if 
you are using the head correctly. When I watch photographers hand hold, 
they like to keep their feet planted in one spot and rotate their upper body 
when they track. This is of course a more natural thing to do. We raise and 
lower a lens as necessary, and we twist where we were given the ability to 
twist. 

However, if you realize that when behind a gimbal you must be a little bit 
more mobile, then you quickly find you can have the same range of mo-
tion as hand holding a lens. But mobility is key. As a bird moves from left 
to right, you need to be able to move from right left behind your tripod as 
you track. If your bird suddenly darts upward, you cannot simply raise the 
lens. Instead, you need to duck down a little behind the tripod. You have 
to be able to pivot with the movement of the bird instead of trying to plant 
your feet and stay stationary. And you have to pivot with pivot point of your 
head, NOT your waist. 

A gimbal works to create neutral balance for you lens and camera combo. 
If set up correctly, you should be able to put your camera in any position 
and leave it there without having to lock everything down. Do this on a ball 
head and it will flop over, with sometimes disastrous results. But to do this, 
the balance point has to be perfectly centralized in regard to the weight dis-
tribution of the camera / lens combo. Thus, you end up with a pivot point 
on the head. You have almost unlimited range, but it is all based around that 
one single pivot point. And as long as you understand that you must sim-
ply move around your tripod – meaning, unglue your feet and take a step 
in one direction or the other, then a gimbal will give you the same range 
of motion as hand holding a lens – with the added benefit of supporting 
your lens and thus allowing you to work with big glass like 500 and 600mm 

prime lenses. 

So, if I have so many praises to sing for using a gimbal head, why do I do 
both? Well, it depends on the situation. In some cases, I want to be able to 
constantly move around to change my backgrounds. In some cases, I need 
to be able to walk back and forth in order to check on clients and teach. 
You see, although a gimbal will give you nearly the same range of motion as 
hand holding, it does not give you unlimited freedom to move. 

With this said however, you would be surprised by how little “movement” is 
actually necessary in 99% of all bird in flight photography situations.  And 
so, I always prefer to work from a gimbal head but will opt for hand holding 
if it is a unique situation. 

Wind

Back in the water along the Eastern Shore of Maryland, it’s a new day; a new 
morning. And the wind is perfect – for a second morning in a row. Where I 
am set up, anything out of the south is the stuff of legend. Southeast, south-
west, it doesn’t matter. The only problem is that this time of year tends to 
throw wind out of the north in the form of cold fronts and coastal low-pres-
sure systems. But today is different. Today, the wind is at my back – right 
where I want it. 

Birds live and die by the wind. Theirs is a world so dictated by the move-
ment of air. As high pressure and low pressure battle it out, as the surface of 
earth and water cool and heat unevenly, the air moves – always in search of 
equilibrium. And the birds respond. 

Birds both land and take off into the wind. By taking off into the wind, they 
are able to use a good stiff breeze as a means of instant uplift. When coming 
in for a landing, they take advantage of it to help put on the breaks. Up or 
down. It all happens in the wind. 

Even on the ground, or water, as the case may be right now, birds tend to-
ward facing the wind. 



Compositions like this are created by 
understanding the importance of wind 
direction when photographing birds in 
flight. Birds always prefer to take off and 
land into the wind. If you position yourself 
where wind direction and light direction 
converge, you are stacking all of the odds in 
your favor for creating beautiful images.



If you understand the importance and the effect of wind on the movement 
and behavior of birds, then you can set yourself up for some beautiful pho-
tographic opportunities. It is difficult to beat the flair of wings as a bird puts 
on the breaks when coming straight towards your lens. Likewise, when in 
flight, with the wind coming in from somewhere behind you, as birds tip 
and bank into that wind to prepare for their final descent, elegance and ges-
ture can come together to make some of the best flight opportunities you 
will ever find. 

Since arriving on the Eastern Shore, each night you can find me on the edge 
of my hotel bed watching the weather and studying the wind forecast. Every 
morning, over coffee, in the darkness before driving out to the water’s edge, 
I can be found thumbing through 4 different weather apps on my phone 
studying wind forecasts for the day. This. Dictates. Everything.  

Backgrounds

Last, but certainly not least is the need for thinking through your back-
grounds. Backgrounds are everything in wildlife photography. They rank 
right next to the importance of light, and both of these things always trump 
the importance of the subject itself. Really, I cannot say enough about the 
importance of a good background in wildlife photography. 

So how does that apply to birds in flight? Especially when you have no con-
trol over the movements of the bird itself? Well, technically speaking, you 
never have control over the movements of any wildlife subject and so the 
rules of engagement are the same. 

Just because you see a bird in flight and can focus on it, doesn’t mean that it 
will be a good photograph. 

Most flight photographs I see are of a bird against a blue sky. I’m sorry, but 
there is nothing attractive about this. It’s boring. Blasé. Trite. Uninteresting. 

We need something more. ANYTHING! 

But we don’t want it too close. 

Shooting at f/8 as we are most of the time, we find that it is all too easy to 
start bringing the environment in focus around the subject. Depth of field is 
dependent upon distance. Thus, the further away a background element it 
is, the more out of focus that it will be in the photograph. 

If you are stuck with an all blue background, shoot tight on the bird. This 
way the subject takes up the majority of the frame – say, 50% or more. By 
doing so, you can at the very least showcase the beautiful colors and delica-
cy of feathers. ANYTHING to distract from the all blue emptiness. 

This is something you can quickly experiment with yourself, or just take a 
look at the example I am providing here. Which is the more engaging pho-
tograph? 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this article, photographing birds in flight 
is the culmination of every technical skill and just about every field tech-
nique in wildlife photography. Master this, and you can master just about 
anything the natural world throws your way that doesn’t include the use of 
flash. It’s exciting stuff. It’s dynamic. Ever changing. Different every day. And 
It’s addictive. 

I come back to the Eastern Shore to photograph the same species of ducks 
each year because every year is completely different. Every flight unfolds in 
a different way. Light and wind angles come together differently. And as al-
ways, I am forever searching for even better photographs than last time. 



Light and backgrounds can make or break your flight shots. 
These two elements are by far the more important that the 
subject you are photographing itself. 

Here I want to use three examples of just how shifts in the 
background and light change everything about a photograph. 

These images were all created the same day while I was 
photographing waterfowl on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. 

Thes first two images are both of drake mallards with similar 
wing positions. The top phto has an out of focus backdrop 
of Atlantic White Cedars, while the second is a pale early 
morning sky. These photographs are nearly identical except 
for lighting direction and background. 

The first photograph is back-lit, which you can see by the halo 
around the feather tips. By photographing this mallard in 
front of anything other than the sky, I was able to show this 
halo effect. If I had photographed this bird against the sky, not 
only would I not have seen the halo, but the bird and sky both 
would have been washed out and the image would have likely 
found its way into the trash. 

The second image was created early that morning with low 
angled golden light bathing the breast and wings of the duck. 
They sky itself is incredibly boring. However, the quality of the 
light carries the image through. If the light had not had this 
golden quality to it, the colors of the duck would have been 
much different and the composition would have had less of an 
impact. 

The first image has a decent background but funky lighting. 
The second image has beautiful light on the bird, but a 
tremendously blase background. 

Scroll to the next page to see what happens when we combine 
both a great background and great lighting. . . 







One of the very first frustrations that new photographers experience is the 
fact that the photographs they take do not look like what their eyes saw. As 
photographers, I’m sure everyone reading this remembers such frustrations. 
I sure know that I do! 

There is actually very little that 
our camera records that is ex-
actly as we saw it ourselves in 
the field. Newbies are over-
whelming aware of this. Sea-
soned photographers, ironical-
ly, are less so. But the reason 
that we become less and less 
aware of this difference has 
everything to do with the fact 
that we slowly become desen-
sitized to this. After 1 million 
photographs, we have devel-
oped a very broad interpreta-
tion of what was real and what 
was not. 

Though this is perfectly nor-
mal, it is also problematic in 
some ways. 

Personally, I am just fine with the fact that my camera does not record the 
world as I saw it. This gives me room for creative interpretation. I know how 
my camera will record things like light, and perspective, and color. And I 
edit my photography accordingly in Lightroom and Photoshop. 

Most of you do the same, of course. Especially when it comes to light and 
contrast and exposure for instance. But one aspect of photography that is 
routinely overlooked is color. 

Unless we are rendering our photographs into black and white, color is an 
incredibly important part of color photography. And yet, it is routinely ig-
nored. 

In this video, made exclusively for subscribers of the Photographer’s Journal, 
I show you how to begin mastering color in your photographs with Light-
room – THE RIGHT WAY. 

There is so much more to this 
stuff than white balance and 
adding a touch of saturation. 
This video is all about under-
standing how to use the HSL 
panel, the Hue / Saturation / Lu-
minance. In my humble opin-
ion, this is one of the most im-
portant features of Lightroom 
and Adobe Camera Raw (ACR). 
And it is one that you should 
be using with every single color 
photograph you edit!

To access the video you can either click this link:

https://youtu.be/YEA-uE0_cKk

Or

Click on the photo. Either way, you will be transported over to YouTube.  

https://youtu.be/YEA-uE0_cKk
https://youtu.be/YEA-uE0_cKk


Reader’s Photo Critiques



This month’s victim of our reader photo critique is 
Edward Haynes who submitted an image of one of my all-time favorite song 
birds: the Northern Cardinal. 

Now for you bird nerds out there, this particular species may not be as 
exciting as something like a Northern Parula (Setophaga Americana). 
But then again, this isn’t Bird Watchers Digest. This is the Photographer’s 
Journal. And photographers all over North America love these little 
explosions of red in their viewfinders =)

I was not given any sort of backstory with this image to go by. So, I’m 
going to be making a few assumptions based on what I see here – which, of 
course, I could be wrong about. And the big assumption I am making here 
that will heavily dictate what all I have to say below is that this photograph 
was most likely taken at a feeder. 

This is important. 

In my opinion, there is absolutely nothing wrong with photographing 
birds at or around feeders. In fact, this happens to be the industry standard 
when it comes to photographing small and flighty little songbirds like this 
Northern Cardinal. However, given that photographing at a feeder means 
that you have some control over the entire situation – such as perches and 
angle of view and even lighting – feeder shots often leave us lots of room for 
improvement. 

Shall we begin? 

Right off the bat, I notice how sharp this photograph is. It’s crisp. It’s clear. 
And there is beautiful feather detail across the wings and back of the bird. 
The perch is also nice and sharp as well – which I typically find to be 
important with images like this. Sometimes it is perfectly acceptable to let 
the perch fall out of focus, in certain situations you may even prefer this 
to happen, but when it comes to feeder shots, where we can control the 
perches around the feeders, it is good to show of your perch selections as 
this is part of the artistry with these situations. 

The depth of field is spot on for the situation. Not only is the bird and perch 

in focus, the rhododendron (or maybe laural) immediately behind the bird 
begins to quickly fall out of focus. This allows the vegetation to play a kind 
of supporting cast for the cardinal. There is enough detail in the leaves for 
me to identify it as being rhododendron, but there is not so much detail so 
as to compete with the bird for the viewers’ attention. 

Everything single “thing” in a composition is important – maybe even just 
as important as the subject itself. In this instance, the perch, the leaves, 
the out of focus background, and even the shades of color that begin to 
bleed through in that out of focus background are all very much a part of 
the composition. What we chose to include or exclude from a photograph 
speaks volumes and completely changes the way we see and experience the 
end result. So, by keeping the rhododendron in the background, slightly 
of focus, this helps to tell a story. It gives the photograph a sense of place 
for me. Given the species of bird, this is probably somewhere east of the 
Rocky Mountains. Given the species of plant, this is quite possibly from the 
Appalachian Mountains – especially Georgia, North Carolina, or Virginia. 
Maybe it’s from the foothills.

If the this vegetation can tell me an entire story about the photograph, then 
that means the vegetation itself, and how it’s arranged in the composition, is 
critically important. 

This is just like the perch itself. There are ugly perches and there are 
beautiful perches. Some perches are too big for the size of the bird, and 
some are awkwardly too small. 

Does this sound like nitpicking to you? 

It should. That’s what we do as artists. We nitpick at our artwork so that way 
we are constantly striving to improve it. 

Moving beyond the vegetation, we come to a soft and clean background that 
the whole thing is set against. I love the distance of this background to the 
bird. It’s far enough away so that it does not compete in any way with what 
the photographer wanted us to see and focus on. 

I note that this background is far enough away because depth of field like 



this is a function of distance. How far something is from what you are 
focusing on dictates everything in regard to how in, or out, of focus it will 
be. The rhododendrons are close. So you can see them, and even identify 
the species. The background is far. So, you see nothing but a few shades of 
color bleeding through and that is all. 

None of this is to say that an ultra-clean background like this is the only 
way we should ever compose our photographs. Sometimes we might want a 
closer background to bring in texture and patterns that help to tell the story 
of place in the photograph. However, when in doubt, blur it out. Doing so is 
an easy way of simplifying the composition – and quite often that is the key 
to successful compositions. 

Moving back around to the our cardinal again, there are two things here 
that stand out to me that would have made the composition much stronger. 

The first is the angle of view. A quick glance at the photograph tells me that 
the photographer was actually higher than the bird itself, and was therefore 
shooting down at it. The fact that we can see clean across the back of the 
bird is a dead give-away here. 

When photographing wildlife, we always want to make sure we start out 
at eye level with the subject. As we begin to work our subject, there are 
artistic reasons we may choose to get higher or lower, but as a rule of thumb 
eyelevel perspectives are going to be much stronger and have more impact 
that shooting down – even if it is at a slight angle. 

This, like so much about photography, is a matter of psychology. We are 
very large animals compared to the majority of animals out there. We tend 
to always find ourselves looking down at a thing. And so, when we get on 
their level and we zero ourselves out eye to eye with our subjects, we bring 
the viewer into a completely different world. Being eyelevel with our subject 
creates intimacy with the subject. And it is that intimacy that helps to create 
impact. 

The second concern I have with being higher than this bird is a matter of 
perception. When we see small songbirds like this in a forest, we expect to 
see them off the ground – eye level or higher in branches of trees or bushes. 

This doesn’t mean you would want to shoot up into a tree with this cardinal. 
Instead, what it means is that there is something of a disconnect when we 
look at photos of birds like this from above. 

Engage in a thought experiment with me for just a moment. Look back at 
this photograph and study the bird and the composition closely. Now, close 
your eyes and picture the same bird and the same composition but from the 
perspective of just a couple inches lower than eyelevel with the bird. 

Can you see it? 

There is a profound difference in the impact that just a few inches above or 
below can have. 

Given that this was most likely a feeder setup, I believe that Edward could 
have gotten just a little bit lower here and significantly improved the 
photograph. Doing so would have changed everything. The rhododendron 
would have been higher up in the composition, given the sense that you 
were looking out into the forest and possibly bringing a nice juxtaposition 
with the environment and the bird. 

Lastly, if this is a feeder setup, and I do realize I have made a lot of 
assumptions with my critique based upon this, I would suggest waiting for 
a slightly different position in the birds posture. The reason for this is that 
you have two very strong strong objects in this composition (the bird and 
the perch) and they run perpendicular to each other – quite literally making 
something of a T where they meet. 

The perch itself is quite large and it is a distinctly different color. It’s strong. 
It’s hard. And it demands attention and respect in this situation. Thus, it also 
dictates how the visual flow of the composition should come together here. 

With a cardinal perched profile to us like this, with head and tail both 
raised, a perch that was horizontally oriented would have been significantly 
better with the composition. A perch that is so large and contains such a 
strong vertical orientation to it means that the body posture of the bird 
becomes much more difficult to get just right. 



This is a tall order. Body posture vs perch? Yikes! 

But, believe it or not, it is quite often these tiny little details that 
make beautiful photography. This is a lovely photograph of a 
lovely cardinal. But it could be made even better by slight tweaks 
to the angle of view and the body position of the bird. 

Perches make or break a bird photo. It doesn’t matter if it’s a truly 
wild situation that you stumbled upon while hiking through the 
woods, of it’s a feeder setup in your backyard. When designing a 
photograph like this, you should be very cautious of the size and 
orientation of the perch. 

As a general rule of thumb, believe it or not, the smaller and 
slighter the perch the better. You want to the bird to dominate 
your vierwes attention in the composition – not the perch. A 
small bird on a stump is tough to pull off. It can be done, but the 
odds are stacked against you. 

To help illustrate some of my points here, I am going to include 
three photographs of my own that speak to these concepts. You 
can find them below. 

Edward, thank you so much for sending over this wonderful photograph of 
a Northern Cardinal!

The two key things that I want you to notice 
in this photograph are the size of the bird in 
relationship to the size of the branch, and the 
angle of view with the bird. 

Perch size is everything! This is not to say I 
couldn’t make a pleasing photograph of this 
bird if he had been on a larger perch, but it does 
become increasingly difficult the larger the perch 
gets relative to the size of the bird. 

Additionally, this should give you  an idea of 
what I was hoping everyone would see with the 
above thought experiment. Getting just a little 
bit lower than eye level to the bird creates a very 
natural and very intimate perspective.

If you feel like this image critique was 
helpfull, consider sending us one of your 
photographs for critique!

jared@jaredlloydphoto.com



Much like the photograph of the cardinal 
that I shared above, this image of a golden-
fronted woodpecker also helps to illustrate 
the bird to perch size ratio. 

Going a step further though, notice how 
nicely the orientation of this bird works with 
the orientation of the perch. Imagine for a 
moment if the bird had been perched on top, 
and perpindicular to the perch. There would 
have been something of an awkward feel to 
this. 

As a rule of thumb, vertical perches require 
vertical(ish) birds. Horizontal perches can go 
either way - especially the smaller and more 
interesting that they are. 



In this example of a black-crested 
titmouse (different than the Tufted 
Titmouse), you will notice that the 
orientation of the perch is more or 
less vertical. Yet, the bird on top is 
more or less horizontal. Given that 
the tail of the bird is held low, the 
body position is that of a diagonal 
line. This, along with a small and 
unique perch, allows me to get away 
with this composition. If the back of 
the bird had been horizontal, I don’t 
believe this would have worked for 
me. 





Now for the moment that many of you have been waiting for: the three 
winners of the field workshop with yours truly! 

The wild horses that eke out a living along the barrier islands of North 
Carolina is where I cut my teeth as a professional photographer. I spent 
much of my life around these horses, growing up on the sandy beaches of 
Carova where one population still lives. And so it was quite fitting that these 
would become the animals that helped me grow as a wildlife photographer 
and writer, and would carry me to pursue a lifelong dream of making a 
living out of all this stuff. 

Each year I travel to the islands off the coast of Beaufort, North Carolina 
where I spend a solid month running my boat through labyrinths of 
salt marsh, vast and tangled deltas of shoals and sandbars, and the most 
beautifully clear and blue waters you will find north of South Florida. 
Here, in a most improbable setting filled with dolphins and sea turtles and 
towering lighthouses, lives around 150 wild horses on a deserted island 
with no houses or bridges or roads or people. I am fortunate to be afforded 
the opportunity to travel the globe in search of photographs and stories, 
and to see and experience so many incredible places. And after all of my 
travels, all of the exotic islands, and rainforests, and mountains that I have 
been to, this place is still one of the most beautiful and magical places I have 
experienced. 

The wild horses that call this island home are thought to be the oldest 
known population in the United States. Their origin can be traced back to 
the very first days of European exploration to this continent, when traveling 
to these shores was the modern equivalent of an expedition to the surface 
of Mars, when ships sank and disappeared by the hundreds, and entire 
colonies vanished without a trace here. These horses are living history. 

They are the embodiment of our nations murky past and one of the greatest 
mysteries in American history. 

And so, without further ado . . . 

Michael Lustbader 

Collette Cannataro 

Meri Martin 

Congratulations!!!!!!!!!

The Winners Revealed!!!!



Tech Savvy



I just finished up a week long bird photography workshop on 
the Gulf Coast of Florida. One morning we found ourselves standing waist 
deep in the blue waters of the Gulf of Mexico photographing shorebirds that 
numbered in the thousands. There were royal terns in full mating display 
and sandwich terns darting about. Black skimmers loafed and skimmed and 
chased each through the air with such fierce intent that it looked like a dog 
fight between fighter jets. Oyster catchers plodded along the edge, probing 
their clown like beaks into the sand.  And ruddy turnstones and red knots 
scampered about. A white morphed reddish egret was on display, wading 
the shallows in it’s drunken sailor dance, while squadrons of brown pelicans 
dived bombed schools of fish stage right and ospreys soared overhead. 
It was a swirling vortex of birds. More metropolitan subway station than 
sandbar. 

“What’s that funny looking black bird?” asked one person. “What about the 
little brown one under the feet of the big white one that is not as big as the 

really big white one?”

Bird photography is inherently different from mammal photography in 
so many ways. The reflectivity of the features. The depth of field we tend 
to work with. Even the exposure settings we opt for are different. All 
of this I knew. But in that moment in the Gulf with clients, something 
else dawned on me. If we were in Yellowstone right now photographing 
the big charismatic megafauna of the Northern Rocky Mountains, most 
people would know EXACTLY what they were looking at. Here, on Gulf 
Coast with all of these birds, that wasn’t the case. Funny looking black 
bird? Big white bird that’s not as big as the really big white one? 

In Yellowstone, most people know an elk when they see one. 
Nobody asks me to identify a bull moose for them. With bears, it’s 
understandably a bit different. Black bears in the Northern Rockies 
come in blonde, brown, cinnamon, and black. And grizzlies come 
in blonde, brown, cinnamon, and black(ish). This is really the only 
exception to the rule save for the occasional confusion between 
mountain goats and bighorn sheep.

But with birds, it’s different. Unless you’re something of a bird nerd, 
then they’re probably only a small handful of birds that you can actually 
identify – and no, seagull is not a proper identification as there is 

technically no such thing. 

Much of this has to do with how small that birds are. Culturally, we don’t 
often take the time to pay attention to the little details around us. This is 
why most people begin learning birds by IDing the really big ones to start. 
Bald eagle. Great blue heron. Canada goose (though this is a crap shoot 
given that it could be a cackling goose or a Canada goose AND there are 
over a dozen subspecies of both). 

As wildlife photographers, knowing what we are photographing is 
important. You want to be able to identify the species be it for the sake of 
keywording your images (please for love of God keyword your images!), 
or for sharing on Instagram and Facebook, or for any number of reasons 
we would simply like to know what we are looking at. You wouldn’t go to 
Havana, Cuba, take a bunch of photos, only to turn around and show them 





to people saying you didn’t KNOW where you took them – that it was just 
some city somewhere would you?

Over the last decade we have watched as an infinite amount of knowledge 
has become digitized and placed into the palm of our hands in the form 
of smart phone apps. Nearly all of the major bird guides that line three 
entire bookshelves in my library can now be found in app form and 
instantly searched. Peterson, Sibley, Audubon, Kaffman, you name it – 
there is an app for that. But trying to ID a bird or a species you don’t know 
from a cell phone app is a completely different experience than thumbing 
through a book. Books are divided into sections to make things easier. 
You can digest considerably more information with the flip and glance at a 
page than scrolling through photos on an iPhone. 

I have a folder on my iPhone called Field Guides. If you were to look in it, 
you would be amazed at the number of apps out there for birds and plants 
and mammals and rocks and stars and, well, everything imaginable. When 
it comes to the birds, some of these apps are indispensable for gleaming 

natural history information - such as iBird Pro. But one app, in my humble 
opinion, rules them all when it comes to identifying unknown birds. It’s 
called Merlin, and it’s made by the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology. 

This app is indispensable to me as a working wildlife photographer. Believe 
it or not, it’s indespensable to my Lightroom workflow of all things! And 
best of all, its completely free. 

Merlin works three different ways. In order of least importance to me: I can 
browse birds by my geographical location based on the date; I can answer a 
few questions to help narrow down the possibilities such as primary color, 
size, etc; I can take a picture of the bird and let the app do all the work for 
me. The first time I used the third option I had my mind blown. 

Now here’s the thing: you don’t want to actually take a picture of the bird 
with your phone. You want to use this to take a picture of the picture you 
took with your camera. Did you follow that? 

For me, this happens in Lightroom. Once home from a shoot and images 
are imported, I then pull out the iPhone and open up the Merlin app. This 
has completely revolutionized my workflow with identifying, keywording, 
and categorizing my images. Now, with the help of Merlin, I can pull up a 
photograph in Lightroom, snap a shot of the bird on my display with the 



app, and viola. 

If you photograph birds, you want this app – 
PERIOD. 

When I first downloaded the app, I decided 
to test this feature out with photographs of 
warblers from the internet. Warblers are a 
terribly difficult bunch of birds to keep up 
with. These are small migratory insect eating 
songbirds that find their highest diversity in 
the Eastern deciduous hardwood forests and 
can be nearly impossible to identify at times. 
Pulling up a list of warblers found in the 
southeast, I went through 20 different species 
and Merlin nailed the ID every single time on 
the first go. 

If the app had managed even a 50% success 
rate, I would have been excited. But at 100%, I 
was blown away. 

When it comes to using the AI feature of this 
app to identify species in your photographs, 
its important to note that the clearer the 
subject, the more recognizable the subject 
from the background, the more accurate it 
will be. Also, when I am taking pictures of 
my photographs, I try to really get in close 
to hone in on any identifying characteristics of the bird itself. Terns, for 
instance, can all begin to look alike. But the subtle difference in the shape 
of the beak, color pattern, proportions, etc. all come into play here – so the 
more you can focus in on such things the better. 

Maybe even more difficult to identify 
than warblers are the nightjars. 
People used to call this family the 
goat suckers because they thought 

For years, I have had this image keyword-
ed as a chuck-wills-widow. But as soon as 
I ran the photograph through the Mer-
lin app, I learned that it was, instead, a 
Common Nighthawk! 





they drank the milk of goats 
in the middle of the night. In 
reality, the birds were actually 
being attracted to goats, and 
other species of livestock, due 
to all of the insects that the big 
furry mammals drew in. For 
shits and giggles, I decided 
to snap a photo with my 
Merlin app of a picture I had 
taken of a chuck-wills-widow 
from Cape Lookout National 
Seashore. This is a file that I 
have had in my stock library 
for years. I have sold it a 
number of times to magazines. 
And to be honest, the main 
reason I even tested the app 
on this image was because of 
how difficult these species are 
to properly ID, and I wanted to 
see if I could fool it. 

If the app thinks it has a 100% 
ID, it doesn’t give you options 
or other possibilities. It simply 
shows you the bird you are 
trying to identify. With some 
of the warblers, however, it 
displayed a few other similar 
possibilities below the bird 
that it suggested to be correct. 
These are a challenging family 

of birds with considerable overlap of characteristics and markings. So, to 
offer other possibilities in case the ID is off, is a great feature. But with my 
chuck-wills-widow, this didn’t’ happen. One bird. No options. Merlin was 
sure of itself, and it was sure that it was NOT a chuck-wills-widow.

Personally, I like being proven wrong when it comes to identifications. 
I check my ego at the door when it comes to this sort of stuff and would 
rather be corrected than to go around touting false information. So, when 
the app reported back that my photograph was in fact a common nighthawk 
and not a chuck-wills-widow, I had something of an existential crisis and 
spent the next hour reading up on the matter. And guess what, the damn 
app was right! 

But, its how the app would have IDed the bird that really gets me. You see, 
when these two species are laying down like you see in the photo here, 
there are two characteristics that can be used to tell them apart. One is the 
presence of a grey eye-brow on the chuck-wills and the other is the presence 
of a dash of white visible on the wings with the nighthawk. These are very 
subtle differences – though the white of the wings is very pronounced if 
you see them flying – and yet, Merlin caught them. Given how common 
the chuck-wills-widows are on the barrier islands here that haven’t been 
developed, I made a quick assumption apparently. And not only did I miss 
this identification error for years, but I had actually sold it that way! This 
sent me digging through thousands of photographs to look for any that I 
might have reason to question. Luckily, the nighthawk was the only one.

Though I still use my other bird apps such as iBird Pro and Sibleys, these 
have different applications for me now. When I come in from the field with 
a memory card full of images and birds to identify, I immediately go for 
Merlin. No questions asked. It has saved me countless hours of time 



Divine Proportions
1 1.618



Have you ever read Edgar Allan Poe’s Philosophy of 
Composition? Yes, that Poe. “Harks the Raven” Poe. I was assigned this in a 
writing class back in college and it completely revolutionized how I saw art 
from that moment on. 

We all have those watershed moments in life. A point that we can look back 
to and realize there was the world, or at least our world view, before and 
after that experience. For me, with art, nothing would ever be the same 
again. The Philosophy of Composition revolutionized the way I saw and 
thought about art, in all of its many forms.

The premise behind this essay was to explain Poe’s personal artistic view on 
the composition of writing by dissecting what may be his most famous of 
all poems, the Raven. According to the Philosophy of Composition, every 
aspect of this piece could, in essence, be broken down to something of an 
almost mathematical formula. What had seemed like a poem so dark and 
painful and inspired, as if the writer had merely reached out into the aether 
and wrapped his fingers around lyrical greatness, could not be further from 
the truth. 

Poe had always intended the Raven to stand as an example of his philosophy 
on writing. In his essay on the matter, he lays out a bold and provocative 
argument that quite upset the literary world at the time by completely 
dismissing the notion of artistic intuition. Writing, he explained, was 
logical, calculated, methodical, and unfolding almost like an equation 
– though he did not use the word equation. He claimed that no writer 
would ever admit to such a thing as they all benefited from the seemingly 
mysterious nature of their art. 

The argument was a compelling one – at least when using his own work as 
example. Reading and rereading the Philosophy of Composition, and the 
Raven, slowly it began to make sense. I could see the calculating nature of 
the writer behind the words. And with this, a certain shroud of mystery was 
lifted. 

The Philosophy of Composition was written in 1846 for Grahams American 
Monthly Magazine. This was revolutionary for the time. But it was not, 
as I would learn, revolutionary in the world of art. Though it was a new 

argument to be 
made for literature, 
the argument was 
thousands of years old 
in the realm of visual 
arts. 

Photographers are 
not the only genera 
of artists to use so 
called “rules” in 
their compositions. 
Everyone reading this 
article is probably 
going to be intimately 
familiar with the Rule 
of Thirds for instance. 
Maybe, if you’re a bit 
more savvy than the 
average bear, you have 
even caught wind 
of the Rule of Odds. 
This second one 
simply states that odd 
numbers of things are 
more interesting than even. 

At the heart of these so-called 
rules is a thing that can give just 
about any artist a panic attack 
today: math. Start talking in terms 
of ratios and equations and your almost guaranteed to watch people’s eyes 
begin to glaze over. But it didn’t used to be like this. Historically, many of 
the world’s greatest artists were down right obsessed with math. 

But when I say that artists were obsessed with math, this doesn’t mean all 
math. Most of the seemingly intangible stuff is relatively new in the history 
of us. Abstract algebra wasn’t introduced to Europe until the 16th century, 

Edgar Allan Poe rocked the literary world 
when he claimed that his most famous 
Poem, the Raven, could be dissected into 
a logical formula - what he called his 
Philosophy of Composition.



and the world had to wait for Sir 
Isaac Newton to invent calculus 
in the mid-17th century. Instead, 
when I refer to math and the arts, 
it is geometry that I speak of. 

Geometry, broken down into its 
ancient Greek origins means, 

literally, Earth Measurement. It is here, with the measurement of things, 
with the understanding of proportions, and dimensions and the patterns 
that can be found within such things that we find an almost Asperger’s like 
obsession in artists throughout history. 

In our modern view of history, it is probably Leonardo de Vinci who 
comes to mind when we think of the combination of mathematics and art. 
Leonardo was positively consumed with the understanding of geometry 
and the natural forces that shaped it. When we think of Leonardo’s work, we 
tend to think of the Mona Lisa, maybe the Last Supper, or even Madonna of 
the Rocks. In all of these we find his obsession with such details at work. But 
more than any of his paintings or unrealized inventions, it was a sketch he 
made known as the Vitruvian Man that exemplifies the importance of what 
was then being called Divine Proportion. 

We think that the Egyptians understood it in the creation and completion 
of the Great Pyramids. We know that the Greeks had a strong grasp of the 
concept of course, which can be found in creation of the Parthenon and in 
the writings of Plutarch and Plato. And for as long as people have written 
about it, we know that the whole of the concept was attributed to the gods 
and the creation of the cosmos.

Throughout history, people have discovered a certain kind of universal 
truth in the natural world through mathematics. Pythagoras said that God 
was number. Galileo claimed, “mathematics is the alphabet in which God 
has written the universe.” There is no one time and place that this occurred 
– despite the decidedly Western bias in the examples I have chosen here. 
Most likely it was discovered and lost, and independently discovered again 
elsewhere with a different people, culture, and time. At least, this would 
explain the many names we use to describe it all today. Names like divine 

Despite the fact that Leonardo de Vinci is 
best known for paintings such as the Mona 
Lisa, it was a simple sketch known as the Vit-
ruvian Man that would become something of 
the poster child for blending art and science. 
Thousands of measurements of the human 
body went into this creation, making it the 
most anotomically correct sketch ever created 
at the time







proportions, sacred geometry, or the golden ratio. 

Sometimes I think I was born a few centuries to late. Or, at least one century 
anyways. When I was in school with visions of being a biologist dancing 
in my head, I pictured 19th century biology when people set out into the 
unknown, Terra incognito if you will, to study and observe life in all its 
many and wonderous forms on Earth. This is not how things are done in the 
21st century, however. 

Back when observation was paramount to understanding, when it was 
thought that knowledge and enlightenment came from observing Nature 
(with a mandatory capital N of course), people noticed that patterns 

emerged everywhere they looked. Apparently, this was life before iPhones. 

In some ways, this made sense. Everything that exists, from life to rocks to 
rivers, does so with a given set of parameters or rules that it cannot break. 
This isn’t hocus pocus. It’s called physics. Everything on Earth is effected 
by the same pull of gravity, the same rotation of the planet for instance 
– Einstein’s Special Relativity. And therefore, since the same physical 
properties are impacting everything that exists here, we should see patterns 
in how things are shaped or grow. 

Examples abound. Take rivers and mountains for instance. From 35,000 
feet, both take on the same shape. A river begins with tiny streams and 
creeks that come together forming the river, only to then itself spread apart 
and branch into a delta. Mountains have this very same look from the sky. 
So does a tree – with branches reaching towards the heavens, with a mirror 
image below the ground in the form of roots. And of course, all of this looks 
very much like our own circulatory system with arteries branching out to 
deliver blood to our most distant of extremities. 

Rivers, mountains, trees, and our very own cir-
culatory systems are made up of the same exact 
fractal patterns we find everywhere we look in 
nature



But this isn’t the weird stuff. 
Take the creeks that form 
the river. A closer look 
reveals that they themselves 
take on the same pattern 
as the river from 35,000 
feet, with countless paths 
of water running together 
to form them. Likewise, 
look at a single ridge of a 
mountain range and you 
will find the same pattern. 
Or take our tree and you 
will find that the branches 
themselves branch out to 
smaller and smaller twigs 
until you find leaves and then within those leaves the very same pattern on 
even smaller and smaller scales in the form of veins. 

I can go on, but I won’t. 

These are called Fractals: patterns that repeat themselves over and over on 
a seemingly never ending scale the closer or further away one observes 
the thing. And for some reason, you and I are drawn to these fractals on a 
subconscious level. We see them without seeing them. We are lured to them 
without knowing what we are even looking at. 

Jackson Pollock, the whiskey swilling Wyoming artist that splattered 
paint on a canvas and made millions, has entranced countless with is 

non-objective art. Love it or hate 
it, people are drawn to it with little 
understanding of why. Though 
pollock himself would never come 
to know this, modern computer 
analysis of his work reveals that his 
most famous pieces show the very 
same fractal patterns that we find 

throughout the natural 
world. 

Let’s go deeper.  

Did you know that the 
distance between the base 
of your palm to your elbow 
is 1.6 times the length 
of your hand? Or that 
the distance between the 
middle section of your 
index finger is 1.6 times 
the length of the tip of your 
fingertip? Technically, from 
the tip of your finger to the 
start of your wrist, every 

section gets 1.6 times longer than the last. And your middle finger itself is 
roughly 1.6 times longer than your palm. The same goes for your leg from 
the knee to the foot. Or for you head and neck in proportion to your torso. 
Or the ratio of the distance between your eyes compared to the size of one 
of your eyes. Or from the floor to your navel and from your navel to the top 
of your head. 

Jackson Pollock employed the use of frac-
tal patterns throughout his artwork. To-
day, we can use computer analysis to see 
that the patterns he created in his paint-
ings are the very same ones that we sub-
conciously recognize in the natural world 
all around us. 

Autumn Rythem (Number 30)



Confused yet?

Here’s a nauseating thought: our general interpretation of beauty can 
be measured in an almost exact mathematical formula. Change the 
measurements, change the distance of a fingertip to the knuckle or head 
and neck to torso, or distance between the eyes, and EVERYONE takes 
notice – though not usually on a conscious level. There is a grocery list of 
psychological studies of our perception of beauty that back this up. Time 
and again, academia has revealed that when test subjects are shown the 
faces of random strangers in photographs, the ones that are deemed the 
most beautiful are the ones that have the most perfect proportions of 1 : 1.6. 

This ratio, this division of 1 to 1.6 (or really, 1.618) is the golden ratio – or 
what mathematicians refer to as phi (different than pi). This golden ratio is 
a fractal pattern in nature. I am using examples in humans because we are 
most intimately familiar with ourselves. When I mention the ratio of your 
hand to your forearm, you can look down and see this for yourself. But 
this same ratio is found EVERYWHERE. All animals fit this bill. All living 
things fit this bill to one degree or another. 

Yet, it’s not just living things. The shape of hurricanes and the swirl of water 
caught within the vortex of a whirlpool follow suite. The packing of seeds in 
a pod, the spacing of leaves and flower pedals, all obey this rule. And then 
there is the sequence of numbers. 

Around 1200AD, Leonardo Fibonacci discovered a numerical sequence 
that expressed the golden ratio. By its self, this was little more than a simple 
thought experiment. However, we would soon realize that not only did 
this pattern of numbers identically match many of the number patterns in 
nature, we also realized that when plotted out geometrically, it created the 
perfect spiral – intimately larger in one direction, and infinitely smaller 
in the other. And with a shape that matches that of hurricanes, and whelk 
/ conch shells, and the unfurling of ferns, and the shape of pine cones to 

When the Golden Ratio or Fibonacci Se-
quence is plotted out, it creates a perfect spi-
ral. Spirals such the ones found in these ex-
amples match, flawlessly, what artists once 
called the Divine Proportion 



name just a few out of many thousands of examples. Today, these numbers 
are known as the Fibonacci Sequence. 

0,1,1,2,3,5,8,13,21,35,55,89 and on and on and on it goes. Where it will stop, 
nobody knows. 

A simplified explanation of this sequence is that each progressive number, 
moving left to right, is the sum of the two numbers before it added together. 
Just typing that is confusing. Look at it this way: 1+1=2 and 1+2=3 and 
2+3=5 and 3+5=8 and 5+8=13. 

The crazy thing about this is that these numbers can be found all over the 
natural world. Take flowers for instance. The number of petals on every 
species of flower ever known to have existed equals one of these numbers in 
the Fibonacci Sequence. Species within the sunflower family (Asteraceae), 
all have either 21, 34, 55, or 89 petals. Marigold has 13, delphinium has 8, 
columbine has 5, and iris have 3 – as a few more examples. 

Biology is messy though. These numbers are perfect world scenarios. Just 
like not all humans are blessed with perfect golden proportions and get 
to strut around like Greek gods and goddesses, so to does mutation and 
genetic variation exist in everything from flowers to the bees that pollinate 
them. Thus, with the sunflower for instance, we find about 1 in 5 that does 
not fit this bill. Yet, what is interesting about this is that most of us would 
most likely notice this instantaneously (again, on a subconscious level) and 
move on to a different flower to photograph. Yes, your decision to chose 
one subject over another to photograph is most likely governed by these 

At first glance there would appear to be very 
little similiarity to the styles of Bierdstadt 
and Monet. However, the very same com-
positional patterns can be found in both of 
these pieces of art that can be found in our 
perception of beauty in each other.



concepts as well.

All of this is a rabbit hole. 

So, what does any of it have to do with art? Artists throughout history have 
asked themselves this very same question.

Beauty is something that cannot be defined. Yet we all know it when we 
see it. Finding another person attractive is one thing. This makes sense. Its 
biological. Its evolutionary. But why do we find sunsets beautiful? A tree? A 
mountain? A painting? Is it possible that the very same things that make us 
universally attracted to paintings such as Albert Bierstadt’s Rocky Mountain 
Landscape is the same thing that attracts us to Claude Monet’s Impression, 
Sunrise? And could it very well be the same things that make supermodels 
who they are, and hurricanes the way they are, and flowers what they are?

Over the next few issues of the Photographer’s Journal, I plant to answer this 

question. Spoiler art: it does. 

I want to show you how that artists have been using the patterns of nature 
for thousands of years to compose their masterpieces. Patterns that science 
is in the process of confirming to be the basis of our interpretation of 
beauty. From Golden Means and Ratios, to Baroque Lines and Golden 
Triangles, Fractal Patterns and Fibonacci Numbers, we can take these basic 
concepts and apply them to our compositions immediately – and I am going 
to show you how. 

Sandro Botticelli’s Birth of Venus is rife with 
Golden Ratios and other aspects of the so 
called Divine Proportions. These compositional 
techniques have been a fundamental part of almost 
every single great work of art you are familiar with. 
Isn’t it time you begin to employ them as well?



Travel Savvy



For some of us who sort of live on airplanes and 
at sky clubs and in hotels, it’s easy to take for granted that a travel ready 
workflow was long ago hashed out and polished up. In 2018, I spent 10 
months on the road. That’s 10 months hopscotching around the Western 
Hemisphere chasing photos and stories for assignments and leading 
workshops. And when you have been doing something like this for a while, 
it’s easy to overlook some of the things you take for granted.  

One such detail that I have taken for granted over the years may be the most 
basic of problems that all photographers who travel need to work past right 
from the beginning. It’s not that I made an assumption that everyone knew 
this sort of stuff, it’s that I never thought to ask if people did – which kind of 
cuts to the heart of taking something for granted, right? 

For the last 6 months, I have offered personalized Lightroom Coaching 
sessions via Skype. It’s all one-on-one stuff, where we work together on your 
photographs as you learn everything there is to learn about Lightroom and 
Photoshop. This has been revolutionary for folks to be able to work in the 
manner, but it has also illustrated one gigantic and glaring problem that 
photographers the world over all have when they do a bunch of traveling. 
Not everyone asks about this. Not everyone I work with in these coaching 
sessions have to consider this problem. But, most do. 

How does one go about handling their photos and Lightroom catalog 
between the road and the office?

For those of who don’t use Lightroom, this matter of a catalog is irrelevant 
to you. However, the ability to store and transport photos from far flung 
places back to your master drives is – and so you might want to jump to the 
next section in this article. For everyone else, for those of you who do use 
Lightroom then you are most assuredly familiar with the little matter of the 
catalog. 

The inherent problem with the catalog is that many photographers have 
two computers. Usually this looks like one at home in the office, and one for 
travel when on the road. In the office is a big machine with big computing 
power and an equally big display for editing on. This is where master hard 
drives reside that host your library of images. On the road, you typically 
want the opposite of this. Many prefer to travel with 13” laptops. Even a 

15” is limiting when editing photographs. And there is weight to consider, 
which itself brings up an issue with drive space. 

Though the matter of how to handle Lightroom’s catalog may seem simple 
enough to some, for others I have found it to be a tremendous source 
of frustration and confusion. Personally, I did away with having two 
computers a long time ago. Now, I own a laptop. That’s it. Well, sort of. I 
have two laptops. But they have different purposes and only one of them is 
for photography. 

Today, I use a 15” MacBook Pro to handle 100% of all my editing needs. It’s 
the brains. The processor. The RAM. All that stuff. I can edit on the road. 
And when I get back to the office, I can dock it and connect to my 32” 
displays and master hard drives. I like to simplify things. 

However, this is by no means a perfect solution for me. Maybe it would be 
for you, but I also shoot video – which is a problem. Don’t get me wrong. 
I can edit video in Adobe Premier Pro with the MacBook, but it is not 
designed to handle serious workloads. So, it hangs up. It bogs down. It slows 
to a crawl. I get the pinwheel of death pretty regularly. And the drive space 
sucks. Sorry MacBook fanboys, it’s a great computer but will never have the 
power of a dedicated desktop.

And so, despite how much I love the simplicity of my workflow right now, I 
too am in a position where I will once again be working from two separate 
machines. 

So that we can go ahead and get past this whole Lightroom issue – since 
not everyone is even using Lightroom to begin with – I’m going to just lay 
my cards on the table right now. If you are working with a laptop and a 
desktop, the solution for your Lightroom catalog is quite simple: store it on 
an external travel drive that you can swamp between computers. 

That’s it. Problem solved. 

It doesn’t matter where the Lightroom Catalog is stored, so long as 
Lightroom can access it. Adobe allows you to have two copies of Lightroom 
per license. So, you keep one copy of the program on each computer, and 



your LR catalog on an external drive at all times. On the road, plug it into 
your laptop. When at home, plug it into your desktop. Now it’s like Visa: 
everywhere you want to be. 

I keep very little on my photo editing laptop. I have Adobe’s Creative Suite 
on there, and not much else. The less I have on my computer’s solid-state 
drive (SSD) the better and faster it operates. So, I carry two external hard 
drives with me on the road. One contains Lightroom’s catalog and functions 
like my primary drive and I even edit photos directly from it. The second is 
purely for backup purposes. 

When I return to the office, I can plug in my primary travel drive AND my 
master hard drives (RAIDS to be exact) and go about transferring photos 
over to the other drives. Once done, I then wipe the photos from both travel 
drives. Again, the second drive I carry functions only as a backup for my 
photographs and video while traveling and is therefore in place only for the 
sake of redundancy. Once photos have been moved, both drives are cleaned. 

I do not format these drives like I would a memory card. I have other stuff 
there as well. I simply delete the folders from the disk through Lightroom. 
And yes, I can hear all you computer engineers cringing as I write this. 

Given that all of my photographs AND the Lightroom Catalog are stored 
on external drives, speed is a major consideration here. For this reason, the 
type of external drive you choose to tote around with you matters greatly. 

When it comes to this sort of stuff, first and foremost, you need to make 
sure you are actually working with legit travel drives that offer some degree 
of protection in case of drops, knocks, and coffee spills. Travel can be hard 
on your equipment, regardless of how careful you are with all of it. You need 
something rugged, and many travel drives are made with this in mind. Add 
to this the reliability and lack of moving parts found in an SSD (solid-state 
drive) versus a traditional HD (hard drive), and it only makes sense to skip 
over the travel HDs and spend the extra money on a rugged SSD. 

An SSD is unquestionably the better platform. It is not only exponentially 
faster than a traditional hard drive, it is also, by its very nature, better suited 
for life on the road.



For years I used LaCie Rugged Drives. I have loved these drives for a long 
time and in the nature photography world, they have reached something of 
legendary status. However, they are not the only game in town and, because 
of their name, they are extremely expensive for what they actually offer 
compared to everyone else. 

When it comes to travel SSDs, many options exist. However, our needs are 
different than most. And with that in mind we can narrow things down 
quite a bit.

The four drives I would recommend looking at are as follows:

1. LaCie Rugged SSD 1TB. Write speeds up to 510 mb/s. These guys are 
selling for $500 on B&H right now. This is expensive. This is ridiculous in 
my opinion, and even though I have a long relationship with LaCie drives, 
they do not offer anything that the others here provide – nor are they any 
more reliable. With LaCie, you are largely paying for the name and the 
reputation. If a photographer tells you that these never fail, they haven’t 
been using them long enough or they to expand their circle of friends. 
Personally, I have never had one fail. However, colleagues at the BBC 
Natural History Unit have a grocery list of stories about LaCie drives failing 
on them. No drive is fail proof. All drives fail – eventually. These are made 
by Seagate. 

2. G-Drive Raw SSD 1TB. Write speeds up to 425 mb/s. These are selling 
for $279 directly through G-Technology’s website. Just as LaCie are made 
by Seagate, G Technology is made by Western Digital. Though many 
photographers are not familiar with G Technology, given that they are 
backed by the name Western Digital, this should put your mind at ease. 
These drives are used around the world by many top professionals – 
including Nat Geo and BBC film crews. The transfer speeds are not quite 
the same as the LaCie SSD, but most photographers will not notice the 
difference – especially when they cost $220 less than the LaCie. 

3. SanDisk Extreme Portable SSD 1TB. Write speeds up to 550 mb/s. 
These are selling for $179 from B&H. In you’re a photographer, chances 
are you have used, or already own, some of SanDisk’s memory cards. 

These guys have been in the business of storing photos for a long time but 
are somewhat newer to the HD / SSD world. Don’t let this scare you. The 
products these guys are making are every bit as good, if not better, than 
the competition. You are going to be hearing a lot more about these drives. 
Right now, this is the best bang for your buck. And given the price, you can 
afford two – one as a primary and one as a backup.

4. G-Drive Mobile Pro SSD 1TB. 2,800 mb/s (NOT A TYPO). This sells for 
$449 from G-Technology’s website. THIS. IS. FAST. This is insanely fast! If 
you can wrap your mind around $500 for a drive, then this is absolutely a 
no brainer. This is fast enough to edit photos and video off. And it lets you 
transfer up to a terabyte of files in just 7 minutes or less. This is drool worthy 
and the go to choice for videographers and serious travel photographers the 
world over. 



If you actually read the above options, then you have probably seen that 
LaCie is little more than a name in the business now. Where they were the 
standard travel drive for working professionals, the price of SSD technology 
has come down so much and so many other companies are getting into the 
game that their drives are just incredibly overpriced for the current market. 

If you are looking for a rock-solid travel drive with a budget in mind, then 
you simply cannot go wrong with SanDisk. This is a name you know. It’s a 
name you trust. And they have been working with photographers for a long 
time. At $179 for a 1TB solid-state drive, you are going to be hard pressed to 
find a better bang for your buck – especially since the write speed is actually 
faster than the LaCie equivalent that is more than twice the price. 

On the other hand, if you want an external drive that holds all your files and 
you can edit off of and is the best of the best, then the G-Drive Mobile Pro 
SSD 1TB is the best thing on the market today. At 2800 mb/s (which is well 
over 2 gb/s), this thing is just plain awesome. SanDisk has a Pro version of 
their Extreme SSD, that will handle 1gb /s transfers as well. Unfortunately, 
this isn’t yet available. It’s on their website. You can read reviews about it 
in tech magazines. They are advertising it. But you cannot find them or 
what the price will be yet. I assume they will come in less than the G Drives 
however, given that their other portable SSD drives are $100 less than G 
already. But, time will tell. 

I live by my travel drives. They follow me everywhere. From the rainforests 
of Panama, to bush planes in Alaska – they are with me. By investing in 
not one, but two external SSD travel drives, and keeping your Lightroom 
Catalog on one at all times, you set yourself up for the simplest and 
smoothest workflow possible. It doesn’t matter how many computers you 
want to edit your photos on, this method is essentially plug and play. 



Did you know that barred owls have over 200 
different calls they make? These birds are by far 
the most vocal of all the raptors in the world. 
Some calls are simple hoots. Others are complex 
sentences that sound like “Who cooks for you, 
who cooks for you all?” While still others begin 
to sound a lot like demon babies screaming in 
the night. One of the coolest sounds you will ever 
hear in the North American forests at dusk are a 
group of barred owls frantically “hooting it up” 
as it’s called with a congregation of them start 
calling in rapid fire.

Did You Know?

That’s All Folks!


