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Howdy folks, and 
welcome to the Fall 
2019 edition of the 
Journal of Wildlife 
Photography!

I don’t know how 
things are shaping up in 
your neck of the woods, 
but here in Montana six 
inches of fresh powder 
sit on the ground 

outside the window. Sound like winter? It’s not. This is autumn 
in Montana. It’s short lived. But I love every second of it. 

Why, you may ask? Because this is the peak time of one of the 
greatest wildlife events in the Western Hemisphere. It’s the 
statistical zenith, the apex of the bell curve. With cold nights 
and frost comes the annual rut. 

Now, when I say rut I don’t mean the kind you get stuck in 
– literally or figuratively. Nope. This the time of year when 
hooved mammals all over North America are fully engaged in 
battle for the hearts and minds of the females of their species. 
The whole of the year culminates in this moment for so many. 
When we distill it all down, only two things drive life on Earth: 
food and sex. And for species such as moose and bison and 

bighorn sheep, they spend all year searching for food so they 
have what it takes to compete for sex. 

Species are in prime fitness, at peak performance, and in 
full regalia. Velvet has been shed. Territorial boundaries 
established. And animals all over the continent prepare to do 
battle. 
When I set down to begin sketching out what this issue of the 
Journal was going to look like, it dawned on me that the rut 
was a topic rarely discussed or considered. Actually, that’s not 
entirely true. Most wildlife photographers on this side of the 
planet know about the rut to some degree. Photographers all 
over the eastern half, for instance, make plans to travel to the 
Appalachian Mountains to find and photograph whitetail deer 
this time of year. And still others pack their bags and travel to 
my backyard, Yellowstone National Park, in hopes of capturing 
photographs of the annual elk rut. 
And yet, this barely scratches the surface of what is possible 
in North America each year. In fact, the rut is not the month 
of September and October like many assume. Instead, this 
is a 6-month long event beginning with bison in August and 
culminating with bighorn sheep in December. That’s 6 months 
of epic wildlife photography opportunities – if only you know 
when and where to find it. 

Thus, in this issue I present to you a leviathan of an article: 
Chasing the Rut. 
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Honestly, this could be turned into an entire book – as I 
quickly discovered upon beginning the article. It’s a complex 
topic given the incredible number of tournament species that 
engage in this annual right of passage. The who, what, where, 
and when of bison, pronghorn, elk, moose, whitetail deer, mule 
deer, and bighorn sheep is all laid out for you in this story. And 
yet, it is not complete. Despite its 27 pages of written text in 
Microsoft Word, I skipped over some species such as caribou 
and muskox and mountain goats while glossing over others 
such as Dall sheep, Stone sheep, and Desert bighorns. 

My decision to do so was based upon lack of experience with 
these species. Though I have spent the last 15 years making a 
living as a wildlife photography, the rut is a very unique time 
of the year. Places where I have photograph in the Spring and 
Summer are often of no use to you during the rut for instance. 
Thus, I opted to stick with what I know well. I chose to focus 
my efforts on those species and places for which I have intimate 
familiarity with. 

In all honesty, I considered making this issue devoted entirely 
to photographing the annual rut in North America. However, 
not all of you are from North America. In fact, a sizeable 
chunk of readers hail from Europe, Australia, and even Africa. 
Thus, to dedicate each of these articles to something that 
happens exclusively in one part of the world seemed to be a 
bit, well, too exclusive. And so, in these pages you will find two 
additional feature articles on creating black and white wildlife 
photography and an in-depth review of the Sigma 150-600. 

In my article on black and white, I make the argument that if 
you really want to elevate your photography then you should 

learn to master black and white. When we eliminate color from 
our photographs, we remove distractions. Photography, in its 
simplest definition, is the writing with light. And this is black 
and white photography in a nutshell: light and its absence. 
Removing color from our photographs means that the power 
of the image rests of upon the strengths of the composition, 
the nuances of light and shadow, the elements of design, and 
its raw impact. When you learn to create compelling black 
and white photographs, you will find that your color will have 
grown exponentially as a result. 

The article about my impressions of the Sigma 150-600 started 
out with a simple question that I found myself asking one day: 
is a $13,000 lens worth it? I have been a long-time user of the 
Nikon 200-400. But the latest iterations of this lens from both 
Nikon and Canon come in at an astronomical price. As I found 
that my own 200-400 continues to develop a growing list of 
quicks and problems, I began to consider the newer 180-400 
with built in teleconverter. And yet, on workshops I lead all 
over the globe, I have seen spectacular results from Sigma’s 
$2,000 telephoto zoom. 

Cameras and lenses and equipment in general are nothing 
more than tools to be used. As an artist in business, I gain 
nothing out of owning lenses for the sake of vanity. Wielding 
the latest and greatest technology rarely does anything 
to improve your art unless is allows you to express and 
communicate your vision in new and different ways. 

With this working philosophy in hand, I decided to rent a copy 
of the Sigma 150-600 to bring to Canada with me for 20 days. 
I continued to carry my Nikon 200-400 and 600mm lenses 



because I wanted to truly put the Sigma to the test. I wanted 
to know how it held up compared with these tried and true 
workhorses of the wildlife photography world. And I even 
threw the $13,000 180-400 into the mix just to be sure.

This article is not going to be filled with useless tests done 
in the studio under controlled situations. There are no 
comparison photographs of patterns made at various focal 
lengths and apertures for you to review on your own. I took 
this lens and dragged it around in the field under harsh 
conditions, in rain and snow, in extremely low light that 
demanded ISOs higher than 10,000. This review is based upon 
my needs as a working wildlife photographer. 

Missing in this issue are the columns Travel Savvy and Tech 
Savvy. Normally this would be interwoven with other smaller 
pieces inside of the Journal. But given the giant beast of an 
article here on photographing the rut, I opted to leave these out 
this issue. 

Upon the release of this Fall edition of the Journal of Wildlife 
Photography, I will begin preparations for my trip to Panama. 
Here I will be spending several weeks in both the lowland 
rainforests of the Bocas del Toro archipelago as well as the 
cloud forests of the Talamanca Mountains. 
The next issue of the Journal will reflect this trip in terms 
of topics and photographic techniques from multi-flash 
hummingbird photography to macro work. If you have 
questions about rainforest photography, flash work, field studio 
setups, or anything else you can think of, I want to invite you to 
reach out to me with those questions. I may choose yours to be 
included in the upcoming Questions and Actions, and you may 

even end up in the Winter edition of the Journal of Wildlife 
Photography. 

I hope you enjoy this issue. As always, a lot of hard work went 
into its production and we would love to hear from you about 
these topics!

Cheers,
Jared Lloyd



Daughter of Cloud
© Jared Lloyd Photography 2019

The photograph that I chose 
to put on the cover for this issue is of a 
wild horse from the Pryor Mountains of 
Montana. Her name is Nimbus. And her 
father was Cloud, the most famous wild 
stallion in the world. 

These names, Cloud and Nimbus, are 
befitting of the herd of horses that eke out 
a living atop the Pryor Mountains. Theirs 
is a world that towers above the surrounding desert, lives spent 
amongst the clouds. Standing among the wild horses in their 
subalpine paradise, you gaze out across the rust colored hues 
of the Bighorn Basin some 5,000 feet below for which the sheer 
vertical relief is dizzying. 

I have known Nimbus since she was a newborn foal. When I 
first stumbled upon her, this glowing white filly, with her small 
and frizzy white mane, standing amongst a psychedelic display 
of seemingly infinite colored alpine flowers, I was immobilized. 
We both stood there, staring at each other, she almost as 
surprised as I it appeared. And from the looks of her, she could 

not have been more than a few days old. 

Each year, I return these mountains to photograph the wild 
horses. Each year I spend a week camping amongst them 
in July. And each year I spend time hanging out with and 
photographing Nimbus. And since that first encounter in the 
summer of 2013, I have watched her grow into a horse befitting 
of her father’s legacy.

Her father, Cloud, was legendary amongst photographers and 
wild equine aficionados. Glowing white, just like his daughter, 
you simply could not help but to stare. Not only was the 
brilliance of his coat so shocking when juxtaposed against an 
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endless field of blue and purple lupines, but his presence was 
commanding. There was no question that he was one of the 
most elite and dominant stallions in the Pryor Mountains. 

Though he is gone now, his blood line lives on in a healthy 
percentage of the horses in this herd. But none carry 
themselves with the same level of grace and regality as Nimbus. 
She is truly the daughter of Cloud. 

Each year I explore new and different ways to photograph 
Nimbus. Sometimes this visual exploration meets with a dead 
end and I abandon the concept. Other times, it sparks whole 
new creative projects for me – such as a series of large black 
and white fine art pieces with these horse set against the clouds. 
But the idea of photographing this girl in strong side lighting 
while set against a dark and shadowed forest has been a goal of 
mine for several years. And this past July (2019), I was finally 
afforded the opportunity. 

In harsh light, the brilliant fur of Nimbus bounces considerable 
amounts of light. Much like photographing the white feathers 
of a great egret, as the sun grows more powerful throughout the 
morning, you are forced to continuously adjust the exposure to 
handle the reflected light. 
With a great egret, if this bird is set against blue water, 
eventually you will have to reduce your exposure so much to 
keep from blowing out your highlights that blue water becomes 
dark and murky and unnatural looking. But if your move and 
find a shadowed background, those shadows turn to dark and 
featureless black allowing you to create a striking portrait of the 
bird.

I applied the same principle to photograph Nimbus.

In all I spent an hour with Nimbus in this light. But over the 
course of that hour, I created only one single photograph in 
which all of the elements of design came together just so and 
the previsualized composition that I had been carrying around 
in my mind for several years unfolded for me. 

I had originally seen this as a black and white photograph 
in my mind. But upon finally creating the photograph, and 
bringing it into Photoshop, I experimented with keeping her in 
living color but desaturating what bit of color was there and fell 
in love with the concept. 

This photograph was three years in the making for me. 



“I always hear about how important dynamic 
range is in a camera. How important is that 
and what does this really mean?” - Kim 
McGarrity

Dynamic range. This has been something of a buzzword for 
several years now. Don’t get me wrong, the concept of dynamic 
range has been around for a long time. And it has always 
factored into our photography on some level, but the obsession 
with a camera’s dynamic range is relatively new.

Before we dive in here, I think that it’s important for us to 
define what exactly dynamic range is so that way we can 
discern just how important this might be. By the books, 
dynamic range is the measure of light that your camera 
can record between featureless white and featureless black. 
Typically, this is measured in stops of light just like an 
exposure. The more dynamic range your camera has, the more 
tones of light that it can record before crushing the shadows or 
blowing the highlights.

But how important is this to you?  

Despite the hype, despite the obsession over new and sparkling 
technological advances, there is nothing black and white about 

dynamic range. Think of this like megapixels. Sure, there is a 
certain amount that are nice to have but the obsession with 
more and more does absolutely nothing for your photography. 
The front cover of a magazine created with a 6.1 megapixel 
camera is indistinguishable from one created with that a 36 
megapixel camera.

Me, I’m a wildlife photographer. And for me and my style of 
photography, dynamic range is one of the last things in the 
world I ever concern myself with. It’s not a consideration for 
me when I purchase a camera and it’s not something I am 
considering when I create a photograph.

One of the arguments that often springs up in wildlife 
photography is the relationship between ISO and dynamic 
range. On my workshop up in the Canadian Rockies a 
disagreement arose one frosty morning while we were 
photographing elk when I suggested to a client that they 
needed to increase their ISO by 3 full stops.

I was checking participants’ histograms. The light was very low 
and it was all too easy to underexpose in this sort of situation. 
I myself had dialed in an ISO of 10,000 on my D5 in order 
to maintain the shutter speed I wanted while maintaining 
a proper exposure. But when I began explaining this, and 
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the philosophy behind the decision to the group, one of the 
participants jumped in and said that it was flat out wrong to 
ever increase ISO above 2,000 because it begins to destroy 
dynamic range.

On a technical level, this is true. As you increase things above 
the base or native ISO of a camera, dynamic range does begin 
to drop off. But does this even matter?

Now, for all you Canon, Sony, Olympus, and Fuji 
photographers out there, I am going to talk Nikon numbers for 
a moment. Don’t let your ADHD kick in. Channel your inner 
adult and try to suffer through this part. I’ll keep it short. This 
is relevant to your cameras as well. Your cameras behave very 
similar to this and I am only using these models as examples.

Deep breathe.

Ready?

Let’s take the Nikon D850. This camera has a native ISO of 
64 and wields 14.8 stops of dynamic range – but only when 
actually set to ISO 64. However, as you increase the ISO to 
1600, that dynamic range falls off to around 11.5 stops. Crank 
the ISO further to 6400, and it drops off to about 9.5 stops.

This is simple enough. The higher the ISO, the less the dynamic 
range. But what do these numbers really mean?

In general, the human eye can see the equivalent of 22 – 24 
stops of light. However, every single magazine you grew up 
looking at as a kid, every National Geographic or National 
Wildlife produced before digital was FULLY mainstream was 

probably shot with slide film. Me, I was a big fan of Fuji Velvia 
(not to be confused with the fake cheese). This brand of slides 
creates extraordinary greens and blues that bordered on the 
surreal sometimes. And at the end of the day, Velvia produced 
a whopping 5 whole stops of dynamic range.

Of course, as technology advances so too does our 
expectations. But given that 5 stops of dynamic range was the 
highest quality slide film we worked with just a few years ago, 
what exactly is considered good and bad dynamic range today?

Even though those old Nat Geos from the 80s and 90s 
showcase photographs in 5 stops of dynamic range, today the 
standards have changed a bit. Today, anything less than 6 stops 
of dynamic range is poor and anything equal to 10 or more is 
great.

Let’s revisit those numbers now. With the D850, ISO 64 = 14.8 
stops of light. ISO 6400 = 9.5 stops of light. Thus, not until we 
hit 6400 ISO do we find that the dynamic range of the D850 
begins to fall below “great.”

Though I am using the Nikon D850 as an example here, this 
same kind of fall off can be found across all cameras from 
all manufacturers. The Sony A7RIII, for instance, comes in 
at around 4 stops of DR when set to ISO 75, but drops off 
identically to that of the D850.

I don’t want to get too pedantic here with all of these numbers, 
but bear with me for just another moment and I will make my 
point.

When Nikon released the D5, photographer’s the world over 



lost their minds over what was thought to be terrible dynamic 
range. The D5 has a native ISO of 100, and at this setting the 
DR of this camera is 12.3. This is indeed more than 2 full stops 
less dynamic range than the D850. And this is lowest dynamic 
range of any modern camera. But the devil is in the details.  

Me, I’m a wildlife photographer and I am far more interested 
in how a camera performs at 3200 ISO and higher than at low 
ISOs like 100. When we begin looking at higher ISO range, 
we find that the D5 maintains a more stable dynamic range 
and matches the D850 pound for pound at 3200 ISO. In fact, 
this camera does not fall below the 10-stop threshold until we 
move past ISO 12,800 – double that of the D850. Thus, my D5 
actually has better dynamic range that the D850 in low light 
situations.

But once again, does it really matter?

I’m going to argue no.

And to prove my point, I turn to Canon.

For all you Canon wildlife photographers out there, do you 
feel that the latest greatest flagship model called the 1DX Mark 
2 has bad dynamic range? Of course not. People who use this 
camera love it. And yet, the dynamic range of this camera starts 
at 13.5 but quickly drops below that 10-stop threshold at a 
measly 4000 ISO!

Given the technology that we now wield, concerning ourselves 
over the dynamic range of a camera is pointless.

Fretting over the loss of a stop or two of dynamic range, when 

we are working with more than twice the amount of DR 
than we were in the slide film days, is ridiculous. This is the 
equivalent of claiming one paintbrush is better than the other 
because it contains 2 extra horse hairs. That’s nonsense.

Actions

Stop worrying about the dynamic range of your camera or 
how that dynamic range falls off when increasing ISO. Splitting 
hairs over these technical things is never going to make you 
a better photographer or help you create better photographs. 
These nuances are irrelevant. Great food is not the product of 
having the best frying pans. And great photography is not, nor 
ever has been, measured by how good the dynamic range of 
a camera is. Besides, when you hit the limit of your dynamic 
range the result is contrast. Contrast creates depth, dimension, 
and detail in your photographs. Contrast breathes life into your 
photos as I go into great detail in the upcoming issue of the 
Journal of Wildlife Photography.

Jim Edwards was reading through my Master 
your Auto Focus series that ran last summer 
in the Journal of Wildlife Photography, and 
expressed that he had recently been in the 
Congo where he had a difficult time with auto 
focusing – especially in backlit situations.

Anytime someone uses the word Congo, what they mean is 
deep, dark, primordial forest. Think Amazon. Think la Sylva 
Maya. Think Borneo. This is rainforest. And that means low 
light. 



Light is an important part of photography. Not only is it 
everything when it comes to creating an image, it is also 
necessary for our auto focus system to work properly. 

It doesn’t matter if you’re using a Nikon, Sony, Canon, Fuji, 
Panasonic, or Olympus camera. All of our auto focus systems 
work by detecting contrast. This means that without contrast, 
your camera cannot focus. Each and every time your camera 
properly locks on to a subject, it does so because there was 
some amount of contrast in there that the auto focus sensors 
were able to detect. 

When we find ourselves in a low contrast situation, such as 
when photographing a subject in the shadows of a rainforest, 
we have to do everything we can to help our cameras locate and 
lock on to whatever bit of contrast is available. From a technical 
point of view, just about everything is working against you in 
these scenarios. But understanding the nuances of your AF 
system will allow you to go to work and fill memory cards with 
tack sharp photographs. 

Cross-Type Sensors

First and foremost, when your subject is in low light and you’re 
having a difficult time acquiring focus on a subject, you want to 
select what’s called a cross type sensor. Normal AF sensors are 
able to detect contrast and focus on horizontal lines. Cross type 
sensors are able to detect both horizontal and vertical. 

As you move your focus point around inside of your camera’s 
viewfinder, you are jumping between the different AF sensors. 
The cross-type sensors typically run in vertical bands across 
your view finder. You can’t see them. There is nothing to 

designate that you are on a normal AF sensor or cross type. You 
just have to know where these are located. 

But instead of trying to remember where all of these things are, 
it’s easiest, in terms of real-world application, to just remember 
that all the AF sensors in the middle of your viewfinder are 
cross-type. There are others scattered about, but you always 
know those center points will detect both horizontal and 
vertical lines of contrast. 

If you have ever heard someone say you should just use the 
center focus points because they are faster and more accurate, 
this is why. If you are working with AF sensors that are capable 
of detecting horizontal and vertical lines, then you could, in 
theory, double the speed in which your camera finds focus. 

90% of the time, I compose in camera, move my focus point to 
wherever it needs to be for that composition, and then obtain 
focus. I’m not a big focus in the middle kind of guy. But, in low 
light situations, in low contrast situations, or when I’m using a 
slower auto focusing lens, this is exactly what I do. 

Edges

Now, once you have selected a cross type sensor, you may 
also need to help your camera out a bit by finding some 
sort of “edge” to try and focus on. In a previous Questions 
and Actions, I discussed why it’s important not to be overly 
obsessed with the notion that you always have to focus on the 
eye. Doing so can cause you to miss shots, and this is one of 
those situations. Low light. Subject in shade. Unless there is 
enough contrast in the face of your subject for your AF system 
to lock on, you will need to find contrast elsewhere. 



In these situations, I would recommend simplifying your AF 
area mode down to single point so that you can be very precise 
with where you set focus. From there, focus on the edge of the 
head of the subject. Especially in a backlit situation like Jim 
was saying he found his camera struggling to acquire focus 
in, around the edges of the head and body of your subject will 
always produce more contrast than the features in the middle. 

This is important. So here comes the redundancy. . . 

In low light situations where your camera is struggling to find 
focus, attempt to focus on the edge of the subject. The gap 
between your subject and the background means that there will 
be some amount of light in between these two things. And this 
light, even if a very small amount, will often be all you need to 
create a line of contrast for your camera to focus on.

I spend a good deal of time in rainforests each year myself. I 
love the biological diversity. I love the mysteriousness of the 
forest and its denizens. And, believe it or not, I love the unique 
and often difficult light because of the moody and magical 
images it allows me to create. The photograph that I included 
here is a good case in point, and was created during one of my 
workshops in Panama. 

This situation with a strawberry poison frog in a teacup 
mushroom is similar to the one that Jim described. It’s the 
rainforest floor. It’s dark. There is little to no light - save for a 
diffused shaft that hits the ground behind the subject. To make 
matters worse, I was hand holding a macro lens on a small 
subject that was liable to jump at any moment. I was shaky, 
feeling the weight of the camera, lens, flash, and soft box, and I 
had no light. But, by using the strategy I detailed above, I was 

able to pull off several photos of this beautiful situation before 
the frog became bored with me and moved on. 

So, let’s do what we do here and simplify all this information 
down a bit. . . 

Actions

In low contrast situations, make sure you use the center 
focusing points in your viewfinder as these correspond with 
your cross-type AF sensors. Cross type sensors are going to be 
better at finding focus because they can detect horizontal and 
vertical lines of contrast. Next, set your AF area mode to single 
point so that you can be precise with where you are trying to 
focus and then put that focus point on the edge of your subject. 
If you do not have enough contrast in the details of your 
subjects face, you can more often than not find the contrast 
you need along the edge of the subject where the light between 
in and the background is different enough for the cross-type 
sensors to go to work.
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Honduras. Sweat soaks my gringo clothing – 
quick dry shirt, quick dry pants, quick dry socks. The only 
thing that seems to by dry are my jungle boots. Traveling can 
often provide lessons in irony. Kind of like how my guide is 
telling me that we are experiencing a cold front right now. 

Before this moment, I had never considered the possibilities 
of cold fronts in the tropics. Not that it doesn’t make sense 
of course, not that this would fall outside of the boundaries 
of normal weather patterns.  It’s just that when I think of the 
rainforest, I think of hot. I think of humidity. At the time, I 
lived in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. Boarding the plane for San 
Pedro Sula several days before had me shuffling in line across 
the tarmac to climb aboard an Airbus 319 in minus 20 degrees. 
Arriving in Honduras that day, it was positive 98 degrees. In 
other words, 118-degree temperature difference. Cold front you 
say? 

And yet, here I was floating down the ink black waters of the 
Salado River, heavy overcast skies above, and temperatures a 
rather pleasant 75 degrees today. None of this did a thing for 
the humidity though. 

The object of my obsession were crocodiles. Everything I 
had read when researching this trip pointed to this river. 
Everything I had been told on the 3 hour drive from the airport 
to this part of the country, a drive that should have come with 
complimentary Xanax, and rum, and a helmet for that matter, 
said that this is where I wanted to be for crocodiles. 

But today, no crocodiles. Yesterday, no crocodiles. 

After hours of slowly pushing our way upriver, gallery 
forest on either side, the lion’s roar of black howler monkeys 
reverberating through the canopy, I began to get antsy. I was 
a long way from home. If not crocodiles, I’d take advantage 
of other things in the meantime. White faced capuchin 
monkeys, northern jacanas, black trogons, you know, exotic 
sounding stuff. At one point I was yelled at, or maybe I should 
say reprimanded, with a great deal of panic in Spanish by the 
young mestizo man captaining the small panga for climbing 
overboard into the water to photograph proboscis bats 
suspended beneath an overhanging tree. 

“Lo siento, lo siento,” I said. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. 

The captain spewed out several paragraphs in Spanish, waving 
his arms, pointing at the water, pointing at me. My Spanish was 
limited at the time. I could order beer, ask where the bathroom 
was, and get stern looks from people after mistakenly calling a 
girl mammasita – thinking, as I had been told, that it was a less 
formal way of saying senorita, when I was actually calling her a 
“hot babe.” 

I looked at my guide for translation. He smiled. Shrugged. And 

What makes this photograph of a 
Honduran crocodile so compelling? 
All of the elements of designing a 
photograph come into play here. 
And by removing the color, by 
stripping away all distractions, we 
are forced to see and experience 
our subjects in new ways.



said, “basically. . . stupid 
gringo.”

The following day, we were 
back on the river. Same 
boat. Same teenage boat 
driver. Same clouds. 

The hours rolled by, and 
in the tropics, there is 
not that many hours to 
work with. Unlike places 
such as Alaska that see 
tremendous shifts in 
daylight throughout the 
year, the closer to the 
equator you are, the more 
things stay the same. And 
so, here in Honduras the 
sun rose at 6:30, and it 
set at 6:30 – every day, 
regardless of summer or 
winter solstices. 

But come noon, at long 
last the clouds began to break and the full heat of the lowland 
rainforest descended on us. From overcast light, where we 
could peer deep into the surrounding forests, to harsh sun and 
dark shadows of midday in the tropics. 

And as if the keeper of the crocodiles finally willed it, they 
began to emerge. 

This photograph of two red-billed 
tropic birds was created off the 
coast of Panama. By contrasting the 
brilliant white of these birds feathers 
with the shadows cast across their 
island rookery, I was able to create 
this unique composition. In black 
and white photography, contrast is 
everything. 



It was like someone flipped a light switch. Suddenly, they were 
everywhere – including where I had been standing the day 
before when I got yelled at. Hundreds? Thousands? Probably 
hundreds. It doesn’t matter, everywhere we looked crocodiles 
were rising to the occasion. 

Crocodiles are reptiles. This means they are what scientists 
call ectothermic and what the rest of the world calls cold 
blooded. They regulate their body temperatures via external 
temperatures. For their metabolisms to operate at full capacity, 
they need the world to stay between 81 and 88 degrees. 
Short term variations are tolerated, but the more stable the 
temperatures the better. And thus, when the clouds rolled in 
and the cold front settled over this coast, these crocodilians 
slipped under the waters and spent as much time as possible 
there in order to avoid the mood swings above. 

Water holds heat. It’s like a giant thermal mass. Thus is why 
coastal areas tend to have such a small degree of fluctuation 
in temperature between night and day. Where I grew up on 
the Outer Banks of North Carolina, you often find a 10 – 
15-degree temperature difference between day and night. In 
Wyoming or Montana, on the other hand, you will awaken 
to lows around the mid-40s in summer, and see highs in the 
90s. For Cocodrillo, as these animals are known across the 
Spanish speaking world, staying down provided predictability, 
a constant in temperature that would allow them to survive. 
Now, with the sun high overhead, after days of being 
submerged, only raising their nostrils above the water every 30 
minutes to 2 hours, they began to haul themselves out of the 
water all around us. 

On the one hand, I’m sure that the direct rays of the sun at 
these tropical latitudes were a breath of life to the crocodiles. 
But really, this has more to do with cleaning themselves than 
jump starting their metabolisms again. You see, as animals that 
spend most of our time on land, we humans climb into water 
to bathe. But animals like crocodiles and turtles that spend so 
much of their time in the water go the opposite direction. 
Water born parasites don’t handle the sun so well. Thus, to haul 
out of the water after three days of being submerged in it, these 
crocodiles were allowing the UV rays of the sun to burn off and 
kill all sorts of hitchhikers. 

With the sudden emergence of crocodiles everywhere, I was 
confronted with a glaring problem – no pun intended. And that 
was the light. Whereas the last few days had provided beautiful 
and evenly diffused light that was perfect for photographing in 
and around forests, now in the midday sun the landscape was 
striped with highlights and shadows like scars from a cat of 
nine tails. This was dappled lighting at its worst. The epitome 
of “bad light.” Everything you have ever been told to never 
photograph in. 

Yet, here I was, thousands of miles from home floating up 
a river in Honduras with a prime directive to photograph 
crocodiles. 

I have written many times about this scenario. The whole 
situation carries with it countless lessons to be learned. And 
I happen to enjoy waxing poetically about my travels to the 
tropics. 



The end result of this shoot was one of my all-time bestselling 
pieces of fine art. From the board room of a software company 
to the dining room of a mansion in in South Africa, this one 
piece of work has outsold all others for me. 

In past articles, I have focused 
specifically on the type of lighting 
scenario you see here. Known by 
artists the world over as chiaroscuro, 
this strategy of playing highlights 
off shadows to create drama and 
depth has been around for a very 
long time. Highly popularized by 
Renaissance era painters such as 
Leonardo da Vinci, this style of art 
was fully mastered, in my opinion, 
by the likes of Albert Beirdstat with 
his interpretations of the Western 
American landscape of the 19th 
century. 

Photographer’s quickly adopted the technique as well. And 
some like to refer to it as Rembrandt lighting – even though it’s 
not. 

But it is not the lighting style that I want to talk about here. 
Instead, it’s the decision to take this photograph, created 
in color with a digital camera, a Nikon D800 to be exact, 
and render it in black and white. The color version of this 
composition is tepid at best. But when reduced to black 
and white, to the bare essentials of light and shadow, magic 
happens. 

When I created this photograph, there was another 
photographer with me on the boat. As soon as the sun broke 
through the clouds, he complained about going back. He 

complained about how bright 
everything was. He complained 
about how hard the light was, how 
dark the shadows were, how midday 
it was, how hot it was. And even 
when this situation unfolded, which 
I instructed the boat captain, via our 
guide, to search for, his camera set 
stored away. 

But for me, I knew right away that 
the image was going to be one 
reduced to black and white. The 
moment I saw this, there was no 
question in my mind as to what the 
finished product of this would be. 
With all that glorious raven black 

shadows to set my subject against, the entire situation unfolded 
in monochrome in my mind’s eye. There was little doubt that 
color would destroy this photograph – as color so often does. 

Ted Grant, a world class photojournalist from Canada, said it 
best. “When you photograph people in color, you photograph 
their clothes. But when you photograph people in black and 
white, you capture their soul.” 

There is not a more direct and truthful statement ever made 
about black and white photography. 

“When you photograph 
people in color, you 
photograph their clothes. 
But when you photograph 
people in black and white, 
you capture their soul.”

- Ted Grant



Though I may not photograph people, I do very much want to 
capture the soul of my subjects. I want to capture the essence 
of the scene, the moment, the species, the whatever. And 
although I shoot and publish in color as well, there is so much 
psychology wrapped up in our interpretations of color that it 
quite often distracts us from the true nature of our subjects. 
Reds and yellows say one thing. Blues say another. We become 
captivated by the Technicolor rainbow of possibilities simply 
because we are big hairless apes that evolved to do just that. 
None of this is to say that you cannot make magic with color. 
But there is a reason that fine art black and white photography 
outsells color photography 10 to 1. 

My love for black and white can be traced back to my early 
20s when I was in college. I had no formal education in 
photography. Though I began publishing photos and articles 
with magazines when I was a sophomore, I majored in biology 
and history. When it came to art, I believed that formal 
education corrupted and bastardized creativity. 

Although this photograph of the Bodie 
Island Lighthouse on Cape Hatteras 
National Seashore is not a wildlife 
subject, this photograph serves as 
a great example of how stripping 
away the color forces us to become 
more creative and precise with our 
compositions because the strength of 
an image rests upon the fundamentals 
of design: shape, form, light, shadow, 
texture, etc.



By this time, I had devoured every book on photography that 
I could get my hands on. I wasn’t going to allow myself to be 
pigeonholed by formal education (yes, the mind of a 19-year-
old). I would read the books by those photographers I admired. 
And I would spend every free moment trekking up and down 
Grandfather Mountain, driving the Blue Ridge Parkway, and 
stalking whitetail deer in the Smoky Mountains as I cherry 
picked concepts as I saw fit. 

I had no intention to fall in love with black and white. I read 
National Geographic. This was in color. So, I wanted to shoot 
in color. Besides, there was also that hairless ape thing still. I 
was born to love reds and blues. 

In my search for more insight, I finally stumbled across a series 
of books by Ansel Adams. Now, if you have been reading my 
work here in the Journal, or my newsletters for that matter, 
for any amount of time then you’re probably familiar with this 
story already. For the most part, I felt like the books I could 
find on photography, especially nature photography, were 
frustratingly redundant. It was as if one photographer wrote 
a book in the 1970s, and then everyone simply plagiarized 
that person in every book ever written since then. Half of the 
book would drone on about why you should use a tripod and 
big lenses for wildlife. A quarter of the book would mention 
something about using fast shutter speeds to stop action and 
shallow depth of field to blur the background. And, of course, 
the rest of the book would be an exercise in self-congratulatory 
masturbation. 

Am I allowed to say that here?

Ansel was different. Ansel was the type of writer I had been 
looking for since I first picked up a camera. His works were 
legitimately helpful. They made sense. They were to the point. 
And he put things into a perspective that made everything 
applicable. Instead of saying something like, “you should 
use a polarizer to darken the sky,” which only leaves the new 
photographer wondering why they would want to darken 
the sky to begin with, Ansel Adams would explain about the 
importance of clouds in his backgrounds. He would detail 
how that clouds were a major compositional element that built 
interest and helped create depth, and then explain how that 
a polarizing filter helped to make those clouds stand out and 
become an important part of the composition by darkening the 
sky and giving them definition. Brilliant! Why hadn’t anyone 
else said this?

This book was called The Negative. 

Buried deep within its pages, Ansel Adams talked about the 
importance of light itself. No other photographer had put 
the same emphasis on light and shadows as he had in his 
books as he explained that light was what made photographs 
– not subjects and color and composition. All that stuff was 
important, but light trumped everything. 

Then, he wrote something that stopped me in my tracks and 
completely changed the way I saw photography forever. 
I am paraphrasing here, but essentially his argument was that 
color had ruined new photographers’ ability to truly learn 
photography. He had no qualms with color photography per 
se. Instead, he stated quite plainly that those of us learning 
photography in the days of color never learn the nuances of 



light itself – the most important part of photography. He waxed 
poetically for a bit about the psychology of color to back up 
his point, and then issued the challenge: if you want to learn 
photography, you have to become a master of light and shadow. 
And if you want to master light and shadow, then you need to 
first learn black and white photography because that is all there 
is, a swirling vortex of 10 distinct tones of light ranging from 
pure black to pure white. 

With this moment, with Ansel Adam’s challenge, his mental 
grenade he pulled the pin on and rolled across the floor in my 

Of all the books written over 
the course of the 20th century, 
Ansel Adams trilogy may be 
the most important for nature 
photographers. It was his book 
The Negative that completely 
changed the way I thought about 
light and photography. Though 
the technicals aspects of this 
may be obsolete today in the 
world of digital photography, the 
concepts are timeless.



direction, I knew I had to set aside the color slides and film 
so that I could learn to master light. So, that’s what I did. For 
nearly two years I shot nothing but Kodak t-400 Max black 
and white. I developed my own film and submerged myself in 
carcinogenic chemicals in the darkroom like a devout Hindu 
bathing the Ganges. And after two years, my work had grown 
exponentially, my ability to see was completely different, 
and I had developed a style that continues to permeate my 
photography today so many years later. 

When we strip away the color, we remove our 
subconscious knee jerk reaction to visual art. There is nothing 
there to tell us how we are supposed to feel. Nothing telling us 
how we are supposed to think. There is no orange glow to tell 
us to feel warm. No red to raise our blood pressure. No blue 
to create a calming effect. With black and white, the Emperor 
wears no clothes and the strength or weakness of our art is laid 
bare for all to see. Everything is reduced to light and shadow, 
shape and form. These are the elements of design, the elements 
of visual art. They stand as the backbone, the infrastructure, 
from which all photography is built upon. And when we 
remove the color barrier, those who view our work are forced 
to engage with what they see in new and surprising ways. As 
Pablo Picasso once said, “colors are only symbols, reality is to 
be found in luminance alone.”

In today’s word of digital photography, we are no longer 
actually photographing in black and white like we once were. 
Now, we are shooting everything in raw and then deciding 
what to do with the photograph once we are behind the 
computer. Therefore, the discussion is no longer a matter of 

photographing in black and white vs. color, it is now a matter 
of whether you should convert to black white or leave it in 
color? 

With the creation of a couple virtual copies in Lightroom, you 
can have a black and white version AND a color version sitting 
there side by side. And since Lightroom does not actually make 
adjustments to your photographs until you export the image, 
meaning that all of those changes are simply little attributes 
in the metadata of the raw file, you can host countless virtual 
copies of the same photograph while talking up no more space 
than one the single file already consumes on your drive. 

This means there is no reason for a photographer not to at least 
experiment with black and white.

When it comes to black and white, not all 
opportunities are created equal.

Thus, in writing about black and white wildlife photography, 
we should first identify what sorts of images make for good 
black and whites to begin with. Although the decision to 
remove color is a personal one, and there is no “right answer” 
to the question of color vs no color, there are certain attributes 
that make for solid black and white photographs. 

Contrast

High contrast compositions always lend themselves well to 
black and white conversions. Why? Because successful black 



and white photographs are all about highlights and shadows. 
High contrast means a narrow dynamic range. It means that 
there will be greater drama in the light. 

If black and white helps us to see light by eliminating color, 
then contrast becomes our best friend simply because it is light 
emphasized. 

We have never been limited to exactly what we see or what 
we capture in the field. For the first 10 years or so of digital 
photography, we all had to suffer through the tirades of people 
claiming that things like Photoshop and Lightroom were a 
bastardization of the craft, that a purist would never stoop so 
low. There are still a few photographers out there that hold on 
to this silly belief, assuming that because they do not edit their 
photographs, that because their images are exactly what comes 
out of the camera, they are in some way superior or pure. 
These are photographers who have obviously never heard of a 
darkroom, or at least never set foot in one. 

Darkrooms were never about developing film. Ok. Developing 

The importance of contrast 
in our photographs simply 
cannot be over stated. 
Contrast is the foundation of 
everything we do with light 
and everything that works 
toward making a powerful 
black and white or color 
photograph.



film in the darkroom was a big part of things. But, this was just 
one very small step at the beginning of the process. Darkrooms 
were about making prints, about turning our photographs 
into art. And every step of the process came with subjective 
decisions that we had to make in terms of how we wanted the 
final photograph to look. From filters that we placed on the 
projector that enhanced or destroyed contrast, to the process 
of dodging and burning which Ansel Adams described as 
the “steps to take care of mistakes God made in establishing 
tonal relationships.” Even the paper we chose to use made a 
difference in how tonal contrast was represented. 

To borrow from Adams, once again, “the negative is the 
equivalent of the composers score, and the print the 
performance.” In the parlance of digital photography, read 
this to say the raw file is the equivalent of the composers 
score. When it comes to photography, the act of creating that 
photograph has always been just 50% (or less) of the equation. 
Thus, when it comes to post-processing our black and white 
photographs, much of what helps to create impact in the 
final image is the tweaking of contrast in the image. Whether 
it’s adjusting a curves layer in Photoshop, or the various 
color channels in the black and white color profile inside of 
Lightroom, contrast is one of the primary goals in editing black 
and white photos. And for me, I am always working towards 
the goal of shrinking dynamic range along the way.

Shadows

They say that one can never know happiness without also 
knowing sadness. It’s the opposites, the duality of a thing that 
allows us to be able to appreciate happiness or success or love 

or whatever. The same can be applied to our craft. When we 
discuss photography, we tend to put all the emphasis on light. It 
is writing with light. We should shoot the light. It’s good light. 
But none of that would exist without its opposite – shadow. 
Welcome, the yen and yang of photography.  

More than anyone else, it was the writings of Galen Rowell 
that taught me about the importance of shadow. This is ironic, 
given that he was an adventure photographer who shot in 
color. But then again, everything that makes a black and white 
photograph successful also applies to the deeper layers of a 
color photograph as well. 

Galen, who traveled the world, scaled cliffs without the use of 
ropes, climbed Everest and K2 for National Geographic stories, 
ended up meeting his demise in a plane wreck with his wife 
while taking off from Bishop, California in 2002. His death was 
the greatest loss ever to occur in nature photography. His work 
was revolutionary in its emphasis on light and shadow in color 
photography. 

Galen composed with shadows. He noticed that cameras 
tended to render shadows like they were solid objects. Though 
our eyes can often see into the darkest recesses of shadows, no 
camera yet created has been able to match the dynamic range 
capability of the human eye (somewhere around 22-24 stops 
of light and more if you have blue eyes). Understanding that 
our cameras “see” differently than we do, is always the first step 
in the evolution of a good photographer. But the conclusion 
that shadows were rendered to look like solid objects and thus 
should be used in compositions just like any other solid object 
was a great leap forward in the understanding of light. 





Between Ansel Adams and Gallen Rowell, you can find the 
foundation of my philosophy on light and photography. Of 
course, with time, we all evolve. We develop our own personal 
styles and tastes. But the use of shadow, and especially my 
passion for chiaroscuro style artwork, can be traced back to my 
obsession with Gallen Rowell’s work in the 1980s and 90s. 

So, if in color photography, shadows can be seen as a dominant 
compositional element, then what does that mean in black and 
white photography – where everything is reduced to highlights 
and shadows and tones of light?

Deep dark shadows should be viewed as solid objects in our 
compositions. How we compose with them, where we let them 
fall, and what we juxtapose with them will make or break a 
photograph. Often, photographers ignore shadows now. But let 
there be no mistake: just because we consciously ignore them 
for brighter and more cheerful parts of a composition, doesn’t 
mean we are not registering and accounting for them in our 
subconscious as soon as we encounter them. Your shadows 
are just as important as the subject and background of your 

photograph. There’s my mental grenade for you. 

Going back to the theme here that black and white 
photography helps us to see and showcase light, inevitably, 
shadows, especially lots of shadows, will work to make a 
photograph a good black and white candidate. 

Shadows help us to focus. They define areas of the 
compositions. From minute amounts of shadows in the fur 
of a mammal to all-encompassing black backgrounds, these 
shadows are what allow us to see detail and help to draw 
attention to important parts of our photographs. Shadows are 
what set the mood. They create emotion. And, they define 
everything there is in a photograph. They define patterns, 
edges, everything. Thus, we utilize swaths of shadow to help 
draw the viewers eye right where we want it while maintaining 
a sense of balance in tones of light. 

When it comes to working with photographers in the field 
on workshops, the use of shadows in composition is probably 
the single biggest thing I see overlooked on a day to day 
basis. It doesn’t matter if you are working in color or black 
and white photography. Shadows are enormously important. 
And when you begin to “see” shadows for what they really 
do for a photograph, your photography will begin to grow 
exponentially. 

Texture

Create a photograph with lots of texture, and you have a strong 
candidate for black and white. Much like shadow, this relates 
right back to contrast. In order for us to see that texture in the 

Shadows are all too often overlooked 
by photographers who have not 
spent time working in black and 
white. Shadows are themselves 
compositional elements regardless of 
black and white or color. It’s just that 
black and white photographs for us to 
see and understand the importance of 
shadows, while color often distracts of 
from this facct.



photograph or subject, we need contrast. Tiny bits of contrast 
around all the would be details in the photograph. Contrast 
is what helps to create depth, dimension, and detail in our 
images. 

This is where things can get a little redundant. But I think 
redundancy in this is a good thing because it drives the point 
home by allowing us to see how important something in in so 
many different ways. 

If we know that contrast equates to good black and white 
photography, and that it takes contrast to emphasize texture 
and detail in a photograph, then in some ways texture and 
contrast are two sides of the same coin. 

Of all the many “types” of light that we can photograph in, side 
lighting is what produces the greatest amount of contrast for us 
and thus texture. 

When we all first started photographing, we were told that the 
best light for the job was frontal lighting. Point your shadow at 
your subject, the box of Kodak film used to tell us. There is no 
doubt that this is the easiest light to shoot in. But it is also the 
most boring. 

Much like the opening photograph 
of the crocodile, this bison jumps 
out at us because of all the detail 
and texture. Even though the light 
was overcast, the snow was still 
able reflect highlights defined by 
shadows.



Don’t get me wrong, frontal lighting has its benefits such as the 
ability to enhance color. If color is the reflection of wavelengths 
of light, then the more directly those wavelengths are bounced 
back toward you the more intense (read: saturated) those colors 
will be. Frontal lighting equals rich colors.  

Side lighting, on the other hand, introduces shadows back into 
the equation. 

Personally, I begin to refer to light as “side light” once it is 
about 45 degrees from the angle of my lens. At 45 degrees off to 
my side, shadows begin to become pronounced enough to truly 
emphasize detail and texture in our subjects and compositions. 
Shadow is what ultimately helps to define the edges of things. 
Thus, to showcase texture and details, we need those shadows, 
that contrast, to express it all on a two-dimensional plane. 

With frontal lighting, we throw the shadows 180 degrees from 
our camera and therefore hide them behind our subjects and 
those details. With back lighting, we throw the shadow directly 
toward us which, like frontal lighting, flattens out the image. 
But when that light is anywhere from 45 – 135 degrees from 
the axis of our cameras, we create the contrast necessary to 
breathe life into an image. Texture stands out. Details become 
noticeable and more enhanced the stronger the angle of the 
light. And suddenly we create volume and the illusion of three 
dimensions in our photographs. 

Without side lighting, we have no contrast, no shadows, no 
texture, and therefore no depth to our photos. 

Shape and Form

Unless you’re an art nerd, the terms shape and form may be a 
bit esoteric when used to describe elements of a composition. 
So, it’s best that we just go ahead and define these things in 
order to, hopefully, forego confusion. 

Shape is two-dimension. Probably the best example that I can 
think of to explain the concept of shape is a silhouette. Back 
lighting works to flatten out our subjects by throwing the 
shadow directly towards the camera. This obliterates all detail 
because you only have a mass of black now. However, you can 
create truly amazing and magical photographs this way because 
of the SHAPE of your silhouetted subject. This is why the body 
posture and position of a subject is so critically important 
with silhouettes. You need a subject that has a very strong and 
instantly recognizable shape to it. Otherwise, you have a black 
blob. 

Take a wild horse, for instance. If the mustang were facing 
directly toward you, what would the shape look like? Little 
more than an unrecognizable blob of inky black – as noted 
above. But let that horse turn sideways, and suddenly we are 
able to instantly recognize what the subject is because of its 
shape. 

Shadow creates shape, because shadows define edges. And, of 
course, contrast creates those shadows. Therefore, when we 
talk about shape, we are talking about a solid two-dimensional 
thing in our compositions that is identified only by the edges or 
outline of that thing. Make sense? 
Form, on the other hand, is three-dimensional. Whereas shape 





is ultimately created from the outline of the subject, form is 
created from what happens inside of those lines. And as we 
discussed above, it’s localized amounts of contrast that helps 
to create texture, and it’s texture that creates depth, dimension, 
and detail in a subject. Thus, it is also what creates or showcases 
form. Form breathes life into our subjects and compositions. 
As you are probably beginning to see, there is an interplay 
between all these things. 

Everything goes back to contrast. Contrast is that play of light 
and shadow – the very thing that makes black and white so 
captivating. Contrast is what creates texture which translates 
into depth, dimension, and detail. Shadows are a component 
of contrast, thus allowing for the creation of texture, while also 
defining the shape of things. And then of course, it’s the texture 
of a subject, that is to say, the contrast across that texture, that 
helps to create the illusion of three dimensions – aka: form. 
That sounds way more confusing that it needs to be! 
Reading back over that paragraph felt a bit like reading some 
mathematical word problem. Don’t let yourself get bogged 
down in these nuances. It may be simpler to just focus on the 
list of tenants that make for a good black and white: contrast 
(in the simplest of definitions), shadow, texture, shape, and 
form. 

Colors (say what?)

Thus far, everything we have discussed here can be distilled 
down to having something to do with lighting – and ultimately 
side lighting at that. But there is one more aspect to this that 
needs to be discussed here because it is not quite as obvious as 
adding contrast to your composition. And that is color itself. 

Of course, color is light. So, really, everything still goes back 
to light. However, the way this works in black and white 
photography is very different than the juxtaposition of light 
and shadow as we discussed in the section on contrast above. 
Colors are contrasting as well. Reds and yellows, blues and 
greens are all represented differently in black and white 
photography. And it is this difference that we can use to our 
advantage in creating images with impact. To understand this, 
we need to go back to elementary art class and remember the 
color wheel. 

The reason that colors were laid out on a wheel for us to see 
and understand in the first place was so that students of art 
had a visual example of how colors related to each other. This 
shows us color families, and, more importantly, colors that are 
opposites from each other. As the saying goes: opposites attract. 
And in art, colors attract as well. Or better yet, I should say 
they are attractive. 

Colors that are opposite of each other on the color wheel are 
called complimentary colors because of how they contrast with 
each. There’s that word again. Contrast. When these colors 
are represented in black and white, you will fine light tones 
juxtaposed with dark tones. And this light : dark ratio creates 
contrast in the photograph regardless of the type or direction of 
the light.

To create contrast in our photographs by using color, things 
don’t have to be exactly opposite of each other on that color 
wheel. Yellow and blue are great examples of this. Technically, 
the opposite of yellow is purple. And the opposite of blue is 
orange. Purple and orange are secondary colors whereas yellow 



and blue are primaries. This is why not all artists like to use 
the phrase complimentary colors – even though that is exactly 
what they are. And instead, simply refer to them as contrasting 
colors. 

Yellow and blue, though not directly opposites, still come 
from different sides of the color wheel. Yellow is light, bight. 
Blue is dark. Placed together, you have light and dark, you 

have contrast. And when it comes to your black and white 
photograph, this is what you will see: a light tone and a 
dark tone. Contrast! If you can manage to dress yourself in 
the morning with even a modicum of style, then you can 
understand the importance of contrasting colors and how they 
go together. 





What is interesting about all of this, from contrast 
and shadows to form and color, is that when you distill it all 
down, these very same things go into creating good color 
photography as well. It’s just that because of all that color, 
we often do not see these other important elements of the 
composition. 

This reminds me of the saying that one cannot see the forest for 
the trees. Meaning, they cannot see the whole picture because 
of certain details that they become hyper focused on. This is 
color and your emotional response to it. It is all to easy to miss 
the big picture because of our innate response to colors. And if 
you are a photographer who understands the technical side of 
things but just cannot seem to progress with your compositions 
and the impact that your photos have, chances are your brain is 
stuck on color and not allowing you to see these other elements 
of design. 

I’m going to say that again for impact. 

If you are a photographer who just can’t seem to progress or 
create impact with your photographs like pros do, chances are 

your brain is stuck on color and not allowing you to see and 
critically analyze the other elements of design. 

This is why an early obsession with learning black and white 
photography was so critically important to my development 
as a visual artist. I was selling my work to magazines by the 
time I was a sophomore in college – which is a pretty big leap. 
I attribute this to how that black and white photography taught 
me to see by removing the crutch of color. 

None of this discussion should be taken as an argument that 
black and white photography is superior to color. Au contraire. 
If you know my work, then you know I work in both color 
and black and white. This is a highly subjective and personal 
decision. I love both forms of art. They do two very different 
things for me. And, at the end of the day, isn’t that the point 
of all this anyways? To do what you love? To create what you 
consider to be beautiful? 

Even though not every situation is going to unfold in such 
away so as to allow me to create something I truly love, I am 
still trying to work through each and every photograph as if 
it might be possible. All of the elements of design come into 
play – which is never an easy task with wildlife. Light. Shadow. 
Contrast. Texture. Emotion. Shape. Form. Etc. Those that 
don’t fit the bill, get put into the editorial market now. Those 
that do truly capture my imagination are put into my fine art 
collection. Both make money. But one is the goal and the other 
ancillary. One quite often finds its way into black and white, 
while the other remains in living color. 

Does this make sense?

Contrast, shadow, texture, shape, 
and form all come together here in 
this photograph of a wild horse in 
a freak winter storm on the Outer 
Banks of North Carolina. No matter 
how I processed this image in color 
it never came close to having the 
same impact as it does in black and 
white.



But why, exactly, does black and white photography outsell 
color in the world of fine art?

I think it’s multifaceted. 

First, black and white is timeless. Color creates that knee 
jerk response I spoke about earlier. It’s kind of like shopping 
because it feels good. This is what drives impulse buys. But 
much like buying something new, once that newness wears 
off, consumers feel like they need to buy something again to 
get that same hit of dopamine from the brain – over and over 
and over. If we are moved by color, I think the psychological 
reaction quickly wears off and there needs to be something else 
about the composition that speaks to us. In black and white, 
we eliminate the color all together and thus the impact of the 
photograph is created by that something else. 

And let’s not forget that although some colors compliment, 
others clash. 

Last year I created a silhouette of a wild horse standing in a 
sea of orange light reflected across the water. This is an image I 
have been wanting to create for many years and I have written 
about the process before. But, now that it is done, after years of 
waiting for this situation to unfold for me, I am left with one 
big problem selling the photograph: all that orange. 

Stop for a minute and look around you. Take a look at the walls 
of the room you are in. Take a look at the furnishings. The 
overall “colorscape” of the place. Try to “feel” the ambiance of 
the room. Now ask yourself, would a 5 foot long bright orange 

rectangle look good on the wall there? 

Some of you might say yes. Most will probably say no. And this 
is another major reason I believe black and white outsells color 
in fine art photography. 

Black, white, or grey. It doesn’t matter which is the dominant 
tone overall. All three go with everything. They compliment 
every color. And they are striking, but subtle. Thus, a 4 or 6 foot 
black and white photograph refuses to be overwhelming until 
the viewer is ready to study it and allow it to be. Bold colors on 
the other hand refuse to be ignored. 

Are you a photographer that feels stuck in a rut? 
Do you know the ins and outs of the technical side of things, 
but just don’t seem to be able to elevate your photography to 
the next level? Does the quality of other photographer’s images 
leave you asking “how do they do it?” 

If you can answer yes to any of these questions, I recommend 
taking a sabbatical from color photography for a little bit. 
Begin by trying to train yourself to see in tones of grey. How 
will colors look without color? How do highlights and shadows 
play off each other. What do different angles of light do to those 
highlights and shadows? 

When you begin to think in black and white, you realize 
that light and shadow and tones of grey are themselves 
compositional elements. And when you not only understand 
this, but can see this play out all around you right now, with 
the naked eye, then you will find your photography elevated 
beyond your own wildest imaginations. 





Chasing the Rut



Stepping out into the pre-dawn darkness, my 
breath hangs in the air - momentarily frozen in time. There’s 
the sting of cold on my face. The burn of my hands. It’s not like 
Yellowstone in the winter, with minus 40-degree temperatures 
that reaches deep inside your chest and steals the oxygen from 
your lungs, but it’s enough to let you know that it’s here. A time 
of change. 

Each year I make an annual pilgrimage to Alberta, Canada. 
Packing my Land Rover, I shove camping gear next to pelican 
cases filled with camera equipment and pull out onto interstate. 
North is the new west. 

My itinerary is always the same. I like my back roads, especially 
in Montana where speed limits on two lane roads are faster 
than 4 lane interstates in the east. You drive for hours without 
passing another vehicle sometimes. 287 north, to 89 – that 
super scenic highway of the west. From here I skirt the eastern 
edge of Glacier National Park before jumping the border at the 
Chief Mountain Port of Entry. Then it’s on to Calgary, Banff, 
the Icefields Parkway, Jasper. 

Though I come to Jasper to lead a workshop every year now, 
I typically spend an extra week or two on my own in the 
Canadian Rockies in search of one thing: Cervus canadensis – 
elk. 

Mid to late September is the peak of the elk rut in North 
America. Whether you are in New Mexico, Rocky Mountain 
National Park in Colorado, Yellowstone, or Jasper: elk due 
battle with each other when the aspen leaves are changing. 

For a western wildlife photographer, the rut is something 

of a sacred time. You find yourself thinking about it around 
March or so. Three feet of snow can still be found in my yard 
in Montana. And quite frankly I’m usually someplace more 
tropical by this point. Honduras, maybe. Panama probably. The 
cloud forests of the high Andes in Ecuador are beautiful this 
time of year. Yet the thought of battle, the adrenaline pumping 
excitement of the fight and the chase begin to nag at me.  

I come to Canada to photograph the elk rut for a number of 
reasons, but I can distill them all down to two things. 

1. It’s colder

2. The glacial past of the area is still a lingering memory. 

I don’t expect you to understand this second one, at least not 
yet. But you will. 

First, let’s talk about the cold. 

All animal behavior is, to some degree, driven by temperature. 
Forget elk for a minute. Ducks, geese, and swans don’t have to 
feed in the winter if the temperature rises above 45 degrees. 
This means on a 50-degree day, flight shots will be few and far 
between, behavior will be nil, and by and large waterfowl will 
be lounging around doing very little. On warm days during 
cold months, bears on the other hand will often emerge from 
so called “hibernation,” leave their dens, wander around 
looking for gainful employment before retreating back into 
their hibernaculum to toss and turn for a few more months. 

Though temperature dictates the behavior of all animals, when 
it comes to the rut, and especially the elk rut, it becomes crucial 



for when and where these animals will be active. When the 
mercury climbs above 55 degree, the rut turns off. Elk retreat 
to the cooler temperatures of the shadowy forest and riverbeds. 
On September 5th, this year (2019), the temperature was 104 
degree in my adopted home of Bozeman, Montana. Elk rut, 
you ask? Not hardly. With the way things are going down in 
the lower 48 states, I haven’t seen a good elk rut in years. When 
it’s 80 degrees at the beginning of October, you know two 
things. First, we have completely broken the planet. And two, 
any and all rut behavior will be confined to after hours when 
temperatures aren’t going to give the elk a heat stroke. But up 
here, in the land of Tim Hortons and poutine fries, things are 
different. Things aren’t perfect. But they are at least a whole lot 
closer to normal than Montana, Wyoming, and Colorado these 
days. 

Temperature plays a bigger role in my decision to travel to 
Canada than just the timing of the rut itself. Temperature 
impacts the way animals evolve, how they grow, who lives, and 
who dies. Think of it this way: colder temperatures mean bigger 
elk.

Photos like this are what the 
rut is all about for wildlife 
photographers. Animals are 
in peak fitness, velvet has 
been shed on antler bearing 
species, even the colors of 
the landscape are begining to 
change. Give me opportunities 
like this any day over actual 
fights.



We call it Bergman’s rule. The farther north you find 
individuals of a species, the physically larger they will be from 
their southern counterparts. The average size grey wolf in 
Yellowstone is a mere 80lbs. I’ve had dogs bigger than these 
guys. However, the average sized wolf in the interior of Alaska 
is 120lbs. The same goes for elk. Where bulls in Colorado can 
reach up to 1,100lbs, those in Alberta can reach up to 1,500lbs. 
This is a 400-pound difference.

All of this has to do with an animal’s surface to volume ratio. 
Basically, the larger the animal, the more volume it has in 
relationship to its surface area. Surface area equals heat loss. 
Volume equals heat generation and retention. More volume, 
and you handle the cold better. Meaning, the bigger you are, 
the more heat you generate and retain. This is my excuse. It’s 
Bergman’s rule. I’m just prepared for the next ice age. 

Then there is the glacier thing. Yes, there are photographs 
that can be made with glaciers in the background. Yes, these 
mountains and valleys were recently carved out by glaciers 
which makes them more dramatic than the 65-million-year-old 
Rocky Mountains in the States. However, my interest in glaciers 
has more to do with the size of the elk’s antlers than it does 
back drops. 

I bet you didn’t see that one coming.

Glaciers act like giant bulldozers. They plow up the landscape 
and leave piles of powdered mountain laying around in 
the form of moraines. All this glacial till means that entire 
mountains have been pulverized into minerals that are taken 
up by the roots of plants; minerals that are eaten by the likes of 
elk; minerals that are important to the growth of antlers.  

Yes, there is a dose of science behind what I do, how I plan 
my year, where I travel, and spend my time and money 
photographing. 

And so, north for elk. This is my motto. 

But elk are just one of many species out here that biologists like 
to call tournament species. 

Don’t let this name turn you off. This isn’t the same as calling 
them a trophy species. A tournament species is one that fights 
for the right to breed. They fight with each other for the hearts 
and minds of women. Some might call it the survival of the 
fittest. Routine annual tournaments between men to guarantee 
that only the strongest and most capable males are breeding. In 
the world of elk, everybody is a would-be alpha male. 

This is the rut in all of its glory.

When it comes to this time of year in North America, we find 
that just about every species of hooved mammal enters this 
hormonal phase. The one big exception to the rule are wild 
horses – which fight year-round. As for the other species, 
wildlife photographers have a grocery list to choose from. 
Whitetail deer, mule deer, moose, bison, pronghorn, mountain 
goats, and bighorn sheep. Each of these species has their 
own time to fight, their own time to shine. And an ambitious 
wildlife photographer could literally spend a solid six months, 
August through December, photographing the rut in all its 
many forms – nonstop. 

One of these days I’m going to do this. I fantasize about it each 
year. I daydream about taking six months to chase the rut. And 



don’t worry, if I finally do it, you will get to read all about it 
right here.

In this article, I am going to do something a little bit different. 
Given that it is fall, or, well, technically autumn – there is 
a difference – I am going to lay out a road map for the rut. 
Species by species, month by month, I am going to divulge my 
favorite locations for chasing down one of North America’s 
greatest wildlife spectacles. 

For all my readers outside of the US, I offer up my sincerest 
apologies about this. This is a truly international community of 
readers and thus I don’t want this publication to be yet another 
form of American exceptionalism. But for the record, part of 
this does takes place in Canada, where I am now, sitting next 
to a campfire high up in the mountains writing this particular 
article. 

The idea behind this article is to give readers the knowledge 
that they need to truly take advantage of the North American 
rut. As noted above, for the wildlife photographer, this is one 
of the most exciting things to happen on this continent each 
year. But it’s not just about the fighting. Although we can create 
some great images of those fights, the real reasons for why I 
focus on species when they are in the rut is two-fold. 

First, this is when the males of those species in question look 
their best, when they are dressed in their finest. Antlers are 
fully grown. Velvet has been shed. Males are swollen with 
testosterone, making them larger and more regal. Secondly, 
this is when they are the most preoccupied with other things. 
Most species that enter the rut actually stop eating throughout 
the entire process. They become hyper focused on one thing 

and one thing only. You can witness and photograph a litany 
of natural behavior, and all without the animals paying us any 
mind in the process. It’s as if the universe looks down upon us 
poor wildlife photographers and finally takes pity for all the 
times we have been sent home with empty cards. 

For ease of use, I have decided to break this down 
chronologically – in order of happening. Thus, we begin with 
August and move species by species right on through until 
December. Time of year, my favorite locations, and a few 
pointers will be thrown in along the way. This is a location 
guide. A seasonal guide. It’s natural history. And treatise on all 
things rut. 

There are several species that I have purposefully left out of 
this list: caribou, musk ox, mountain goats, stone sheep, Dall 
sheep, and desert bighorns (which are different from the 
Rocky Mountain bighorns discussed below). I have never 
photographed these animals during the rut and therefore they 
are excluded. 

Let us begin. 

Bison

Before we can talk about bison, I feel the need 
to get something straight. They are not, and should never be 
confused with, buffalo. There it is. I feel better already. This 
is one of those things that tends to drive me crazy. Bison are 
not buffalo. Your ancestors got it all wrong. Yes, I realize we 
have the buffalo nickel and Buffalo New York and Buffalo Bill 
Cody and even the buffalo burger. But just because people keep 





saying the same wrong thing over and over again doesn’t make 
it right. Buffalo do not live in North America. Buffalo live in 
Africa (cape buffalo) and Asia (water buffalo). Bison are quite 
different. Deal with it and let’s move on. 

Bison are the first species in North America to kick of the 
annual rut. Come August, things are really starting to heat 
up for this species. Most of the year, cows and bulls remain 
separated. When you travel to Yellowstone at any other time 
of the year, those great and vast herds of animals you see are 
primarily cows, calves (red dogs), and teenagers of both sexes. 
Though you may see a few bull bison in the herds wandering 
about, the real contenders, the breeding bulls, are off on their 
own and do not begin to make an appearance again until 
August. 

Bull bison are like most ungulates (hooved mammals). They 
tend to separate themselves by sex most of the year. The 
females hang together in massive herds. The large breeding 
bulls, on the other hand, either go it alone or group up in very 
small bachelor herds. And for the really big and dominant 
bulls, you tend to find them either solitary or with one or two 
other similarly sized brutes. 

Then the rut happens. And the hormones start flowing. And 
like bull elephants in musk, suddenly these great thunder 
beasts begin to emerge from the ether. Drunk on testosterone, 
full of spit and swagger, they come sauntering back to the herds 
in August. 

Of all the calves that are sired each year within any given herd, 
typically 1 single bull bison is responsible for a solid 50% of 
all those babies. Very few bison actually get the opportunity to 

mate each year, and many bulls will live and die without ever 
having the chance. 

Where bison live, they are always the most dangerous animal 
around. More people are injured by bison in places like 
Yellowstone than all other species combined. Beas? Eh, the 
chance is infinitesimally small unless you doing something 
stupid like try to take a selfie with a mother grizzly and her two 
cubs. Wolves? No threat what so ever. Bison? Well, the problem 
with bison is that they tend to be where a lot of people want to 
be – places like Old Faithful for instance. And for some reason 
that I still cannot wrap my brain around, we long ago outlawed 
natural selection of our own species. Thus, when you stick 5 
million people, for which we can say probably 90% are not the 
sharpest crayon in the box, around 2,000lbs wild bison, people 
get hurt. They get gored. They get tossed into the trees like 
ragdolls. And it always ends up on YouTube. 

Bison are like every animal on the planet I have ever spent time 
around. They really just want to mind their own business. They 
want to respectfully tend to their own lives. And when you 
begin to do something they are not keen on, they do everything 
in their power to communicate that with you long before 
anything goes sideways. 

When I say that they are like every animal I have worked 
with in this sense, I mean it. Whether bison, bear, snake, or 
crocodile – everybody tries to communicate with us to the 
best of our ability. Other animals are paying attention. Other 
animals know what it all means – even if they are not familiar 
with bison or crocodiles. But us humans on the other hand 
seem to be so far removed from the natural world these days 



that we stand around with slap happy smiles on our faces, cell 
phones in hand, taking selfies to our own graves. 

So, what does a bison do to tell you it’s uncomfortable? They 
stick their tales in the air. Simple as that. There are a few other 
cues, but for the uninitiated, this is the big on you want to 
watch for. When a bison raises its tail in the air, this means 
one of two things is imminent: either a charge, or a discharge. 
Either way, you need to back up. 

When it comes to photographing the bison rut, keep in mind 
the atmosphere. And, by atmosphere I mean all the stuff in the 
air around them. The bison rut comes at a time when things 
are very dry and very dusty in the West. When these brutes 
start banging heads, they can really kick up great clouds of 
dust around them. Shot with frontal lighting, all of this dust in 
the air will be lost to the other details of the photograph. With 
extreme side lighting or back lighting however, you will be able 
to take advantage of all the dust by making it a compositional 
element unto itself. 

Unfortunately, I am never in the right parts of the country 
for bison durring the rut. I spend August up in Alaska 
photographing each year. However, the locations that I am 
providing here are the key spots for photographing these brutes 
in general. And given that bison do not migrate or change 
locations throughout the year, these are the best places to find 
and photograph bison both in the rut or otherwise.

Locations . . .

Badlands National Park and Wind Cave 
National Park

I am grouping these two parks together because of how close 
they are to each other. If you’re going to travel to Badlands 
National Park for wildlife, and believe it or not, this place is an 
awesome place to be for wildlife, then you might as well check 
out Wind Cave as well. They are roughly 70 miles from each 
other. Which, by Western standards, is about the distance one 
would be willing to travel for a good cup of coffee. Both of 
these national parks can be found in the state of South Dakota 
and hold healthy populations of bison. 

I prefer these national parks over Yellowstone for bison due 
to the lack of people. The visitors are not there specifically for 
wildlife. And there is a very good chance you will be the only 
wildlife photographer you see prowling about in search of 
images. 

The National Bison Range

As the name implies, this place is all about the bison. This 
is a National Wildlife Refuge that caters specifically to these 
animals. The topography is rolling and high prairie. There are 
loads of bison. And you will have the world to yourself as a 
photographer. 

The National Bison Range is located between Missoula and 
Kalispell, Montana. This is great place, off the beaten path, and 
the rut here is legendary. 

Yellowstone National Park

I’m sure this is an obvious place to most. Yellowstone National 
Park was critical in bringing this species back from the edge of 
extinction and today everyone associates this is the place with 





bison – especially Hayden and the Lamar Valley. Me, I steer 
clear of Yellowstone these days except for January, February, 
May, and late October. All these months have something 
special to offer me, and they also happen to be times with some 
of the lowest visitation in the park. For the bison rut, however, 
which occurs in August, which occurs during peak tourist 
season, I travel elsewhere. 

Pronghorn

Like the bison, we have to get one thing straight 
here before we can talk about these animals: they are not 
antelope. They are pronghorn. 

Bison are not unique to North America. There are European 
bison as well, and those in North America migrated here 
around 25,000 years ago from Eurasia. Pronghorn, on the other 
hand, are a true North American original.

There is actually no other species of animal on the planet like 
the pronghorn. Not only do they own their own genus, they are 
also the only living member of their family as well – called the 
Antelocapridae. 

From the family name Antelocapredae, we can deduce much 
about how confused Europeans have always been since they 
met the pronghorn. In the early years, these animals were 
called antelope because it was the only thing Europeans had 
encountered that these animals could be compared to. But 
Lewis and Clark quickly noted that these animals appeared 

to more goat like than anything else. And so, we end up 
with Antelocapredae, which translates quite literally into the 
“antelope-goat.” Or, as I like to call them, the “goatalope.” 

There used to be other species in this family of animals, but 
today they are all extinct. The last of their family tree was 
destroyed during Pleistocene extinctions at the end of the 
last ice age - that little blip in history when everything from 
sabretooth cats to mastodons were snuffed out. 

I’ve written about this time period before, and how much 
I wish I could have seen the North American continent at 
that time. This was a landscape filled with so many super 
predators and megafauna that it makes Africa of today seem 
like a petting zoo. In fact, many of the big species we travel 
to Africa to photograph originally evolved right here such as 
lions, cheetahs, rhinoceros, and zebra. When the Bering land 
bridge was present, and we do know this happened periodically 
throughout the interglacial periods, many animals moved west 
into Eurasia just as others moved east into the Americas. 

But the pronghorn stayed where it was. And it survived the 
catastrophic events that killed off so many species from the 
Black Hills of South Dakota to the Black Forest of Germany. 

It saddens me as a student of life and lover of biodiversity to see 
how most wildlife photographers I encounter turn their nose 
up at the little pronghorn. People want bison, they want moose, 
they want bears. Pronghorn? “You mean the antelope,” they 
ask? “No gracias.”

For me, however, these are truly one of the most unique species 
in all of North America. 



For starters, they are the second fastest mammal on the planet. 
The title of fastest mammal goes to the cheetah of course, 
which can reach speeds up to 70 miles per hour (112 Km per 
hour). But they do so only in short bursts before slowing down, 
sustaining this maximum speed for 4 – 5 seconds. Pronghorn 
can reach 65mph, but can maintain top speed for several miles. 
And ironically, these animals developed this superpower in 
response to the cheetah – the American cheetah that is, which 
is now extinct. 

Pronghorns have horns, not antlers. But everything about their 
horns defies everything we know about horns and antlers. 
Animals with horns have a bony spike sticking off their head 
that is covered in a Keratin sheath – dead cells just like your 
hair and fingernails. Horns are never shed. Though they may 
grow larger with time, an animal carries its horns for life. 
Antlers, on the other hand, are living cells, true bone, and are 
grown and shed annually. Horns are single spikes. Antlers 
branch. But nobody told the pronghorn about any of this. 

Pronghorns have horns, like I said above. But they shed their 
Keratin sheaths like antlers. Their horns are also not single 
spikes, they branch like an antler which is where they get their 
name - from the pronged horn. It’s almost as if they were an 
intermediary species. A proverbial missing link between horns 
and antlers. 

I could go on, but I won’t. I’ll stop here so I don’t bore you to 
death. Just let it suffice to say that this one unique little species. 

The pronghorn rut picks up towards the tail end of the bison 
rut – which is somewhat fitting given that these guys have 
historically always lived side by side, great herds of both woven 

together on the open prairies. Late August through September 
is prime time to photograph these boys. 

The pronghorn is unique (again) in that the women set up and 
stage races between the males. The poet Robinson Jeffers was 
only slightly mistaken when he wrote, “what but the wolf ’s 
tooth whittled so fine / the fleet limbs of the antelope?” The 
adaptive evolution of the pronghorn may have been driven by 
the need to stay one step ahead of the American cheetah, but 
ladies continue to promote speed now that such predators are 
nothing more than distant genetic memories. 

When it comes to photographing pronghorns, consider setting 
up your compositions in such away as to tell this story of speed. 
These animals are the second fastest mammals on the planet 
after all. This is a big part of their story, of who they area. Many 
different techniques can be used to do this. 

The first that always leaps to mind is to utilize motion blur 
in the photograph. Panning blurs are challenging but there 
is probably no better way to emphasize motion and speed. 
Shutter speeds here are somewhat dependent upon the actual 
speed of the pronghorns, but you will find that 1/60th - 1/30th 

Sometimes it pays to just lay down on the 
job. Animals such as this pronhorn buck 
are not accustomed to seeing people 
laying on the ground. It’s out of character 
for us and they will often respond with 
intense curriosity. This buck repeatedly 
stompped in order to try and elicit a 
response from me in order to understand 
if I was friend or foe.







of a second at f/8 will get you where you want to be in the 
greatest number of situations. The key is to keep perfect pace 
with the head of the animal, continuing to follow through with 
the swing of your lens while you trip the shutter. You want the 
head sharp, while the rest of the scene is streaked like it was 
created with the stroke of an artist’s brush. 

As for places to photograph these animals during the rut, I 
could fill several pages with sites and descriptions. But, one 
of the issues of photographing pronghorn, much like working 
with elk or deer, is that these are a hunted species - in most 
places. This means that just because one area holds tremendous 
numbers of pronghorn, it doesn’t necessarily work well for 
photography. 

Pinedale, Wyoming, is a good example of this. From at least 
7,000 years, pronghorn from the southside of Yellowstone and 
all of Grand Tetons National Park have undergone a major 
migration south each fall after the rut to Pinedale and the Red 
Desert. This migration is so important that was the very first 
protected wildlife corridor in the United States, and is one 
of the longest land migrations on Earth. The event rivals the 
migrations around the Serengeti and Masai Mara. However, 
pronghorn are readily hunted in the Pinedale area thus making 

this herd, outside of Yellowstone and the Tetons, extremely 
difficult to photograph. 

Locations . . . 

Yellowstone National Park

As much as I try to steer clear of the park during this time 
of the year, it is undeniable that it happens to be one of the 
premier pronghorn photography hotspots. Though the Lamar 
valley can be good at times, I prefer the open flats of the 
Old Yellowstone Trail that runs along the west side of the 
Yellowstone River near Gardiner, Montana. This is a small but 
little-known section of the park. However, it is not uncommon 
to find hundreds of pronghorn in this area come time for the 
rut. 

Another area in the park that is good for pronghorn is the 
Old Gardiner Road. This one is hidden behind the dormitory 
housing at Mammoth Hot Springs. It’s the original road from 
Mammoth to Gardiner, and the park will close this road down 
in a heartbeat if there is any threat of even a small amount of 
rain or snow. This can be something of a treacherous road to 
drive. It’s dirt and clay and turns to peanut butter and snot 
as soon as it gets wet. There are sections that are steep and 
could easily devolve into a fatal roll down the side if you’re 
not careful. On more than one occasion I found myself sliding 
around up there even in four-wheel drive. So, if you travel this 
road, which is well worth traveling, just make sure you do so 
when conditions are completely dry. And even then, you might 
want a minimum of an all-wheel drive vehicle just in case. 

Custer State Park

Speed is everything for pronghorn. 
Although the predators these animals 
co-evolved with, such as the American 
cheetah, no longer huant the American 
landsccape, the faster a pronghorn, 
the more likely he will be given the 
opportunity to breed.



Custer is a massive state park in South Dakota that backs right 
up against Wind Cave National Park. In fact, if you travel down 
the right dirt roads, you can slip into Wind Cave through the 
back door which provides some truly spectacular scenery along 
the way. 

In some ways, I’m surprised Custer was not annexed by Wind 
Cave. The wildlife photography here is shockingly good, and it’s 
a place that very few photographers visit. Pronghorn, whitetail 
deer, mule deer, bison, coyote, prairie dogs, you name it. This 
place has it all. 

But when it comes to the pronghorn rut, this is one location 
that I had to really think long and hard about whether or not 
to say this is my favorite place. Yellowstone is great for the 
pronghorn rut. But, Custer may be even better! 

Elk

Of all the North American species that enter 
the rut each year, no other comes close to elk for excitement. 
Once you have experienced it, once you have witnessed it in all 
of its testosterone fueled glory, don’t be surprised if your find 
yourself hooked. Many call it an addiction. And after spending 
a month one fall chasing the elk rut some 1400 miles from 
Colorado to Alberta, Canada, I would have to agree. 

For most photographer’s it starts with the bugle. That ghostly 
sound that echoes across canyons, through forests, and over 
mountains before sunrise means many things to an elk. For 

the ladies, it’s a love song, the depth and length and strength 
of a bugle representing the strength of the bull from which it 
emanates. The cows, it would seem, can’t resist the right bugle. 
As that sound begins to reverberate through the landscape 
each September, the girls become hypnotized by it. They find 
it intoxicating and are drawn in from miles around. And if a 
stronger bull calls out nearby, the cows will slowly slip away, 
one by one, gathering about the superior song and genetics. 

Then there are the bulls themselves. Here we find the double 
edged sword of it all as the bugle proves to be both a love song 
and a war cry, sex and violence. A bull bugles to announce 
himself to the world, to call attention to himself, do dare would 
be challengers to a duel. A bull who has wooed a harem of cows 
would do well to try and secret the ladies to himself, slipping 
off into the forest of lodgepole pines and Douglas firs to ensure 
his lineage. But then that bull would not be an elk if he did so. 

Instead, the bull is a like a berserker of Viking fame. So drunk 
are they are their own testosterone, so sure of themselves, that 
the bugle is issued forth like a war cry daring all others to come 
and challenge him for the right to breed. Spend a day with one 
of these berserkers at the peak of the rut and you will witness 

In places like Jasper National Park 
or Yellowstonee National Park, the 
peak of the elk rut also happens at a 
time when the season’s first snows 
are begining to fall on the higher 
elevations. Always try to work in the 
environment and landscape to your 
compositions if possible.





a steady stream of would be contenders taking him up on the 
challenge. With each fight, he insures the loyalty of his cows. 
With each fight he risks injury, disfigurement, and death. But 
still he calls out. And one by one, the challengers arrive for a 
chance to best the king and claim his harem.  

A bull elk at the peak of the rut paws at the ground, digging 
up grass or sagebrush, creating a wallow. Once satisfied, he 
will begin to urinate on the spot. Impossible amounts of urine 
usher forth, saturating the ground. Not satisfied, the bull then 
dips his head down, between his front legs and proceeds to 
urinate all over his own neck and face. This is the reason for 
the denser fur on the bull’s neck. It collects the pheromones, 
bathing him in something that apparently only a cow elk can 
love. 

Once empty, the bull lays down in the wallow of piss and dirt 
and begins to roll and cover himself further with the scent of 
the rut. Now, fully intoxicated, he leaps to his feat, and charges 
the nearest tree or sagebrush. Each antler can weight between 
50 – 80lbs on this head. And he uses these to thrash and shred 
anything nearby which he dons as proof of his superiority. 

Working inside of forests with 
elk in the rut can be quite 
dangerous. You need to make 
sure you have an exit strategy 
at all times, be constantly 
aware of your surroundings. It 
is not uncomon for a bull elk 
100 yards away to charge you 
when in the rut.



Imagine all of this with a beast that can weigh in at 1,500lbs 
across the northern reaches of its species and stand 6 feet tall at 
the shoulders. Then throw in a set of antlers that can measure 
4 feet high and 5 feet wide. Now, you might understand why 
this species becomes the object of so many photographer’s 
obsession come autumn. 

Photographers be warned, however. This is a dangerous time 
of the year to photograph bull elk. Bulls attack cars that stop 
too close, stabbing antlers through windshields and aluminum 
car bodies. Last year while scouting for our workshop, my co-
leader in Alberta was charged by a monster of a bull. He dove 
through a buck and rail fence, only for the elk to smash his 
head and antlers into the log beams of that fence a mere second 
later. Satisfied with his victory over this photographer, the bull 
turned, raised his head, and bugled into the crisp mountain 
air with triumph before trotting off to his cows – something 
that always conjures up the scene from Jurassic Park where the 
Tyrannosaurus roars out as he vanquishes the velociraptors at 
the end of the movie. 

This can be heart stopping photography, the type of experience 
to get your adrenaline going and sending you diving for cover. 

When bull elk enter the rut, they stop eating. For nearly a 
month they live off the accumulated fat from the summer. All 
attention is directed toward carrying on their blood line. They 
fight. They mate. They fret. They fight some more. And through 
all of this, they sustain wounds, and lose weight, and slowly 
starve themselves – right before the first snows of winter begin 
to fall. 

If you have ever spent time around any of the species that I 

detail in this article, then you will notice that there tends to be 
something of a discrepancy in the ratio of males to females. At 
birth, all is equal with males and females being born at a 50 / 50 
ratio. But once we reach maturity, once we reach breeding age 
adults, that ratio skews to 70 : 30 across the population. That’s 
70% female to 30% male. You have the brutality of the rut to 
thank for this. Throughout the tournaments, while the bulls 
begin to starve, and sustain what are often mortal wounds, 
winter is coming. And when it does, the males of these species 
begin the hardest time of the year at a deficit. Whereas the 
females spend the rutting season fattening up for winter, bull 
elk will lose up to 200lbs over a four week period of time. And 
when the snow falls and the cold settles in, they die in droves 
from sustained wounds and starvation. 

When it comes to photographing bull elk in the rut, I think 
very little of capturing the actual fights. There are some things 
that still photographs do well, and others that are better suited 
for moving pictures. Two large bull elk locked in battle happens 
to be one of those things that stills just can never seem to 
capture the power of. 

Instead, I am searching for behavior, for bugles, for branches 
hanging from antlers, and postures you simply cannot find 
from these creatures any other time of the year. There is so 
much more to photographing these animals during the rut 
than fights. This is the time of the year they are in their physical 
prime, when they are distracted, and make for the best models. 
And a bugling elk set to a gorgeous backdrop outsells battling 
elk all day long. 

Unlike bison and pronghorn, elk can be found in both the east 



and the west and were once found up to the edge of the coastal 
plain along the eastern seaboard. By the early 1900s, however, 
elk had been driven to extinction in the east. 

The elk that eked out a living east of the Mississippi were 
considered a unique subspecies of elk. Today, however, those 
individuals living in places like Kentucky, Pennsylvania, and 
North Carolina are all of a different sub-species, the Rocky 
Mountain elk, and were introduced here to help bring back the 
species as a whole to their once rightful place in the east. 

In the days of Teddy Roosevelt, there were several different 
subspecies of elk across North America. There was the eastern 
elk (east of the Mississippi), Manitoba elk (Midwest), the 
Rocky Mountain elk, Merriam’s elk (Southwest), the Thule 
elk (California), and the Roosevelt elk (Olympic Peninsula of 
Washington state). Of these, the eastern and Merriam’s is now 
extinct. 

The whole concept of subspecies in elk is somewhat debatable 
– as it is in moose as well. There are two camps in the world of 
taxonomists – those people whose job it is classify animals: the 
lumpers and splitters.

Lumpers argue that most of what we would refer to as a 
subspecies is really just a plant or animal living up to its full 

I just can’t get enough of 
an elk’s bugle. This is a 
behavior that I am always 
trying to capture when I’m 
photographing the elk rut. 



genetic potential thanks to the conditions that it survives in. 
Elk on the Olympic Peninsula, they argue, are larger than elk 
elsewhere in the lower 48 because the diet is better suited for 
growing bigger elk. Likewise, Rocky Mountain elk grow the 
largest antlers not because they are a different subspecies but 
because they have better access to the minerals necessary for 
growing antlers than other populations of elk. 

Splitters, on the other hand, are just the opposite. Anytime a 
population of a species is seen to look or behave differently 
than another, their isolation from each other is assumed to 
have led to a new subspecies. 

Lumpers vs. splitters. This is an argument that is more than 100 
years old. And it is one that quite literally landed at the front 
door of the White House at one point. 

C. Hart Merriam was once considered to be the foremost 
biologist in America. He was a splitter. He marched around 
North America finding new subspecies behind every tree. At 
one point he argued that there may be as many as 30 different 
subspecies of mountain lions in America based upon size, 
coloration, thickness of fur, and other traits that he saw. All of 
the subspecies of elk and moose that we still discuss today can 
be attributed to Merriam. 

Teddy Roosevelt, on the other hand, was a lumper. Despite 
is position in politics, Roosevelt was also respected as one 
of the leading naturalists in the country as well – having 
written numerous books and countless articles pertaining to 
the natural history of species. And he took time out from his 
politicking to openly debate Merriam in public forums over 
their difference in evolutionary opinions. Roosevelt argued 

that elk were bigger in some locations simply because they 
had more to eat. Merriam’s rebuttal was based on phenotypical 
differences (physical differences) and genetic isolation. In 
the end, Roosevelt was Roosevelt and popular opinion was 
certainly swayed in his favor. However, the argument was never 
settled in biology and continues today. 

But before Merriam would let it all go and concede to the 
powerful personality of Roosevelt, he decided to name one 
of his subspecies of elk after Teddy – the Roosevelt Elk of the 
Olympic Peninsula. Roosevelt was flattered, but saw it all for 
what it was: a left handed compliment. 

Despite this famous exchange of ideas that spanned several 
years, the debate still rages on in the halls of academia.

Locations. . .

East Coast

Cataloochee Valley – Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park. 

Cataloochee Valley can never be mistaken for being on the 
beaten path around the Smokies. This is the proverbial “you 
can’t get there from here,” sort of place. Accessed from a long 
and steep and narrow dirt road that some would say carries 
with it a certain degree of pucker factor, Cataloochee is the 
most remote part of the park that you can drive to. But if you 
live on the east coast and want to photograph the elk rut, there 
is probably no better place. 

Though the climate and seasons are technically quite different 



between North Carolina and Montana, this doesn’t change the 
fact that the elk rut in the Smoky Mountains still coincides 
with the rut in the Rocky Mountains. Thus, the third week of 
September tends to be the peak of the activity here. 

West Coast

Rocky Mountain National Park. This is the premier elk 
photography destinations in the United States. PERIOD. For 
the lower 48 states, there is no better place for photographing 
the rut in my opinion. The chief location is Moraine Park (park 
as in open meadow). However, the whole place is crawling 
with elk and the action is not limited to Moraine Park by any 
measure. 

The only catch here is that this Rocky Mountain National Park 
can still be quite warm during the peak of the rut. This limits 
your photography opportunities to a very small window of 
time – first thing in the morning and MAYBE dusk. During 
these hot spells, the elk will likely retire to the forest as soon 
as direct sunlight hits the valley. But if you can catch the rut 
during cooler weather (think early October) then you will be 
hard pressed to find a better place to fill cards with monster elk 
in the US. 

Don’t let the forest deter you. Some of the most unique 
photograph happens within the ponderosa pine forest. 
Remember, elk in a meadow can be a bit cliché. 

Grand Tetons National Park. 

When I say Grand Tetons National Park, really, I mean Jackson 
Hole in general. This is my second favorite place in the US for 

the elk rut. The valley is home to the National Elk Refuge and 
hosts a population of elk that reach up to 14,000. The only 
problem though, is that these numbers are only seen in the 
dead of winter. Though the mountains surrounding the valley 
are filled to the brim with elk, you are generally limited to only 
a very small portion of this population that lives west of the 
Snake River. 

The best location for capturing images of the rut runs from 
Windy Point north to Jenny Lake. In the mornings, the elk will 
make their way up from the Snake River towards the forests 
at the base of the mountains. In the evenings, the whole thing 
happens in reverse. 

The best action in the morning tends to be between Windy 
Point and the Bradley Taggart parking area. In the afternoons, 
I suggest the one-way road on the north end of Jenny Lake 
that begins at String Lake or the first couple miles of River 
Road. Much like Rocky Mountain National Park, everything 
is temperature dependent. If temps are in the bottom 50s and 
below, then action will be happening. If you have clouds on top 
of that, then you can have hours of great photography. 

Yellowstone National Park. 

The most important thing you need to understand about 
Yellowstone is that it is overrated in terms of the elk rut. Don’t 
get me wrong, Yellowstone is an amazing place for wildlife 
photography, but the stories you have heard about the elk are 
probably old. You see, Yellowstone once had a disastrously 
overpopulation of elk. Up until the early 2000s, the national 
park held around 30,000 of these animals – just across the 
Northern Range! Today, that population is down to around 







5,000, which is exactly where it should be according to 
biologists. 

Things function more naturally these days thanks to the to 
three animals: wolves, bears, and lake trout. 

First the wolves. These canines were reintroduced in 1995 
– right about the time when the population of elk began to 
decline. Though wolves significantly impact elk populations on 
a daily basis, it’s through what we call the ecology of fear more 
so than actual predation. In other words, wolves force elk to act 
like elk. Before the reintroduction, elk would stand around in 
the open meadows devouring everything they could get there 
teeth around. Now, elk are on the move. They hide out in the 
forests. They are pushed around by wolf packs. And once again 
elk act like elk and the ecosystem is slowly beginning to heal. 
But the real reduction in population of the elk has little to do 
with the wolves themselves. 

In the early 1990s, right about the time that wolves showed up, 
another event occurred that should have been breaking news 
but went unnoticed by the world: the first lake trout was caught 
in Yellowstone Lake. Lake trout are native to the Great Lakes – 
not Yellowstone. They get very large, are very aggressive, and 
have no natural predators. Yellowstone cutthroat trout on the 
other hand are native, and their population declined by 99% 
within 10 years of the first lake trout showing up because of 
predation by the far large invasive. 

Yellowstone cutthroat trout have always been a major food 
source for grizzly bears in the park. Much like Alaska’s salmon 
run, the spring run of Yellowstone cutthroats would find 
grizzlies lining key areas of rivers to gorge on the spawning 

trout. When the native trout population collapsed by 99%, all 
those bears turned to another food source in the spring and 
early summer: elk calves. And now, up to 70% of the elk calves 
in Yellowstone National Park are eaten by grizzlies each year. 

With the drastic reduction in the elk population in Yellowstone 
over the last 20 years, the park is no longer one of the top spots 
for photographing the rut. And it’s important to understand 
that Rocky Mountain National Park and Grand Tetons National 
Park offer such easy access to elk photographs because those 
animals are overpopulated there as well. Rocky Mountain 
National Park has no wolves or grizzly bears and people are 
paid to shoot elk to try and reduce the population. Likewise, 
the elk population in Jackson Hole is so overpopulated that 
the public is actually allowed to hunt elk inside of both the 
National Park and the National Elk Refuge each year.

If you find yourself in Yellowstone at the end of September, 
travel the Old Gardiner road. I mention this place in regard to 
photographing pronghorn, but it is the last great place for elk 
photography in Yellowstone – in my humble opinion.

Jasper National Park

As I have already stated here, this is hand’s down my favorite 
place to photograph the elk rut. Rocky Mountain National 
Park has significantly more elk than Jasper, but it’s the size of 
these boys along with the unique backgrounds and lots of other 
factors at work here that keeps me coming back every year. 

The population is not very large, so the location of activity is 
not as predictable as some the US parks, but the road between 
Jasper and Hinton can be the stuff of legend. Keep an eye out 



along the edge of the Athabascan River. Not a year goes by 
that I don’t find action in the water. And spend as much time 
as possible searching the big meadows around the airport east 
of town. Anywhere you find open fields, you stand a chance of 
finding elk in this park.

Try to work with environmental shots to include mountainous 
backdrops or the glacial blue of the Athabascan River. The 
forest around this area is boreal – also known as the snow 
forest – and is simply gorgeous come time for the peak of the 
elk rut. Aspens will certainly be aflame and you are likely to 
find fresh snow in the mountains surrounding the valley. The 
scenery here is quite unlike any place in the lower 48 states. 
Glacier National Park in northwestern Montana would give 
you the closest idea of what to expect in terms of scenery. The 
Canadian Rockies are truly breathtaking. 

Moose

Standing roughly 7 feet at the shoulder, moose 
are without a doubt the largest member of the deer family 
in the world. To behold a large bull moose can be almost 
overwhelming. Stop for a moment and consider what 7 feet 
at the shoulders means. Let a giant bull raise his head and 
suddenly we are dealing with nearly 12 feet to the top of his 
antlers – which themselves can spread out to nearly 6 feet in 
width.

Moose, more so than any other species for me, has become the 
icon of the far north. And they are by far my favorite species of 

deer to photograph outside of the rut. 

I think that, like many, it’s the nostalgia they represent. The 
wild north. Snow. Wolves. Endless forests and muskegs and 
lakes. A mythical place untrammeled by man. Ironically, as I 
write this, I find myself camped out in the back of my Land 
Rover in just such a place 30 kilometers down a dirt road deep 
in the mountains of Alberta, Canada, where I was searching 
for moose all afternoon (unsuccessfully). Yes, this is a different 
camp spot from where I was writing about the elk. Last month 
(August), I woke up at the edge of the tundra in Alaska to a 
moose nosing around my camp. Denali could be seen in the far 
distance. Wolf tracks were pressed into the mud nearby. And 
frost, despite the month, covered all. 

This is it in a nutshell for me. Moose are the embodiment of 
wilderness in my mind, at least my romanticized version of it 
any ways, that also contains things like birch bark canoes, a 
small cabin, and a woodstove. 

Like elk, over the year’s moose have been the subject of much 
debate as to whether or not they are all one species here in 
North America, or various subspecies. In Wyoming and 
Montana, our moose are referred to as the Shiraz moose – the 
smallest of the race. On the opposite end of the spectrum is 
the so-called Alaska moose which offers up the absolute largest 

Moose rarely come to blows 
durring the actual rut. More 
often, something passes 
between two bulls before 
things escalate to violence. 







individuals in the world. 

In my humble opinion, they are one species. Alaskan moose are 
so large because of the cold and the genetic potential that their 
diet allows them to live up to. 

Moose are a relatively new species in North America. They are 
the last of the deer family to make it across from Asia and they 
are still largely learning how to fully adapt to less than ideal 
diet south of Alaska. This is a species of cold weather and lush 
forests. In fact, even without their winter coat, moose begin to 
experience heat stress at 45 degrees in the summer. Add to this 
the low-quality nature of the food available in Wyoming and 
Montana, and a smaller moose begins to make a whole lot of 
sense. 

Wyoming and Montana are blessed with a plethora of big 
mammals. Some are predators of course. But most are 
herbivores. Let’s go down the list here for a moment because 
it does matter in terms of the size of moose in the area. There’s 
elk, whitetail deer, mule deer, pronghorn, bighorn sheep, and 
bison. Actually, it’s the ENTIRE list of species we are talking 
about here in regard to the rut. Of course, not all of them are 

eating the same things that moose are – namely bison and 
bighorn sheep – but otherwise everyone else is competing with 
moose for food, including the pronghorn. 

This does not mean that there’s not enough food to go around. 
Instead, what it means is that the food itself has spent a very 
long time adapting to being eaten by all of these different 
species. Plants adapt to such things in various ways. Some 
create poisons in the form of alkaloids. Others simply increase 
their fiber content in order to make themselves less nutritious 
and palatable. In Wyoming and Montana, we have both of 
these things going on. 

Species such as pronghorn and elk have been around the 
West for a very long time – though elk are also an Old World 
species that migrated over themselves. What this time on the 
landscape translates to is these animals’ ability to survive off of 
a more varied and lower quality diet. Plants adapt in response 
to grazing / browsing by mammals. Mammals then adapt to the 
changes in the plants. And it goes on and on. But it does take 
time. And time is not something that moose have had in this 
environment. 

Up north in Alaska, moose are competing with exactly what 
for food? Caribou to an extent up on the tundra. Not muskox. 
A small population of native Sitka deer maybe. But that’s it. 
And it’s only relatively recent, in geological terms, that much of 
Alaska could even be inhabited by these vegetarians. 

You see, the whole Bering land bridge thing didn’t happen just 
once. Instead, it has occurred over and over again as the Earth 
cycled through glaciation and what we call interglacial periods. 
These interglacial periods were a time when temperatures 

If you want to capture photographs 
of moose fighting, your best bet 
is to come just after the rut. By 
November, bulls are congregating 
into large bachelor herds and they 
will regularly spar with each other as 
the residual hormones from the rut 
slowly dissipate before winter fully 
sets in. 





warmed enough to allow for a corridor through the giant 
walls of ice for animals to move from Asia to North America 
and vice versa. It’s always been a delicate balance though. If 
temperatures warm to much, sea levels rise and no land bridge. 
Too cold, and the walls of ice closed in. One wave of animals 
would push across, and the ice would close up. 10,000 years 
would go by, the ice would open up again, and another wave of 
animals would come through. 

Thus, for all intents and purposes, moose are still learning 
how to survive, across the southern limits of their species, off 
the plants that have been learning how to survive all the other 
animals who have been eating them for 50 million years. 

But whether you are photographing moose in Montana 
or Alaska, the rut is something truly awesome to behold. 
Personally, I have only seen a moose fight one single time. And 
that is saying something given how much time I spend around 
these animals – especially when I was living in Jackson Hole. 
More exciting than the fight itself though is the ritual like dance 
between the two males beforehand. 99% of the time, things 
never come to blows between two bulls. And that’s fine by me. 
Watching to males in perfect sync, locked in what almost seems 

like a choregraphed dance is something that you will never 
forget. 

When two bull meet in the woods during the rut, the situation 
is quickly sized up. If one bull is unquestionably larger and 
more dominant, then he will simply charge the smaller bull to 
chase him away. I once found myself in the middle of one of 
these situations and had to leap off a 15 foot cliff to get out of 
the way. I say leap, but it was more like a goose falling out of 
the sky, flailing about, and crashing into a dried-up channel of 
the river below. 

But if  two bulls of seemingly equal measure come across one 
another, things unfold very differently. Each one takes in the 
others’ physical size, height, antler width, and the symmetrical 
nature of those antlers. If the other bull appears to be of equal 
status, then the dance begins. 

First, the ears fall off to the side of the head. When a moose lays 
its ears back, this is only a mid-level threat, as if to say “your 
making me uncomfortable.” This part is different from most 
other animals where ears that are laid back simply means “I’m 
pissed and it’s time for you to run.” 

Next, the moose lower their antlers toward each other. This 
is like a fencer shouting “on guard.” Both moose and elk will 
do this as a threat to each other and humans (as well as other 
animals). It’s as if to say, “look at me. I’m big. Here are my 
weapons, this is your last chance, and yes, I am talking to you!” 
If the antler lowering is reciprocated by the other bull, then the 
dance begins. 

Both bulls will turn sideways, profile to each other but angled 

In Jackson Hole, it is not 
uncommong to have a solid 
snowfall durring the moose rut. 
Given that these animals are the 
first to drop their antlers in the 
winter, I try to take advantage of 
early snow like this because these 
opportunities do not last long. 



slightly toward the other. Then slowly, they begin to sway their 
great and powerful heads and antlers from side to side. This 
isn’t like shaking the head no. They tip their antlers far to one 
side, then slowly and methodically toward the other side. And 
this whole thing is done in perfect unison. Each bull in sync 
with the other, all the while they slowly begin to walk forward, 
paralleling each other, while at the same time closing the gap. 

By now the hormones are pumping. They are one step away 
from frothing at the mouth from all the adrenaline. But instead 
of foam, they begin to drool. 

If you look at a moose, there is a big dangly under the chin, 
almost like a turkey’s beard. This is called the dew lap and it 
serves the purpose of collecting the drool of moose which 
is full of their pheromones. As the moose wanders about its 
world, that dew lap slaps against vegetation leaving the scent of 
the individual behind. During the rut, a bull’s dew lap can be so 
saturated that it’s literally dripping with yuck. 

Slowly, the bulls close the distance with each other until they 
are mere feet away. Once in striking distance, they both turn 
toward one another, head on, eye to eye. It’s in this moment 
that something usually passes between the two males. 
Something is communicated, unbeknownst to us humans. 
Maybe self-preservation kicks in for one of the bulls. Maybe 
there is something else imperceptible that they are reading 
from each other that predetermines the outcome. I don’t 
know. But it’s at this point, time seems to stand still. Birds stop 
singing. The wind ceases to blow. And after what feels like an 
eternity of two moose statues made of stone staring into each 
other’s eyes, one of the bulls usually bows out, turns, and walks 

away. 

If you are lucky enough to witness this firsthand, you can 
consider yourself a part of a very special and blessed club of 
people. 

If you want photographs of fighting moose, or should I 
say, what looks like fighting moose, then you will want to 
photograph the bulls during the post rut. My photographs 
and video footage of fighting moose are all actually from this 
period of time. Once the rut is over, bull moose will group 
together into what we call a bachelor herd. Sometimes this 
is as simple as two large bulls hanging out together. I have 
personally witnessed groups as large as 23 bulls group up out in 
the sagebrush of Jackson Hole come late October / November. 

Though the rut is over with, the bulls still have residual 
hormones pumping through their body. And if you happen 
to find one of these bachelor groups that time of year, it is not 
uncommon to capture thousands of photographs of moose 
with their antlers locked. Most of the time these scrapes are 
little more than sparring matches. Other times, usually with the 
really large and dominant males, things get a bit more intense. 

Locations . . . 

Grand Tetons National Park / Jackson Hole, 
Wyoming. 

This is hands down the best place in the lower 48 states for 
photographing moose during the rut. Main offers up some 
spectacular moose opportunities, but access can be extremely 
limited and require boats or float planes to find the type of 





actions one can see by simply driving down a park road in the 
Tetons. 

Moose time their rut to almost coincide with that of elk. By the 
third week of September, the activity is in full swing. However, 
it does appear that the moose rut lasts a while longer and can 
therefore drag out almost to November. 

The Gros Ventre River (pronounced Grow-Vawnt) is one of the 
most easily accessed areas with great opportunities. I would 
highly recommend steering clear of the campground however. 
A cow moose had to be euthanized a couple years back after 
she and bull were surrounded by hordes of photographers in 
the campground at first light. The cow spooked, tried to run, 
stepped into a campfire grate, and snapped her leg. This was 
the result of bad behavior by photographers. And for this 
reason, the park service has really cracked down on what goes 
on inside the campground – for good reason. Instead, consider 
hiking the riverbank in search of moose. The photographs will 
be much better without giant white campers in the background 
anyways. 

All of the river bottoms in the park contain large numbers 
of moose. The Gros Ventre, however, is probably the safer of 
the rivers for you to explore as grizzlies are beginning to drop 
down into the Snake River bottoms in search of easy protein 
come September once hyperphagia sets in for them. 

Glacier National Park

I like the Many Glacier area for moose (plus its loaded with 
bears). Really, all of the lakes on the east side of the park can 
be good for moose. But one of the best happens to be down a 

small trail at the very end of Many Glacier. Park in the parking 
lot, and hike about ½ a mile to the pond. Make sure you are 
there about 2 hours before sunset and find a comfortable place 
to sit. Have patience. The moose will come. 

Alaska 

I’m going to give Alaska its own heading here simply because 
there are so many different places to go for great moose 
opportunities. Truth be told, you can just pick a road and start 
driving. You will eventually see moose. Moose in Alaska are 
like deer on a rural road in the Midwest. They are just there. 
And they are everywhere. 

Kincaid Park, Anchorage. I don’t normally 
recommend that people go visit parks and green spaces inside 
of cities for wildlife photography. However, when it comes to 
finding and photographing moose, Kincaid could not be easier 
or more convenient. Located along the backside of Ted Stevens 
International Airport, there are probably a few hundred moose 
that call this expansive park home. This is one of the few places 
in Alaska where you can find great wildlife photography, and 
then be back in a hotel room minutes later. Don’t let the city 
park thing fool you though. This place also happens to be 
loaded with bears!

Powerline Pass Trail, Anchorage. As the saying 
goes, the best thing about Anchorage is that it’s only 30 
minutes from Alaska. If you have ever been to Anchorage, 
then you probably know exactly what this means. With just a 
short drive, you find yourself out of the city and immediately 
surrounded by the Alaskan wilderness in the shape of the 
Chugach Mountains. Powerline Pass Trail is up in the area 



known as Glen Alps. Go here and hike the trail in the morning 
and evening beginning in late August through October. The 
trail is rather easy and traverses alpine tundra. Some very large 
bull moose congregate here for the rut. You will encounter 
lots of hikers and mountain bikers, but don’t let the number of 
people fool you – grizzly bears are about in high frequency here 
especially in late August thanks to the cornucopia of berries. 

Denali National Park. No list discussing moose would 
be complete without at least mentioning Denali. Denali, which 
means something like “the great one” is aptly named. Not only 
is Mount Denali (thank God they finally changed the name) 
the largest mountain in North America, the national park by 
that name sake also plays home to the largest moose in the 
world. And. They. Are. Everywhere. 

Denali is a unique park that is similar to Zion. You can only 
access the first 15 miles of the one road in the park by your 
private vehicle. If you want to go further, you have to jump on 
a shuttle bus. You can tell a bus to stop and hop off at any point 
and then jump on board the next one that comes through. So, 
even though there it is a weird setup for those of us accustomed 
to national parks in the lower 48 states, it does work, and 
you can easily get around this most spectacular of parks as a 
wildlife photographer with a little bit of planning. 

Whitetail Deer

Around 11,000 years ago something big happened 
across North America. Actually, it happened across part of 

northern Europe as well. To the best of our knowledge, a comet 
exploded over top of the Laurentide Ice Sheet that covered 
much of what is today Canada and came as far south as New 
York City and St. Louis, Missouri. This was the same event 
I spoke of in the section about pronghorn. And much like 
pronghorn, whitetail deer were one of the few species that 
survived. In fact, when it comes to the eastern forests of North 
America, this entire region fared better than the rest of the 
continent. 

Whitetail deer, like pronghorn, coyotes, and black bears, are 
considered to be a true North American native – whereas 
most of the other species in this article migrated over during 
interglacial periods. 

I like whitetail deer. There is something so sleek and elegant 
about their lines. There is something so stately about their 
antlers. Though they may not get as large as elk or even 
mule deer for that matter, these are one of my favorites to 
photograph and they can be found in every state and Canadian 
province from the Rocky Mountains to the Atlantic Ocean. 

Whitetails are a prolific species and should be given far more 
credit by wildlife photographers. Consider the range and 
adaptability of this animal for a moment. I have photographed 
whitetail deer in the swamps of south Florida and in the 
northern plains of Alberta, Canada. I have images in my stock 
files of whitetails in heavy snow high up in the mountains of 
Montana, and I have photos of them on the sand dunes of 
the barrier islands off the coast of North Carolina. You can 
find them in both Toronto and Texas, outside Bismarck and 
Boston. These animals have adapted to swamps and forests and 





muskegs and prairies and savannahs and marshlands. Whitetail 
deer are survivors. 

It is this survivability of whitetail deer, however, that is largely 
threatening moose across the southern edge of their range. 
Whitetails do not out compete moose for food, however. 
Instead, it’s this unique situation we have happening across 
the globe that we call climate change which has allowed for 
these two species of animals to exist in the same place at once. 
Historically, moose lived just north of whatever edge there 
happened to be with whitetail deer. Though whitetail deer are 
extraordinarily adaptive, they never fully adapted to thrive in 
the same places that moose called home – until now. 

As I mentioned above though, moose are a relative newcomer 
to North America whereas whitetail deer have been around 
for a very long time. During their evolution here in North 
America, whitetail deer picked up a nasty little parasite the 
bores into the brain. Much like how bats coevolved with rabies 
and are not sickened by it, but instead are used as a host species 
for the virus, whitetail deer somehow managed to learn to live 
with this parasite as well – but moose have not. 

Thanks to the bell-curve like 
nature of the rut, when it comes 
to whitetail deer you can often 
find them when late season 
wildflowers are still in bloom 
or trees are turning colors at 
the begining of the rut. On the 
opposite end of that bell-curve is 
snow. 



What we have been watching over the last couple of decades 
is a surge of whitetail deer into moose habitat. And when this 
happens, moose begin dropping like flies. Take Jackson Hole 
for instance. In the 1990s, there was a population of around 
2,000 moose in the valley. Once the whitetail deer showed up, 
that population dropped to only around 500. In places like 
Minnesota, huge populations of moose that exceeded 4,000 in 
one part of the state have completely disappeared for similar 
reasons. 

This is the impact that climate change ultimately has on 
wildlife. It’s not so much that it is killing animals. It’s more 
like an ecosystem contracting AIDS. It weakens the systems 
and causes all of its parts to begin a slow retreat. It allows for 
new pests and parasites to invade from warmer climates and 
habitats. It creates heat stress on the animals, weakening them 
to the point where they are unable to fend off brain boring 
parasites such as those brought in by whitetails, or population 
explosions of ticks that made the situation exponentially worse 
in Minnesota. We will experience this as well soon enough, of 
course, in the form of diseases moving north out of the tropics 
and into temperate latitudes such as malaria and leishmaniasis.   

When it comes to the rutting season for whitetail deer, From 
Florida to Saskatchewan the peak time is the second week of 
November. The one exception to this rule though is South 
Texas. Of course, they would have to be different. Down there, 
everything is bumped back one month, and the second week of 
December tends to be the peak. But the rut is like a bell curve. 
Though the activity tends to peak during a certain week or two 
each year, there is activity building up and winding down from 
this peak period of time. 

This bell curve is a good thing when it comes to photographing 
whitetails though as it means that the beginning and the end 
of the rut are happening in very different looking seasons. 
In the eastern deciduous forests for instance, this means that 
the early parts of the rut occur when the leaves are changing 
colors. Tulip poplars, and sycamores, and buckeye, hickories, 
ash, elms, and oaks are turning a brilliant yellow and orange 
intermixed with the reds of red maples, persimmons, sassafras, 
sourwood, and black cherries. And you can use all of this as 
your backdrop in places like Shenandoah National Park or the 
Smoky Mountains. Likewise, on the tail end of the rut you can 
find whitetails in peak physical condition with heavy snow fall 
all around in places like the Rocky Mountain Arsenal outside 
of Denver, Colorado. 

Although I do try and catch some opportunities to photograph 
whitetail deer during the peak of their rut, it’s quite often the 
edges of that bell curve that produce the best photographs for 
me. I want color or snow, and I’m always looking for forest of 
some sort as this is uniquely their dominion.

Locations . . . 

East Coast

Shenandoah National Park, Virginia. 

Shenandoah is one of my favorite national parks in the eastern 
part of the country and one of my favorite places to photograph 
whitetail deer in the rut. Like many national parks in the 
east, you can find deer hanging out around just about any 
campground. But when it comes to Shenandoah, you want to 
look for two things: apple trees or Big Meadows. 





Early European settlers to the region planted apples 
everywhere they went. And then, during prohibition, apple 
cider was the one exception to federal law when it came to 
the criminalization of alcohol. Johnny Appleseed? He was just 
trying to make America drunk again.  

Apples are a big staple of deer around Shenandoah. And, if you 
time it right, you can watch them get drunk on the fermenting 
apples at the base of the trees. There really isn’t anything great 
to photograph here, but it’s definitely worth keeping an eye out 
for! And the apples, given that they are not a native species, are 
not protected. So, pick away. I usually fill up a couple brown 
paper grocery bags full of apples while I’m up there. 

More importantly to our discussion though is Big Meadows. 

Read this with capital letters like I wrote it, because it’s a 
proper noun. Big Meadows is an actual place, complete with a 
neighboring campground, restaurant, and hotel inside of the 
park. And this is the epicenter for photographing the elk rut in 
Shenandoah. 

Though the actual big meadow at Big Meadows can itself be 
great for wildlife photography at certain times of the year, it’s 
more often what goes on just behind the curtain that really 
matters. Ringing Big Meadows is a beautiful mature forest of 

deciduous hardwoods. The landscape inside of this forest is 
open and park like due to the shade overhead and the browsing 
of the deer down below. Turkeys can be found in tremendous 
numbers through this area as well. But the real showstopper is 
the giant whitetail bucks. 

Stay at the Big Meadows hotel or campground or cabins. Work 
the forest around the campground and especially around the 
meadow itself. You will find bucks out in the meadow if the 
temperatures are cool enough, and all over the forest around 
this area. These deer are highly acclimated to people. And 
although you have to put a little more work into what your 
doing than places like the Smoky Mountains, the photography 
is quite often infinitely better. 

Great Smoky Mountains National Park, North 
Carolina / Tennessee

Let’s face it: this place is legendary for deer. Cades Cove on 
the Tennessee side of the park contains some truly massive 
bucks and they are often quite easy to find. The whole of the 
place is ringed with a one-way road that can really get busy at 
times. People come for the leaves and the deer. In fact, I know 
of no other place where people line up like they are going to a 
football game, with tailgates open, coolers, and lawn chairs, just 
to watch the deer come out in the afternoons. 

The Smoky Mountains is the most visited national park in the 
country with nearly twice as many visitors as the next busiest 
– the Grand Canyon. Given how crowded the place can get, a 
large part of being able to successfully photograph the whitetail 

Though his antlers are small, 
look at how swollen this 
whitetail buck’s neck is. This is 
a classic change that happens 
to both whitetails and mule deer 
this time of year. 



deer rut here, especially when the leaves are changing colors, 
is about understanding the strategy of how best to avoid those 
crowds. 

First and foremost, do not go on the weekends during the 
peak leaf season if at all possible. The short loop around Cades 
Cove can be bumper to bumper traffic and will often take as 
long as 5 hours to make the 11-mile loop without stopping to 
photograph. You do not want to get caught in this. It’s pure 
mayhem. 

Second, you will want to work the areas of Cades Cove where 
most people never go. Much like Shenandoah this requires a 
little hiking if your up for it. There are two primary dirt roads 
that cut across the middle of Cades Cove and this is where I 
recommend concentrating your efforts. And running right 
down the middle of it all is Abrams Creek which is buffered on 
either side by forest. 

If you visit the Cove when it’s not busy, you can easily loop 
around the place looking for deer or bear or coyote or turkeys 
before making the decision to park and walk a bit. When you 
do make that decision though, I recommend parking on one 
of the two dirt roads and working your way off trail along the 
edge of the trees that buffer the river. 

There are many great places to photograph highly acclimated 
whitetail deer in the Smoky Mountains and Cades Cove in 
particular. Honestly, an entire book could be written just 
about photographing wildlife in the Smoky Mountains. If 
this is something you’re interested in, let me know, and if 
enough people are interested, I will write that book. But in 
the meantime, the information above is enough to put you on 

some incredible opportunities with whitetail deer in the Smoky 
Mountains. 

The West

Rocky Mountain Arsenal, Denver Colorado

Most wildlife photographers that know of this place tend to 
think of the area only in terms of giant mule deer. However, it 
also happens to be one the best places in the Rocky Mountains 
for whitetail deer as well. And they are huge! 

Rocky Mountain Arsenal is an odd place to travel to for wildlife 
photography. Established in the early 1940s, the Arsenal was 
a chemical weapons manufacturing center for the US military 
until it closed in 1992. Today, the place is a National Wildlife 
Refuge sitting just 8 miles from downtown Denver. This is my 
absolute favorite place in the west to photograph whitetail deer. 

One thing that is important to understand about 
photographing deer in the west is the different habitats you 
will find them in. When you travel to a place like the Rocky 
Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge, the first thing you 
are going to encounter will be mule deer. They are everywhere 
here. But if you specifically want to photograph whitetails, then 
you will have find your way toward the forested areas around 
the lakes and wetlands. In the west, mule deer are a species of 
open grounds and prairie. They are quite comfortable out in 
the open and high in the mountains. Whitetail, on the other 
hand, stick to the riparian zones where water and forest meet. 
Understand this, and you will always know where to find these 
animals in the west. 



Mule Deer

It’s tough to confuse a mule deer with a whitetail. 
Muleys, as we like to call them out here, look completely 
different. They are bigger in body size. Bucks often sport 
white colored faces similar to an aging dog. Their antlers often 
confuse tourists who mistake them for elk. The structure of 
those antlers are completely different, branching endlessly 
instead of being designed around one primary tine. And their 
ears, oh those giant ears for which their name derives is their 
superpower. As the saying goes, anything that happens in the 
mountains the eagle will sees, the bear will smells, and the deer 
will hear. 

Those oversized ears may actually play a bigger role in mule 
deer biology than just having good hearing. Mule deer occupy 
similar habitat as bison and pronghorn. Prairies are a landscape 
of extremes. In the summer, temperatures can easily rise 
above 110 degrees. And in the winter, it can drop to minus 
40 degrees. This means that any large animal who survives in 
this habitat must be able to handle a 150 degree Fahrenheit 
temperature swing through the year. Pronghorn and bison have 
adapted to this be evolving a highly developed hypothalamus 
for helping to cool down the brain. The mule deer, on the other 
hand, may actually use their large ears to help cool down their 

Mule deer can grow massive 
antlers that at times can be more 
elk like than deer. Mature males 
also take on a white or ghost like 
face as seen here. 









blood much the way an elephant or jackrabbit does. These ears 
are full of tiny arteries and blood vessels. By being exposed to 
the air and what bit of breeze there may be, the blood can often 
be cooled down before returning to the interior of the body. 

We have already discussed the concept of Bergman’s Rule, but 
there is another one called Allan’s Rule as well. It’s similar, but 
at the same time quite different. Basically Allan’s Rule states 
that the further north a subject lives the shorter the appendages 
of their body become such as legs and ears. All the while, the 
warmer the climate, the larger those appendages in order to 
help the animal shed heat. This is why an artic fox has short 
stubby legs and tiny ears compared to their lanky and big eared 
kit fox cousins of the southwest. 

Back to mule deer.

Whereas whitetail deer tend towards maintaining citizenship 
status of forests, even as they have moved into the vast and 
open western landscape, mule deer are most comfortable in 
the rolling prairie of the Rocky Mountain steppes and the 
high mountain landscapes. It is not uncommon to find muleys 
traversing subalpine meadows with bighorn sheep, or working 
their way across rocky scree. Though their ears are one of the 
defining characteristics of this species, they tend toward a 
landscape where one cane only assume that their eyes play just 
as important of a role as their ability to hear.

Much like elk in the Canadian Rockies, mule deer appear to 
heavily benefit from regions that were recently bulldozed by 
glaciers. Minerals and protein play tremendous roles in the 
production of antlers and horns (they are different), and glacial 
till holds a never-ending supply of exactly what these mule deer 

desire. 

Mule deer hit the peak of their rut, statistically speaking, on 
November 9th. However, you will find solid rutting behavior 
throughout the entire month. And I tend to spend my time 
working with these animals closer to Thanksgiving rather than 
closer to October.

Like everything in wildlife photography, you end up with two 
very different camps of photographs: portraits and landscapes. 
When it comes to photographing mule deer, I travel to 
different places for different photographic concepts. When I 
want closeup portraits of big mule deer, I go one place. When 
I want sweeping environmental photographs, I go someplace 
else. Each experience is different for me as a visual storyteller. 
Although mule deer can be found all across the Rocky 
Mountains, I have only two places that I suggest traveling to. 

Locations . . . 

Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife 
Refuge. Denver, Colorado

After reading about whitetail deer, you probably saw this one 
coming. For portraits of gigantic mule deer during the rut, I 
really know of no other public place where you can spend your 
time that can compete with this location. 

The Arsenal contains an 11-mile loop “wildlife drive” much like 
Cades Cove in the Smoky Mountains. There are several short 
roads running here and there through the refuge, and all of 
these can produce big mule deer. 



I recommend a lens with versatility here given how habituated 
these deer are to humans. My preferred glass is the Nikon 200-
400. A canon 100-400 or Sigma 150-600 would also be more 
than appropriate for this place. 

Given its location right next to Denver, this is a very easy 
wildlife photography destination to fly into and work. Hotels 
abound and can be found relatively close to the Arsenal. This 
place also has the added benefit of not requiring four-wheel or 
all wheel drive vehicle with high clearance – unlike the next 
place on the list. 

Dubois, Wyoming 

Dubois is the antithesis of the Arsenal. Whereas my other 
mule deer location could not be more conveniently located 
and easily accessed, Dubois is anything but that. If you fly in 
for this place, you can do so to Jackson Hole, Wyoming ($$$) 
or Riverton, Wyoming. Neither are close. You will need a high 
clearance 4x4 vehicle and you will need a good 1.5 – 2 hours of 
driving to get to the town. Come November, snowstorms and 
blizzards are common in this part of the country and I have 
spent days in 50mph winds blowing down out of the Wind 
River Range that created wind chills in the minus 50s here. 

Despite all of the reasons that one may think twice about 
traveling here for photography, this is hands down one of my 
favorite places to photograph. It’s wild. It’s rugged. The whole 
of the place is practically dripping with Shoshone petroglyphs 
and the landscapes are spectacular. And in 2021, I will be 
organizing a free Journal of Wildlife Photography exclusive 

workshop here just for 3 lucky subscribers. 

There are many locations around the town of Dubois where 
you can find and photograph mule deer. The two best places 
though are the painted desert to the north and the Ring Lake 
area to the south. The landscapes could not be more different. 

I prefer spending the bulk of my time around Ring Lake area 
on BLM land and traveling up high on the 4x4 only dirt roads 
to capture images with the painted desert in the background 
down below. 

And best of all, if you plan your trip as late into November as 
possible you can also catch the bighorn sheep rut. 

Big Horn Sheep

Big horn sheep have been called the mountain 
monarchs for a reason. Nothing truly compares to the 
experience of photographing these wild sheep in the rut. 
Imagine a remote and wild canyon. Mountains rise to over 
10,000 feet all around. Sheer rock walls descend in front of 
you. And a sound that can only be described as a shotgun 
blast echoes and reverberates around the canyon from the 
thunderous impact of two rams smashing heads. 

Big horn sheep are brutal. And their testosterone is the stuff 
of legend. Even their testicles swell up nearly 10 times their 
normal size to look like 8lbs bowling balls swinging around. 

Sorry for the mental image!





During the rut, bighorn sheep are a lot like pissed off and 
hormone filled teenage boys in a locker room. They pick fights 
constantly. They work almost tirelessly to provoke each other, 
walking up to another ram, and literally kicking him in the gut 
or the balls! So much time is spent just trying to pick fights 
during the rut that it’s a wonder any of the rams ever actually 
breed. 

And when a large ram is able to push too much, too far, and 
elicit a response to the challenge, the whole world stands still. 

It starts with a tip and show of the horns, those big and massive 
curls that wrap around their heads like two crowns. This act is 
to advertise their size, their strength. Size matters in the world 
of bighorn sheep. And if the challenger does not concede, the 
two rams back away from each, putting distance in between 
that they will charge through in one of the greatest displays of 
sheer power you will ever see. 

Once a sufficient distance is acquired, there is a pause. And 
then, each ram does the unthinkable, they  raise up onto their 
hind legs and charge forward, running at full speed, before 

Snow can typically be found on the 
ground by the time bighorn sheep enter 
the rut. Rams tend to spend the year in 
bachelor groups and travel down to their 
wintering grounds - which is where the 
rut occurrs - in large groups. You may 
find only ewes at first, but then suddenly 
40 rams will appear all at once for this 
reason.



launching themselves with so much force that when their head 
collide, the resulting impact and shockwave can be heard at 
times from nearly a mile away. 

When working a herd of bighorns, you can pick out the 
dominant breeding rams almost instantly. Yes, there is the 
sheer size of body. Yes. they have the biggest and most worn set 
of horns of them all. But the actual color of their fur is different 
as well. Breeding rams, dominant rams, are darker than the 
rest. They stand out instantly. A quick glance across a hundred 
animals will quickly tell you which rams are in charge out here. 

As photographers, we are typically searching for those 
individuals with the biggest and fullest set of horns. We want 
the ones whose horns not only wrap around into a full curl but 
continue to twist beyond. Finding such an individual, however, 
can be more difficult than you would think. 

Much like the antlers of deer or moose or elk, the size of a ram’s 
horns is largely dependent upon diet. They are also dependent 
on age. And they are dependent upon exactly how those horns 
grow. 

The first two of these concepts are simple enough. We have 
discussed the importance of diet and minerals in the size of 
antlers already for instance. And given that true horns are 
never shed, the older the animal the longer the time to grow 
those weapons. But it’s the last bit about how they grow that is 
unique with these animals. 

You see, as a ram’s horns get larger, and they begin to curl, 
they can often begin to interfere with a bighorns ability to see. 
Every animal has a superpower that allows for it to survive. For 

bighorn sheep, its their eyesight. Everything about their world 
requires incredible vision. Their eyes have been compared to 
8 x powered binoculars. They can spot movement from one 
mountain top to the next. Rest assured that when you approach 
a bighorn, you were seen, studied, and fully considered, before 
you ever set eyes on them. 

Much of this has to do with not being eaten. Rams are prey 
species and their main predator is the mountain lion. But much 
of their incredible eyesight also has to do with their ability to 
navigate the sheer vertical world they often inhabit. Think of 
the precision it takes to leap from knife edge to knife edge with 
a thousand foot drop below. Anything that impedes with their 
ability to fully see, to discern distance and depth, interferes 
with their ability to survive. 

So important is this eyesight for sheep, that they have 
even evolved unique rectangular pupils to enhance depth 
perception. You and eye, as predators, have evolved a pair 
of eyes set forward on our face specifically to aid in depth 
perception. But sheep, as a prey species, need a wider field of 
view. Prey species evolved to wear their eyes on the sides of 
their heads for a 320-degree field of view. 

This is a problem for a bighorn sheep. These animals need razer 
sharp vision, phenomenal depth perception, and need to be 
able to spot predators trying to sneak up on them. Rectangular 
pupils, it turns out, allow for an animal to wear their eyes on 
the sides of their head while still maintain excellent depth 
perception. And this is something that bighorn sheep share 
with the likes of frogs and octopi. 

Back to the horns though. 





As a ram’s horns continue to grow, and interfere with vision, 
sheep begin fighting to grind them down. They rub the tips of 
their horns on rocks, they try to wear them down and break 
them off. Yes, the size of one’s crown is a symbol of genetic 
health. But when it comes to picking and winning fights on the 
playground, that full curl is not actually an advantage, and it 
can be a real hindrance when it comes to survival.

At the end of the day, most headwear on animals is a hindrance 
to survival. A bighorn ram’s horns can keep them from being 
able to see. Elk antlers can weight up to 50lbs each. Moose, 
even more. And all that weight comes at a price. So, why have 
any of this stuff to begin with? 

It’s all about sex.

Big horns and big antlers advertise genetic success. The larger 
the better. The more symmetrical the better. It actually takes 
a bull elk the same exact calorie requirements to grow antlers 
as it does a cow elk to grow a calf. And even though that 
headwear can ultimately slow you down, blind you, or get you 
killed, sex is more important. All mammals do this to some 
degree. Humans buy big shiny rocks and flashy cars to show off 
their genetic success to potential mates.

There is one other factor that plays into all of this as well: 
disease. 

Bighorn sheep are completely helpless when it comes to 
bacterial pneumonia. This didn’t exist in North America until 
Europeans showed up with their domesticated sheep. More 
than hunting, more than habitat loss, it has been the spread 
of domestic sheep and their diseases that have driven bighorn 



sheep to the brink of extinction. And today, pneumonia 
continues to stand as the biggest challenge to bighorn 
conservation across the Rocky Mountains. 

When an outbreak of pneumonia makes it into a population, 
it does so in the remote high country of mountains. It happens 
outside of our gaze, at 10,000 feet fay beyond any road. First, 
a simple cough. Usually it’s young a lamb. Then others begin 
to cough. Slowly lungs fill with fluid, and sheep begin to die. 
The very young, the old, the wounded, the big bruisers of the 
population fall like the coming snows. And when what is left of 
the herd migrates down from the mountains to their wintering 
grounds in November, there is no trumpeting of what occurred 
over the previous months. There is only a silence. Gone are the 
battles on the cliffs. Gone is the heart stopping crack of two 
heads coming to blows. In its place are the survivors, much 
fewer in number now. 

Pneumonia is to the bighorns what smallpox was to the natives 
of this continent. And although there is no question in any 
one’s mind as to exactly what has reduced bighorn sheep to less 
than 10% of their original numbers, nearly 10 million domestic 
sheep continue to graze across the Rocky Mountain states. And 
while one year may produce giant bighorn rams, the following 
year you may find only a handful of young males in herd while 
the big rams lay dead high in the mountains. 

As for the rut, bighorn sheep round out the season for us. 
Whereas it all begins with bison in August, it all comes to a 
close with bighorns in December. Come the end of November 
and the Thanksgiving holiday in the United States, bighorns are 
beginning to come to blows. And the battles tend to peak the 

first two weeks of December. 

Like many of the other species described in this article, 
there are numerous places to find and photograph bighorn 
sheep around the West. My list skips over some of the more 
notable places that many photographers congregate such as 
Big Thompson Canyon in Colorado and Badlands National 
Park, for my personal favorite locations. Other well-known 
bighorn areas such as Glacier National Park do not allow for 
access during the rut. For folks who have visited Glacier in the 
summer, they are probably familiar with the large numbers 
of bighorns on Logan Pass. However, this road closes in 
September of each year – months before the rut begins. 

Locations . . . 

Dubois, Wyoming 

Though mule deer in November can be fantastic here, the real 
draw for most people who make the trek out this way are the 
bighorn sheep. Dubois plays home to the largest population in 
the world. 

Dubois is by far my favorite place to find and photograph 
bighorn sheep. With nearly 900 individuals in the herd, 
at times you can find yourself completely surrounded by 
impossible numbers here. However, a big disclaimer has to be 
made before going any further: these sheep are not necessarily 
easy to get to. 

It takes a high clearance four-wheel drive vehicle and low 
range on the transfer case. You have to be comfortable driving 
in snow. You have to be comfortable navigating your vehicle 



over and around rocks. You have to be comfortable climbing 
up the side of the mountain that will have everyone plastered 
backwards in the seat on the way up, and have you practically 
standing up on the way down. Me? I love this stuff. But it’s not 
necessarily for everyone. 

Dubois holds a special place for me due to the ancient 
traditions of this landscape. As, the handiwork of the Shoshone 
tribe and their ancestors can be found everywhere. Teepee 
rings sit atop a great mesa overlooking the valley, thousands of 
petroglyphs can be found on the rocks. Stone hunting blinds 
sit in major convergence zones of game trails that are thought 
to be many thousands of years old. Archeologists believe that 
people have been traveling to this place for nearly 10,000 years 
to hunt bighorn sheep. And there is something almost spiritual 
about this, knowing that you are walking in the footsteps of 
people reaching as far back as the last ice age, carrying on a 
tradition and a shared goal of finding bighorns. 

Because of the inherent danger in traveling to this area on your 
own, I am not going to give specific details as to exact locations. 
However, you should reach out to the National Bighorn Sheep 
Center in Dubois Wyoming, as you can hire them to drive you 
up the mountain to the sheep. Their number is: (307) 455-3429

The National Elk Refuge. Jackson, Wyoming

Just over the pass from Dubois is Jackson Hole, and at the 
southern end of the valley if the Elk Refuge. Most people are 
familiar with this location as being home to some 7-14,000 
elk in the winter (in the summer there are no elk). Come late 

November, a herd of bighorn sheep migrate down from the 
Gros Ventre Mountains and onto Miller Butte. And if you make 
your way to the dirt road on the backside of the refuge, you can 
find yourself surrounded by sheep come Thanksgiving. 

This is a great spot. I used to live in Jackson Hole before 
moving north to Bozeman, Montana and I could be found on 
the elk refuge come December almost ever day. You can stop 
into Cowboy Coffee for your latte, and 5 minutes late find 
yourself watching 100+ bighorns in deep snow. 

Shoshone Canyon. Wapati, Wyoming 

On the east side of Yellowstone National Park, the road 
running from Cody, Wyoming to the eastern entrance station 
plays home to a tremendous herd of bighorns during the rut. 
Other than Jackson Hole, this is probably the easiest population 
to access during the winter. By December, the sides of the road 
will often be covered in sheep as you move into the canyon. 

This place is a short drive from Cody, Wyoming meaning you 
will have easy access to hotels and food. Cody is not a major 
tourist destination in December like Jackson Hole is, therefore 
it can be a lot less expensive to fly in and stay for a week of 
wildlife photography here. 

Wilcox Pass, Icefields Parkway. Alberta, 
Canada



Wilcox pass has some of the best bighorn sheep photography 
on the continent, and the place consistently provides access to 
some of the largest rams I have ever seen. But there is a caveat, 
you have to hike. And there is a caveat to the caveat, it’s a really 
steep hike. And there is a caveat to the caveat’s caveat, it’s at 
elevation will less oxygen. 

Personally, I love Wilcox Pass. It’s a popular hiking trail just 
south of the famous Athabasca Glacier and views of the 
Columbia Icefield and the Athabasca are breathtaking from 
the Ridge. But, it’s a climb. But it’s a climb that’s well worth the 
effort. 

The rut. It’s one of North America’s greatest wildlife 
events, rivaling even the great migrations of Africa. But it’s 
something that most North American nature photographers 
take for granted. Why? Because that tends to be what we do 
when something is in our own backyard. 

The rut offers up 6 straight months of incredible action for 
anyone willing to seek it out. This article has only scratched 
the surface in terms of what is possible. The locations I have 
provided are only the ones that I like. There are countless places 
all over the country for many of these species. Maine contains 
some legendary areas for moose. Pennsylvania and Kentucky 
both contain large numbers of elk. I wrote a section only about 
the Rocky Mountain Bighorn when there is also the Desert 
Bighorn, Stone, and Dall sheep as well. Bison can now be found 
on a wide range of grasslands and national parks across the 
West and across Canada such as Wood Buffalo National Park, 

for instance. And then there are deer which are unquestionably 
the most successful of the species covered here in terms of 
adaptability and locations they can be found. 

The rut is an enormous topic. But hopefully I have been able 
to provide you with the information you need to take full 
advantage of this most spectacular time of the year. 





Sigma 150-600 Sport

Field Tested



I’m sitting on river rocks, balancing precariously 
while trying not to dunk my rear into the water coursing 
around me. From the bluffs above the Athabasca River, the 
color of the water is a surreal milky blue. Geologists call it 
colloidal particles. But it’s simpler to think of it as glacial flour.  
Down here though, all of that is lost to the eye. 

To my left is an island in the middle of the river. It’s been 
flooded before. Trees are sparse. And there are 5 different bull 
elk all vying for the chance to take on a monster for the right to 
his harem of cows. 

The piercing bugle of two large bulls fill the air. One calls out 
into the cold morning, steam billowing and rising in a great 
cloud from his breath. His challenge is answered in turn. Back 
and forth, call and response. And then a crashing from stage 
right. The harem bull joins the fray, barreling down to the 
river, roaring through underbrush before charging out into the 
shallows of the river. 

This is why I am here. This is what draws me to the Canadian 
Rockies every autumn: the chance to find myself on the banks 
of this river surrounded by the largest elk in the world. 

Photographing big mammals like this means you need to be 
on our toes. Situations change in an instant, unpredictably, 
without warning. Sometimes, this is for the good. New and 
adrenaline soaked photographic opportunities happen in rapid 
fire. Other times it can be bad, and your comfortable spot at 
a seemingly safe distance becomes anything but as an unseen 
bull manifests from the ether behind you issuing his challenge 
to the one before your lens. A challenge that demands a 

response. 

This type of photography demands versatility. As things 
change, I need to be able to adapt real time with those changes. 
As new backgrounds unfold, as the distance from the subject 
changes rapidly, as additional subjects suddenly appear and 
need to be included into compositions, versatility allows me to 
take advantage of every opportunity as it occurs. 

Under normal circumstances I would have my Nikon 200-
400mm F/4 lens attached the D5 out here. But instead, I am 
taking one for the team in order to fully test out a different 
lens. Instead of a $7,000 piece of professional grade glass on the 
camera, I am wielding a Sigma 150-600 to find out if this lens is 
really all people say it is. 

When it comes to versatility, the range of this lens simply 
cannot be beat – at least on paper. 150 to 600mm. This is 
HUGE. I carry a 200-400 and a 600mm in my backpack to 
cover this range – that’s 20lbs (not including camera bodies) 
and $19,000 worth of lenses. And yet, this thing has been 
getting rave reviews for a few years now, weighs a mere 6lbs, 
and comes in at under $2,000 for the Sports model and under 
$1,000 for the Contemporary. 

How is this possible!?

Given these facts alone, I have been recommending people 
look into this lens for years. Anytime someone comes to me 
asking what lens they should buy as they begin their foray 
into wildlife photography, I point them to the Sigma 150-
600. The results that I have seen with this lens from workshop 



participants have been truly impressive. And I must admit, I 
have been jealous at times when I watch how a single lens can 
cover so many different opportunities from environmental to 
tight portraits – all the twist of the wrist. 

The Nikon 200-400 was the first professional grade telephoto 
zoom lens. I have owned multiple copies of this beast going 
back to 2006. For my style of photography, I could live without 
my 600mm f/4. I could not, however, survive without my 200-
400. 

But here’s the thing: Nikon released a new iteration of this lens 
that matches Canon’s version in both features and price. The 
new 180-400mm f/4 with built in teleconverter comes in more 
expensive than even a brand new 600mm – a bank breaking 
$13,000. Of course, Canon did the same thing when they 
finally got around to offering a 200-400mm lens as well. 

I’ll be honest, at this price I find myself wondering if those 
lenses are really worth it?

When I first got into wildlife photography, zoom 
lenses were like the red headed stepchildren of the photography 
world. Some photographers accepted shorter zoom ranges for 
their’ versatility. Others argued that even such workhorses of 
today, like the 24 – 70mm, were just too soft and unreliable for 
serious photography. 

Prime lenses were the thing. A serious photographer, let alone 
a serious wildlife photographer, would never stoop so low as 
to suffer a big zoom lens. This was the hallmark of an amateur. 
Professionals wanted single focal lengths. And they wanted it to 
be f/2.8 if possible.

Today is different. Zoom lenses are a standard part of every 
photographer’s kit. Gone are the days of such optical snobbery. 
And this had everything to do with technology’s ever forward 
march, raising the bar one 70-200mm lens at a time. 

Now, we are inundated with zoom lenses. From those little 
bricks like the 24-70 f/4, that I could never imagine living 
without, to monsters of zoom like the Sigma 300-800mm f/5.6 
that was aptly nicknamed the Sigmonster by photographer 
Romy Ocon; zoom lenses can be found in everyone’s camera 
bag. They are standard stuff. And unless you remember the 
days when you had to tote around a 12mm, 18mm, 24mm, 
35mm, 50mm, and so on just to cover your short range basics, 
then it’s entirely possible that you don’t fully realize just how 
lucky you are these days. 

Of all the zoom lenses that have entered the world of wildlife 

All three of these images below were created on 
the Nikon D850 at 6400 ISO. There was a distinct 
difference in sharpness when using the Sigma on 
the D850. However, I did not fine tune this lens to 
that camera. Actually, I didn’t fine tune it to the 
D5 either. Images with the D5 were razar sharp - 
especially in good light. With the D850, it would 
be critically important to fine tune the auto focus 
with this lens.









photographers though, it has been the invention of two 
particular zoom ranges that have had the greatest impact on 
how we work and photograph today: the 200-400mm and the 
150-600mm lenses. Both Nikon and Canon make 200-400mm 
lenses. And both Sigma and Tamron produce a 150-600. One 
is expensive, the other not so much – relatively speaking, of 
course. 

For you die hard Canon 100-400 fans, settle down a moment. 
I’ll get to you. 

Nikon was the first on the scene with one of these lenses, which 
is unusual given the typically conservative business model of 
Nikon. But this probably isn’t the lens you’re thinking of. This 
was a manual focus 200-400 f/4 lens and was for sale from 1983 
– 1988. 

Similar to the built in teleconverter, when we look at the 
history of lenses, we find that such technology is nothing new. 
Built in 1.4 teleconverters have also been around since the early 
1980s as well – they just tended to find their way into $40,000 
PL (positive lock) lenses for videography. 

Back to Nikon’s first 200-400 though. This really was 
revolutionary. When even a 70-200 was eyed with caution by 
some, Nikon was attempting to enter the sports and wildlife 
arena with a serious piece of glass that offered unrivaled 
versatility. But the reason that most people have never heard of 
this lens is because nobody bought it. Nikon sold a whopping 
500 copies in all. 

I have no idea if this original 200-400 was a good lens or not. 

I was 2 years old when it was released to the world. But given 
the failure of the lens on the market, I can only assume that the 
old anti-zoom lens belief system of photographers played a big 
role in the death of such a forward thinking piece of equipment 
for its time. With the failure of Nikon’s first 200-400mm lens 
on the market, the world would have to wait another decade 
before something else to come along and fill its spot. 

In 1998 Canon released a big dust pump that would change 
everything: the 100-400. Though this lens was notoriously 
plagued with problems, sometimes success is all about timing. 
With the rise of digital photography after Nikon released the 
world’s first commercial digital SLR camera in 1988, and the 
success of the global economy in the late 1990s, a whole new 
demographic of people was finding their way into the evil 
clutches of photography. New people meant old ideas hadn’t yet 
corrupted their way of thinking. And for those of us who made 
the switch to digital from film in the late 90s and early 2000s, 
old ideas were something we were collectively thumbing our 
noses at anyways. Thus, the market was ripe for the rise of the 
zoom lenses. 

Whereas Nikon paved the way toward acceptance of digital 
photography, Canon did the same for the acceptance of big 
zoom lenses. Despite the problems with the first generation 
of 100-400 lenses, the concept was a spectacular success. 
Some copies of the lens were solid. Most not so much – at 
least in terms of holding up to the demands of working 
professionals. But this didn’t matter. A good copy of this lens 
meant versatility, it meant lighter weight in the field, it meant 
story telling with big mammals for photojournalistic style 
photography, and it meant birds in flight would become much 



easier when hand holding a lens. This replaced the need for a 
70-200, a 300 f/2.8, and a 400mm lens. It was as if the lens had 
been forged in the land of Mordor – one lens, to rule them all. 

Nikon followed suit with an 80-400mm lens to rival Canon (a 
terrible lens). Sigma jumped in and created the Sigmonster. 
And suddenly the race for finding the perfect blend of quality 
with versatility in a telephoto zoom lens began. 

Thankfully, Nikon still clung to their original idea of a 200-400 
f/4 lens. The focal length was incredible. It was everything a 
big mammal photographer could want. It worked for birds in 
flight. And it really worked well for safari. 

With the release of Nikon’s 200-400 VR 1 lens in 2003, the rules 
of engagement would never be the same again. 

Whereas the 100-400 and 80-400 lenses were relatively 
inexpensive and lightweight, there was no debating that these 
lenses were geared toward hobbyist photographers. The 200-
400 on the other hand hit the shelves at a whopping $5500 
and was unquestionably designed and marketed toward 
professionals and serious sports and wildlife photographers. 
This showed the world that a telephoto zoom lens could hold 
up to professional demands. 

For 10 years Nikon’s 200-400 with a constant aperture 
of f/4 was the gold standard for versatility. Many Canon 
photographers even purchased a Nikon body just so they could 
have access to this lens. Though the lens was not without its 
quirks – such as when focusing at infinity on a distant subject – 
it was unarguably the best thing on the market for a long time. 

And it took Canon a decade before they released their own 
version.

I purchased my first copy of this lens in 2006. After I tumbled 
down a snow covered mountain side in 2013, literally breaking 
the lens in half, I purchased the newer VR 2 version that Nikon 
had released a couple years before. 

The Nikon 200-400 has been my wheelhouse for many years. 
Though I also carry a 600mm f/4 lens, the 200-400 is my go-to 
lens for 75% of the situations I am in. I don’t want to just “get 
closer” to my subjects. I need the versatility and am willing to 
sacrifice a few things for story telling capabilities.

When I purchased the 600mm, I realized something about my 
work after a few months of acting like a kid with a new toy: the 
creativity had decreased. Ironically, this was something I had 
seen in other people’s work as well after acquiring really big 
glass. Given the zoom range of the 200-400, I had the ability 
to instantly experiment with various compositions. When 
situations changed quickly, I could adapt quickly with the flick 
of my wrist on the focusing ring instead of having to jump 
up and run to fit things in the frame. With the 600mm on the 
other hand, there was always this lurking thought of being 
closer, of getting tighter, of creating portraits.  

The photograph below ws created using 
16,000 ISO on the Nikon D5. Despite the 
fact that this lens is slower focusing in low 
light and low contrast situations, it is still 
perfectly acceptable in terms of function and 
sharpness in these conditions. 





Don’t get me wrong, I love the 600mm lens. I love how it 
compresses perspective. The look and feel of my images with 
the 600 are completely different than the feel of the images with 
the 200-400 for this reason. The bokeh is insane. But, there is a 
time and a place for that. And I am more interested in creating 
compelling compositions that had impact than just portraits 
with good bokeh. This is why 75% of my long lens work 
happens with a 200-400mm in my hand. 

The harem bull thunders across the shallows 
in front of me and then atop a gravel bar as he answers his 
challenger. I’ve positioned myself to take advantage of a deep 
pool of water on this braid of the Athabasca river. In the 
main channel, things are moving fast. Wave trains roll over 
top boulders. But here, things are different. The deep cut in 

I would not have been able to create this 
composition if I hadn’t been using the Sigma 
150-600. It was in this moment, above 
all others, where I fell in love the zoom 
capability. I had been photographing this 
bull when suddenly the clouds parted over 
Pyramid Mountain in the back to reveal this 
beautiful color. As if on cue, the bull elk 
threw back his had and buggled a response to 
another bull behind me. With just the flick of 
my wrist, I was able to pull back from 600mm 
all the way to 150mm in order to capture this 
environmental shot. Versatility is really what 
makes the Sigma 150-600 shine. 



this braid backs up with water and the surface is still enough 
to create a reflecting pool. Once the water hits the gravel bar 
up ahead, it speeds up again and joins the race to the Arctic 
Ocean. 

As my bull elk works his way across the gravel bar, I am 
afforded long and silky reflections. This is big lens territory and 
I find myself zoomed in to 550mm while still creating a wider 
composition to include features of the landscape. But all of 
this will be short lived. The harem bull is forced to cross at this 
point and I am forced to stay where I am for those reflections. 
However, once on the island everything changes quickly. 

With so many bulls out here all vying for a chance to sing one 
of the cows away from the harem, the action is happening 
quickly and, at times, all around me. And this is where the 
extraordinary zoom range of the Sigma 150-600mm really 
comes into its own. 

When I decided to test out this Sigma lens, I opted for the 
more expensive version. You see, Sigma makes the 150-600 in 
both a Sports and Contemporary option. The Sport option is 
the higher product. Compared to the Contemporary, the Sport 
really does feel more solidly built. And Sigma claims that the 
weather proofing on this lens meets professional demands. 

However, with the Sport lens comes a trade off in weight and 
price – both increasing quite a bit. Whereas the Contemporary 
comes in at around 4lbs, the Sport is just shy of 7lbs (which 
is about the same weight as my 200-400). And whereas the 
Contemporary is priced under $1,000, the Sport comes in at 
$2,000. 

All said and done, I spent over 20 days with this lens. I used it 
in low light situations that demanded 25,000 ISO. I used it in 
the snow. In the rain. At the whole range of apertures and the 
full spectrum of its focal lengths. I mainly used this with the 
Nikon D5, but also tossed it on a D850 as well. And, I switched 
things up periodically to shoot with my Nikon 200-400 AND 
the $13,000 180-400mm (which was also a loaner). I even 
brought the 600mm f/4 prime lens into the mix. 

So, when it comes to field testing a lens, I think this about 
covers all the bases. 

When I first announced this field test, I received a flood of 
emails. A lot of people seem to be very interested in this lens. 
But one comment kept surfacing over and over. And that was, 
it would seem, people are very interested in the cons of the 
lens over the pros. It would appear that much of what has been 
written about the Sigma 150-600 has been glowing with little 
attention given to problems. Thus, I think this is the best place 
for us to begin. Instead of showering the lens with praise, let’s 
start with what I did not like. 

Low contrast auto focusing

In low light and low contrast situations, this lens does compare 
to the three other lenses I used over the 20 days in Canada 
(200-400, 180-400, and 600). It wasn’t that I couldn’t acquire 
focus, or that the lens was soft though. It was that it took the 
150-600 more time to find focus. 



For the lion’s share of my time with this lens, I used it with 
the D5 – Nikon’s sport and wildlife powerhouse. This is the 
equivalent of Canon’s 1DXm2. I did this so as to ensure I was 
working with the best possible technology. No other Nikon 
camera has a more advanced auto focus system. And although 
on paper the D850 has the same AF system, in the real world it 
simply does not compare. 

Therefore, when I say that this lens was slow to focus in low 
light and low contrast situations, it’s important to know that 
this was its performance when matched with best in class 
technology. 

I was still able to use the lens in these situations, but I did have 
to adjust and tweak how I photographed. 

First and foremost, I found that using the cross-type sensors 
worked much better than using normal vertical sensors when 
it came to focusing in these conditions. Remember, cross-type 
sensors have the ability to detect horizontal AND vertical lines 

Exactly like the Nikon 200-400mm 
lens, the Sigma gets sharper the close 
the subject is to the lens. This was an 
important revelation for me in the field. 
Every version of Nikon 200-400mm has 
suffered, to some extent, from softening 
at maximum focal length - especially 
when infinity focusing. The Sigma 
operated identically in this regard with 
a steady improvement the closer the 
subject.



of contrast to focus on. And since these sensors are not evenly 
distributed, this meant that I found myself using the center 
focusing point in my viewfinder (which guarantees I’m using a 
cross-type sensor), to acquire focus and then recompose.  

If the above paragraph is confusing and you’re not completely 
sure what I mean by cross-type sensors, for instance, make 
sure you check out the Spring and Summer 2018 edition of the 
Journal as I go into this stuff in great detail across a two-part 
series. 

I did find that in low light, Nikon’s Group AF worked better 
than Dynamic 9 or Dynamic 25. Group AF works by initiating 
5 AF points in a diamond shaped pattern. Each of these 5 AF 
sensors can be used to obtain focus – unlike Dynamic-9 point 
or Canon’s expanded point in which the center point inside of 
the pattern is given all of the priority for acquiring focus. 

Although I was able to still shoot in low light with this lens, 
having to adjust how I shoot was a bit frustrating and, even 
then, the lens did not perform at the same speed as the other 
lenses. 

Telescoping Lens

One major difference between the Sigma 150-600 and the 200-
400 is that the length of the lens changes with the focal length 
you are using. Yuck. 

When set at 150mm, the Sigma is rather compact and looks 

more like a 300mm lens. But when zoomed out to 600, the lens 
gains nearly an extra foot in length. I actually do not know the 
exact number of inches. And I could look it up for you. But I 
don’t think that sort of pedantic information is actually relevant 
here because the point I am trying to make is that lens seems to 
nearly double in length at 600mm and this can really throw off 
the balance. 

I quite liked photographing with this lens at its shorter focal 
lengths. It was compact and stout, and sharp as a tack. But 
when I had to zoom out suddenly, it wasn’t a matter of simply 
twisting the focusing ring. I had to rebalance everything as 
well. 

This means that if you are shooting on a tripod, going from 
150 to 600 will completely throw the balance off and you may 
need to readjust where the lens foot sits on your tripod head. 
If you are handholding, it means that you will need to adjust 
the zoom ring and then adjust where your left hand cradles the 
lens.

And please, for the love of god, do not tell me you are one 
of those people who simply holds onto the tripod foot! Bad 
photographer. Bad. Roll up a newspaper and hit yourself with 
it. 

When handholding a long lens, the proper technique is to flip 
the tripod foot to the top of the lens and out of your way. Then, 
you want to let the lens lay in the palm of your left hand as far 
out as you can get it while keeping your left elbow in contact 
with your body for support. 



On the Nikon 200-400 and 180-400, as well as Canon’s 200-
400, the length of the lens does not change with focal length. 
Everything about these lenses appears that balance and 
hand hold ability were a big consideration when it came to 
engineering. To be honest, this was not something I had ever 
been aware of really. I knew that hand holding these lenses was 
comfortable for me, but not until using the Sigma was I very 
conscious of how that was all by design. 

The problem with the telescoping lens goes beyond hand 
holding here though. Because of the weight of the front 
element of the Sigma, anytime the lens I angled down or up, 
the lens expands or contracts. The means that when the lens is 
hanging off my side on a Black Rapid Strap for instance, it will 
quickly zoom itself out to 600mm. 

There is a locking switch on the side of the lens to help solve 
this problem. But you can only lock the lens at the actual 
numbered points on the zoom ring. 150, 200, 300, etc. And you 
have to actually remember to do this. 

Given the size and versatility of this lens, I preferred to use this 
lens handheld. And every time I would stop shooting, I would 
have to remember to lock the lens because the last thing I want 
to happen is for the front element to zoom out and smack a 
rock or dip into the river when I’m not paying attention. 

I found myself always tending toward collapsing the lens back 
to 150mm and locking it in place while I was walking around. 
The, when I wanted to photograph, unlocking it and zooming 
to where I wanted to be. It took a day or so to get into this 
habit, but once I did it was just a small extra step – but it was an 

extra step for using the lens. 

Optical Stabilization

Canon calls it IS for Image Stabilization. Nikon calls it VR for 
Vibration Reduction. Sigma calls it OS for Optical Stabilization. 
In theory, they are all the same thing. In reality, Sigma’s OS 
system doesn’t come close to Nikon and Canon. 

This doesn’t mean that it doesn’t work on the Sigma. It’s just 
that compared to Nikon and Canon, it appears to just kind of 
work. When photographing with 600mm of focal length, every 
little movement is exaggerated. And although the Sigma was 
helping to compensate for this, I found that I needed to work 
with faster shutter speeds when hand holding. In low light, 
faster shutter speeds means higher ISO to compensate. 

As an old school (film era) rule of thumb, you want to shoot 
with a shutter speed that is at least as fast as the focal length is 
long. Ever heard this before? 

This means that if I am shooting at 600mm and hand holding 
the lens, then I want a minimum shutter speed of 600 or faster. 
If I’m shooting at 200mm, then 1/200th or faster. Make sense? 
I normally shoot big mammals between 1/500th and 1/2000th of 
a second anyways. But, in low light, I will find myself reducing 
this shutter speed to 1/125th of a second for more light if the 
situation allows. On the Nikon 200-400, I don’t flinch at this 
when hand holding. But with the Sigma, I felt like I needed to 
follow the old shutter speed equals focal length rule. Maybe 
this was overkill. But that was where things seemed to better in 





terms of camera shake. 

Bokeh

Bokeh is not a tremendous concern of mine. Yes, I do make 
decisions CONSTANTLY about depth of field in relationship to 
how soft and clean my background will be. However, this does 
not define my style of photography like it does others. This is 
art and it’s all about what appeals to you. For some, creamy 
featureless backgrounds are important. For others, not so 
much. 

Photographers that primarily photograph birds tend to obsess 
over out of focus background. Mammal photographers less so. 

Now, the softness of a background is more dependent upon the 
distance of the background to your subject then it is to do with 
anything in your lens. But when I compare this effect between 
my Nikon 200-400 f/4 and my 600mm f/4, there is a HUGE 
difference. Hands down, the bokeh king in my camera bag is 

the 600mm. The way a background falls off is simply unrivaled 
by any other telephoto lens I have ever used. 

I assumed that the Sigma would be different from both of 
these lenses. However, I found myself a bit surprised at how 
much detail remained in my backgrounds at f/6.3 – the lowest 
f-stop you can use at 600mm with this lens (yes, the aperture is 
variable and dependent on focal length). Even with situations 
where the background was 50 feet behind the subject and 
would have gone quite soft with the 200-400, I found that I 
could count leaves on the trees at times in my photographs of 
the same situation created with the Sigma. 

It was not terrible. And this would not be a deal breaker for me 
personally. But, for some it would be. 

Infinity focus

Long distance subjects were tough to work with when using 
the Sigma. Anytime the focusing went to the infinity setting, 
sharpness fell of quickly. I found that stopping down to f/8 was 
necessary in these situations to really bring back the sharpness 
in my lens. This stands to reason on some level because all 
zooms tend to be the sharpest at f/8. 

Don’t read this to mean that at 600mm, the lens is not sharp. 
What this means is when the subject is far enough away to 
cause the lens to adjust to infinity, things soften up – this is not 
focal length dependent. 

But here is thing: Nikon’s 200-400 and Canon’s 200-400 are the 

This image was created at f/6.3. 
Some would argue that there is a 
lot of detail left in the background 
considering its distance from my 
two subjects here. I am perfectly 
fine with the amount of detail. Ultra 
soft backgrounds are something I 
am willing to compromise on for the 
benefit of having the versatility that 
a lens like the Sigma 150-600 offers.



same way with a teleconverter. With either of these lenses I 
have found it necessary to stop down to f/8 to bring sharpness 
back at infinity focus. And, the same goes for Nikon’s new 180-
400 with the teleconverter in place as well. 

One of the benefits to the Sigma is that the actual zoom 
range reaches out to 600mm. To do this with a 200-400mm 
lens or the new 180-400, you have to use a teleconverter. 
This is important because Nikon and Canon justify the price 
of their new lenses based on the fact that there is a built in 
teleconverter and you can reach 560mm with this in place. Of 
course, this is still not 600mm, but for all intents and purposes 
it is close enough. 

When I did a side by side comparison of distant subject at 
maximum zoom, in good light with plenty of contrast, between 
the Sigma 150-600, the Nikon 200-400 + 1.4 TC, and the Nikon 
180-400 w/ built in TC engaged, I found all three of these 
lenses to perform equally. And what that means is that I had to 
stop down to f/8 to get acceptable focus. 

This. Is. Huge. 

This means that even though the infinity focus of the Sigma 
150-600 isn’t all that good, it is at least as good as the two 
Nikons at similar focal lengths with teleconverters in place 
and the Canon. And that should really make you think very 
carefully about purchasing a $13,000 lens when one that is 
$2,000 is just as sharp at long distances. 

So, this was my list of gripes about the lens. The 

cons. The frustrations. 

What about the stuff I liked? 

I don’t think it’s necessary for me to break down the things I 
liked into different sections like I did with what I didn’t like 
about the lens. There is enough hype floating around by now 
about this lens that most have heard nothing but glowing 
reviews. So, there is really no reason to go into an in-depth 
section all about the good qualities of the lens. Instead, I think 
two simple concepts need to be conveyed to sum it all up: 
sharpness and versatility. 

In good to decent light, the focusing was acceptably fast and 
the images are sharp as a tack. In fact, I was more than a little 
surprised at how sharp the photos were. Even in bad light, 
the photographs were still sharp – it just took the focus a little 
longer to get there than it did with the 200-400, 180-400, and 
600mm lenses. 

Even though the Sigma comes in at a fraction of the cost of the 
lenses I compared it with, it absolutely held its own with them 
all. The 600mm prime was the most critically sharp. Followed 
by the 180-400, the 200-400, and the Sigma 150-600 lens. All of 
that was exactly what I expected to see. 

But just because the 600 and 180-400 were sharper overall, 
does not mean they are better lenses overall. The 600mm f/4 
weighs 12lbs. Add to that the 5lbs of the Nikon D5 camera 
and you’re working with 17lbs of equipment. This makes hand 
holding difficult. And your also stuck at this focal length. So, 
when things change, you have to jump up and run to keep 









photographing. 

Likewise, with the 180-400mm lens, the lens was definitely 
sharper than the others. But as soon as I engaged a 
teleconverter to go beyond 400mm, the Sigma and the 200-400 
with teleconverter performed just as good. 

You absolutely need to be creating in-focus and sharp images. 
However, there is far too much emphasis and hype placed 
on this than there needs to be. Sharpness is not black and 
white. I sell massive 8 foot long fine art pieces to collectors for 
thousands of dollars, and all of the lenses I used are more than 
acceptably sharp for this. That should say everything. If I can 
take a photograph and enlarge it to 8 feet on the long side, then 
obviously the sharpness is good enough for a little magazine 
cover, a double page spread, a television ad, or some kind of 
online use. Right? Sigma is absolutely sharp enough for any and 
all professional grade work – and I didn’t even fine tune the AF 
system of my camera with this lens. 

So, even though the 600mm and the 180-400 (without the 
teleconverter) were sharper than the older 200-400 and Sigma 
lens, it actually does not matter in the real world. Make sense?

I love the versatility of the Sigma – which I knew I would. To 
have something that runs from 150-600mm is extraordinary. 
For video work, this saves so much time and effort by being 
able to simply zoom in and zoom out without changing 
lenses. For photography, it’s the same thing. I could go from 
environmental to portraits very quickly. As situations changed, 
I could adapt with them. The real-world experience of having a 
lens with this sort of versatility really does live up to the hype. 

And this is the thing about zoom lenses to begin with: most of 
the time, you are going to make a small compromise in some 
way in order to gain versatility. It’s just that you have decide 
if a compromise is worth it to you. Take the 70-200mm f/2.8. 
This is a phenomenal lens. But is it as good as my old Nikon 
200mm? Nope. Is it as good as my Nikon 105? Nope. But I 
don’t need it to be. 

The age of digital photography has created a whole new breed 
of photographer that the world has never seen before now. 
Gone are the days when the quality of a photograph was 
measured by the impact it had, by the emotion it created, or 
the story it told. Now, all too often, the emphasis is placed on 
technical precision. Of course, you can have both. But at the 
end of the day it’s the artistry that is the point of it all to begin 
with. 

Give me a zoom over a prime any day. I want paintbrushes not 
surgical instruments. 

So, is a $13,000 lens worth it compared to a $2,000 Sigma 150-
600mm? 

It depends. 

If you are a photographer who doesn’t have to consider price 
and money when deciding to buy new equipment, then go for 
the new Canon 200-400 or Nikon’s 180-400. These are both 
very sharp and very fast lenses. You pay dearly for that built in 
teleconverter. And at the end of the day is not any sharper than 
a regular teleconverter. 



Canon does not have options unfortunately. They produce 
a 100-400 and a 200-400. There are no older less expensive 
versions of the 200-400. So if you are someone that cannot or 
does not want to drop $13K on a lens, I would suggest buying 
the Sigma 150-600 here over the Canon 100-400. 

Nikon photographers, you have more options. The 180-400 is a 
fabulous lens. But it is not worth $13k in my opinion – not by a 
long shot. Not when the performance of this lens is equal to the 
VR II version that sells brand new for $7k and can be picked up 
used for $3k. 

For Nikon photographers, I would recommend either the 200-
400 VR II or the Sigma 150-600. If price is a consideration 
here, consider a used version of the 200-400 VR II for better 
lowlight capability. Sorry Nikon.

If you are someone that is regularly in very low light, with 
10,000 ISO for instance, then you may want something that 
is faster focusing than the Sigma. Be very careful not to read 
into this statement or over think it though. I spend a lot of 
my time in places like coastal Alaska and the rain forests of 
Panama. These are both very low light places and the speed 
of the Sigma 150-600 would be frustrating. However, in a 
place like Yellowstone National Park, or when photographing 
whitetail deer in the Smoky Mountains, or birds at Fort Desoto 
in Florida, this lens would be fabulous. 

If you are a bird on a stick photographer looking for surgically 
clean backgrounds and the softest bokeh you can find, then do 
not buy this lens. You’re better off with a 600mm f/4 or 500mm 

f/4 lens for that work. But if you photograph mammals, travel 
on safari, or just need an extremely versatile lens that will 
handle a lot of different scenarios – get this lens.  

If you are a photographer, Canon or Nikon, that already owns a 
big prime lens like a 600 or 500, then I highly recommend the 
Sigma 150-600 as an addition to your kit. You really need to 
have the option of versatility. 

All said and done, I loved the Sigma 150-600.   
It was solidly built. It held up to my abuse. It was phenomenally 
sharp. It was incredibly versatile and allowed me to capture 
images that would have never been possible if I had been 
carrying a prime lens or even my 200-400 with a teleconverter 
on it. 

For me, the versatility wins out. It does not matter if you have 
the biggest bestest and most expensive gear in the world. If 
you cannot carry it, set it up quickly, or adapt to changing 
situations with that gear quickly, then they are absolutely the 
wrong lenses for you. I would rather work with cheaper glass 
that allows me to be mobile and versatile, and accept a couple 
compromises, than have the best equipment in the world but 
come home without the art that I saw unfold in my mind’s eye.

If you’re a photographer that believes gourmet food only comes 
from the world’s most expensive frying pans, then you should 
definitely skip over the Sigma.  

Maybe I should have led with this part. 



So, would I buy this lens? 

Yes and no. 

I love my Nikon 200-400 VR II lens. After this testing, I learned 
that it performs as well as the 180-400. This fact alone means 
I will not be buying a $13,000 version of this lens. The Sigma 
worked great, but it did not handle the low light like my 200-
400mm. But the versatility of the lens was insane. 

And so, for my photography, I would actually 
be quite interested in purchasing the cheaper 
Contemporary version of the lens instead. 

Why? Because I own both a 200-400 and a 600mm lens that do 
outperform the Sigma in tough shooting situations. 
This part is important. Emphasis on tough shooting situations. 
However, neither of these lenses, due to their size and weight, 
are fun to use at times. Climbing 1000 feet up a mountain 
on foot for a photograph of a bighorn? Do that with 17lbs of 
camera and lens plus tripod and tripod head and tell me what 
you think about owning a 600mm f/4! 

The Contemporary version of this lens shaves off several 
pounds which makes it completely suitable for throwing over 
your shoulder and hiking, whereas the Sport version is still the 
same weight as my 200-400. Photographer’s talk about “walk 
around” lenses. This would be the role of the Contemporary 
lens for me. It would not replace my 200-400 and 600, it would 
be used in addition for situations where the size and weight 
matter or speed and convenience are paramount. 

I have not tested the Contemporary version of this lens. 
However, to the best of my knowledge the quality of the glass 
is equal to the Sport and the only real difference is the weather 
proofing.  

If I did not own the 200-400, or if I used Canon gear and 
wanted something for under $13,000, I would not hesitate for a 
moment to by this lens. The Sigma 150-600 is a truly incredible 
piece of glass for the price. The glass itself is every bit as good 
as the top shelf telephoto lenses on the market today. The AF 
speed  in low light is the only real thing that holds this lens 
back. But, for a $2,000 lens I never expected it to be as good as 
it is. 

* All of the photographs that I have included with this 
review were created with the Sigma 150-600mm lens. 

Interested in my thoughts on other peices 
of gear? Would you like to see a particular 
piece of equipment reviewed here? Let us 
know!

Jared@Journalofwildlifephotography.com



In Memorium
The Magic of Wild: Lara Joy Brynildssen

by PJ Kaszas

It is with profound shock, sadness, and disbelief I write this 
tribute to wild horse photographer and advocate Lara Joy 
Brynildssen who died unexpectedly on October 9th, 2019. 
She was only 51. She was one of my best friends and a friend 
to so many in the wild horse photography and advocacy 
communities. And just a day and a half before her death we 
were out photographing the Onaqui wild horses in Utah 
together. She was so alive and in her element, marching off 
with that Lara Joy-like determination across the West Desert, 
camera in hand, and dreams of capturing beautiful photos 
of stallion Clorox’s band and in particular his son Lucas, her 
favorite, a yearling pinto she named as a foal. I suspect he shall 
now always be known as Lara’s boy Lucas. 

She was a wickedly funny and brilliant human, an inspiration 
to many, a wonderful and talented photographer and teacher, 
and a strong voice and staunch advocate for our wild horses. 

Horses and photography were Lara Joy’s passions. As a 
photographer, Lara Joy put story first. Her photos and 
accompanying captions helped reveal the lives of these horses, 
their individual personalities, and the political plight facing 
them. She was outspoken in opposing round ups and worked 
closely with the American Wild Horse Campaign on several 
plans and campaigns to help save her beloved Onaqui horses. 
Her article “A consideration of the video Horse Rich & Dirt 

Poor” is a searing criticism of common lies spread about 
our wild horses on public lands. She had recently met with 
representatives of the Fish Springs Wild Horse Alliance and 
documented a successful PZP darting program in action (birth 
control for horses that is a more humane than round ups).

As an instructor she presented regularly at the Out of Chicago 
conference on equine photography and Adobe Lightroom 
techniques and she wrote regularly for Digital Photography 
School. But it was out in the field as a workshop instructor that 
she excelled, introducing beginner photographers to the magic 
world of wild horses. She was a gentle, patient, and oh-so-fun 
instructor who developed deep friendships with her students, 
some who loved her like a sister.

Lara Joy and I met out on the Onaqui range. This would be the 
first of many trips we took together to photograph wild horses. 
Together, we traveled the world doing insane things, mostly 
unintentional, like multiple 360s on mud slick roads, driving 
through blizzards and fog so thick you couldn’t see five feet in 
front of the car, limping around the desert on sprained ankles, 
dealing with numerous flat tires (one involving  being rescued 
by Elk hunters), getting sea sick, or stabbed repeatedly by gorse 
or numerous cacti. But most importantly our friendship and 
mutual interest in wild horses would lead to a shared passion 
project for both of us. 

On a crazy cold and snowy trip through eastern Nevada in 
January 2017, fueled on a diet of tacos, Cheetos, and caffeine, 
we discussed the need to connect wild horse photographers 
around the world and thus Wild Horse Photography Collective 
was born. We set out to create a positive space where fellow 



photographers could feature their work and let the beauty 
of photography advocate our wild horses. We succeeded 
beyond our wildest dreams. It’s a beautiful, strong and thriving 
community over 25,000 strong. 

But now an integral member of that community is missing.

The hole Lara Joy leaves in our world and lives cannot be 
filled, but perhaps we can honor her spirit using a little of 
#themagicofwild Lara Joy lived for. We can continue to use our 
photography to speak for the wild horses she so loved. Please 
use her hashtag and let her memory live through the magic of 
wild. 

Back in the West Desert of Utah, when stallion Clorox sires a 
filly she will be named Lara Joy so that LJ’s spirit and memory 
run free through the West Desert, over the knolls, around the 
base of Davis mountain, and, perhaps, farther past Simpson 
Springs to the south where in every direction you can see 
buttes and mountains, and the wind blows, and dust rises, and 
after it rains life seems to explode with an energy like no where 
else in  fields of purple mustard and glowing gold sunflowers. 
And maybe just maybe another budding photographer will find 
her passion photographing that filly.

About the Author: PJ Kaszas is a wildlife and 
documentary photographer. She is also a multimedia 
designer, writer, painter, poet, and a retired 
archaeologist. She specializes in doing art in service 
to animals, nature, science, and history. She is at 
heart a storyteller no matter the medium. When not 
wandering off someplace new in search of adventure, 
or just to satisfy her curiosity, she can be found 
somewhere on the East Coast of the United States, 
usually stuck on a train or lying on her couch reading a 
book. Follow her on social media: Instagram @pjkaszas 
and @wildhorsephotographycollective Facebook: PJ 
Kaszas Photography Twitter: @pjkaszas
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