


The Landscape Photographer’s Companion Guide: OBX

In this landscape companion to The Photographer’s Guide 
to the Outer Banks, we will take you way beyond what a 
guide book could ever do. This companion guide will teach 
you the skills sets used to create many of the photographs 
in the Photographer’s Guide. From the use of filters to 
advanced photoshop techniques such as exposure blend-
ing, this companion guide will run the gamut of tools, tips, 
tricks, skills, and how to take your landscape photography 
on the Outer Banks to a whole new level. 

Estimated Release: Summer 2014

The Wildlife Photographer’s Companions Guide: OBX

The wildlife companion to The Photographer’s Guide to 
the Outer Banks will be a photographic workshop all to 
itself. We will dissect many of the wildlife photographs you 
see in the Photographer’s Guide in such a way as to teach 
you not only how these photographs were created, but the 
skill sets that you need to create photographs like these 
yourself. Learning how to exploit the various types of light, 
controlling backgrounds, telling a story with your images, 
conveying emotion, connecting with your viewer, and so 
much more. 

Estimated Release: April 15, 2014
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4Introduction
I’m constantly amazed at how far and wide the reputation of the Outer 
Banks has spread. It doesn’t really seem to matter where I go, or how far 
from these islands I travel. I can be on a boat in the Pacific Ocean, island 
hopping around the Galapagos Archipelago or on a mountain side in 
Wyoming and people always seem to recognize the Outer Banks when I 
tell them where I come from. 

For hundreds of years this would have been no surprise really. When 
commerce and civilization depended upon the wind and the sails of 
ships to grow and spread, the Outer Banks may well have been con-
sidered a household name throughout Europe. Or well, the geological 
features that we call the Outer Banks today anyways, as nobody is really 
sure what these islands were called back then. 

On the old colonial maps, there was no name that represented the en-
tire area. We find the Algonquian names for individual islands such as 
Woccon (Ocracoke), Hatterask (Hatteras), Croatan, and Roanoke, but 
no Outer Banks. As early as 1585 we find English names mixed in with 

the native, much as we do still today, but yet no 
mention of a regional name for these sandbars. One 
thing was certain though, regardless of its name, this 
region was one of the most notorious stretches of 
coastline in the world. 

Countless lives and fortunes have been lost with-
in sight of these beaches. It’s like everything in the 
ocean and air above it come together to offer up the 
very worst of Poseidon’s wrath right here. Take Cape 
Hatteras for instance, with its Diamond Shoals that 
thrust some 10 miles out into the seemingly open 
ocean. Since 1871, when people started keeping 
records of this sort of stuff, Cape Hatteras has been 

Note that on this 
now quite famous 
map of the Outer 
Banks’ Ghost Fleet, 
dates only go back to 
around 1850. More 
than 1,000 ships sit 
along this stretch 
of coast line that 
we know aboslutely 
nothing about. Ships 
have been sinking 
here since the mid-
1500s.
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5Introduction
significantly impacted by 104 hurricanes. That’s 104 hurricanes out of 
149 years. This gives a statistical average for Hatteras to be affected by 
a hurricane every 1.37 years. These numbers factor in both direct and 
indirect hits by hurricanes. The difference matters little when you are 
adrift upon the ocean and at the mercy of the wind in your sails. 

In the overall ranking of areas that have been hit by hurricanes since 
1871, Cape Hatteras sits at the very top of the list as number one. Num-
ber two on the list is Morehead City, North Carolina which is just below 
Ocracoke Island. Wilmington, NC comes in at number six. 
There are actually only 4 locations on this list that are not Caribbean 
islands.  Three of the 4 are all places along the North Carolina coast. The 
other one, Boca Raton Florida, falls in at number 10. 

Hurricanes are just one spoke of Poseidon’s trident when it comes to 
ferocious weather along this coast. Tropical storms for instance, which 
have sustained winds between 39-73 mph, are a more common weath-
er phenomenon and subsequently outnumber hurricanes here. These 
storms occur around the same time of the year as hurricanes of course, 
so you can more than double the number of major storms during the 
hurricane season. 

Then, of course, you have the nor’easters, which come in even greater 
frequency than tropical storms and hurricanes. Just as soon as we move 
out of hurricane season, we slip right into nor’easter season (if you can 
call it that).

Nor’easters have almost become synonymous with the New England 
coastline. Yet a little known fact about these storms is that each and 
every one is born off the coast of the Outer Banks. It is at this precise 
latitude that cyclonic low pressure systems spiraling up the coast collide 
with massive cold fronts sweeping down out of the arctic. The results are 

some of the most devastating storms that have hit the eastern seaboard 
in recorded history. 

Take the Ashe Wednesday storm of1962, for instance. This nor’easter 
brought sustained wind speeds of what may seem like a meager 40mph. 
However, it just set there, bombarding the coast of the Outer Banks for 
nearly 5 days before destroying the rest of the eastern seaboard as it 
moved north.

Each day that the winds howled out of the northeast, the waters of the 
Atlantic rose higher and higher as it built up against the coast line. With 
each day the amount of water piled up against the coastline grew higher. 
And with each high tide, the ocean swept in further. To make matters 
worse, the Ashe Wednesday storm occurred during the full moon, a 
time period known as the Spring Tide when the gravitational effect of 
the moon is at its greatest, and tides are significantly higher than normal 
anyway. 

By the 4th day the ocean began to completely wash over the islands. 
Houses were not so much damaged by the surf as they were simply 
swept away. People watched in horror from their windows as beach cot-
tages crashed into theirs riding the waves that rolled across the islands. 
So much water moved over the Banks, so much sand rolled backwards 
into the sounds,, that it was from the aftermath of the Ashe  Wednesday 
storm that the young geologist Orin Pilkey, who rode out the storm in 
Nags Head, made the revolutionary discovery that barrier islands the 
world over, migrate in response to these massive storms. The result of 
this was that the entire Outer Banks literally rolled backwards several 
meters. 

The Ashe Wednesday storm is considered one of the three largest storms 
of the 20th century.  Old photographs taken of the aftermath on the Out-
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er Banks are hauntingly similar to those from the more recent “Super 
Storm Sandy” in New Jersey. Which, Sandy herself was, in fact, a nor’eas-
ter, formed when a hurricane downgraded to a tropical storm(read  low 
pressure system) collided with a massive cold front off  the Outer Banks 
and exploded into a nor’easter before barreling north. 

So let’s face it. In a time before weather instruments, satellite navigation, 
LORAN, etc . . . the Outer Banks were not the place you wanted to be in 
a sail boat. Yet, thanks to the unique geography of the North Carolina 
coastline and its relation to the Gulf Stream, every ship traveling along 
the coast of the US had to swing dangerously close to these shores.  So 
to say that the Outer Banks were notorious, may very well be an under-
statement.

And yet, all of this is just the story of the Graveyard of the Atlantic. The 
Outer Banks have played a role in a surprisingly long list of historical 
events whose impact would change the world as we know it. 

For starters, the Outer Banks was the scene for England’s first attempt at 
colonization in the New World. With Spain’s empire growing stronger by 
the day, Queen Isabell and Sir Walter Raleigh devised a plan to establish 
first a military fort and then a full-fledged colony on these shores for 
the purpose of sticking a privateering thorn in King Phillip II’s side. The 
subsequent “Lost Colony” is considered by many to be America’s great-
est mystery. 

Moving into the 20th century, these sandbars would become the proving 
grounds of the Wright brothers as they gave birth to modern aviation. 
This much of Outer Banks history is well known to just about every 4th 
grader. However, another Outer Banks first that most people don’t know, 
was that Reginald Fessenden, just a few years before the Wright Broth-
ers flew their first plane, sent the world’s first voice transmission over a 

radio between Hatteras and Roanoke Island. 

Then of course there were the pirates. Queen Elizabeth, whom many his-
torians consider the Pirate Queen, set the stage for a long history of pira-
cy along the Outer Banks with her interests in establishing Fort Raleigh. 
Despite the historical significance of this however, it was Edward Teach, 
a.k.a Blackbeard, which would make the Outer Banks synonymous with 
pirates for centuries to come. This legendary pirate, who once stuffed lit 
canon fuses under his hat as he went into battle for the shock and awe 
value, became bed fellows with Governor Eden of the North Carolina 
colony. This relationship established a lucrative revolving door that gave 
Blackbeard and his men a funnel for their spoils and North Carolina a 
steady source of material goods un-taxed by England. But like all great 
pirates, Blackbeard’s reign was relatively short lived as he met his match 
in Ocracoke Inlet and was relieved of his head by Captain Maynard. The 
body was tossed overboard, destined to forever give birth to a litany of 
Ocracoke ghost stories. The head was transported back to the Virginia 
colony to be placed on a pike in Hampton as a warning to other would 
be pirates, at a place that still to this day bears the name, Blackbeard’s 
Point. 

Then there was the story of John and Owen Lloyd – distant ancestors of 
mine – who committed the greatest act of piracy in history north of the 
Caribbean. 

In August1750, the Spanish Treasure Fleet, or Flota de Indias sailed out 
of Havana, Cuba, bound for the currents of the Gulf Stream where they 
would ride the giant river within the ocean to the coast of Cape Hat-
teras. From there, the current would then swing them north and east 
out across the Atlantic back toward Spain. This was an annual event, and 
the only feasible route back to Europe. The only problem was that they 
sailed right into a hurricane. 

The Photographers Guide to the Outer Banks
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Three of the seven ships made it to the Outer Banks. Two of them, the 
Nuestra Senora de Soledad and the El Salvador sunk upon colliding with 
the shoals off of Cape Lookout. As the Spanish were meticulous record 
keepers, we know exactly what went down with the El Salvador, and it is 
believed to be the largest unfound treasure in the Atlantic. In fact, it was 
the lost treasure of the El Salvador that a team of divers were looking for 
when they discovered the remains of Blackbeard’s flagship, the Queen 
Anne’s Revenge.

The third ship, Neustra Senora de Guadalupe managed to survive the 
storm. Dismasted in the blow and washed ashore upon Portsmouth Is-
land some 15 miles south of Ocracoke, the ship and its crew were worse 
for wear but otherwise intact.  Seeking to have the ship’s cargo ferried to 
Norfolk, Virginia and then exported to Spain, the captain of the Gua-
dalupe hired the two brother’s John and Owen Lloyd, who sailed out of 
Norfolk several days before and had taken refuge at Ocracoke before the 
storm, to transport the ship’s cargo. John and Owen, residents of Hamp-
ton, Virginia, owned and operated a cargo ferrying service out of Hamp-
ton Roads, Virginia. So for Captain Juan Manuel Banilla of the N.S. 
Guadalupe, hiring the two Lloyd brothers for the job made perfect since. 

John, a peg legged veteran of the recent war between England and Spain, 
with the help of his brother Owen (who had recently lost a sloop to a 
Spanish privateer), came up with a better plan than Banilla’s. Instead of 
sailing north, why not sail south to St. Kits where they had family with 
two sloops full of Spanish Silver?

When the wind and tides were in their favor, the Lloyd brothers with 
the help of their crew cut the anchor lines before the Spanish soldiers 
could board the sloops and took off with the greatest treasure ever to be 
relieved from the Spanish north of the Caribbean. No musket or pistol 

fired. No blood spilled. And all right atop of Black-
beard’s grave. It is estimated today that the chests of 
silver stolen by the Lloyd brothers would be worth 
between 25 and 30 million dollars. 

The story of John and Owen Lloyd’s act of piracy be-
come the stuff of legend on both sides of the Atlantic. 
So when Allen Stevenson arrived on St. Kits some 
20 years after the heist to check on his investments 
there, he was not surprised to find himself surround-
ed by wealthy Lloyds and tales of buried treasure. Many years later, he 
would tell his great grandson the story of John and Owen Lloyd and how 

This map, known as 
the White - De Bry 
map was created in 
1590. Note how that 
already there are nu-
merous shipwrecks 
depicted along this 
stretch of the Outer 
Banks.
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they had supposedly buried their treasure on an island near St. Kits. This 
great grandson became fascinated with this tale and would one day write 

a kids book inspired by the peg legged John Lloyd and 
his buried treasure. The book would become known as 
Treasure Island, and John Lloyd – Captain Long John 
Silver.  

It would seem that the Outer Banks have been lodged 
in the hearts and minds, as well as the history books, 
of Western Europe and the US since their English 
discovery. So I guess it really should be of no surprise 
that everywhere I go people seem to know of these 
skinny little sandbars off the coast of North Carolina. 

For the photographer, the very same forces that have 

A map of hurri-
cane paths over 
the years in which 
Cape Hatteras was 
directly impacted. 
From this map, 
you can see why 
people have taken 
to calling the cape 
Hurricane City, 
and the Hurricane 
Magnet.

worked tirelessly to shape the stories that have unfolded upon these 
shores, have tirelessly worked to create one of the most photographically 
rich landscapes along the eastern seaboard.   Ecology, history, and geolo-
gy are braided together along this coastline to produce a string of islands 
unlike any other in the U.S. 

With 4 lighthouses, the world’s first national seashore, wild horses, 
countless wading bird and shore bird colonies, two of the last great 
stands of maritime forest in the east, and situated right at the conver-
gence point of the eastern flyway for migratory birds, the Outer Banks 
rivals any location in the country when it comes to photographic oppor-
tunities. 

Thanks to Cape Hatteras, these latitudes also happen to be the transition 
zone from northern to southern, temperate to subtropical climates along 
the coast. This means that the Outer Banks is where you find a distinct 
overlap in species thus significantly increasing the biological diversity 
of the area. I have photographed roseate spoonbills and reddish egrets 
(both birds of the Deep South) just 100 yards away from where I have 
also photographed a harp seal pup hauled out on the beach (a pack ice 
species of the far north). Nowhere else will you be able to do something 
like this. 

So when I set out to create some sort of photographer’s guide to the 
Outer Banks, I did so with the knowledge that this was a pretty signif-
icant undertaking in terms of diversity of subjects. Entire guide books 
could be written just on photographing wildlife or photographing land-
scapes here. But I wanted to create a comprehensive guide for both styles 
of photography. Today, many photographers transcend the two styles, 
and often dabble in both landscape and wildlife photography. So I didn’t 
want to leave anyone out with this. The result is a generalist approach to 
photographing on the Outer Banks. 

The Photographers Guide to the Outer Banks
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page. These are the pages that have the sort of pirate map theme going 
on. Listed out in bullets are key things you will want to know about that 
area. 

I have also included a full chapter just on photographing the lighthouses 
of the Outer Banks. Yes, these are iconic locations and nearly everyone 
knows about the lighthouses. Yet, these are iconic lighthouses, and most 
everyone photographs them exactly the same way – which is boring, 
trite, and cliché. So, in response to this fact, I decided to give each of the 
lighthouses a representation 
here to try and help provoke 
thinking outside of the box 
when it comes to photograph-
ing them. 

In this guide you will also find 
that I have weaved both history 
and ecology into these chap-
ters. I feel that understanding 
the significance of this sort of 
stuff is extremely important as 
a photographer. Whenever I 

I am a professional wildlife photographer. And so naturally, over the 
many years of photographing along the Outer Banks I have favored 
those wildlife hot spots, if you will. Despite this, I have made every 
attempt at trying to find a balance between wildlife and landscape pho-
tography – in my personal work, as well as in the scope of this book. 
However, as I sit back and look over the book, I do feel that it can come 
across as slanted more for the wildlife photographer. 

This is due in large part to the fact that I wanted this book to bring 
something new to the table. Beautiful sunrises, for instance, can be 
found on every beach along the 200(ish) miles of the Outer Banks. 
Compositions with sand dunes and sand fencing can be found anywhere 
that humans are desperately trying to protect their investments on the 
islands (the line of sand dunes that you see on the Outer Banks is a 
manmade sea wall started back in the Great Depression and built by the 
CCC). 
 
And of course, where there is sand, there will always be change. Areas 
that one day present beautifully sculpted dunes and a sweeping stand 
of Indian blanket flowers (known locally as Joe Bells), may in a week be 
washed away, or the flowers buried entirely by a 2 day blow out of the 
northeast. 

So for this reason, I decided to focus on locations and subjects that may 
not be on your radar already. Places that you may have heard about but 
don’t know where it is, how to get to it, or once you do find it, how it 
might be approached. As it turns out, the lesser known areas on the Out-
er Banks tend to be heavily weighted on the wildlife side of things. And 
so, you will find a lot of that throughout the book. 

At the beginning of each chapter I have included something of a notes 

The world’s most no-
torioud treasure map. 
This is the map from 
Treasure Island, the 
story that was inspired 
by the real life events 
of 1750 on Ocracoke 
Island. 
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approach a new subject, or an old one for that matter, I do so with the 
goal of trying to capture the essence of that subject. Understanding 
how and where that species or particular landscape fits into the greater 
scheme of the world, is how one goes about capturing its essence. 

As a professional photographer, I am in the business of selling photos. 
The types of photographs that editors and art collectors buy are ones that 
tell a story, that capture the essence of the subject, that go beyond what 
they typically see and makes the leap from documentation and plants 
itself firmly in the realm of art. So when I am photographing animals or 
landscapes, understanding the backstory helps with the creative process. 
Understanding how this animal fits into the world around it, what sort 
of unique behavior’s they have, what makes them tick, etc . . . allows for 
the creation of photographs with substance. Likewise, understanding the 
history of certain iconic landscapes or the geological processes that cre-
ated those landscapes gives you the knowledge and mental tools needed 
to craft something that is truly unique to that place. 
Sometimes this knowledge creates instant revelations in regards to how 
to approach or think about approaching a subject. Often nothing is very 
obvious. As artists, we must never be accepting. We must try and try 
and try again to create and to re-imagine. There are times that only after 
photographing a particular subject over and over and over have I slow-
ly began to learn or see how I should be photographing it. A true artist 
will never stop learning, never stop experimenting, never stop trying to 
create something new, and never stop trying to make something even 
better. 

I started work on this project back in the winter of 2011. Now, in the 
winter of 2014, I am finally at the point in which it can be released. In 
the three years’ time that I have been working on this guide book, two 
major storms of historical proportions impacted the process. Just as 

many evolutionary biologists believe that evolution occurs when life re-
sponds to great and sudden change, so too was this guide book forced to 
evolve in the aftermath of Hurricane Irene and “Super Storm Sandy.”

Specific locations such as half sunken ships in Wanchese and dead 
standing live oaks out in the water that made for epic silhouettes were 
simply washed away, or were removed as part of the cleanup effort. After 
Irene, I was forced to re-write certain chapters. After Sandy, I realized 
that many locations on the Outer Banks were just too evanescent to be 
included simply because I could end up having to re-write chapters for a 
third time, or large chunks of the book could become obsolete with the 
next hurricane season. 

So the Photographer’s Guide to the Outer Banks evolved. And then it 
evolved again. 

The Photographers Guide to the Outer Banks
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•	 Wild	Horses.	Get	behind	the	dunes
•	 Wash	Woods.	Great	sunrise	and	dusk	
	 landscape	potential
•	 Wash	Woods	Coast	Guard	Station.	MP	20.	
•	 Red	Foxes.	The	Best	place	on	the	Outer		 	
	 Banks	to	photograph	foxes	in	the	dunes.
•	 Sea	Shells.	Wide	flat	beaches	mean	great
	 opportunities	for	finding	shell	beds,	
	 especially	after	storms.
•	 4x4	access	only!	
•	 Lower	tire	pressure	down	to	15	–	20	psi
•	 Get	gas	and	provisions	in	Corolla	before		 	
	 hitting	the	beach.	No	services
•	 False	Cape	State	Park	at	Virginia	line
•	 Lots	of	wildlife	and	landscape
	 opportunities,	don’t	be	afraid	to	explore!
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The portion of the Outer Banks that stretches from the Virginia line 
south to Corolla is rivaled only by Cape Hatteras National Seashore 
in terms of photographic possibilities. Simply put, the North Beach is 
a must visit location on the Outer Banks for photographers. The only 
problem is actually getting there! 

You see, once you drive north of Corolla, you will quickly run out of 
road. Hwy 12 continues on for about 3 miles before turning east and 
spilling out onto the beach. From this point on, it is 4x4 access only. 

Most folks on the Outer Banks 
just call this place Carova – 
which is the town at the north 
end of the North Beach that 
butts up against the Virginia 
line. In fact, the name Carova 
comes from joining the two 
words Carolina and Virginia. 
Pronounced Kuh-rO-va, this is 
actually one of two little com-
munities on the North Beach 
that have held out against the 
tidal surge of modern devel-
opment on the Outer Banks. 
Don’t get me wrong, there are 
plenty of houses between these 
two communities, some renting out for over $20,000 a 
week, but even behind the dunes you will not find the 
first square foot of paved road. Nor will you find stores, 
gas stations, or any of the other businesses you might 
typically associate with a town. 

My earliest childhood memories are from this place – though it was 
much different and much wilder back then. As a kid my family spent 
summer’s up in Carova and now that I have a family of my own, I lived 
here full time before moving off the Outer Banks entirely and out to 
Jackson Hole Wyoming. 

Carvoa is not just a place on a map. It’s a unique and deliberate way of 
life. Maybe even a mind-set if you will. 

In order to create this 
magical sort of mo-
ment where the snow 
was suspended in the air 
around the horse, I had 
to used a shutter speed of 
1/1000 in order to freeze 
the snow flakes in mid air. 
Anything slower than this 
and the snow would have 
begun to streak across the 
composition 
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Life on the North Beach is dictated by the ocean. 
Since the beach is the only way in and out of 
these two towns other than by boat, basically 
every aspect of life is hinged to the mood swings 
of the ocean. A northeast wind can easily trap 
you up the beach or down in Corolla with no 
way to get back up until low tide. 
Businesses are non-existent. There are no gas 
stations, convenient stores, etc. . . Because this is 
Currituck County, as opposed to Dare County 
like the rest of the Outer Banks, children go to 
school over on the mainland. Each morning, 
our kids took a Carolina Skiff (type of boat) over 
to Knott’s Island to pick up the school bus that 
would then board the Knott’s Island Ferry that 
would take the bus across the Currituck Sound 

to the mainland. These 
made for long days 
of course, but also for 
truly unique experi-
ences as well.

But that is enough about life on the North 
Beach. What is truly phenomenal, and really 
one of the main reasons why people live up 
here, is the natural beauty of the place. The 
North Beach boasts the widest beaches on the 
Outer Banks (save for the cape and inlet spits of 
course), a national wildlife refuge, a estuarine 
reserve, Nature Conservancy land, two old inlet 
sites with extraordinary kayaking opportuni-

ties, sweeping dune fields, and the last of the wild horses on the north-
ern Outer Banks. False Cape State Park and Back Bay National Wildlife 
Refuge – a stretch of beach that National Geographic Adventure Maga-
zine calls the wildest place left on the east coast - are both just one step 
across the Virginia line.

WILD HORSES

In 1926, a National Geographic article reported that there was an es-
timated five to six thousand wild horses living on the Outer Banks of 

When photographing wild 
horses, as with any large 
mammal, perspective is 
critical in regards to how 
you photographically ap-
proach your subject. By 
laying down on the sand 
I was able to obtain a per-
spective below eye level to 
this stallion. This not only 
gives a more intimate feel 
to the photograph, but it 
also places the horse in a 
slightly dominant position 
in the composition. 
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15Th e North Beach
North Carolina. Today how-
ever, there are only a few of 
these horses left on our beaches 
as Western Civilization never 
seems to be able to figure 
out how to coexist with such 
animals. The North Beach 
population, or what many call 
the Corolla wild horses, has a 
total population of around one 
hundred and twenty, for which 
are naturally divided up into 
small family groups known as 
harems.

Coming to the North Beach 
to look for horses has proven 
to be quite the popular tourist 
attraction. Several companies 
operate out of the town of Co-
rolla and offer tours to see the 
horses. These tours are 2 hours 
long however, and so if you are 
looking to spend some time 

photographing these animals, you will 
need to make other arrangements to get 
here. 

The key to finding horses on your own, 
first and foremost, is to get off of the 
beach and behind the dunes. The beach 

is really nothing more than a desert. There is no food, no fresh water, no 
shade or protection from the elements. Therefore, these animals have 
little to no interest in being out on the beach. At times you can find 
horses feeding on the dunes when certain food sources are available for 
them there, but overall the beach is a barren landscape. 

So how then, are all of these images made of horses on the beach? The 
exception to this rule is environmental stress. This is a pretty ambiguous 
statement of course but there are several factors in these horses’ environ-
ment that will drive them down to the beach. The most predictable and 
therefore the most important one for any photographer to know of are 
parasites. 

Biting flies have a tremendous impact upon these horses as they do with 
all animals that live in areas with high numbers of these little vampires 
(think Maine and the Arctic). Insects are little more than an annoyance 
to us. We have insect replant and the option to simply not go outside 
when flies or mosquitoes are bad. Wild animals however do not have 
such luxuries in life and therefore these insects will dictate almost every 
aspect of certain species daily lives at given times of the year. 

Studies have shown that a stallion on these barrier islands during the 
height of biting fly season, can have upwards of 200 flies on or around 
them at any given time. Most of us go mad when we have just one biting 
fly buzzing around our heads. Now image if you have a swarm of 200 on 
you. This is the stuff of nightmares for many people. This is also the real-
ity of life in the wild for these horses during the late spring.

Only during the months of May and June, will you predictably find 
horses actually on the beach itself – especially when there is a strong 
wind blowing out of the west or southwest. This is the peak of the biting 

The desert like expanse behind 
this horse is actually a giant 
migratory sand dune known to 
geologists as a medano. Histor-
ically this particular dune has 
gone by the name of Penny’s 
Hill as well as Lewark’s Hill. 
You can find this giant dune at 
Mile Post 16.5 off of the beach.
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fly season in the area and horses 
will make their way out onto the 
beach in droves as they desperate-
ly attempt to escape the constant 
torment of these parasites. From 
May to the end of June you will 
often find a significant percentage 
of the entire population of these 
horses making their way right 
down to the edge of the ocean. 
Therefore, if you are looking to 
photograph horses on the beach, 
you have a short window of two 
months to be able to do so. 

This is a great example of how 
understanding biology, or at least 
doing your homework first, will 
catapult you ahead of the game 
when it comes to photograph-
ing wildlife and even landscapes. 
Few things are constant in the 
wild and great photographic 
opportunities always tend to be 
evanescent or temporary. For the 
Corolla wild horses, come mid to 
late June all of this changes as the 
cattle egrets begin to show back 
up onto the island. 

Cattle egrets are actually an African species. This is the big white bird 

that you typically see depicted 
on the backs of zebras and other 
large grazing mammals of the 
African savannahs. A flock of 
these birds literally just appeared 
on the coast of Georgia back 
in the 1950s after a hurricane 
made landfall there. Since that 
time, they have naturalized to 
the Southeast and bred their way 
all up and down the coast. Here 
on the Outer Banks, they have 
simply traded zebras for wild 
horses. 

The return of these birds each 
year is significant both for the 
horses and for photographers. 
Basically, the horses attract para-
sites like biting flies and ticks. 
This means that the horse are basically walking buffets 
of food. Cattle egrets long ago figured this out and have 
adapted to fill this niche, and do so by hanging out on the 
backs of the horses or running frenetically around them 
snapping away at pretty much anything that moves. With 
the presence of the birds, horses no longer find it neces-
sary to come to the beach to escape the pressure of the 
flies. 

Foaling season for these wild horses runs from March until September. 
Exceptions to the rules exist of course but this is when the majority of 

Often times you will find 
that photographing with the 
light coming in directly over 
your shoulder is the most 
boring type of light to work 
with - especially when pho-
tographing large mammals. 
By positioning myself in 
such a way as to photograph 
this stallion with strong side 
lighting, I was able to cre-
ate distinct contrast in the 
scene. The right head turn 
into the sun was all it took 
to balance out the highlights 
and shadows and thus create 
a uniquely lit and uncom-
mon photograph of this wild 
horse.
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the mares foal, with May and June tending to be the peak times of the 
season. The addition of foals onto the scene really adds a plus value to 
the photography. Everyone likes babies. Whether we are photographing 
baby bears, baby wolves, baby ducks, or baby horses, its just in our na-
ture. If you want to sell images of wild horses, you want to photograph 
foals. Capture foals on the beach with sand and the ocean blue as the 
backdrop, and you have a recipe for success. 

Be very cautious whenever working around a foal. That baby horse must 
have its mother’s milk for at least the first three months of life in order 
to survive in the wild. Though horses will begin to nibble and supple-
ment food into their diet at just a few weeks old, the high caloric content 
of milk is what keeps them alive as they develop in that critical time of 
their lives. Harassing or spooking horses can inadvertently separate the 
mother from the foal. If this happens, and it has happened numerous 
times on this beach as a direct result of people, than the foal will die. 
This is not something you want on your hands. 

The other thing to consider here, is that when a new foal is present, the 
mother is on high alert and on guard. Basic horse 
body language – when the ears go back, look out. 
These horses like all animals will tell you exactly 
what they are thinking and how they feel about 
what you are doing. We tend to be so far re-
moved from the natural world now, that we often 
are oblivious to these red flags and warnings that 
animals try their best to give us when there is a 
problem. 

The movement of horses around the island is 
dictated not just by biting flies in the Spring, 

but also by available food 
sources. In the Summer 
months, horses are feeding 
heavily in and around the 
sand dunes on American 
beach grass and sea oats, 
amongst other things. In 
the fall, horses can still be 
found in this area, but also 
begin to transition into the 
middle of the island where 
they find scuppernong 
grapes and a native variety 
of persimmon that is rip-
ening by early November. 
Come winter however, the 
bulk of the horse popula-
tion will be feeding back 
in the maritime forest on 
the live oak acorns. Horses 
are not really supposed to 
be able to eat acorns in any 
sort of quantity due to the 
high concentrations of tannic acids. These horses never got that memo 
however and are thus thought to be the only population of wild horses 
that has made this adaptation. Not even the horses on Shackleford 
Banks, which are genetically identical to the Corolla herd, do this. 

By February the acorn supply has been exhausted and horses are begin-
ning to spend much of their time back in the marsh. This is going to be 
the last holdout of green stuff and the first place on the island for green 

It is our job as artists to 
bridge the gap between 
humanity and the natu-
ral world. By photo-
graphing this young foal 
with his head nuzzled 
up against his mom, I 
was able to create an 
intimate composition 
that conveys emotion 
and tells a story. 
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stuff to start popping up again in the 
Spring. From February to April, if you 
want to photograph horses, I highly 
recommend bringing at least a pair of 
hip boots if not actual chest waders as 
well as a kayak to get to the marsh. You 
can find horses outside of the marsh, 
but this is going to be where you find 
the majority of them as well as the best 
backgrounds / landscapes to photo-
graph them in. 

Keeping in mind the surrounding land-
scape is a crucial part of this game. Photographing wild horses is heavily 
dependent upon the landscape that they roam. Sweeping savannahs of 
marsh, towering sand dunes, the Atlantic Ocean. . . this is what make 
these horses distinct from any others. This is what you want in your 
images, this is how you show the exoticness of these animals and distin-
guish them from domesticated horses the world over. 

Remember if you come outside of May and June, you will need to get 
off the beach and back onto the sand roads of the community of Swan 
Beach and Carova to look for horses. Once you find them though, keep 
in mind that there is a state law that prohibits getting closer than 50 feet 
to the horses. This is both for your protection and the horses. People 
get bit and kicked by these animals when they get too close every year. 
Currituck County Sheriff deputies patrol the area as well as folks from 
the Corolla Wild Horse Fund. The danger to both you and the long term 
survival of the horses is real enough that breaking this law comes with a 
$500 fine. 

When photographing these horses, as with any large powerful mam-
mals, I suggest getting down low. First off, being at eye level with an 
animal is a good starting place for any wildlife image. This puts the 
viewer on the same level as the animal and allows them to connect with 
the creature. Going lower than that begins to change the perspective 
of the composition and also how the animal is portrayed in the image. 
Horses are powerful creatures. Our society romanticizes these animals. 
With any wildlife, ask yourself what sort of adjectives you would use to 
describe that animal in general and then consider shooting to exemplify 
those qualities. When shooting well below the eye level of horse, you 
give that animal a commanding place in the composition. You commu-
nicate large, dominant, powerful, strong, even imposing, with this com-
position. 

The Wash Woods

One of the first things that catches people by surprise when they begin 
their expedition north on the beach here are the strange tree stumps and 
logs sticking up out of the sand in various places next to the edge of the 
ocean. Traditionally these were called wash woods on the Outer Banks. 

When it comes to these tree stumps, there is more than meets the eye. 
Trees do not grow out of the Atlantic Ocean. Nor do trees grow on the 
beach of this ocean. Instead, on a natural barrier island – one without 
the manmade dune line you see running the entire length of the Outer 
Banks – trees grow as far away from the ocean as possible. This forest 
originally sprang up on the opposite side of the island, along the banks 
of not the Atlantic, but instead, the Currituck Sound that would have 
been around a mile away from the beach itself when these trees first 
began to grow. 

Did you know that there are 
actually several different pop-
ulations of wild horses along 
the coast of North Carolina? 

•	 Carova Beach (Corolla)
•	 Ocracoke (penned up)
•	 Shackleford Banks
•	 Rachel Carson Estuarine 

Reserve
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Barrier islands by their very nature are mo-
bile as they are little more than giant sand-
bars. Sand moves of course. It washes away 
with the water, it blows in the wind, you 
track in back into your vehicle when you 
leave the beach. Every single barrier island 
on Earth moves in direct response to two 
things: rising sea levels and really big storms 
like hurricanes and nor’easters - a phenom-
enon known as barrier island migration. 

Consider that your average size wave of say 
3 feet tall and around 100 yards long, trans-
ports roughly 1.5 million pounds of sand. 
Now imagine the amount of sand that a 15 
foot wall of water associated with a storm 
surge carries as it barrels up the beach, 

Photo Tip
Working with filters

When working with graduated neutral density filters, I 
highly recommend using the Live View feature on your 
camera to assist with filter placement. It is much easier to 
see exactly where you are placing the filtration with Live 
View than it is through the view finder itself. 

This photograph was created 
using a 12-24mm lens and a 
2 stop graduated ND filter. 
When working with extreme 
wide angle lenses there is a 
saying that when you think 
you are close enough to your 
subject, get closer. I was about 
10 inches from this stump and 
only a foot and a half above 
high mark of the incoming 
waves. The 2 stop graduated 
neutral density filter was then 
used across the sky in order to 
help balance the difference in 
light between water and sky. 
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breaks through the sand 
dunes, and floods out across 
the island and dumps into the 
sound behind. We are talking 
incalculable amounts of sand 
that gets transported across 
the islands with these storms. 
Over the course of centuries, 
storm after storm of Katrina 
sized proportions slowly but 
surely rolls the islands over 
top of themselves effectively 
moving them landward. With 
these giant storms, the old 
forests become buried under 
the millions of tons of sand 
while the islands themselves 
are slowly migrating right over 
top the trees. 

Carbon dating has shown that 
these wash woods are around 
three hundred years old. After 
centuries of being hidden, 
the very same type of storms 

that once buried this old forest unearthed these trees from their tomb of 
sand. Come to the Outer Banks or really most any barrier island a few 
days after a major hurricane has ripped through the area. You will find 
hundreds, if not thousands, of these old trees that were unearthed out 
at sea by the giant swells created by the storm and are then beginning 
to wash up onto the beach. Likewise, take a plane ride over the islands 

and you can see firsthand the impact that 
these storms have in terms of overwash. Life 
on a sandbar is precarious at best as the very 
nature of these barrier islands resists our 
demands for permanence.

Photographing beaches along the East Coast 
presents one distinct obstacle that needs to 
be overcome. That obstacle is the lack of dis-
tinct foreground elements. Sweeping land-
scape photographs often benefit significantly 
from the presence of a foreground, middle 
ground, and background. This creates a three dimensional appearance 
and pulls the eye through the image. From Maine and points north 
of that, you find a rugged and rocky coast line like that of the Pacific 
Ocean. Look south of Maine however, and things become increasingly 
subtle. The wash woods of the North Beach offer you a creative element 
to be used as a foreground. Not all of these old trees and stumps are 
created equally in terms of the photogenic appearance, but with some 
scouting the day before or during lunch, you can find several to choose 
from that will offer you a great anchor to your composition. 

The Wash Woods Coast Guard Base

 Not to be confused with wash woods the old 
ghost forests, Wash Woods Coast Guard Base was 
named such because of the presence of a wash 
woods forest on the beach where it was erected 
back in 1917. The old forest has since washed 
away, but the coast guard base remains. You can 
find this station, which was one of the first coast 

The Wash Woods Coast 
Guard Station #166 is 
located at roughly Mile 
Post 20 off the beach 
in the community of 
Carova. Driving north 
up the beach, once in 
the vicinity, you can’t 
miss it.

By positioning the sun right 
at the edge of the old German 
U-Boat watch tower, I was 
able to easily create this sun 
burst. The photograph was 
then processed as an HDR 
(high dynamic range) im-
age by blending two separate 
exposures together.
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guard bases in the nation, around mile 
post 20 on the beach just after you begin 
to enter the community of Carova. 
        
Probably the first thing that will stand 
out to you when you see the coast guard 
base is the tower that stands in front of it. 
This old tower is a German U-Boat watch 
tower. Storms have repeatedly knocked the 
tower down, but because of the historical 
significance, the tower is always rebuilt 
even though it’s use died with the end of the last World War. 
Throughout World War II, German U-Boats torpedoed and sunk well 
over three hundred merchant ships along the eastern seaboard of the 
United States. The vast majority of these were within site of the Outer 
Banks earning us the nickname of Torpedo Junction during the war. 
In response to this threat, watch towers were built all up and down our 
coastline where men were stationed 24 hours a day to keep watch over 
the shipping lanes.  
       
The old Chattom style architecture of the main house with the watch 
tower cut a striking figure silhouette against a brilliantly colored sky. 
Occasionally you will also see horses grazing on the dunes around the 
boathouse here in the Summer as they feed on the abundant sea oats, 
American beach grass, and sea rocket that grows around this location. 
With careful consideration of your composition, this is also a worthy lo-
cation to photograph in early morning light as this location will become 
bathed by the first rays of the sun as it crests above the horizon.  

When dramatic skies like this 
begin to develop, you want to 
find something to silhouette 
against the drama as fast as 
possible. The more distinct the 
shape and form of what you 
are silhouetting, and the more 
instantly recognizable it is, the 
stronger the silhouette will be. 
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Photo Tip
Capturing detail in fur

Capturing detail in the fur of mammals is not so much about 
the resolution of the camera or simply obtaining critical focus. 
Instead, it is all about the light. In order to create detail in the 
fur you must be able to create contrast in the fur. By setting up 
my tripod in such a way as to allow the sun to fall on the foxes at 
an angle just off to my right, I was able to capture the detail that 
you see above. When your camera is slightly off axis from the sun, 
you will have highlights on one side of the individual hairs and 
shadows on the other side. This contrast between light and dark, 
shadow and highlight is what creates detail in fur.

Photo Tip
Capturing Behavior

As a wildlife photographer, you want to move beyond 
simple snap shots of an animal. One of the best ways to 
do this is to have the patience it takes to wait out unique 
behavior. Few things will capture your viewers attention 
and imagination as unique or unusual behavior. From 
a leopard diving onto the back of a gazelle in Africa, 
to the intimate moments captured between a family of 
foxes in the dunes, these are the sort of moments that 
become burned into the memory of your audience
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Red Foxes 

What really makes the North Beach such a spectacular place for nature 
photography is the fact that it is remote and so much of this part of the 
Outer Banks is still pretty wild. For this reason, the northern 12 miles 
of the Outer Banks is one of the top hot spots on the beach for wildlife 
photography. This area has long been famous for it’s wild horses, but if 
photographers knew the number of both foxes and great opportunities 
to photograph fox dens that exist up here, then this area would quickly 
gain a reputation for far more than just horses. 

I have to put out a word of caution here for anyone who comes to pho-
tograph the foxes on the North Beach. This is a game for serious wildlife 
photographers only. This is not a park. This is not Triple D Game Farm 
in Montana. It requires planning, scouting, time, and patience. In other 
words, this is real wildlife photography. Since this is a guide book and 
not a how-to for wildlife photography, the details on what it takes to 
photograph these foxes is beyond the scope of this book. 

The best time of the year to find and photograph the foxes is in the late 
Spring and early Summer. Like so many other aspects of wildlife photog-
raphy, you have a short window of opportunity to work with here, and 
for the foxes that window opens when the vixen (mom) first brings the 
kits out to what I like to call the front porch of the den site. 

For the first few weeks this is as far as they will go and she does 100% of 
the hunting for them in the night, bringing food back to the den. After 
several weeks, the mom will begin taking the kits out on hunting excur-
sions one by one. By this point, the kits are sufficiently bold enough to 
begin coming out of the den sites on their own, and can be found chas-
ing each other around the dunes near the den site while mom is away. 

Parasites such as flees begin to build 
up in intensity at the main den and 
by this time the family of foxes will 
typically have multiple holes dug 
out in the back side of the dunes to 
dilute the impact of such blood suck-
ers. As the kits continue to grow, it is 
not uncommon to fin each of these 
holes with a fox kit sitting on the 
front porch near sunset. 

Early morning and late afternoon are 
the best times to photograph these 

This photograph required spending 
several hours sitting inside of a well 
placed and well disguised blind. When 
working with certain species, such as 
foxes, and especially when working 
at their denning sites, it is often times 
vital to use a blind (or hide) to both 
successfully photograph your subject 
but also to keep them at ease and safe. 
This particular blind was put in place 
in the middle of the day 3 full days 
before I sat in it, in order to allow this 
family of foxes time to acclimate to its 
presence. 
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animals. You need to move into position either in 
the dark hours of the morning and wait, or a few 
hours before sunset for the afternoon shoot. Oth-
erwise the foxes will typically bolt at the sight of 
you. With that said, some of the dens are in close 
proximity to houses. These foxes are often quite 
habituated to humans and therefore make the best 
subjects. Regardless of den location however, I 
strongly advise the use of a portable blind hidden 
in natural brush to photograph these foxes. Not all 
den sites are suitable for this, and therefore not all 
dens are suitable for photography. 

No photograph is worth jeopardizing the safety 

and welfare of the animal. For this reason you should stay 50 feet back 
from any kits or den sites that you may find. Do not pursue the foxes, 
and if they appear nervous, back off! Also keep in mind that foxes are 
known carriers of rabies, which is another good reason to keep your 
distance. Any fox that begins to approach you should be taken with 
extreme caution. The habituated foxes can be very curious at times, but 
both yours and their safety depends upon showing the upmost respect 
and ethics when photographing them. 

Shell Beds 

Not all beaches are created equally along the Outer Banks for finding 
unique and plentiful shells. Man’s attempt to control and stabilize one of 
the most naturally unstable landscapes on Earth has not come without a 
price here. I will save you from the environmental and political rant and 
get to point with seashells. Simply put, big beaches equal better shelling, 
and great shelling is more often than not the product of great storms! 

From the town of Duck on south to Oregon Inlet, the beaches of the 
Outer Banks are narrow, steep, and eroding at a very fast rate. This is 
all part of a geological feedback loop started in the 1930s with the con-
struction of the sand dunes. Sand dunes reflect waves back toward the 
ocean which speeds up the rate of erosion on the beach. Over time, this 
in conjunction with rising sea levels has narrowed these beaches con-
siderably. Once a beach becomes thinner, the beach also becomes more 
susceptible to larger waves and the force of storms. Bigger waves mean 
that the sugar fine sand like that which is found along the North Beach 
will be pulled off the beaches and deposited elsewhere. This means that 
the only sand that can survive the heavy surf and storms is the larger 
heavier sand that is made up of pea gravel and shell fragments. Because 
this sand is so much larger, there are also larger air pockets between 

The North Beach offers 
incredible opportuni-
ties to find great shells 
like this Channel 
Whelk after coastal 
storms. As the ocean 
churns up, all sorts of 
treasures come to rest 
on the beach through-
out the course of the 
following days
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each grain. This in turn allows for a significant amount of water to be 
trapped in the sand on the beach instead of returning to the Ocean with 
the swash. Have I lost you yet?

So instead of the water washing the sand back and forth, and thereby 
creating a wide flat beach, it tends to push sand up the beach but not 
pull it back down. This creates a steeply sloped beach and here is where 
the feedback loop comes into play. . . The steeper the beach, the bigger 
the waves attacking the beach. The bigger the waves, the bigger the sand 
grains on the beach. The bigger the sand grains on the beach, the steeper 
the beach.  

What does all of this mean for you the photographer in search of great 
shells to photograph? It means that on steeply slopped beaches, more 
often than not, the best shells rarely make it onto the beach as they get 
trapped at the base of the slope which extends outward into the water, 
and are then either buried under sand, or eventually ripped out of there 

by the longshore current. So, if you want to 
find great shells, you need to find big flat 
beaches where those shells can be routinely 
deposited.  It just so happens that one of 
these beaches is the North Beach and is 
therefore one of the best locations to find 
the large whelk shells to photograph - espe-
cially a couple days after a large storm like a 
hurricane or nor’easter. 

A 3 stop reverse graduated 
neutral density filter was em-
ployed on this photograph in 
order to control the intensity 
of the light right at the hori-
zon line. With filter in place, 
and camera positioned just 6 
inches above the whelk shell, it 
was only a matter of patience 
to wait for the sun to begin ris-
ing and a gentle wave to wash 
back down the beach past this 
shell. 
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If you want to explore and photograph the northern beaches of the 
Outer Banks then you have one of two options. You can either sign up 
for a wild horse tour in the area, or drive the beach yourself. 

The two most important things when it comes to driving on the beach 
are: tire pressure and ground clearance. 

It doesn’t matter how overly confident you are in your vehicles 4x4 sys-
tem to get you through the sand. It doesn’t matter how big your tires are, 
how much you paid for your Hummer, or if it’s a Jeep, Land Rove, Land 
Cruiser, etc. . . If it has tires on it, you need to lower you tire pressure 
significantly. 

Sure, your vehicle may muscle its way through the sand without lower-
ing down the tire pressure – especially if you have some off-road driving 
skills to begin with. But, if you do know anything about driving off-road, 
then you also know that you run the risk of overheating your engine, 
destroying your transmission, consuming 10 x the gas, and ultimately 
looking like a complete fool out there if you’re the one having to muscle 
your way through everything, tearing up the beach, while everyone else 
can basically idle past you with 15 pounds of air in their tires. 

If you care at all about your vehicle, lower the tire pressure!

The gold standard for driving on the beach is 15psi. Fret not. Your tires 
will handle going all the way down to 5psi or less before there is a prob-
lem. At 15psi, you will breeze right up and down the beach in the softest 
and driest of sand. This is what locals who live up here run their tires at, 
and rarely need to actually engage 4 wheel-drive because of it. 

Ground clearance is also a concern if you are going to be visiting the 
northern beaches, especially in the summer. During the winter months, 
large low pressure systems form off the coast of the Outer Banks and 
move northward. These storms send waves and surf rolling all the way 
up to and sometimes beyond the dune line. The wave sweep the beach 
clean, keep it flat, and easy to drive. Come summer however, the storms 
cease to form and the thousands of vehicles from the summer tourism 
significantly rut up the beach. These ruts can become quite deep and 
people with shorter vehicles – such as crossover type vehicles – routinely 
find themselves high centered and stuck. 

It is highly recommended that you have at least 8 inches of minimum 
ground clearance. 
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We had been filming an episode of Wild Photo Adventures on the Outer Banks for 
a week straight with nearly every obstacle imaginable in our way. Basically, a sub-
tropical storm had kicked up off the coast of North Carolina and by the second day 
of shooting, the islands were being hammered with 45mph winds coming in off the 
ocean. The original idea was to actually get enough footage to make two separate 
episodes for season 3 of the show, but with this storm and day after day of sitting in 
hotel rooms watching torrential rain come down sideways, we knew that we would 
be pretty lucky to pull off just one. 

Finally, by the end of the week, the storm began to abate at last. Blue skies and great 
weather prevailed, but not only had we lost all chances of pulling off the second 
show but much of the footage for the wild horse show up to this point was marred 
by the adverse conditions. This left us in something of a bind as we scrambled to put 
together enough footage to make the show work. 

When you are dealing with the elements, nothing is set in stone. Itineraries break 
down, and the best laid plans can unravel in a blink of the eye. This is all part of the 
game. You know this, you accept this, you plan for this. 

With only 2 days left of shooting everything finally started to come together. We 
had horses on the beach, horses fighting in the dunes, great light, great weather, and 
managed to even get everything right on the first couple of takes. This was what we 
had been waiting for, and it simply could not have come at a better time. 

On the last day of filming, the host of the show, Doug Gardner, and I had split up 
with different camera men as we raced against the light to find some action. Out 
of curiosity, I decided to swing by a fox den that I had been watching for nearly a 
month up to this point. Thus far, I had not seen the first sight of a fox there, only 
prints in the sand, but we were in the area and I decided it couldn’t hurt to at least 
take a glance. 

Pulling up to the site, Eric Horan and I immediately noticed something small and 
red darting across the sand dune.  This was it. After a month of waiting, the foxes 
at this den site had finally made themselves present during the daylight hours. The 
late afternoon light on the dunes was about as good as it gets and not one, but four 

fox kits rolled around on the dune face playing with each other. I immediately called 
Doug and gave him directions to the location.  
 
When the vixen finally showed herself, the kits were frantic for attention. They 
charged up the dune and began crawling all over her. With incredible patience she 
just closed her eyes and let her kits play. After a few minutes of romping all over top 
and underneath of mom, the kits finally began to lose interest and one by one they 
made their way back down to the front porch of the den. 

One of the fox kits stuck it out on top of the dune with mom however and in one of 
the most touching shows of affection I have witnessed in the wild, the kit through his 
front paw over mom’s back and rested his head on top of hers. Doug was nowhere to 
be found yet, but Eric and I could not believe our eyes. This is what wildlife photog-
raphers dream about. This is was pure Nirvana. Everything lined up just right. The 
light, the foxes, their juxtaposition on the dune, everything. It was pure magic. 



Corolla



•	 Currituck	Beach	Lighthouse.	
•	 Whalehead	Club
•	 Heritage	Park	|	wooden	arch	bridge
•	 Monkey	Island
•	 Shipwreck	on	the	beach
•	 Pine	Island	Audubon	Sanctuary
•	 If	here	in	the	winter,	there	are	few	places		 	
						open	for	food.	Try	Sun	Dogs	in	Monterrey	
						Plaza.
•	 The	beaches	of	Corolla	are	open	for	beach		 	
	 driving	October	–	May
•	 Between	Corolla	and	the	North	Beach,	this	is		
	 the	best	location	to	find	unique	shells	to								
	 photograph	north	of	Oregon	Inlet.		
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Not that long ago, Corolla used to 
look much like the North Beach 
does today. No roads, lots of sand, 
wild horses, and a completely 
different way of living. Much of 
the original village of Corolla still 
stands today. Each of these old 
buildings harbors an infinite num-
ber of stories and a history as rich 
as any place on the North Carolina 

coast. Buildings such as the old church and schoolhouse 
still retain the decor that was placed in them back in the 
late 1800s, and much of these buildings are still supported 
by the scavenged timbers from shipwrecks that were origi-
nally used to build them. 

Since 1986 however, when the road from Duck to Co-
rolla was finally paved, everything dramatically changed 
about life in Corolla. Much of the area has been heavily 
developed due to the tourism industry, but the old Corolla 
village and the adjacent Heritage Park still hang on to the 
history and culture of the of the old town. Even today, 
you can still find chickens wandering around under the 
sprawling live oaks and sand roads that run through the 
old village. Oh, and for the record, its pronounced “Kuh-
rah-luh,” we wouldn’t want you getting pegged as a tourist 
or anything. 

Currituck Beach Light

See Section on Lighthouses of the Outer Banks

The Whalehead Club

The history of the Outer Banks throughout the late 19th and early 20th 
century can be summed up with just one word – waterfowl. Duck hunt-
ing, or waterfowl hunting in general is what put the Outer Banks on the 
map for the well-to-do northerners and would-be adventurers of the 
mid-1800s. Thanks to the vast shallow bodies of water that lie behind 
the Outer Banks, called sounds, and the regions unique geographical po-
sition in which the cold Labrador current coming out of the north col-

In order to create photographs like this 
one, a very flat or gently sloping beach 
is a must. I used a shutter speed of 2 full 
seconds in order to create the ghostly 
effect of the water washing around these 
two channel whelks. Note the fact that the 
light from the sunrise is literally shining 
through the one shell. Smaller channel 
whelks do not have as thick of shells as 
their older counterparts and light easily 
passes through.
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lides with the warm tropical waters of the Gulf Stream out of the south, 
these barrier islands used to be known as the waterfowl hunting capital 
of the East Coast. The word Currituck, for which both the sound and 
the county are named after, is derived from the Algonquian word Cora-
toke – meaning, place of 
many geese. 

After the Civil War, as 
Union soldiers returned 
north with tales of the 
natural bounty of the 
sound counties in North 
Carolina, and specifi-
cally the waterfowling 
that could be had on the 
Outer Banks, adventure 
hunters began sailing 
down the coast in or-
der to see what the talk 
was all about. In short 
order, big wig industri-
alists of the north such 
as J.P. Morgan, Andrew 
Carnegie, Joseph P. Knapp, and Edward C. Knight began to funnel huge 
sums of money into the backwater communities of the Outer Banks. Big 
money built big luxurious mansions in the form of duck hunting clubs 
and quickly bought up the vast majority of the land and marshes. 

Edward C. Knight, of Pennsylvania Railroad fortune, built the Whale-
head Club in 1926 after purchasing 4 miles of the northern Outer Banks, 
just so his wife could duck hunt. At the time, women were not allowed to 
be members in hunt clubs. This twenty one thousand square foot man-

sion by the sea became their winter residence and base of operations for 
their shared love of duck hunting. 

The Whalehead club is without a doubt the most luxurious hunt club 
to be built along the shores of the Outer 
Banks. This club house is best photo-
graphed from the sound side and in the 
afternoon. A pond was dug on this side of 
the mansion which allows for some really 
nice reflections of the Whalehead Club, 
complete with the lighthouse in the back-
ground. The classic portrayal of this club-
house is as a backdrop to flying waterfowl 
such as Canada 
geese. Walk out to 
the end of the point 
and you will most 
likely find a few 
dozen geese hanging 
out between there 
and the clubhouse. 
With a lot of pa-
tience, you too can 

capture this scene. 

Keep an eye out in the summer as ospreys tend to 
nest both on the chimney of the clubhouse and 
on a channel marker that sits just off the point. 
Bird photography in general can be good at times 
here due to the habituation of the wading birds 
to people around this park. The pond often holds 
a number of waders such as great egrets and 

Though a relatively 
recent addition to 
Heritage Park, the dock 
and gazebo that sits just 
north of the old wooden 
arch bridge also makes 
for a nice silhouette 
when the sun is set-
ting. This scene is best 
photographed when the 
wind has been blow-
ing out of the southwest 
for several days and has 
gone calm. If any wind is 
present you will have to 
compensate with a faster 
shutter speed in order 
to stop the movement in 
the leaves of the live oak 
that frames this scene. 
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green herons, but you will have to be creative to overcome 
the manmade pond look as your background, or otherwise 
concentrate your efforts on the side where the cattails are 
growing. 

Heritage Park

Both the Currituck Beach Light and the Whalehead Club 
are technically part of Heritage Park, but I felt that they each 
need their own attention. The park itself has several really 
nice live oaks, but the real interest here is along the water-
front. 

The Knight family that built the Whalehead Club wanted to 
create their own separate island which they called Corolla 
Island. To do this, a canal was dug out separating the spit 
of land that the club house is on from the rest of the little 
peninsula. Along with this canal, a wooden arch bridge was 
built after Dutch style architecture over the canal. This bridge 
makes for a fantastic sunset location. Most of the year, you 
can stand next to the old boathouse on the dock and pho-
tograph the sun setting beneath the bridge, which with the two massive 
live oaks on either side of it, create an incredible silhouette. This is a clas-
sic shot from Corolla. 

Moving in next to the bridge, the live oaks also make for a great subject 
to use a super wide angle lens on and frame a sunset over the Currituck 
sound with. You will find yourself directly under the trees this way with 
your camera lens often just a foot or two away from the branches.   I rec-
ommend that you experiment and explore this beforehand. Subtle move-
ments from left to right, up or down, dramatically change the composi-

tion in situations like this. While the sun is 
high overhead at midday, and the light is a 
bit too harsh, this would be a good time to 
scout this area out for sunset images. 

Silhouettes are not the only way to photo-
graph this park however. There are numer-
ous compositions that can be made here 
of the lighthouse, complete with reflec-
tions, as well as photographing the bridge 
itself. When photographing the bridge, try 

Exposing for a silhouette 
like this is easier than you 
might think. Silhouettes are 
simply a matter of under ex-
posing. So if you are shoot-
ing in one of the automatic 
settings such as aperture or 
shutter priority, then simply 
dial in a negative exposure 
compensation of 1 - 2 stops. 
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One of the most difficult aspects of photo-
graphing egret rookeries like this one on 
Monkey Island, is all of the “clutter,” that 
can distract from the subject and composi-
tion. Extreme care must be taken to create 
order out of the chaos in these situations. 
Before tripping the shutter, let your eye 
wander around the picture space in order 
to try and find any distracting elements 
that can be removed by composing differ-
ently

Photo tip
The right light for rookeries

When photographing rookeries such as the one 
at Monkey Island, overcast days are the best time 
to go. If you were to attempt this on a sunny day, 
chances are that you would find it difficult to battle 
the dappled and extreme contrast of the light beam-
ing through the trees. Cloudy skies eliminate this 
contrast by diffusing the sun’s light and scattering it 
evenly across the scene. 
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moving in close for intimate shots of the old architecture as well as wider 
compositions that take in the bridge, water, and trees. Be mindful of 
your background as you can use the Whalehead Club, lighthouse, boat-
house, kayakers, or boats as back-
ground, letting either the bridge or 
the water lead the eye into the scene.     

Monkey Island

Like so many of the absolute best 
places to photograph on and around 
the Outer Banks, Monkey Island is 
not easy to get to. As the name sug-
gests, this is indeed an island and is 
roughly a three mile kayak paddle 
or boat ride to get to. You are not allowed on the island, but that’s OK. 
If you knew the number of cottonmouths that lived there, you probably 
wouldn’t have any interest in that. 

Monkey Island, like most locations on the Outer Banks, has a pretty 
unique history. The name itself is derived from the Pamunkey Indians 
that once inhabited the mainland. For the Pamunkey, this little island 
was a seasonal camp situated right along the edge of the New Currituck 
Inlet that is now closed up. Looking north from the island, you can see 
the vast and extensive maze of marsh islands and creeks that are the 
remnants of the shoals and channels once associated with this inlet.

Skip ahead a few centuries and Monkey Island joins the long rich history 
of esteemed and luxurious hunt clubs on the Outer Banks. In 1919 the 
private Monkey Island Hunt Club was officially established and began 
catering to the well to-do-sportsmen of New England. Although severely 

dilapidated and re-purposed by the avian inhabit-
ants of the island, the old lodge can still be seen 
through the dense tangle of vegetation and bird 
nests.

Monkey Island is without a doubt, one of the best 
places to photograph on the Outer Banks for one 
simple reason: it’s one gigantic egret rookery. But 
Monkey Island is not just any old egret rookery, 
it is THE egret rookery. In fact, this is one of the 
largest rookeries in North Carolina. A full 35% 
of all the great egrets in the state nest here. In 
2007 there were 750 pairs of great egrets nesting 
on this tiny little 15 acre island. Aside from the 

Did You Know

Monkey Island is home to 
•	 35% of the entire popu-

lation of nesting great 
egrets in North Carolina

•	 25% of North Carolina’s 
little blue herons

•	 22% of the states nesting 
snowy egrets

When photographing 
birds on overcast days, 
using subtle amounts of 
fill flash can really help 
to make your subject 
pop. The trick is to get 
your flash off of the 
camera by using a flash 
bracket, and to expose 
in camera for the back-
ground while giving the 
subject just a touch of 
flash
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great egrets over 300 pairs of little blue herons (25% of the state popula-
tion) and nearly 100 pairs of snowy egrets (22%) as well as several other 
species of wading birds call this rookery their home. All said and done, 
there are probably a couple thousand pairs of water birds of some type 
that nest right here – and this doesn’t even include the ospreys! When 
it comes to photographing nesting wading birds, this is one of the best 
places not just on the Outer Banks, but in the state of North Carolina. 

One tour company in particular, Coastal Explorations, offers boat tours 
out to this island for bird watchers. This is a great way to get out there 
as you can determine the length of your trip as opposed to working on 
a tight 2 hour schedule like other types of tour companies on the Outer 
Banks. For those that are confident enough in a kayak, Coastal Explora-
tions also rents kayaks and will provide you with a map (it’s super easy) 
on how to get there. It’s the only island around with trees on it. You will 

know you found the place when you see thou-
sands of birds flying around. 

Different species tend to prefer to nest on 
differ parts of the island. Explore around and 
you will figure it out pretty quickly. The south 
end of the island is one of the better locations 
for photographing in general. Early morning 
and late afternoon both provide good work-
able light at this location. Just be mindful of 
wind and afternoon thunderstorms. This area 
is well known for its massive storms that have 
the tendency to “pop up” seemingly out of 
nowhere in the late afternoon. So if you’re in a 

Photo Tip
Flight photography at rookeries

When you are photographing at a rookery, don’t forget 
to look up. Birds will be flying in and out of the rook-
ery on an almost constant basis. Some will be heading 
out to find food for their young. Others will be fly-
ing back in with nesting material to fortify their nest. 
Birds tend to have a basic flight pattern that they like 
to stick to. As birds always tend to take off and land 
into the wind, once you know which way the wind is 
blowing, you can usually set yourself up and predict 
exactly how the birds will enter and exit the rookery

When photographing birds 
in flight, it helps to under-
stand the specifics of your 
auto-focusing system. Each 
camera manufacturer and 
each model is different. One 
thing that is certain across 
the board is that the center 
focusing point will always 
been the fastest to acquire 
focus and the sharpest. So 
when photographing birds 
in flight, it is recommended 
to lock your focus points to 
the center.
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kayak, keep an eye on the weather. 

You can photograph this location most of 
the year as birds will be using the island as 
a roost even outside of the nesting season. 
For the real action though, you will want to 
be here between April and June. That’s when 
thousands of birds can be found, as they 
tend to their nests or chicks. 

Shipwreck

Sitting on the beach up against the dune line right behind the Food Lion 
grocery store, is what some believe to be the remains of the wreck of the 
Metropolis. Over two thousand shipwrecks lie along the beaches of the 
Outer Banks. The Metropolis went to pieces in the breakers off the beach 
in Corolla in January 1878 with a loss of nearly 100 lives. Welcome to 
the Graveyard of the Atlantic. 

Because of the position of this shipwreck and the fact that is so far up 
the beach, I recommend an extreme wide angle lens and a macro lens. 
This site also makes for a great black and white conversion. Get low, get 
close and start experimenting. With each passing storm this shipwreck 
is partially covered up with sand or unburied from its tomb of sand. This 
means that photographic possibilities regularly change here. You will 
also not want to rule out HDR photography either. Don’t forget to try ly-
ing down in the sand next to this wreck. The low angle of view will raise 
the ribs of the old shipwreck skyward, giving it a much more dramatic 
look. 

The Beaches

One of the unique aspects of both the North Beach and Corolla is the 
shape of the beaches. Much like the North Beach, Corolla is also blessed 
with long sweeping beaches – though much less so than the ones up 
north. As discussed in the previous chapter, this creates the ideal situa-
tion for shell beds to wash ashore after nor’easters. 

Another side effect of these low flat beaches is also the creation of tidal 
pools. Tidal pools on the Outer Banks are quite different than those 
of say, the Pacific Northwest. Although sea creatures (including baby 
sharks) are occasional trapped inside of these as the tide recedes, this 
is very uncommon. More often than not, a tidal pool along these sandy 

Rising sea levels have begun 
to flood out the fringes of this 
island creating many dead trees 
in the proccess as their roots 
become flooded out. These 
dead standing trees are the 
prefered perches for the osprey 
that inhabit Monkey Island. 
Keep your eyes out as you have 
a very good chance of photo-
graphing these birds as they 
tear into their recently caught 
fish. 
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beaches is little more than water trapped behind a berm 
of sand that was deposited during the last high tide. 

Regardless of how they are created, these tidal pools of-
fer the landscape photographer an almost endless array 
of photographic opportunities. Essentially, these pools 
of water are a giant mirror that reflects light and sky. 
From clouds to colors, the tidal pools that form along 
the gently sloping beaches of Corolla are not to be over-
looked. These pools of water offer a dynamic composi-
tional element that changes every time you work 
them. 

You can drive the beach here in Corolla during the 
off-season which typically runs from October 1 – 

The reflection of the sunset 
in this tidal pool made for 
a perfect impromptu fore-
ground element. If I had 
lowered my camera angle, 
I could have included even 
more of the brightly colored 
clouds in the sky.

To create this photograph I headed 
out well before sunrise and located 
a tidal pool that was draining back 
into the ocean. As the sky began to 
glow with pre-dawn light, I me-
tered for the water and made an 
exposure. By shooting in such low 
light and exposing for the water, 
the dry beach naturally fell to black 
creating a ribbon of blue light 
(water) stretching out to the ocean. 
Always shoot the light.
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May 15. If you are unable to drive the beach and cover large distances in 
search of these tidal pools, your best bet it to grab a pair of binoculars 
and begin randomly checking out the various beach access points from 
the neighborhood of Village at Ocean Hill all the way down to Ocean 
Sands. The beaches at Pine Island tend to be too narrow for the creation 
of these pools, so there is little reason to look further south than Ocean 
Sands. 

Check the local tides online beforehand at:

http://www.twiddy.com/tide-charts.aspx

Remember, tidal pools are not visible at high tide. However, dead low 
tide might not always be the best time to work them either. Often times, 
these pools are at their best as the tide is ebbing past the berms. Whether 
or not you photograph these in the morning or evening will depend 

upon the tide schedule. 

Musketo Inlet Marshes

If you have never heard of the Musketo Inlet, you 
are not alone. Musketo Inlet was created in 1657 
and closed back up again sometime in the 1670s. 
Like all extinct inlets, Musketo left its mark on the 
waters behind the barrier island in the form of an 
intricate labyrinth of marsh islands and creeks. 
Like the other long dead inlets, the marshes left 
behind by the presence of this one also happens to 
offer some of the best kayaking, bird watching, and 
subsequent bird photography on the Outer Banks. 
Access to the marshes is by kayak only which can 

The great blue heron is 
a species of bird that is 
normally quite weary 
of humans. On foot, it 
is often difficult to get 
close enough to these 
birds to photograph un-
less they are extremely 
habituated. By kayak 
however, the rules of 
the game changes and 
many different spe-
cies of both birds and 
mammals become quite 
accepting of a close ap-
proach
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be rented from Corolla Water Sports 
in Timbuck II shopping center. 

The Musketo Inlet marshes are 
owned by the legendary Currituck 
Hunt Club. The Currituck Club, as 
it is usually referred to, is the old-
est operational hunting club in the 
United States. Started in 1857, the 

Currituck Club has had its fair share of history. From be-
coming a military target during the Civil War because of 
it’s “Yankee” owners, to boasting the likes of J.P. Morgan 
and Andrew Carnegie on its roster of members, this gun 
club is legendary. 

Because of its ownership by an official duck hunting 
club, it is not advised to enter into the marshes during 
duck hunting season. However, the rest of the year, and 
especially late spring / early summer offer fantastic op-
portunity for bird photography. Besides the whole gamut 
of Monkey Island nesting wading birds, a kayak trip into 
these marshes also affords excellent photo opportunities 
for species such as red winged black birds, marsh wrens, 
least bitterns, and a variety of others. Otters are not un-
common here either. 

If you are a serious bird photographer and will be stay-
ing in the Corolla area, this is a location that you should 
definitely consider putting down on the to-do list after a 
trip or two out to Monkey Island.  

Pine Island Audubon Sanctuary. 

I expect big things from this sanctuary, but the site is in its infancy right 
now. The Audubon Society has owned this land for nearly 30 years but 
has only recently been allowed to begin to manage it for public access. 
This is an incredible place and over the next few years we will see more 
and more access to the sanctuary. At the time of this writing, the man-
ager of this sanctuary is also a serious wildlife photographer and from 

Working from the seat of a kayak 
allowed me eye level access into the 
secretive world of the marsh birds 
that call the old Musketo Inlet marsh-
es home. As kayaks do not match 
the profile of anything considered a 
predator or dangerous to these birds, 
and travel is in almost complete 
silence, kayak photography is a pre-
ferred method of photographing in 
these types of situations for me.
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speaking with him on the matter, they plan to implement a number of 
different projects such as photo blinds. 

The sanctuary itself spans across the shrub thicket zone, maritime for-
est, and an extraordinarily extensive marshland. This used to be the site 
of Caffy’s Inlet on the Outer Banks, and any time a long standing inlet 
closes up, you are left with this incredible network of marsh islands that 
form in its place on the inside shoals. This is another situation of duck 
hunters working towards long term conservations of the ducks they hunt 
and the landscape of the Banks. We have the old Pine Island Hunt Club 
to thank for keeping this stretch of the Currituck sound in such pristine 
condition. 

On the property are several managed waterfowl impoundments. Audu-
bon’s plans for these are to begin seasonally managing them for shore-
birds and wading birds in the summer months and waterfowl in the win-
ter. With the possibility of several photo blinds to be built at these sites, 
this Audubon Sanctuary has the potential to become one of the absolute 
best locations to photograph birds on the Outer Banks. 

All of that is still to come. What is available right now for photographers 
is a 3 mile trail through maritime forest and two different observation 
platforms overlooking the marsh. These observation platforms are ac-
tually a great thing. One of the obstacles that landscape photographers 
will always face when photographing marshlands is the fact that you are 
stuck to the ground. If you can get up high enough to look out over the 
marsh, then suddenly a whole new world of possibilities opens up to 
you. Check out these observation platforms at sunset for sweeping land-
scape images.

Right now, the best way to photograph the sanctuary is by kayak. This 
old inlet site is one of the most intricately channeled marshlands I 

know of on the Outer Banks and this place is full of rails and least bit-
terns. Marsh wrens, red wing black birds, and a variety of other secre-
tive marsh birds live here in fantastic numbers as well. North Carolina 
Audubon Society ranks this location as one of the most important bird 
sites in the state. 
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Storms at the coast are awesome! Be it hurricanes or nor’easters, as long as they don’t 
bring total death and destruction of course, these events produce some absolutely 
incredible photographic opportunities – both before and after the storm. From the 
sky above to the sea below, the effects of these massive low pressure systems rolling 
up the coast can offer the savvy photographer a variety of killer opportunities. 
A few years back a massive nor’easter formed off the coast of the Outer Banks. Day 
after day the winds howled and the surf grew. Dunes where washed away, houses fell 
into the ocean in Nags Head and Hatteras Island. As the storm began to move north 
up the coast, the surf began to subside and beaches were again revealed during low 
tide. 

I was living up in the 4x4 area of the North Beach at the time and the first morning 
that the ocean began to recede was really the first time we had been able to leave our 
house and make it down to the town of Corolla. Knowing that there was a poten-
tial for great opportunities I headed out the dark through spits of rain and began to 
navigate the debris strewn beach south beyond the fence that separates Corolla from 
the North Beach. 

Shells were everywhere. And not just any shells either. These were the big fat whelk 
shells that tourists get so excited about and even pay good money for at gift shops. 
It was immediately obvious that I was going to be working with these shells as an 
anchor to what ever photographs I created this morning. 

I was not expecting anything that resembled a sunrise. The sky was black. Bouts of 
rain were still moving through. But when I started to see the faint but tell tale glow 
in the sky of a potential glimpse of the sun as it rose, I scrambled quickly to find 
something to work with. 

With the beach so chopped up it only took a minute to come across this tidal pool 
that was draining out to the ocean. Eight or nine large whelks were strewn out along 
the edge of it and so I grabbed the brightest lightning whelk I could find and po-
sitioned it just so in order to create a foreground element. I lined up off axis from 
where the sun would rise and in such away as to use both the water and the rippled 
edge of the tidal pool to create a leading line right out to the hopeful sunrise. 
Shooting at around 16mm, I had my camera on a tripod and situated just inches 

away from the shell with a 3 stop reverse graduated neutral density filter slid in place 
over the front of my lens. As the sun broke through the clouds for just a moment, 
light stretched out across the horizon and reflected into the tidal pool. 
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•	 Kitty	Hawk	Woods	-	great	for	hiking	with	your	
camera,	songbirds,	forst	landscapes

•	 Five	different	piers,	each	with	their	own	person-
ality

•	 Run	HIll	-	the	locals	Jockey’s	Ridge
•	 Nags	Head	Woods	-	one	of	the	last	intact	and	
significant	maritime	forests	in	the	State.	A	must	
visit	location

•	 Jockey’s	Ridge	-	endless	abstracts	
•	 Wanchese	docks	-	one	of	the	best	places	to	pho-
tograph	pelicans	without	the	use	of	a	boat

•	 Roanoke	Marshes	Lighthouse	-	this	may	be	the	
most	picturesque	lighthouse	on	the	Outer	Banks	
and	a	must	photgraph	location
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 Throughout the 17th and 18th centu-
ries, there was a very well established 
trade between Virginia and Jamaica. 
Virginia produced things like to-
bacco and cotton, whereas Jamaica 
provided slaves, sugar and rum. The 
trade between Hampton Roads and 
Port Royal Jamaica is well known in 

You have to admit, some of the town names 
along the Outer Banks are pretty strange. The 
towns that make up the economic hub of the 
Outer Banks are without a doubt, the strang-
est. Kitty Hawk, Kill Devil Hills, and Nags 
Head make little since to our modern soci-
ety, but each of these town names reflect the 
unique history and isolated culture that origi-
nally developed on the Outer Banks. 

The town of Kitty Hawk is the most mysteri-
ous of the bunch. No one is certain where this 
name came from, but some people associate it 
with a bird known as the kittiwake. The Kit-
tiwake is basically a type of sea gull. The only 
problem is that this gull does not live along the 
Outer Banks. It can however be found along 
the coast of Europe stretching as far south as 
Portugal. For people of Irish, English, or Scot-
tish descent, the gulls along the Outer Banks 
may have all been called kittiwakes as they 
were back in the motherland. Kittiwake is very 
different than Kitty Hawk however. Could the 
word Kittiwake have dialectically morphed 
into Kitty Hawk over time?  Much like the questions as to how many 
licks it takes to get to the center of a Tootsie Roll Pop, the world may 
never know.  
 
Just south of Kitty Hawk we find Kill Devil Hills which carries a certain 
ominous ring to it for obvious reasons. Unlike Kitty Hawk though, we 
have a pretty good idea as to the origin of this name – rum!

Seals, such as this adult harp seal, 
can be found along the beaches of 
the Outer Banks in the winter time - 
typically after the first of the year. As 
the seals are moving from north to 
south, they usually begin to show up 
on the beaches of Kill Devil Hills and 
Nags Head before they make it south 
to Cape Hatteras National Seashore. 
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history. At that same period of time, the 
rum (which is fermented sugar cane) that 
was produced in Jamaica was known local-
ly there as Kill Devil as it was supposedly 
strong enough to kill the devil. During this 
same time period, the stretch of island now 
known as Kill Devil Hills would have been 
distinctly punctuated by large and conspic-
uous sand dunes visible from the sea. The 
Wright Brothers Monument sits atop one of 
these dunes (grass has since been planted to 

stabilize it) and the other is Run Hill which you will read about later in 
this chapter. 
Local legend claims that a large shipment of rum washed ashore here 
from a shipwreck and over time the place became associated with the 
rum and the towering sand dunes, eventually becoming known as Kill 
Devil Hills. 
 
Moving south of KDH, is the town of Nags Head, which much like Kitty 
Hawk, is a bit more of a mystery. To understand the culture and history 
of the Outer Banks, you first have to understand that for those peo-
ple that lived upon these wind swept barrier islands, the definition of 

law abiding citizen and pirate was something of a fuzzy one. 
Wracking, or the business of salvaging cargo and lumber from 
shipwrecks along these beaches was one of many ways that 
the average family managed to get by out here. Many of the 
old homes on the Outer Banks that are still standing contain 
at least some “lumber” that was scavenged from shipwrecks 
washed ashore. 

You see, before the sand dunes were built in the 1930s by the 
CCC, timber and lumber was in short supply. Very few forests 
could be found along the Outer Banks in their natural state 
due to over washing from the ocean, as well as live oak har-
vesting expeditions in the 1700s undertaken by ship building 
companies out of the New England colonies.

Well, some of the early families along this stretch of the Outer 
Banks, as local legend has it, took to hanging lanterns around 
the necks of old nags and walking them down to the beach at 
night. This would have been a time long before lighthouses or 
GPS navigation. When ships offshore saw the swinging lan-

Osprey’s nest all over the Outer 
Banks - including along the 
edges of Kitty Hawk Woods. 
Keep an eye out along the edg-
es of the canals that interlace 
this preserver as osprey’s are 
a very common species here. 
Many of the canals that you 
can drive along the edge of har-
bor nests.
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terns, they mistook these for lanterns hanging from another ships’ bow 
or stern. 

Assuming they were further from land than they really where at night, 
the captain or helmsman would often try to call upon the other ship 
for news or trade only to find themselves shuddering to a stop as they 
grounded upon the shoals. Once grounded, it was only a matter of time 
before the constant battering of waves began to tear through the hulls of 
these old wooden ships. After a ship broke apart in the surf, the follow-
ing morning families from miles around could be seen converging on 
the beach to scavenge and salvage what they could. This is a story that 
played out numerous times on the Outer Banks as well as Cape Cod and 
the Bahamas.
Today, these sorts of stories are considered legends. In the 1800s how-
ever, this life style was reported as fact on the front page of major news-
papers all up and down the eastern seaboard. Wracking, whether by 
happenstance or by deliberately wrecking a ship was a fact of life for the 
early families along these shores and the name Nags Head may very well 
of come about just as the legends imply.  
 

However these three towns got their names, it 
interesting to note how all three of these loca-
tions run together nowadays. It seems strange 
that in such a remote and isolated part of the 
world at the time, those communities would 
pop up just a few miles down the beach from 
each other instead of consolidating their efforts 
together into a larger town. 

If you look at a map of the Outer Banks how-
ever, you will notice that most of the towns on 

Pileated woodpeckers 
like this one can be found 
throughout Kitty Hawk 
woods. Learn to listen for 
their unmistakable calls 
and drumming patterns 
that echo through the 
woods. These will often 
times help lead you to 
their extremely large nest-
ing cavities. 
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the islands are spaced at about the same 
distance from one another. There used to be 
more. Many were abandoned over the years, 
washed away by storms, or buried under 
the drifting sands of the medanos – or gi-
ant migrating sand dunes such as Jockey’s 
Ridge. Most of those that remain however, 
are the result of the US Life Saving Stations 
that were built along this stretch of coastline 
to help save the lives of crew and passengers 
of the thousands of ships that were cast away 
along the Outer Banks. These Life Saving 
Stations would quickly see little communi-
ties spring up around them as the surfmen, 
which these early coast guardsmen where 
called, inevitably brought their families to 
their place of occupation. 

Kitty Hawk Woods

Kitty Hawk Woods consists of ancient dune 
ridges that have been dated back to about 
3,000 years old, as well as mature maritime 
forests, swamp, and brackish marsh. Much 
of Kitty Hawk Woods is owned and protect-
ed by the North Carolina Coastal Reserve & 
National Estuarine Research Reserve which 
maintains both hiking and paddling trails for the public. This is one of 
those locations that few visitors know about on the Outer Banks.

Spring time is definitely the best time of the year to visit this location. 

Rolling hills with flowering dogwoods, 
beach, elm, and a variety of other deciduous 
trees not typically associated with a barrier 
island, are the product of a world far re-
moved from the burning properties of salt 
and the never ending winds that rolls in off 
the ocean. One of the widest sections of the 
Outer Banks, and fortified with an ancient 
dune system, Kitty Hawk Woods harbors an 
extraordinary amount of biological diversity. 

Thanks to the presence of hardwoods and 
fresh ponds that dot the landscape, this 
preserve is a mecca for passerines (song 
birds) and woodpeckers. Warblers are pro-
lific within these woods, but the number of 

woodpeckers to be found here can be mind-blowing at times. On a short 
walk in the springtime, it is not uncommon to identify active woodpeck-
er nests of every single species that lives on these barrier islands. Hairy, 

The native species of iris, Blue Flag, 
grows all over the wet margins of 
Kitty Hawk Woods. When I made 
this image I was out photographing 
birds and did not have a macro lens 
with me. By shooting with a very 
shallow depth of field and at the 
lens’s minimum focusing distance, 
I was still able to create this macro 
like portrait of this flower. 

The Photographers Guide to the Outer Banks



47KH to Manteo
downy, and northern flickers abound, but the red-bellied woodpeckers 
seem to have the highest numbers here. Once you learn the sweet trill-
like song of the red-bellied, you will quickly realize that you are abso-
lutely surrounded by these birds. 

Keep an eye out for dead standing snags. You will find most of them 
riddled with the work of woodpeckers. From the giant foot long rectan-
gular holes of North America’s largest woodpecker, the pileated, to the 
smaller petite holes lined up in concentric rings around the tree that are 
sap wells drilled out by the yellow bellied sapsucker – their signs and 
craftsmanship are everywhere. After an afternoon walk through a place 
like this you come to understand why Spanish speaking cultures down 
south refer to these birds not as woodpeckers, but instead, as carpen-
teros!

Nests of all the different species are more often than not in dead stand-
ing trees 10 – 30 feet off the ground. The nesting cavities of the smaller 
species in the woods such as downy and hairy woodpeckers can be very 
hard to spot without watching or listening for the birds. The larger spe-
cies of woodpeckers however have quite obvious nesting cavities. These 
cavities look very deliberate, clean, well carved, and are typically round 

to oval in shape. Holes chiseled out during foraging 
are misshapen, rough, and shallow – completely 
different than those made for nesting. 

Most species of woodpeckers create a new nesting 
cavity each year. Old ones are in turn taken up by 
the rest of the forest community. Everything from 
screech owls, gray squirrels, warblers, and bluebirds 
utilize the old holes of woodpeckers. We know of at 
least 38 different species of animals that just use pi-

leat- ed 
cav-

When it comes to 
photographing stable 
objects in moving wa-
ter, consider using a 
long exposure to help 
exemplify the concept 
of movement in the 
water.
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ities! Abundance begets abundance here and the diversity and beauty of 
this forest owes much to the little carpenteros. 

Because this reserve is so biologically diverse, and the topography spans 
across a series of 3,000 year old back island dune ridges, Kitty Hawk 
Woods is also well worth the visit for landscape photographers as well. 
When the dogwoods are blooming, this area will quickly remind you of 
the rolling foot hills of the southern Appalachian Mountains. 

This area is also the site of the Outer Bank’s one and only covered bridge, 
which can often be found with wisteria growing in the trees around it 
throughout the month of May. Trails are adequately marked and so if 
you are hiking, keep an eye out for the signs pointing you to the covered 
bridge. Otherwise you can access this area by driving down Woods Road 

and keeping your eye out for what looks to be a guard shack on the west 
side of the road. Pull in here and find a place to park along the edge of 
the road and you can make the short walk down to the covered bridge. 

Accessing this area by foot can be somewhat of a puzzle. Trails run 
throughout this reserve and there are even a few paved roads that seem-
ingly start and end out of nowhere (part of a long forgotten attempt at 
development here before protection.) The best way to access this area 
is by turning west off of Hwy 158 onto Kitty Hawk Road at the 7-11 
(around mile post 3). Follow this road back several miles until your 
reach a graveyard. At the graveyard, turn right onto Rogers and the right 
again onto Ridge Road. From Ridge Road, follow the street all the way 
back until you see a wooden fence with a trail head. Just park along the 
side of the road here and hike in. Trails are well worn and at the inter-
sections you will even find wooden signs with directions. 

The Piers

What is it about fishing piers that make them so darn photogenic? Is it 
the old, gnarled, and heavily weathered wood that stands out with so 
much character? Is it simply the fact that a fishing pier gives you a ready-
made series of leading lines for the eye to follow out to sea? Maybe it’s 
the fact that the pier is something large, solid, and unmoving in a world 
of constant motion and therefore helps to anchor the seascape? I think 
that it is all of these things combined. Regardless of what it is about fish-
ing piers that draw our attention, it’s hard to deny that they make great 
compositional elements and factor heavily in the art that is both created 
and purchased along the coast. 

All three of these towns have their own piers – with Nags Head actually 
having three. Though a pier is a pier is a pier, each of the different piers 

Photo Tip
Shooting the piers

Piers make for excellent long exposure photographs. 
The long exposures not only allow you to record the 
minute details in the wood, but it also allows you to 
create a sense of motion by blurring out the water. 
On cloudy days with little light this is easy to do in 
camera with a low ISO. On sunny days however you 
will want to use solid neutral density filters to help 
cut the light reaching you camera’s sensor so you 
can increase the shutter speed. 
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Piers make for great surf and great 
locations to photograph surfers. I photo-
graphed this local surfer at Avalon Pier 
the day after a hurricane moved up the 
coast past the Outer Banks. Hurricanes 
create big surf and when offshore they 
send in huge clean waves. By position-
ing myself on the pier itself, I was able 
to get and angle of view right down the 
line up where the waves were breaking. 
This angle of view would not have been 
possible from the beach as you would 
not have been able to see inside of the 
actual barrel or curl of the wave like this. 
By shooting a break that was roughly 
100 yards out from the side of the pier I 
was also able to overcome the fact that I 
was standing above the waves.
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offer their own unique touch to a photograph. My two favorite piers in 
this area are the Kitty Hawk Pier and the Avalon Pier in Kill Devil Hills. 

The Kitty Hawk pier has a whole lot of character 
to it, and by design, hangs on to the nostalgia of 
the old piers with its particular décor. This pier is 
now owned by the Hilton Garden Inn and is regu-
larly rented out for weddings and other events.

Thanks to the low to the ground nature of this 
pier, and vintage décor Kitty Hawk pier is one 
of location that should not be passed up by the 
landscape photographer. You can even find sand 
dunes, sand fencing, sea oats, and the other clas-
sic beach scene accouterments close by to add to 
the composition at this pier that you will be hard 

pressed to find at others.  

Around mile post 6 you will find Avalon Pier conveniently located right 
across the street from the absolute best spot on the Outer Banks for 
oysters – Awful Arthur’s. This pier has great legs. Classically gnarled, re-
paired, rotten, broken, moss covered in spots, etc. . . in other words, lots 
of character. This is also one of the top spots on the beach for surfers. 
Before and after a hurricane that stays off shore and just sends in an epic 
ground swell, you can count on loads of die-hard surfers flocking to this 
area. The pier adds a nice touch as a backdrop to surf photography and 
gives a since of scale to the size of the waves. 

When photographing any of the piers on the Outer Banks, consider 
shooting these locations in a variety of different conditions other than 
just sunrises. Piers work very well for creative high key black and white 
photography. If you are on the Outer Banks and find your day washed 
out with heavy overcast clouds and dark skies, check out one of the 
piers. For these high key scenes, shoot in manual mode, over expose in 
camera, and tweak the contrast in post processing for some dramatic 
results. 

Like the lighthouses of the Outer Banks, these fishing piers have been 
photographed ad infinitum. Therefore, the challenge here for the pho-
tographer is working out unique and creative ways of composing images 
of these piers that have not been done before. Obviously this is a daunt-
ing task if you take it to heart, but the point is, creative possibilities are 
limitless and if photography is the art of possibilities, then piers offer 
themselves as worthy challenges. Macro, telephoto, super wide angle 
lenses, sunrise, sunset, color, black and white, from above and below, if 
you choose to photograph the piers of the Outer Banks you can spend 
hours visually exploring all the different possibilities. 

Sand dunes that are 
freshly sculpted and 
patterned from the 
wind make for beau-
tiful shapes to pho-
tograph. Think in the 
abstract, get low, and 
really put in the time 
to perfect everything 
about your composi-
tion.
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Pier Locations:

Kitty Hawk Fishing Pier – MP 1 (mile post 1), Kitty Hawk
Avalon Fishing Pier – MP 6, Kill Devil Hills
Nags Head fishing Pier – MP 12, Nags Head
Jennette’s Fishing Pier – MP 16.5, Nags Head
Outer Banks fishing Pier – MP 18.5, South Nags Head

Run Hill

This is one of those locations you have probably never heard 
of. Run Hill is a giant sand dune. In fact, it’s one of those 
“hills” that Kill Devil Hills originally derived its name from. 
This place is located directly behind First Flight High School, 
but is best accessed a different route. If you are heading south 
on US 158 (the 4 lane road / bypass) you will turn right onto 
E. Airstrip Road. This will take you back into a neighbor-
hood. Just follow this road all the way back. You actually will 
not turn off of this main road, but the road does make a 90 
degree bend to the north becoming 10th avenue. Just before 
10th avenue makes another 90 degree turn to the right you will see a 
giant sand dune and the entrance to Run Hill State Natural Area on your 
left. 
There is no official parking area for this place, so you will see where oth-
ers have just simply pulled off the side of the road. 

Much like Jockey’s Ridge, the slightly larger and far more populated 
cousin to the south, Run Hill is a migratory sand dune – known as a 
madeno. Basically what this means is that this giant sand dune is mov-
ing. This is a fact of life on the Outer Banks. This is one of the most 

unstable landscapes on Earth. Landmarks 
and the land itself are in constant flux. Per-
manence is an illusion. On the Banks, entire 
towns have been swallowed up by these mi-
gratory dunes – most recently the town of 
Seagull on the North Beach. 

Here at Run Hill, you can actually see this 
happening. Hiking across the dune along the 
edge of the forest, you will see that this 50 foot 
tall dune is cascading straight down into the 

Where the forest meets 
the marsh and water 
along the Outer Banks 
you have the possibility 
of encountering raccoons 
out digging for clams or 
crabs. Kayaking along the 
backside of Nags Head 
Woods has produced 
many opportunities like 
this for me. 
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Photo Tip
Working nesting cavities

When you find a nesting cavities such as the 
that these chickadee are using, remember that 
the background is actually just as important 
as the subject and the light. Your background 
will make or break your photograph like this. 
Eliminate the sky and all distracting objects 
from the background. 

The Photographers Guide to the Outer Banks



53KH to Manteo
forest of Nags Head Woods, engulfing all that stands in its way. Tree tops 
stick up above the sand, as if gasping for its last breath before drowning 
in sand. 

At the base of the dune, where it drops into the forest below, you will 
also encounter a number of ponds that are called lenses. These are fresh-
water ponds that are created in the swales of the old dune system that 
makes up the Nature Conservancy’s Nags Head Woods Ecological Pre-
serve – more on that later though. 

On the east end of the dune, you will find a sweeping vista of Buzzards 
Bay and the Albemarle Sound. This is a local favorite for watching sun-
sets and well worth the hike across the dune to photograph as well. You 
will notice that the dune has a distinct curve to it that sweeps around 
to the right. This arch-like shape is what makes this giant pile of sand a 
barchen dune. This arch also means that you have plenty of landscape to 
explore for your sunset location. 

The great thing about Run Hill is that it is diverse. There is a lot to this 
place, for which exploration is really the only way you can come to 
understand the uniqueness of this area. Best of all, the tourists do not 
know about it. This place is not right off the main road, it is not adver-
tised, there is no visitor center, and you have to basically find it by driv-
ing through a neighborhood. What this means then, is that this is also a 
great place to photograph even in the summer time. Many key locations 
on the Outer Banks are best experienced and photographed during the 
fall, winter, and spring simply because of the lack of people at that time 
of the year. Here at Run Hill, you will only have a handful of locals to 
contend with who are just out walking their dogs. 

Nags Head Woods Ecological Preserve

This place is an ecological jewel. We are very lucky that the Nature Con-
servancy gobbled up this land when they did, otherwise one of the most 
unique and beautiful locations on the Outer Banks would have fallen 
into the hands of developers and instead of a 10,000 year old dune sys-
tem covered in forest, we would have McMansions advertising beautiful 
views of the sound. 

With 1,400 acres under protection, the Nature Conservancy calls this 
place one of the most ecologically important areas in the state of North 
Carolina. The massive ancient dune system found through Nags Head 
Woods shields this section of the Outer Banks from the continual on-
slaught of high winds and loads of salt that stunt, gnarl, and keep oth-
er areas devoid of much diversity. Driving the old dirt road the runs 
through the forest, you will quickly be reminded of driving in the moun-
tains due to the extremely varied topography and rich biological diver-
sity. But this is not the mountains. This is instead a true maritime forest, 
and one of the last of its kind in the United States. 

Like photographing inside of any forest however, conditions can be 
somewhat tough here and you will most likely want to set out into the 
park with a specific goal in mind. Landscape and wildlife opportuni-
ties abound in the area, however Nags Head Woods does not give up its 
secrets easily. 

For landscapes, I suggest working the outer edges of the Ecological Pre-
serve that border the Albemarle Sound. More specifically, hike the Ro-
anoke Trail. As for the interior sections of the park, the real magic here 
is the biodiversity. At the visitor center you will find a notebook with 
recent sightings. I highly recommend that you pour through the recent 
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notes in search of subjects and their locations. Everything from wood 
ducks and whitetail deer to baby raccoons and peacocks are possible 
here. 

This park is another great location for fall foliage (November) and spring 
dogwoods. The backside of the preserve is laced with old dirt roads that 
were the primary routes of transportation before large scale develop-
ment managed to wrap its icy fingers around the communities of Nags 
Head and Kill Devil Hills. Some of these roads are still accessible for 
driving, while others can only be hiked now-a-days. All of these roads 
are well worth the effort if you are looking to do a bit of exploring with 
your camera. 

If you are lucky enough to be on the Outer Banks during or immediate-
ly following a descent snow, this is an absolutely incredible place to be. 
Driving down the old dirt roads with everything covered under a few 
inches of snow is the Southeast’s version of a winter wonderland with 
thousands of potential compositions seemingly around every bend in 
the road. I suggest trying to concentrate on the old live oaks when they 
are covered in the snow, using them as a dominant feature of your com-
positions. 

Consider working Nags Head Woods much like 
Kitty Hawk Woods. Songbirds, owls, grey foxes, 
raccoons, and woodpeckers are all abundant. 
Macro photography opportunities are also good 
here, especially in the spring. If you are search-
ing for grand landscapes though, this is not the 
place to be unless you are willing to explore the 
soundside.

The Roanoke Trail and 
several other un-named 
side trails that take you 
to the sound side of Nags 
Head Woods will offer 
old live oaks that you 
can silhouette with the 
sunset. 
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Jockey’s Ridge State Park

Much like Run Hill, Jockey’s Ridge is a migratory 
dune system. The difference though is that Jock-
ey’s Ridge is huge. This is the largest dune on the 
east coast and the last truly massive madeno left 
in the Southeast.

Probably the most common word used to de-
scribe Jockey’s Ridge is “desert.” The amount of 
sand here is simply mind blowing. Ridge after 

ridge undulates westward towards the sound. And much like the desert, 
the play of wind upon the sand creates and continuously shifting land-
scape that offers the photographer an ever changing experience in visual 

exploration. 

Depending upon when you visit 
Jockey’s Ridge, that is to say during 
the tourist season or “off season,” the 
opportunities will change and you 
may want to consider approaching 
photography here with different 
strategies. The reason for this is 
quite simple. In the summer, there 
are people everywhere. In the fall, 
winter, and spring – not so much. 
The number of daily visitors makes a 
big difference in terms of foot prints 
all over the dunes vs wind sculpted 

Consider using the pat-
terns in the sand created 
by the wind as both a 
foreground element and 
leading lines in your 
compositions at Jockey’s 
Ridge State park. These 
will create interest and 
lead your viewer’s eye 
through the photo-
graph.

Did You Know

•	 The amount of sand making 
up Jockey’s ridge is equal to 
about 6,000,000 dump truck 
loads.

•	 Because the predominant 
winds on the Outer Banks 
are out of the Southwest in 
the summer and Northeast in 
the winter, these giant “living 
dunes” never blow away. 
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patterns in the sand. This also makes a difference as to whether or not 
you have a couple hundred people running through your composition 
and kites flying in the air and hang gliders leaping off the primary ridge, 
or you have a vast emptiness that stretches out to the horizon.

Technically, the photography at Jockey’s Ridge can actually be better in 
the summer time than the winter even with all of the people. American 
beach grass and clumps of sea oats that can be used as foreground ele-
ments to your composition will be vibrant and green during the summer 
rather than brown and dead. You will just have to work much harder to 
find areas on the outer fringes of the park that have not been overran by 
people since the last wind storm. 

When it comes to photographing at Jockey’s Ridge, its all about the 
patterns in the sand. Directional light early in the morning and late in 
the afternoon will produce a beautiful dance of light and shadows across 
every little ripple in the sand. Come prepared to think in terms of the 
abstract and you could visually explore and photograph for days on end.

Roanoke Marshes Light

See chapter on Lighthouses

The Fisherman’s Wharf and Wanchese Docks

Wanchese is probably the last real fishing town on the Outer Banks. The 
surnames of most of the people here can be traced back to some of the 
very first families to settle these barrier islands. And the people who live 
here continue to carry out the very same 200 year old family traditions 
that were established by those families. 

The name Wanchese joins 
the ranks of the other 
strangely named commu-
nities along this ribbon 
of sand. However, unlike 
places names like Kitty 
Hawk, there is no mis-
taking where Wanchese 
got its name. You see, 
Roanoke Island is one of 
the most famous locations 
in early American Histo-
ry. This is the site of the 
ill-fated “Lost Colony,” 
where in 1587, some 20 
years before Jamestown, 
England tried and failed 
to establish it’s first colony 
in the New World. 

The two towns on Roa-
noke Island, Wanchese 
and Manteo, are named 
for two Indians. There is 
no myth involved with 
this story. Prior to the 
establishment of the colony, when first contact was made with the native 
tribes in the area during an English recon expedition in 1584, Wanchese 
and Manteo agreed to travel back to England aboard the ships as guests. 

Back in Europe, Manteo and Wanchese were welcomed and honored 
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guests in Queen Elizabeth’s court.  Manteo was quickly be-
friended by the polymath, Thomas Harriot and the two set 
forth to decipher the phonetic alphabet of the Carolina Al-
gonquian Indians. Wanchese on the other hand instantly 
became distrustful of the English. Upon seeing the vast cities, 
ships, and wealth of these people, he was convinced that a 
people with so much power would inevitably overrun his 
own people. 

Upon returning back to the Outer Banks in 1586, the dif-
ferences in opinion about the English between Manteo and 
Wanchese would play a major role in the history that was to 
be written of the area. Whereas Manteo had befriended the 
English, his people the Croatan became inseparable allies of 
the English explorers and colonists. Wanchese on the other 
hand helped to fuel the flames of resistance to the English 
incursion. 

Fisherman’s Wharf is a restaurant. Actually, it’s more like an 
Outer Banks institution. Those in the know, go. This is the 
only restaurant on the Banks that you will watch as fishing 
vessels pull up right beside the building and offload their catch. All of 
the seafood on the Outer Banks used to be local and fresh. Not so much 
anymore. At the Fisherman’s Wharf, there is no mistaking where your 
food is coming from and how long it has been there. 

With a constant influx of fishing vessels, all this commotion is not lost to 
the brown pelicans in the area. After unloading their freezers and stor-
age bins of fish, the pieces and left overs are then tossed or washed over-
board.  This can bring in hundreds of pelicans at times. With so many 
birds frequenting the area and flying around, the photographer is offered 

an almost unlimited array of possibilities. Flight shots, diving shots, 
perching shots, close up portraits, 
backgrounds with brightly colored 
rustic looking fishing boats, back-
grounds with marsh, and if you 
play your cards just right, there 
is even a possibility with the sun 
rising behind the birds. 

Until hurricane Irene, followed the 
next year by “super-storm” San-

An aperture of f/7.1 or f/8 is 
often times perfect giving you 
enough depth of field to capture 
a flying pelican in focus from 
wing tip to wing tip. 
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dy, there was quite a bit of maritime trash around this spot. From a half 
sunken shipwreck to large rusted metal containers discarded at the edge 
of the marsh. Though it could be seen as an eye soar, photographically, 
all of this stuff provided unique compositional elements to the scene. 
Despite this fact, the brown pelicans still frequent Fisherman’s Wharf 
when the ships come in and thus it still remains one of the easiest places 
on the Outer Banks to photograph these birds. 

Getting to Fisherman’s Wharf is pretty simple. When you get to Roa-
noke Island, hang a left at the light and follow the signs to the town of 
Wanchese. The restaurant is all the way down at the end of this same 
road on your left. 
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One spring afternoon I was in my kayak plying the shallow waters along 
the edge of the marsh photographing birds. Up ahead of me I could see 
movement at the edge of the forest. I set my paddle down for a moment 
and picked up my binoculars to try and figure out what I was looking at. 
Instantly I realized that two young raccoons were making their way out 
into the marsh. 

Raccoons are very resourceful creatures with an omnivorous diet. Any-
time you have these little mammals living near water, they quickly fig-
ure out how make a living out of seafood. Crabs, clams, and muscles all 
factor into their diets. 

Realizing the opportunity that was quickly unfolding in front of me, I 
began to slip my kayak through the water as silently as possible. I wanted 
to get in place with good light before the little guys emerged from the 
marsh and made their way out into the water to dig for clams. 

In this sort of situation, my biggest concern is always how the animals 
will react when they finally see me. Will they freeze? Will they run? Well 
what happened next I could never have imagined. When the two rac-
coons finally made it out to the edge of the water, they both stopped and 
looked at me for a moment, and then began swimming out toward my 
boat. I couldn’t believe what I was witnessing!

I set there for a moment with camera and lens in hand photographing 
them as they worked their way out deeper and deeper and finally began 
to swim straight toward me. As they got closer though, it was obvious 
that they might try to come into the boat with me. Setting my paddle 
down, I made 4 or 5 gentle strokes backwards away from them. Seeing 
this, they paused for a moment and turned around to go back to the 

edge of the marsh where they began digging for clams. 

After a few minutes I glided back over to the raccoons again to photo-
graph. And once again, both looked up at me and started swimming 
back out to my kayak. This process played itself out several times before 
they gave up on me and concentrated on finding food. 

To this day, this ranks as one of the coolest experiences of my life!
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Th e
Lighthouses
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•	 Lighthouses	are	icons	of	the	Outer	Banks	-	this	
means	that	you	must	think	outside	the	box	when	
photographing	them

•	 Dont	be	afraid	to	explore!	Hike	the	surrounding	
trails,	walk	the	beach,	climb	the	dunes,	stand	on	
top	of	your	vehicle	to	find	something	new

•	 Most	photographers	photograph	lighthouses	
durring	the	day.	Try	photographing	them	at	
night!

•	 Each	lighthouse	offers	something	completely	dif-
ferent	from	the	next,	be	sure	to	visit	all	5	on	the	
Outer	Banks	
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Probably the most iconic features of the Outer Banks 
are her lighthouses. From Currituck Beach Light 
down to the Ocracoke lighthouse, there are four 
lighthouses that stand watch over the shores of these 
barrier islands. Like beacons of hope shining into the 
ink black sky of night, these monolithic towers were 
built during a time when the sea was inextricable 
from commerce, and no man who lived by the sea 
knew the place where they would be buried. 

Lighthouses were built for many different reasons 
around the world, but here, on these long wispy 
strands of what amounts to be little more than sandbars, the lighthous-
es were built for navigational purposes. Before the days of GPS, Loran 
systems, and Google Earth, sailors were forced to navigate by landmarks 
during the day and the stars by night. Along the Outer Banks, this was 
no small task. 

You see, the Outer Banks are low lying barrier islands. During these 
times, few if any landmarks were visible from sea. There were of course 
a handful of what geologists call medanos, the monstrous forest engulf-
ing sand dunes such as Jockey’s Ridge and Penny’s Hill. However, a ship 
would be forced to sail very close to shore in order to identify these giant 
dunes and use them as landmarks to obtain their position in the world 
abroad. 

By night, this challenge became even greater. The sound of shoal wa-
ter was all that sailors had to go by in order to navigate up and down 
this coast. Given the shallow nature of the back islands sounds that lay 
stretched out like inland seas behind the Outer Banks, deep water ports 
were non-existent. With the lack of deep water ports, the glowing lights 
of civilization bypassed this area. Norfolk, Virginia and Charleston, 

The stark contrasting 
colors and patterns 
of white and black 
that can be found 
on lighthouses such 
as the Bodie Island 
Light Station make 
for great black and 
white photographs.
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South Carolina became the primary hubs of commerce and trade for 
this reason, leaving the barrier islands and coastal plain of North Caroli-
na little more than an economic backwater and in many places, a track-
less wilderness. The depressed economies of the mainland communities 
can to this day trace the ebb and flow of their history and current state of 
affairs to this very fact.  Thus for sailors forced to navigate these waters at 
night, we have yet another piece of the puzzle for why this is the Grave-
yard of the Atlantic. 

To solve this problem of navigation along the Outer Banks, a plan for 
a series of lighthouses was put into place. Each lighthouse would stand 
tall enough to be seen from an adequate distance from the coast, both 
day and night. All of the lighthouses would be painted different colors 
or patterns of colors so as to be distinguishable from a distance and thus 
used as distinct landmarks during the day. And each of the lighthouses 
would be given a different sequence of lights so as to be distinguishable 
by night. 

Though it would take modern day navigational systems that came out 
of World War II to truly put an end to the Graveyard of the Atlantic’s 
reign, sailors could now at least identify where they were as they sailed 
this coast line. Be it during the day, they could observe the color of the 
lighthouses: white for Ocracoke, diagonal black and white stripes for the 
treacherous Cape Hatteras and its corresponding Diamond Shoals, hori-
zontal stripes for Bodie Island and Oregon Inlet for which the lighthouse 
was originally built upon the northern banks of, and the unpainted red 
brick tower of the Currituck Beaches Light. Similarly, navigators could 
now use the unique sequence of lights from each of these lighthouses to 
position themselves in the night. 

With any iconic landscape, whether it’s the Grand Tetons in Wyoming, 
or the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse on the Outer Banks, you have what 

you might call your standard 
tourist shots. We all know the 
type. These are the images 
that you find 10,000 of when 
you do a search in Google. 
They clog all of the stock pho-
tography outlets, and are on 
every post card you can find 
of the area. These are bor-
ing, uninspired, and a dime a 
dozen. 

It is for this reason that when 
it comes to photographing 
iconic landscapes or land-
marks like lighthouses, it is 
your job as a photographer, as 
an artist, to break free of the 
mold. It is your job to figure 
out how to move beyond the 
cliché. 

Therefore the number one 
piece of advice that I can give 
anyone looking to photograph the lighthouses of 
the Outer Banks is to explore. Exploration is the 
key to finding that unique and often times un-
found composition where everything comes to-
gether perfectly. In the different sections below, I 
outline different areas that I suggest you visually 
explore. Each of these will offer up a cornucopia 
of possibilities for you, while helping you focus 

Silhouetting light-
houses against color-
ful skies and impend-
ing weather can create 
dramatic images. This 
photograph was made 
the evening before a 
hurricane hit.
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your time. With that said though, I am convinced 
that there is an infinite number of unique and 
breath taking compositions just waiting to be 
made of each and every one of these lighthouses. 
For those with the time and perseverance, you are 
limited only by the depths, or shallows, of your 
own creativity.

Personally, I prefer to handle lighthouses at night. 
Why? Because this is when they really shine (pun 

intended). Though these towers were also intended to be navigational 
beacons by day, few people know this and therefore the cultural percep-
tion is that lighthouses function at night. 

There is a lot to be read into the above paragraph about photography. 
What is and what is not a successful photograph can often go WAY 
beyond technical perfection, and great composition. Remember there 
is a brain attached to those eyeballs that view your work. Your viewer is 
complex, filled with emotion, biases, expectations, and a lifetime of con-
ditioning to see, think, and believe certain things.  Photography and art 

in general, can be more about psychology than the skill it takes 
to execute a technically perfect photograph.  All the composi-
tional rules, all of our understanding of complimentary colors, 
the use of light, etc. . . . really boils down to psychology and how 
its shapes our perception of the world around us. 

Currituck Beach Light

The last of the Outer Banks lighthouses to be built, the Cur-
rituck Beach Light is considered by many to be the most beauti-
ful. It also happens to be one the most difficult to photograph. 

The Currituck Beach Light was first lit on December 1, 1875 in 
order to fill what sailors termed “the dark space” between Bodie 
Island Light and Cape Henry in Virginia. This gap is roughly 80 
miles wide, of which 40 miles where thus completely unlit and 
navigationally treacherous. As a letter to Congress detailing the 
imminent importance of establishing a lighthouse in this loca-
tion stated, “Many vessels laden with valuable lives and cargoes 
are in danger of being lost between these points.”

Photographing at sun-
rise and sunset allow 
you to capture intensely 
colored clouds as a 
backdrop to lighthous-
es. The red brick of the 
Currituck Lighthouse, 
itself lights up when the 
sun hits it just right.
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The first thing that you will notice about the Cur-
rituck Beach light, compared to Bodie and Hatteras, 
is that this lighthouse is completely surrounded by 
pine trees. Planted back in the 1950s to create habi-
tat for hunting quail (much of the Outer Bank’s his-
tory can be traced back to the prestige and whims 
of the old hunt clubs), these trees completely sock 
in the base of the lighthouse eliminating the possi-
bilities of capturing the full height of this light the 
way you can with those to the south.

In order to overcome this compositional obstacle, 
you must be creative. Be prepared to walk around Heritage Park that lies 
just to the south of the light to find pleasing photographs of the light-
house. Like any of the lighthouses on the Outer Banks, you are only lim-
ited by your own creativity and willingness to do what it takes to create 
the image that you want. 

As is the case with all lighthouses, do not limit yourself to daylight 
hours. Often lighthouses are best captured at night when they can be 
seen in all of their illuminated glory. The Currituck Lighthouse House, 
with its old un-painted red brick construction, is especially regal when 
illuminated only by the glow of its First Order Fresnel lens.

Options

There are numerous options and classic vantage points from which you 
can photograph the Currituck Light from Heritage Park. 

1. If you venture behind the Whalehead Club that sits along the 
Currituck Sound, you will find a small pond. From this vantage point 
you can compose the Whalehead Club, a beautiful live oak tree, and the 

To move beyond 
the cliche and trite 
images that we have 
all seen of these 
iconic landmarks, 
it takes creativity, 
perseverance, and 
visual exploration to 
find create something 
new.
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Currituck Beach Light all together – complete with a perfect reflection 
in the pond. This is an afternoon shoot.

2. In front of the Whalehead Club is a boardwalk that runs along the 
edge of the docks by the old boathouse. From these docks you can com-
pose the lighthouse with the beautifully designed boathouse with Bogotá 
architecture along with the reflection in the water below. Like any reflec-
tions, calm winds are ideal for this shot. This is an afternoon shoot. 

3. You can also capture the lighthouse along with the old foot bridge. 
Due to the distance of the lighthouse, you will not be able to compose 
the entire bridge in the frame with the lighthouse without the light being 
very small. You can however get creative with the unique and beauti-
ful design of the bridge and the lighthouse beneath the arch. This is an 
afternoon shoot. 

4. Heading north past the Whalehead club you can turn right onto 
Corolla Village Road. Driving toward the beach you will find a small 
sandy parking area at the end of the road. If you walk up the access ramp 
to the beach and turn around, you will find that you can photograph the 
lighthouse with the sand dunes in the foreground here. This is best done 
early in the morning and during the late summer when you have the 
opportunity to capture the sea oats in bloom. This is a morning shoot. 

5. If you walk onto the lighthouse grounds, you will find numerous 
opportunities to photograph the lighthouse. With that said however, 
photographing from this close up to the lighthouse will mean that you 
will be photographing up into the sky for which you will need to be very 
careful about making sure that the sky is complimentary to the rest of 
the photograph as it will become a primary part of the composition like 
this. 

These are the classic locations for photographing Currituck Beach Light. 
Strive to think outside of the box, however. You can only image how 
many times these lighthouses have been photographed. Can you do 
something different? Can you create something unique? Absolutely!

Bodie Island Lighthouse

The lighthouse that you see today is actually the third such lighthouse to 
carry the name Bodie Island Lighthouse. In 1847 the first official Bodie 
Island light was built right about where Oregon Inlet cuts through the 
islands today. This first light was short lived. Within 10 years of con-
struction, the foundation was already beginning to collapse, and the 
lighthouse had started listing toward the ocean. 

Congress quickly appropriated funds for the construction of a new light-
house in the same location and was completed in 1859. Although this 
second lighthouse was built to superior standards than that of the first 
Bodie Island Light, as fate would have it, its life span was even shorter 
than the first. 

Almost immediately upon the completion of this second Bodie Island 
Lighthouse, the still relatively new nation of the United States broke out 
in Civil War. Both Confederate and Union troops gave high priority 
to control of the nation’s waterways, port towns, and inlets. In a hasty 
retreat from the Union Navy, the fabled Confederate Mosquito Fleet 
blew up the new lighthouse in 1861 as a means of sabotaging the Union’s 
navy. 

For over a decade the mouth of Oregon Inlet and the coastline between 
Cape Hatteras and Cape Henry Lighthouse in Virginia Beach, Virgin-
ia remained in the dark until the current Bodie Island Lighthouse was 
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completed in 1872. Considering the fate of 
the last two lighthouses, Congress was not 
taking any chances this time and ordered the 
new lighthouse to be built, not on the south 
side of the inlet, but on the north side as it 
was believed that inlets on the Outer Banks 
may naturally migrate over time. This proved 
to be a smart decision as the inlet now sits 

some three miles south of where it did when the lighthouse was com-
pleted. 

Unlike the Currituck Beach Light to the north, Bodie Island Light stands 
wide open for the photographer to capture all of its glory. Add this to the 
dynamic surroundings and you have one of the favorite lighthouses of 
many photographers. 

By patiently waiting for a 
flock of tundra swans to fly 
through my composition 
here, I was able to add a 
unique element to the scene 
that not only balanced the 
composition, but helped take 
the overall landscape to a 
whole new level.
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The single best feature to the surrounding landscape also happens to 
be the one that is rarely if ever used: water. There is water and marsh to 
be found on both sides of this lighthouse. With a little determination, 
preparation, and perspiration an entire world of amazing compositions 
sit there waiting to be made. 

With a set of waders (you can get by with just hip waders) you can en-
ter the marsh that lies to the east of the Lighthouse from Hwy 12. Is it 
easy? No, of course not. Is it worth it? Absolutely! On the soundside of 
the island, you can launch a kayak at the Oregon Inlet Fishing Center 
to the south and kayak through the marsh back toward the lighthouse 
where literally countless photographs of lighthouse, marsh, and reflec-
tion await. Remember, when you are photographing iconic locations, 
it should always be your duty to try and figure out a new approach to 
photographing that site. 

Of course, waders and kayaks are not needed to make beautiful photo-
graphs of this lighthouse. Below are some of the classic ways in which to 
photograph the Bodie Island Light – other than those that I call “stan-
dard tourist shots.”

1. In front of the Lighthouse is a loop drive that brings you around 
to the parking area at the keeper’s house and gift shop. On the south-
west side of this loop, the ground is often significantly flooded, creating 
a large and expansive puddle here. The standing water that develops 
here is often big enough for you to capture the lighthouse, the old keep-
er’s house, and a full reflection of the entire scene. This is an afternoon 
shoot. 

2. At pre-dawn with clear skies, just before the sun begins to rise 
while the sky is filled with deeply saturated color, you can capture a 
beautiful silhouette of the lighthouse against these colors. You basically 
have two main options. The first is to photograph just the lighthouse and 
the keeper’s house together as a vertical shot. The second is to walk to 
the outside of the loop road on the other side of the tall pines and in-
clude the trunks of the pine trees in your composition. As the stand of 
trees is well groomed, you have a widely spaced stand of trees in a park-
like scenario. This makes for a unique addition to many of the different 
lighthouse compositions you can create here. 

3. One thing that always tends to be a constant at the beach is wind. 
When the wind is really blowing hard and you have low lying clouds 
sailing overhead at 25+ mph, broken up by small but regular patches of 
blue sky – head to this lighthouse. With the use of solid neutral densi-
ty filters and a polarizer you can create beautiful motion blurs with the 
clouds as they race by over the lighthouse. I suggest something in the 
30 second long exposure range. This means that you will probably need 

Photo Tip
Working with light and water

If you want to capture the colors of the sky reflected 
into the water at sunset, you must first wait for the 
sun to actually set. Because the sun is so bright, it will 
overpower any color that should be reflected below. 
However, once the sun has set, the light from the sky 
is almost perfectly balanced with the light reflected 
from the water. This will then allow you to capture 
balanced color in both the sky and water.
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around 10 stops of neutral density in front of your lens as well as the po-
larizer to tackle the reflection of light on the tower and to help the colors 
pop out of the scene just a bit. This is a morning, noon, and afternoon 
shoot.

4. From Hwy 12 you can stop along the side of the road and pho-
tograph west toward the lighthouse. The problem that you face here is 
the grown up brush and phragmites that stands between you and the 
open expanse of the marsh ponds that stretch out toward the lighthouse. 
Overhead, there are power lines to contend with. If you can get an el-
evated view, then you can shoot over the phragmites and capture the 
lighthouse with the water in front of it. Several ways of doing this are 
to climb up into the bed of a pick-up truck, stand on the roof of your 
vehicle, rent the tallest step ladder you can find for a day, or hike up the 
dunes behind you. The dunes will give you more trouble with the power 
lines than the other options and you will also need a longer lens. Really 
a 70-200 lens will suffice for a strong horizontal composition here. If you 
want something tighter, or want to go vertical, you will definitely need 
something up to the 400mm range. I prefer my 200-400 lens for this 
location. Even though you can photograph the lighthouse successfully 

from this vantage both at sunrise and sunset, 
given the compressed perspective of photo-
graphing with a telephoto lens, shooting in this 
manner will work significantly better at sunset 
while silhouetting the lighthouse and the trees 
behind it and allowing the water below and the 
sky above to glow with orange brilliance. 

Cape Hatteras Lighthouse

Much like the Bodie Island Lighthouse, this 

When photographing 
lighthouses at night, 
always be on the lookout 
for the Milky-way. Though 
the Milky-way will be 
more dramatic in June 
when it sits in the house of 
Sagittarius, the low hu-
midity and clear skies of 
winter offer the best view 
on the Outer Banks
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If you want to truly capture the unique beauty and story behind the lighthouses 
of the Outer Banks, consider approaching this iconic monoliths at night! This is 
when they truly begin shine (pun-intended). 

A lot of photographers are hesitant to step out of their comfort zone and venture 
into the darkness of night with their camera. It’s a completely different type of 
photography for sure. One with its own set of rules and limitations. But, at the 
same time, its also a type of photography with its own kind of magic as well! 

When it comes to photographing the night sky to capture stars, you basically 
have two types of photographs. 

1. Photos that capture the night sky realistically with stars portrayed as pin 
pricks of light
2. Photos that move beyond realism and capture the rotation of the Earth to 
create star trails

Both styles of night photography are applicable for photographing lighthouses. 
Below, I am going to break down exactly how you get perfect realistic stars in 
your photographs. 

500 Rule

If you want to capture a starry sky without streaks or trails, then you will have to 
understand what we call the “500 Rule.” Now there is some physics and mathe-
matical equations tied up in this but here it how it works. . .

First things first, with all star photography you will want to manually set your ex-
posure and your focus. Don’t worry this is insanely easy with night photography. 
Typically we are photographing with wide angle lenses at night. So all you need 
to do is set you lens’ focus ring to infinity. Just remember to turn off auto-focus 
so when you hit the shutter you don’t change focus. For your exposure you set 
your aperture to wide open, your ISO above 1000 (many people like 3200 but you 

should experiment), and then you use the 500 rule. 

The 500 rule states that you take the focal length of the lens you are photograph-
ing and divide that number into 500. The result is the maximum length of expo-
sure you can get away with before you begin to streak or trail the stars. Voila!
So, say I am photographing with a 14mm ultra wide angle lens. I will divide 14 
into 500. The quotient (answer to a division problem), is 35. 

14 / 500 = 35(ish)

So, the closest shutter speed to this will be 30 seconds. 

Now let’s say we are photographing with a 70-200 mm lens at the 200 range. 

200 / 500 = 2.5

This means that with a 200mm focal length I can only get away with 2.5 seconds. 
Now many people, including myself in the past, talk about the 600 rule. It’s the 
same thing only you divide into 600 instead of 500. After careful consideration of 
my photographs, I believe that the 500 rule is most accurate as quite often there 
would be a small amount of movement in the stars at 600. If you are never going 
to print big, then no worries, 500 or 600 will work just fine. But if you want those 
stars just as sharp as possible, then 500 it is. 
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lighthouse is not the first to stand watch over Cape Hatteras and Dia-
mond Shoals. This particular stretch of water is the most notorious and 
dangerous of them all when it comes to the Graveyard of the Atlantic. 
With the aptly named diamond shoals (be-
cause they cut and ripped through the hulls 
of ships like diamonds), extending nearly 10 
nautical miles offshore at this location, more 
ships have been lost here than anywhere else 
in the Western Atlantic. 

Many decades before the construction of any 
other lighthouse on the Outer Banks, the first 
Cape Hatteras Lighthouse was put to work. 
This first lighthouse was commissioned in 
1794 and was completed in 1803. Such early 
dates were before the invention of the Fres-
nel lenses used in the subsequent lighthouses 
along the Outer Banks. Thus, this first light-
house, standing 90 feet tall and made of sand-
stone, was lit by lamps burning whale’s oil. 

Several problems were immediately obvious 
with this original lighthouse. 
First and foremost, the tower 
was not tall enough to make 
the light visible out past the 
shoals – only to the edge of 
the shoals 10 miles out. This 
created a situation whereby 
if you saw the light of the whale oil lamps, you were 
already amongst the deadly shoals and it was too late. 
The second problem was the unpainted sandstone that 

was used to construct the lighthouse. Sandstone is of course, made of 
sand. This meant that the lighthouse simply blended into the surround-
ing landscape. Davy Jones’ locker continued to be filled. 

As Lt. David D. Porter reported to Congress 
in 1851 about the current lighthouse, “Hat-
teras light, the most important on our coast is, 
without doubt, the worst light in the world.” 
It was thus decided that the current light-
house needed to be raised in height and by 
1853, construction was completed on a 60 
foot extension to the lighthouse. This time, the 
lighthouse was painted white with a red top  
it doesn’t have a red top?  in order to make it 
visible during the day, and a first order Fresnel 
lens was retrofitted to the lighthouse, replacing 
the grossly inadequate whale’s oil lamps. 

The importance of the lighthouses during the 
Civil War has already been mentioned in the 
section about Bodie Island Lighthouse. Like 
the Bodie Island light, Cape Hatteras Light-
house became a primary target to defend for 
the Union, and to be destroyed by the Confed-
erates. As stated by David D. Porter’s report, it 
was only the most important lighthouse in the 
United States. Although the confederates were 
not able to fully destroy this lighthouse, only 
significantly damage it, they did however man-

age to steal the Fresnel lens. 

One of the first orders of business after the Civil War was to begin con-

I used a 10 stop 
solid neutral den-
sity filter to cut my 
exposure down 
to 15 seconds and 
create this motion 
blur you see in the 
clouds.
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struction of a new Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. This new lighthouse still 
needed to be raised to a height greater than that of the last. Congress 
and the US Navy agreed on this matter and it was decided to build the 
new one to 193 feet tall. This would effectively make the Cape Hatteras 
Lighthouse the tallest brick lighthouse in the world. 

The problem with attempting to build anything of permanence on the 
Outer Banks is that the Outer Banks themselves are not permanent. Bar-
rier islands move. The sand shifts. Storms overwash and roll islands over 
top of themselves. And since the industrial revolution, the ocean has 
been rising at a steady rate. For this reason, all things on barrier islands 
are only temporary. Be it beach cottages or lighthouses, we are all on 
borrowed time here. 

The new lighthouse was originally built just over a quarter of a mile 
from the ocean. By 1935 however, sea levels had risen to the point where 
waves reached the base of the lighthouse. Fearing that the light would 
soon topple into the sea, Congress appointed funds to build a skele-
tal tower on the dunes behind the lighthouse and the Fresnel lens was 
moved to this new tower, while the old lighthouse was given over to the 
newly formed Cape Hatteras National Seashore to deal with. 

At the same time as the transfer of the Fresnel lens, the Army Corps 
of Engineers set to work on trying to stabilize the beach in front of the 
lighthouse. Jetties, boulders, and other structures were put into place in 
order to try and “capture” sand and stabilize the beach. Their efforts paid 
off and sand began to accrue and the beach began to build in front of the 
lighthouse. In response, the Lighthouse Board returned the lens to the 
Lighthouse and the temporary tower was dismantled. 

In March of 1980, a monstrous nor’easter ripped out all of the sand that 
had rebuilt on the beach in front of the light, along with the surrounding 

dunes and many of the structures put in place to stabilize that portion 
of the beach. Once again, the ocean lapped at the base of the lighthouse 
and its fate was again in question. 

In 1999, after considerable debate, the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse was lit-
erally picked up and moved 2,900 feet back away from its previous loca-
tion. This was without a doubt a monumental undertaking that attracted 
press from all over the world. The lighthouse was relocated to exactly 
1,500 feet from the beach the same distance that it had been originally 
built at. 

Prior to the move of this lighthouse, it was one of the most photogenic 
lighthouses in the world. It’s still pretty impressive of course, but has 
lost much of its appeal as the ocean temporarily lost its grip on the base. 
Despite this fact, this lighthouse is still well worth visiting and photo-
graphing. 

Classic locations to photograph this lighthouse are as follows:

1. Much like the Bodie Island Lighthouse, after a big rain, significant 
amounts of water accumulates in the low lying areas around the base 
of this light for which reflections of the lighthouse in water can be cap-
tured.

2. Some of the best locations to photograph this lighthouse are from 
the dunes north and south of the lighthouse. As the beach and dunes are 
constantly changing in this area, you will want to put in a little time hik-
ing in and around the dunes here. Old wax myrtle trees, stripped of their 
leaves, and skeletal in nature, can be found sticking out of the backside 
of the dunes which make for pleasing low light compositional elements 
with the lighthouse in the background. 
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3. The dunes through this area are held in 
place primarily by the root systems of sea oats. 
Sea oats, unlike American beach grass, grows in 
clumps, which in turn shape the dunes that they 
hold in place. This gives many of the dunes at the 
edge of this beach distinct cone-like shapes with 
gaps in between them where the water regularly 
overwashes in storms. These small cone shaped 
dunes work very well in beach compositions with 
the lighthouse. I recommend that you visit these 
in the late summer / early fall when the sea oats are in full bloom. 

4. If you drive past the lighthouse like you are heading to the Na-
tional Seashore Campground, you will find a parking area with an old 
road that swings out toward the beach but can no longer be driven. Dead 
trees and standing water abound throughout here. I highly recommend 
spending time walking this path and exploring possible compositions as 
endless opportunities exist here for framing the lighthouse with gnarled 
dead trees, reflections and even waterfowl flying by.

Ocracoke Lighthouse

When it comes to the lighthouses of the Outer Banks, you will find a 
common theme running through the history books in that all of them 
were in one way or another, targeted during the Civil War. In this re-
gards, Ocracoke is no exception. What does make the Ocracoke Light-
house exceptional however is its beginnings as a light to mark, not ones 
position off the coast of NC, but instead the primary navigable channel 
in the Ocracoke Inlet. 

First built on a small 25 acre lump of sand known as Shell Castle Island, 

By photographing a 
lighthouse at night, you 
can often times take 
even the most cliche of 
compositions and turn 
it into something new 
and beautiful.
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the Ocracoke Lighthouse stood watch over what was at that time, one of 
the busiest inlets in the Western Hemisphere. Shell Castle Island was a 
strange reef of oyster, clam, and whelk shells with sand filling in the gaps 
that stood just a few feet above the mean high tide along the edge of the 
deepest channel in the inlet. Many such shell islands or reefs exist in our 
sounds, and are most likely old oyster bars that grew over the course of 
hundreds if not thousands of years. 

Construction of this lighthouse began in 1794. This first of the Ocracoke 
Lights however, was nothing more than a wooden pyramid with a light 
on top. As to be expected, within a short 20 years the lighthouse was 
completely obsolete. You see, the nature of the Outer Banks is sand. Sand 
is not a stable concept. Ever shifting, ever blowing, ever a drift in the 
tide, sand quickly began to fill into the main channel at Ocracoke Inlet, 
what we call shoaling, and the channel itself migrated nearly a mile away 
across to the other side of the inlet. 

Such was the reality of working and navigating the inlets of the Outer 
Banks. With the ebb and flow of each and every tide that comes ripping 
in and out of the inlets, millions of pounds of sand are moved daily. This 
dance of water and sand creates the shoals (sandbars) inside the inlets. 
This dance also works to continuously move and rearrange these shoals 
on a daily basis. For this reason, what may have been a 25ft deep channel 
that weaved amongst the shoals in the summer may be sand flats that are 
just inches deep by winter. 

It is for this reason that the inlets of the Outer Banks have been, and 
continue to be, some of the most dangerous in the world. Oregon Inlet 
for instance, is today considered to be one of the top three most deadly 
on Earth. The biting irony of this is that the impermanence of the Out-
er Banks, one of the most shifty landscapes on Earth, where change is 
the only constant and geography is redefined with the ebb and flow of 

tides and the passing of each storm, this endless change has created the 
constant of danger and peril that has underwritten the history of these 
islands since the first human attempted to navigate them by boat.   

By 1823, the construction of another lighthouse marking the inlet was 
completed. The federal government abandoned the Shell Castle Island 
site and instead opted for a 2 acre piece of high ground near Ocracoke 
Village itself on the main island. Standing 75 feet tall with walls of brick 
that were built 5 feet thick, the lighthouse and subsequent keepers home 
quickly became known as a safe haven during storms. Situated on one of 
the highest pieces of land in the village, when the island would become 
inundated from storm surges, residents routinely rowed their skiffs or 
poled their punt boats up the flooded sand paths to the safer grounds at 
the lighthouse. 

Today, the 1823 Ocracoke light station continues to shine its light out 
over both inlet and ocean as it has for the last 190 years. This lighthouse 
has stood the test of time. Weathering not only a Civil War, but count-
less nor’easters and an untold number of hurricanes, the Ocracoke light 
is a testament to the island that it was built on and inlet it was originally 
constructed to mark the entrance of. Not only is this lighthouse the old-
est working light station in North Carolina (second oldest in the nation), 
but Ocracoke inlet is the only inlet on the Outer Banks that can still be 
found on a map since the first English explorers scribbled out crude line 
drawings of this coast line. Ocracoke Village is also the only town on the 
Outer Banks that can claim it has never been destroyed by a storm. 

Ocracoke Light Station is a tough lighthouse to photograph from pret-
ty much any vantage point other than right in front of the boardwalk 
leading up to it. This in part, has much to do with the fact that the light-
house is only 75 feet tall, which is nearly half the height of the other light 
stations on the Outer Banks. Such short stature means that it does not 
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rise high above the surrounding landscape and therefore is not a hugely 
prominent feature of the area until one moves out to sea. 

There are actually quite a few great compositions to be made right along 
the edge of the parking lot for this lighthouse. From white picket fences, 
to old gnarly live oaks, for those willing to carefully compose their pho-
tographs, you could easily walk away with 4 or 5 completely different 
types of photographs of this lighthouse. 

Roanoke Marshes Light

What may very well be the most beautiful and photogenic of all the 
lighthouses on the Outer Banks, is actually one that most visitors to 
the area are completely unaware of. Roanoke Marshes light sits off the 
waterfront of downtown Manteo at the end of a long dock and offers a 
cornucopia of different photographic opportunities. 

Historically, there was never a lighthouse at this site. The 
Roanoke Marshes Lighthouse is a replica of the old screw-
pile lighthouses that once guided sailors and fishermen 
into the Croatan Sound. This new Roanoke Marshes light 
was built in 2004 as part of Manteo’s centennial celebra-
tion. 

The original Roanoke Marshes Light that once set off the 
southern tip of Wanchese suffered the same litany of prob-
lems that all of the other lighthouses on the Outer Banks 
have suffered, with the addition of all the issues associated 
with being situated over top of water. The first of these 
lighthouses went into service in 1831, but was abandoned 
after just 8 years due to badly needed repairs. In 1854, 
Congress appropriated $10,000 for a 
second Roanoke Marshes Lighthouse 
and a 4th order Fresnel lens which 
was lit on April 15, 1858. 

With the outbreak of the Civil War, 
like all of the lighthouses on the 
Outer Banks, the Roanoke Marshes 
lighthouse instantly became a target 

It is not uncommon to 
find a sail boat peace-
fully moored off the 
end of this lighthouse 
which adds an extra 
compositional element  
to the scene.
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and was taken out by the Confederate Navy’s 
Mosquito Fleet. Strangely enough however, the 
lighthouse was brought back into service in 1863 
while the Civil War continued to rage on. 

By 1872, the slow march of rising sea levels, 
drowning marshes, shipworms introduced from 
the tropics, and the continuous battering of 
waves from the annual hurricanes and summer 
time south westerly storms, this 2nd lighthouse 
had become far too dangerous to continue to 

operate. 
Roanoke Marshes Lighthouse was named such because of the 
extensive network of marsh islands that once covered this area. 
In fact, the lighthouse was built on pilings out on the edge of 
one such marsh island. As the ocean level continued to rise, 
this marsh began to disappear, and with it, the land beneath the 
Marshes Lighthouse. Once again, Congress appropriated funds 
for yet another Lighthouse. This 3rd Roanoke Marshes Light-
house would be built some 200 feet from the first two and was 
completed in 1877. 

The new lighthouse now stood out in open water, as opposed 
to the first two lights that it had come to replace. Given the 
precarious nature of navigating these waters in storms, this 3rd 
lighthouse was struck 7 times by ships within the first couple of 
years. To protect against being knocked over by such impacts, 
80 pilings were driven diagonally into the sand and connected to 
the lighthouse in order to provide stability. 

Finally, in 1955 the US Coast Guard decommissioned many of 
the old screwpile lighthouses along with a grocery list of old 

Coast Guard bases up and down the eastern seaboard. With the advent 
of modern navigational equipment, the old Roanoke Marshes Light-
house had become obsolete. The structure was promptly sold to a private 
individual, who then promptly lost the lighthouse while attempting to 
move it to his property. 

Today, the 4th Roanoke Marshes Light no longer stands at the south-
ern entrance to the Croatan Sound. Instead, this replica of the 3rd such 
lighthouse stands guard over the entrance to Shallowbag Bay and the 
Manteo Waterfront. 

As the sun gets closer 
and closer to the hori-
zon, the colors of the 
sky and water begin to 
change dramatically and 
quickly. One composi-
tion can wield a variety 
of different photographs 
as the light changes. 
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Photography of the Roanoke Marshes Lighthouse is done primarily from 
the boardwalk that runs along the edge of the Manteo waterfront. As the 
lighthouse is situated inside of a bend in the island, photographers are 
afforded several different unique vantages in which to shoot from – each 
providing a different backdrop and a completely different angle on the 
building. 

As with all lighthouses, I prefer to photograph them at night or at the 
edge of night. With the Roanoke Marshes Light, I highly recommend 
that you show up pre-dawn to catch the last moments of night and the 
rapidly changing light and color of the landscape as the sun slowly be-
gins to rise. 

In the winter months, when cold high pressure systems are moving 
through the area, the skies will be clear, the water often calm, and you 
can capture a perfect mirror image of the sky and lighthouse reflected 
below into the water. During the summer months, if you are lucky, you 
may also find one of the replicas of the historical fishing skiffs built by 
the maritime museum next door, moored out in the water next to the 
lighthouse. Regardless of the season however, the Roanoke Marshes 
Lighthouse is never to be missed when photographing on the Outer 
Banks. 

The Photographers Guide to the Outer Banks



79Lighthouses
tripod. Racing back over to Louis I planted the legs of the tripod down, 
manually set the focus of the lens to infinity, dialed in a 30 second expo-
sure at ISO 3200 and tripped the shutter. Eureka. 

The ironic thing 
about this was that 
it had never dawned 
on me to search the 
grounds of the light-
house itself for a pho-
tograph. I had gone 
through more than 
any person had ever 
done in the history of 
photographing this 
lighthouse in order 
to try and find some-
thing completely 
different. Yet here, at 
the base of the light-
house, where hoards 
of tourists stare up 
at the red bricked 
monolith with their 
little point and shoot 
cameras, was a pho-
tograph that no one 
had ever seen before!

A few years back I was living up in Carova Beach in the 4x4 section of 
the Outer Banks. Each day I passed by the Currituck Beach Lighthouse;  
each night if the sky was clear I could see the flash of its first order 
Fresnel lens some 10 miles distant. I began thinking about how that 
the lighthouses on the Outer Banks had been photographed millions of 
times over, but never do we see anything new or different come out of 
it. With this thought I decided to take it upon myself to try and do just 
that. My mission that winter became trying to find that new and unique 
view of the lighthouse that no one had ever seen before. 

For nearly two months I invested my time trying to locate that radically 
new way of seeing this Currituck Light. I donned neoprene chest wad-
ers and hiked through what was sometimes hip deep mud. I kayaked 
out along the edge of the marsh, up creeks, and out to distant duck 
blinds searching for that perfect composition. I plied the waters in my 
Carolina Skiff to try angles from the now extinct New Currituck Inlet 
marshes, from Monkey Island, from the smaller Mary’s Island. 

Finally one evening I walked back over to the parking lot where I had 
left my vehicle and bumped into the lighthouse keeper. Louis was a 
friend of mine and naturally we started chatting. It was not completely 
black outside and I walked with Louis as he headed back over to the 
light keepers house near the base of the lighthouse. Commenting on 
how many stars were out tonight I glanced up through almost a perfect 
window in the leafless branches of the ornamental trees that line the 
walkway up to the lighthouse. While looking up into the night, the light 
of the Fresnel lens suddenly illuminated the sky – also perfectly framed 
by this window of branches. 

I immediately bolted back over to my truck to grab my camera and 
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Cape Hatteras
National Seashore 
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•	 Cape	Hatteras	National	Seashore	is	the	premier	
photographic	locaiton	on	the	Outer	Banks

•	 This	national	seashore	offers	your	best	oppor-
tunities	for	shorebirds,	wading	birds,	pelicans,	
and	all	things	avian	

•	 Bodie	Island	Lighthouse	and	Cape	Hatteras	
Lighthouse	are	within	these	boundaries

•	 Renting	a	kayak	will	tripple	your	photographic	
opportunities	here	-	just	stick	to	the	marsh

•	 Ocracoke	Island,	though	difficult	to	get	to	at	
times	is	well	worth	the	effort
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Entering into Cape Hatteras National Seashore 
is to step into one of the greatest locations for 
both wildlife and landscape photography on the 
Outer Banks. This place is a treasure trove of 
opportunities if you know where to go, when to 
go, and what to look for. 

Cape Hatteras National Seashore is our coun-
tries, and also the world’s for that matter, very 
first national seashore. By the 1930s the writ-
ing was on the wall for the beaches of the East 
Coast. Going to the beach, and having a house 

there as well, had become a favorite American past time. As the popu-
larity of vacationing in these coastal environs grew, so too did the devel-
opment along the coast. 

You have to understand that in the 1930s, American’s understanding of 
the beach was a bit different than ours is today. There were still numer-
ous and large swaths of undeveloped beach and barrier islands at the 
time. Places, where with the proper tire pressure, one could drive their 
vehicle out onto the sand, camp out for days on end, pull coolers full of 
fresh fish out of the ocean each day, and enjoy a general since of euphor-
ic existence that only that perfect combination of too much sun and the 
right amount of salt can create. 

With that said however, American’s were also watching as these areas 
were being devoured at an alarming rate by sea side resorts, golf cours-
es, and amusement parks. That’s the paradox of our society and culture, 
we love everything to death! 

Luckily, as has been the case with other national seashores and national 
parks around the country, filthy rich philanthropists also saw the writing 
on the wall at this time and wanted to ensure that their beloved vacation 
destinations were not trampled under the flip flops of unbridled tourism 
and development. Just as the Rockefeller’s would come to protect Grand 
Tetons National Park, and the Carnegie family would protect Cumber-
land Island National Seashore one day, it was the Morgan family, as in 
J.P. Morgan, that would foot the bill to buy up and hand over most of 
Hatteras Island to the federal government for protection. 

Like many industrialists of the era, duck hunting on the Outer Banks 
was the thing to do. Many of the towns from Corolla to Ocracoke owe 
their existence to such sport hunting and it was these men who would 
eventually bring their families down to the banks to vacation and fall 

Cape Hatteras National 
Seashore is one of the best 
locations on the Outer 
Banks to find and photo-
graph shorebirds. 
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in love with the beaches. Such was the case with the Morgan family and 
Hatteras Island. 

Cape Hatteras National Seashore is a phenomenal place for photography. 
From seascapes and dunescapes, to birds and lighthouses – this place 
has so much to offer. Spanning from Whalebone Junction in Nags Head 
all the way down to Ocracoke Island, 
this seashore covers a lot of ground 
and key areas for photography. This 
is the longest chapter in the book for 
good reason. Once you go to Cape 
Hatteras National Seashore, you will 
understand exactly why this is!

Bodie Island to Oregon 
Inlet

The northern stretch of Cape Hat-
teras National Seashore transcends 
the natural boundaries of Oregon 
Inlet and stretches up beyond the 
Bodie Island Lighthouse and all the 
way to Whalebone Junction. There 
literally used to be a whalebone (a skull if I’m not mis-
taking) placed at the junction here of hwy 12 / and Hwy 
64 – hence the name Whalebone Junction. Pronounced 
“Body,” this name applies to the area now known as Nags 
Head, Kill Devil Hills, and Kitty Hawk. When other inlets 
once cut through the Outer Banks in the not so distant 
past, this region was of course its own separate island.  

Up to the Bodie Island Lighthouse, this stretch of the National Seashore 
is primarily composed of marsh, potholes, and hammocks. The potholes 
and hammocks are terms that you may not be familiar with. Basical-
ly the potholes are, as the name implies, potholes in the marsh. These 
are the ponds that you see strung out along the western edge of Hwy 
12. Each one of them has a trail leading into them with hunting blinds 

established along the edges. These 
blinds are maintained by the Nation-
al Park Service for hunters during 
duck hunting season. 

The hammocks on the other hand 
are the “islands” of trees in the mid-
dle of the marsh. The etymology of 
the word hammock is somewhat 
obscure. Some linguists attribute 
this word to the Taino Indians of the 
Caribbean. Allegedly this was the 
word used for their fishing nets as 
well as their net like beds that we still 
to this day refer to hammocks. Other 
sources attribute this word to Native 
Americans living in the Southeast 
of what is now the United States in 

reference to tree islands growing amongst the marsh. It is 
thought that the word basically meant dry ground. Either 
way, the first English use of the word came about in the 
1550s as a nautical term used for a tree covered island 
seen at a distance on the horizon. Like the nautical term 
of the 16th century, today the word hammock is the offi-
cial term for these so called tree islands found within the 
coastal plain from North Carolina to Mississippi. 

From pristine wind swept 
beaches to the epic biodi-
versity diversity amongst 
its tidal marshes, Cape 
Hatteras National Sea-
shore should sit on every 
photographer’s list of 
places to visit.
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Of these two features that I describe, my suggestion would be to concen-
trate your photographic efforts on the hammocks. These make for great 
subjects at sunset when their distinct island like shapes can be silhou-
etted in stark contrast to the flat surrounding marshlands as well as the 
distinct glowing orb of a sun on a cloudless afternoon. Their shape casts 
a striking and easily recognizable outline as a silhouette, which is one 
of the most important aspects to creating a silhouetted scene, that is, a 
strong and easily recognizable shape and outline. 

There are several of these hammocks to choose from along this stretch of 
Hwy 12 and I recommend the ones where there is a clear and definable 
separation amongst the tallest of trees. When composed and exposed 
properly, you can capture the sun setting behind these trees with unique 
beams of light radiating out through the forest. 

As for the marsh potholes, these will ultimately hold very few ducks as 
the food source is limited and the hunting pressure at certain times of 
the year has taught waterfowl over the years that there are safer ponds 
not far to the south that they can roost and feed until their hearts are 
content. This does not mean that these ponds are completely devoid of 

life. During the early part of the migration, that is 
to say late September and October, there are times 
when these ponds may be holding large numbers 
of ducks. This is however short lived. If you do 
happen to see waterfowl holding on one of these 
ponds, it is definitely worth a shot going in to try 
and set up on them to photograph in the morning. 
Remember though that ducks are hunted from one 
end to the other of the migratory range and are 
therefore very weary of humans and / or anything 
out of the ordinary. Waterfowl photography in this 

sort of scenario requires waders, camouflage, the use of blinds, and long 
lenses. Waterfowl photography is one of the most difficult forms of wild-
life photography there is – which may be why I like it so much!

The Ponds at Bodie Island Light. 

With all of this said in regards to the relative lack of wildlife / waterfowl 
activity in these ponds, there is one that is sure to have of thousands of 
birds. This is the little complex of ponds directly behind the Bodie Island 
Lighthouse. There is a board walk and observation tower that you can 
use for scouting where the birds are holding here and you are actually 
allowed to walk out into those ponds if you would like. Hunting is not 
allowed here, and food is readily available for the birds, which creates 
one awesome situation. Come December / January / February you will 
find considerable numbers of pintails, northern shovelers, green wing 

Waterfowl always take 
off and land into the 
wind. Once you figure 
out which direction 
the wind is blowing 
you can predict which 
direction that your 
subject will approach 
and land from.

The Photographers Guide to the Outer Banks



85Hatteras

teals, and tundra swans held up in here. 

There are a few things you need to know however before making any 
attempt to photograph the birds here. During hunting season you will 
need to check in around 5 am at the little visitor center at Whalebone 
Junction. This is where hunters sign up for their blinds. As hunting is 
not allowed inside of these ponds, you will, I repeat, you will have park 
rangers come into the marsh to try and bust you for hunting in here if 
you have not checked in to let them know you will be photographing in 
this location. I can personally attest to this fact. As soon as rangers spot 
your vehicle conspicuously parked on the side of the road here, they will 

be out at the observation tower with night 
vision goggles looking for you. If and 
when the rangers come in after you, you 
will be considered armed and knowing-
ly breaking the law. Don’t be surprised if 
they are carrying a shotgun. Yeah, I found 
this part out the hard way! 

Now the ranger at the visitor may not 
know whether or not you are allowed to 
enter these ponds as a photographer. For 
that reason I also suggest talking with the head of special use 
permits beforehand so that you have name, phone numbers, 
or better yet a piece of paper to show them. As of the time of 
this writing however, a special use permit was not needed. 

Like I noted above, this is a location that you will want to 
scout ahead of time. Just like the state managed waterfowl im-
poundments elsewhere, Cape Hatteras National Seashore has 
been so kind as to erect and observation platform that works 
as the perfect scouting location. 

The windiest of days are going to be your best days of photographing 
here. Why? Because the birds that would normally be out on the Pam-
lico or Albemarle Sound will be taking refuge on protected bodies of 
water like this. As for access to the area, you have a couple of different 
options. You can access these ponds from either the lighthouse parking 
lot, or the side of Hwy 12. Personally, when I am out photographing in 
this location, I don’t want you or anyone else to see me. I don’t want peo-
ple walking out in the pond when I am there. I also don’t want people 
calling the rangers or police thinking that someone is hunting here. So 
for that reason, although birds are often greater in number on the west 

A shutter speed of 
1/2000 of a second 
was used in order 
to freeze the ac-
tion and splash of 
the water with this 
tricolored heron 
fishing.
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side of the ponds, I typically enter from Hwy 12 and 
set up on the east side. 

Remember, these are wild birds that are used to 
being hunted. This is not a “duck pond.” These ducks 
WILL NOT TOLERATE you in the least. You will 
need to be in position an hour before sunrise, and 
with natural brush to cover you up and completely 
conceal you. This is a location where ducks not only 
feed but roost. This means that you will not have the 
opportunity to set up into position and wait for birds 
to come in on you at dawn. The birds will already be 

there. If you spook birds away from your side of the pond, than you will 
be hard pressed without decoys to draw more in to you. 

The ponds behind Bodie Island Light are not just about photographing 
waterfowl however. These ponds are chocked full of wading birds all 
throughout the spring, summer, and fall. Even in the winter you can 
often find them in there. From tricolored herons to greater yellow legs, 
these ponds offer a plethora of bird life. 

Just keep in mind that if you decide to enter into the marsh during the 
warmer months, there is a possibility of encountering snakes on your 
way in. Its a small thing really but you will need to be mindful of this 
and keep an eye out where you walk while in the marsh grass. I have lost 
count how many times I have been walking around in marshy areas on 
the Outer Banks with sandals on, especially up in Carova Beach, only 
to find my foot a foot or two away from a cottonmouth because I was 
focused on other things.

The Bodie Island Light Trail

In between the entrance to Bodie Island Lighthouse and the Oregon 
Inlet Fishing Center is a trail head off of Hwy 12. This is quite difficult to 
see and it will probably take you a few passes to locate it. Once you do 
however you can park right along side of the road and hike in along the 
edge of the feeder creeks for the Bodie Island Ponds that I wrote about 
above. 

This is an area that is not to be passed up as it harbors many different 
opportunities. From tricolored herons, to bufflehead, to otters, this trail 
holds a number of excellent photographic opportunities if your willing 
to put in the time and effort to unlock its secrets. 

Unlike the ponds behind the lighthouse, this area is completely hidden 

Cottonmouths, or 
water water-mocca-
sins as they are also 
known, will coil up 
on the surface of the 
water allowing for 
better compositions 
if you tap the water 
with a boat paddle 
nearby
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from the public eye and you can assume that you 
will have this place all to yourself without having 
to worry about sending up red flags from tourists. 
Only once have I actually seen someone else on 
this trail here and it was another photographer that 
I had told about the place a couple of days before. 

You will often be able to find a large number of 
white ibis, tricolored herons, and little blue her-
ons along this trail. They tend to congregate in the 
tops of the yaupon holly bushes along the edge of 
the creek and I have counted as many as 23 in one 
clump of holly before. Several old dock pilings can 
be found along the edge of this trail in the water 
and you would do well to take it slow and keep your eyes out for these 
things. Both herons and kingfishers love to frequent these pilings long 
the trail. 

A little ways in you will find yourself at a confluence. The small ditch like 
creek you have been following dumps into a much larger creek that flows 
north toward the ponds. Here is probably your most wildlife rich area on 
the trail. Hooded mergansers, gadwalls, wigeon, otters, and tricolored 
herons are all regularly sighted here in the winter. 

My suggestion is to bring something in to cover yourself up with such as 
a camo netting with a hole cut out for your lens. Scout the area the after-
noon before and decide exactly where and how you will set yourself up 
along the edge of the creek confluence. The following morning come in, 
set up, don’t move, and wait. I have had otters literally crawl out of the 
water 3 feet away from me while sitting in this location. 

Aside from the larger birds, otters, and waterfowl, this is also a good area 

Backgrounds are just 
as important as your 
subject and the light 
you photograph them 
in. When I photo-
graphed this tricolored 
heron, I positioned 
myself so as to take ad-
vantage of the orange 
color of the winter 
marsh.
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for smaller passerines – song birds. As this is one of the thickest areas 
of yaupon holly that is easily accessible to you, it will hold loads of birds 
in the winter that come in specifically to feed off of the berries. 

Bodie Island Lighthouse

See chapter on lighthouses. 

Oregon Inlet

This inlet has not been sitting in this location for very long. Consider-
ing the natural flow of what we call the longshore current (think, along 
the shore), which moves in a southward direction, inlets such as this 
are going to naturally migrate. As sand builds up on the spit along the 
north side of the inlet, likewise sand is in turn stripped from the south 
spit of the inlet as well. This creates a situation where the inlet is, in its 
natural state, constantly migrating. 

Today you will find a jetty, or terminal groin, along the south side of the 
inlet, along with a massive rock wall piled up in order to keep the inlet 
from migrating south. This jetty, in conjunction with constant dredging 

of the channel on the north side 
of the inlet is the only way to 
keep it in place. 

To give you an idea of how fast 
these things move, Bodie Island 
Lighthouse was originally built 
on the north edge of Oregon In-
let. Today, this lighthouse stands 
some three miles away from the 

inlets current position. This means than since 1872, Oregon Inlet has 
migrated a little over 3 miles south. It would be more of course if not for 
the dredging and jetty. 

Oregon Inlet was first ripped open by a massive 
hurricane in 1846 at a time when hurricanes were 
not named. Today when inlets open up on the Out-
er Banks we tend to call them by the name of the 
storm that tore them open. This inlet however was 
named for completely different reasons. After the 
storm, it was the crew members of a ship called The 
Oregon that came ashore and first told folks about 
the opening of the new inlet. This ship had attempt-

Try to focus on 
capturing black skim-
mers as they skim the 
surface of the water 
for fish. By photo-
graphing this unique 
behavior you are able 
to take an otherwise 
boring image to the 
next level
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ed to take refuge from the storm nearby and was therefore the first on 
the scene the following morning to witness the creation of what is today 
one of the most famous inlets in the world. As it was the crew members 
of the Oregon that notified the Bankers of the new inlet, this inlet was 
referred to as Oregon Inlet. 

Photographing at Oregon Inlet is all about the birds. Fall, Winter, Spring, 
and Summer, this is one of the bird photography hot spots on the Outer 
Banks. Photographers tend not to give this area the same sort of respect 
as places like Pea Island, however I am here to tell you that the photogra-
phy here is every bit as good if not better. 

The reason that this area does not get the same sort of attention as other 
locations is due to access. First and foremost you need either a boat or 
a 4x4 vehicle to get here. Second, due to new regulations laid down by 
the Park Service and Cape Hatteras National Seashore for the protection 
of nesting shorebirds and colonial water birds, the absolute best area 
for bird photography, that is the north inlet spit (or Bodie Island Spit) is 
now closed to vehicular traffic all of the year, and also to foot traffic in 
the summer nesting season. Kayaks are now the only way to work this 
particular spot. 

Not to fear however as there are still plenty of opportunities to photo-
graph some really unique species here. Birds such as black skimmers 
and oyster catchers can be found here pretty regularly. Shorebirds such 
as piping plovers, semipalmated plovers, Wilson’s plovers, and willets, to 
name just a few are a common sight here. Species such as brown pelicans 
and double crested cormorants are a constant around this point as well. 
In my opinion, the best time to photograph here is late summer when 
most species have finished with the breeding season and young have 
fledged the nest. It is at this time of the year that numbers of birds sim-
ply go through the roof along the inlet spits. 

It is here in July and August that you can find one 
of the best opportunities for photographing black 
skimmers on the Outer Banks doing what they do 
best, skimming. On the south side of the inlet is a 
protected black skimmer nesting colony. On the 
north side of the inlet is prime fishing grounds 
for these skimmers. This takes a little bit of watch-
ing and waiting to get right, but if you come to 
the Bodie Island spit at low tide with some of the 
shoals are exposed and calm water develops be-
hind those shoals, than skimmers will make con-
sistent rounds back and forth from their chicks in 
the breeding colony to the fishing grounds. The 

I decided to posi-
tion my camera 4 
feet off the ground 
when I photo-
graphed this piping 
plover in order to 
take advantage of 
the reflection creat-
ed in the wet sand.
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skimmer colony there is large enough that you end up with a pretty 
steady stream of them moving back and forth. 

Skimmers don’t waste a lot of time working one location. They skim 
across the surface of the water, 
maybe make a second pass, and 
then move on. Though they do 
not stay long, they do come back, 
again and again and again as they 
make their rounds. Locating one 
of this skimmer pools if you will 
can produce a whole lot of skim-
ming images if you are willing to 
wait. 

I suggest finding a comfy location 
to sit down near the area where 
they are skimming, keeping in 
mind direction of light and back-
ground if applicable. Then just sit 
back and wait. The skimmers tend 
to all hit a location in the same 
direction. So keep your eye out for 
incoming skimmers here and be 
ready as they approach. 

The beach and black skimmers are not the only reason 
to explore this area. The overwash fans on the north side 
of the inlet with its corresponding fingers of marsh, tidal 
creeks, and mud / sand flats are also a fantastic place to 
photograph birds – again, one of my favorites on the 
Outer Banks. 

Accessing this area, like the Bodie Island Spit, takes a bit of logistical 
planning. As you are probably picking up on by now, that’s nature pho-
tography in a nutshell. If all you are willing to do is some roadside pho-

tography, than you are missing 
out on an entire planet’s worth of 
amazing opportunities. For some, 
the roadside is all that is possible. 
For those of you who are capa-
ble of exploring the backcountry 
and getting off the beaten path I 
believe you have a responsibility 
to do so for those who are not so 
fortunate.

Simply put, the best way to photo-
graph the overwash fans / fingers 
of marsh is by kayak. You can put 
your kayak in at the Oregon Inlet 
fishing center and work your way 
south. One word of caution here 
though, do not, and I repeat do 
not paddle out into or around the 
inlet itself unless you are a highly 

competent and extremely skilled kayaker. This is consid-
ered to be one of the most dangerous inlets in the entire 
world and people are swept away and drowned in this 
inlet every single summer. 

Now, with the disclaimer out of the way lets get down 
to business. There are basically two times to work this 
area. High tide and low tide. Bet you couldn’t figure that 

It is highly recommended 
to lay down when photo-
graphing shorebirds like 
this semipalmated plover so 
that your lens is eye level to 
your subject. Compare this 
photo to the piping plover 
above for examples of the 
difference that it makes.
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one out on your own huh? High tide is going to 
allow you the absolute most access into the different 
creeks through the marsh and will be your best op-
portunity for photographing wading birds such as 
yellow crowned night herons, white ibis, and great 
egrets. 

At high tide on a calm day, I actually attach my tri-
pod and camera to my kayak for this stretch. Again, 
this is something to be done only if you are confi-
dent in your ability to not flip over! Basically what 
I do is spread my tripod legs out completely flat. I 

then stick one tripod leg under the shock cords (bungees) on the deck of 

the kayak, while letting the other two stick off to either side of the boat. 
I attach a bungee cord to one leg sticking off the side and run it under 
the boat and back up to the other leg. This effectively secures my tripod 
to my kayak from which I can then mount a 200-400 or 600mm lens. I 
paddle with this set up as is and am ready on the fly to photograph. This 
is a great technique if you are not going more than a mile or two and will 
be in calm waters. You will have a decreased range of motion and there-
fore paddling like this is pretty inefficient – which is why short distance 
trips are better for this technique. 

Kayaking up into the marsh you will find a good number of wading 
birds to photograph. At high tide, birds will be up in the marsh or other-
wise roosting on the skeletons of wax myrtles and red cedars. This puts 
your right at eye level with these birds, which is of course exactly where 
you want to be. 

The other option for photographing this area is of course at low tide. 
This is a more difficult time to navigate the area as the waters are ex-
tremely shallow, however this is also your best opportunity for unique 
species of shorebirds that you will have a difficult time photographing 
elsewhere. 

When we think of shorebirds, most often we think of exactly what the 
name implies, that is birds on the shore of the beach. This however only 
covers a small percentage of these birds. Many species never go onto the 
beach and instead prefer the mudflats of the back islands tidal waters 
such as this to the sandy shores of the beach. At low tide like this you 
are likely to find species such as solitary sandpipers, spotted sand pipers, 
yellow legs, black neck stilts, and American avocets. You will also proba-
bly find a grocery list of other species such as oyster catchers as well. 

Photographing these birds on the mud flats requires patience as you will 

Due to the reflectiv-
ity of white feathers, 
you will find it much 
easier to photograph 
birds like the white 
ibis when the sun is 
low in the sky and 
therefore the light is 
less intense.
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need time for the birds to acclimate to you. Once you have identified 
a shoal (bar) that the birds are working heavily, you will want to either 
beach your kayak on it and wait out the birds or more effectively anchor 
your boat up away from the shoal, wade into it and lay down. That’s 
right, I said lay down! Not something that most are going to be comfort-
able with of course however if you are willing to lay belly down on these 
shoals, especially as the water starts to inch back in, you will find that in 
no time birds will be walking past you at just 5 to 10 feet away – which 
for most telephotos is actually too close! Best of all, you are eye level 
and have full control over you background this way. Most people have a 
significant aversion to doing what it really takes to capture beautiful and 
unique photographs of wildlife. But if you don’t mind getting down and 
dirty, than this is an awesome spot, and an awesome technique.

If you are able to get out into the area by kayak than you will also want 
to keep your eyes open for dolphins here as well. The deep water chan-
nels immediately around the Oregon Inlet fishing center is a fantastic 
area for photographing this cooperative and habituated cetaceans. I have 
my best opportunities with the dolphins just after sunrise and short-
ly before sunset in this area. They will move in to feed upon the large 
schools of baitfish that linger in this area and you can find yourself in 
some really great action at times. 

Pelican Island

As the name of this island implies, this place is all about photograph-
ing pelicans. The islands that you see to the west of Oregon Inlet as you 
cross over the Bonner Bridge are what’s known as dredge spoil islands. 
The spoil islands, which are what locals call them, are built up from the 
sand that is dredged out of the channels. Thus all of these islands are 
manmade. Regardless o their origin, these islands make for fantastic bird 

photography, especially pelican island. 

Pelican Island rises up out of the Pamlico Sound 
right alongside of the main channel heading out 
of Oregon Inlet. Due to the precarious nature of 
not only this inlet, but navigating the back island 
sounds such as the Pamlico, routes to and from the 
inlets are never direct. The channels twist and turn 
amongst the shoals (sandbars) as they wind their 
way eventually out of the inlet and into the Atlantic 
Ocean. 

Following the main boat channel out of the Oregon 
Inlet fishing center, Pelican Island is the fourth is-
land on your right hand side. You will know when you get there. Actual-

The brown pelicans 
at Pelican Island all 
tend to lineup or 
lounge around on 
the east facing cliffs. 
This in turn allows 
you to capture them 
in the absolute best 
light possible just as 
the sun begins to rise 
above the horizon.
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ly, you will know when you are getting close for two reasons: the number 
of birds flying in and out, and the smell. Bird rookeries stink and have 
the unmistakable smell of loads of bird poop. 

If you are looking to photograph pelicans, than this is the place that 
you need to go – simple as that! You are not allowed on the island itself 
which you will see plenty of signs around the island explaining. But not 
to worry as this site can been photographed via kayak, boat, or even 
wading around in the water just outside of the signs. I personally don’t 
recommend wading the area for a number of different reasons. The 
primary reason though being the stress on the birds. Over decades these 
birds have become quite accustomed to boats considering the island 
sits right along the edge of the main channel. What they are not used to 
seeing is people walking around in the shallows beside it. Not that this 
doesn’t happen, but if you want to be able to spend some time here pho-
tographing all forms of behavior, and a trip all the way out to the Pelican 
Island means you WILL want to spend a bit of time there, than you are 
best served by keeping the birds at ease.

You will find that one side of the island is dominated by a cliff that birds 
will be lined up all the way across. The other side is gentle slope out into 
the water with extremely shallow water all around. This is why a kayak 
is such a great way of reaching this location as it will allow you to photo-
graph all the way around the island, not just from deep water. 

This site is a morning shoot for two reasons. First, the sun illuminates 
the side with the cliff in the morning which 9 times out of 10 will be 
your most productive side. Second, because of the wind. By around 
noon the mainland has warmed up far greater than the ocean. As the 
air over the swamps of the mainland heats up, all that heat begins to rise 
high up into the atmosphere which in turn creates a vacuum down low. 
This in turn pulls the air in off the cooler ocean around midday. The en-

tire pattern will then typically shift around with the wind rushing back 
over the ocean by late afternoon creating a strong southwest wind that 
will lash the backside of the island. 

The afternoon is also when storms come rolling through the area as well 
for the same reasons as described above. If you’re in a kayak, you will 
have a solid 30 minutes worth of paddling get back to the dock in high 
wind and big chop. Something you are probably not looking to do – es-
pecially loaded up with camera gear. 

You will find birds of all age classes here in the early summer. From new-
ly hatched chicks to old mature and quite colorful adults, this place will 
be exploding with life. Birds will be flying in and out constantly. Birds 
will be perched all along the edge of the cliff as well as the beach below. 
Its difficult at first to figure out what to do because there are so many 
birds. Slow yourself down and put together a game plan for yourself and 
go to work. If the birds all jump at once, you will want a wide angle on 
a second body if possible. Otherwise a 300 - 400mm focal length will 
work just fine for most other situations here. 

This location, like many of the best locations on the Outer Banks, will 
take some work to get to. Without a doubt though, you will be well re-
warded for your efforts here at Pelican Island.

Green Island

Green Island is a shoal that sits just on the west side of the Bonner 
Bridge as it connects to Hatteras Island. The island is natural unlike most 
of the others that you see around the inlet and is slowly becoming vege-
tated in the middle. 
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Like the other islands around the inlet, you are not allowed on this is-
land as it is protected for birds. Her you can often find large numbers of 
gull billed terns (protected), black skimmers (protected), oyster catchers 
(protected), and a number of other species. I have even photographed 
white pelicans here in the winter. 

Access to the island is best done by kayak launched from the old ferry 
dock there on the south side of Oregon Inlet. Be careful here. The entire-
ty of the Pamlico Sound drains out of this one little inlet. Kayaking to 
and photographing at Green Island is not like photographing at Pelican 
Island which sits far enough away from the inlet itself so that you are not 

affected by the extraordinarily swift 
current that is created here as the 
tide begins to ebb. So if possible, plan 
your trip around slack and incoming 
tides. You would rather the current 
be pushing you into the Pamlico 
instead of sucking you out into the 
Ocean. Just remember that the clos-
er to the bridge and the actual inlet 
itself that you are, the stronger the 
current will be. 

There are many other places that are better for photograph-
ing birds than Green Island. Personally I believe that if birds 
are your target subject, than your time would be better spent 
elsewhere. What other places do not offer however, are seals! 

This island will quite predictably hold large adult harbor seals 
in the dead of winter. Come January and February, it is well 
worth it to walk out to the old ferry dock and scan the shore 
around this island with binoculars or spotting scopes for 
seals. Just remember that these animals are protected under 

the marine mammal protection act and so you need to keep back at least 
50 feet. 

Paddling to Green Island can be dangerous even though its close to 
shore. So if you are looking to attempt this, remember to watch the tides 
carefully and go on a calm day. Do not paddle your kayak up to or un-
derneath of the bridge here. This is putting you into a very precarious 
position that can test the skill and nerve of even the most experienced of 
kayakers. 

Green Island has become 
a regular haul out site for 
various species of adult 
seals that visit the Out-
er Banks in the winter. 
A long lens and a slow 
approach in a kayak is the 
best way to photograph 
these visitors from the far 
north!
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Oregon Inlet to Rodanthe

Once you cross over Oregon Inlet, although you are technically still in-
side of Cape Hatteras National Seashore, this area between the inlet and 
the town of Rodanthe is Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge. Its some-
thing of a confusing mix of ownership here but all you really need to 
know is that you must defer to US Fish & Wildlife rules and regulations 
here, not the National Park Service. 

The difference between who manages what, at least in regards to what 
matters to us photographers, is the difference between the priorities of 
the governing bodies. National parks, and therefore national seashores, 
are created to not only protect the wildlife and landscape, but they are 
also there specifically for the benefit of people. National wildlife refuges 
on the other hand are for the wildlife, not people. This means that while 
Cape Hatteras National Seashore allows access in to a wide variety of ar-
eas and habitat to photograph, Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge does 
not. In fact, the vast majority of this national wildlife refuge is complete-
ly closed to all human entry. The key to photographing Pea Island there-
fore, is knowing exactly where you can and cannot go. 

The Jetty

As previously discussed, the rock jetty along the south side of Oregon 
Inlet was installed specifically to help stop the southward migration of 
the inlet. The massive quantity of rocks that were dumped along this 
shoreline has not only helped to change the face of the shore along the 
inlet, it has also helped to change the habitat in this area as well. Thanks 
to the rock jetty, certain species not seen elsewhere along the Outer 
Banks can be seen here during the fall migration. 

One such species is the purple sandpiper. This little 
shorebird is a pretty rare site for photographers 
and birders alike. The reason for this fact is that the 
purple sandpiper restricts its world to rocky shore-
lines. Nesting up north of the Hudson Bay in the 
Arctic, this sandpipers winter grounds stretch from 
Maine south to North Carolina. Very few natural-
ly occurring rocky areas are found south of Main 
on this coast. In North Carolina, places like Fort 
Macon have exposed coquina along the shoreline 
which was once the purple sandpipers only option 
for places so far south in its range. 

Photographing 
shorebirds along the 
jetty will provide 
you with some of the 
best possible op-
portunities to create 
extremely tight close 
up portraits of birds 
such as this female 
ruddy turnstone.

The Photographers Guide to the Outer Banks



96Hatteras
Today however with rocky jetties holding back Mother Nature all long 
the coastline, we have managed to extend the little purple sandpipers 
wintering habitat far beyond what it once was. With this said however, 

numbers of this bird remain very low with probably 
25-50 of these birds actually over wintering in North 
Carolina. 

There are three main locations in the state to find 
these birds. The best is much farther south in 
Wrightsville Beach, the second are the rocks around 
Fort Macon, and the third of course is the Oregon 
Inlet. As this bird is such a rare species this far south, 
with such a small niche habitat, it is well worth the 
visit to the jetty in order to try and photograph a 

purple sandpiper. Other shorebirds can be found amongst the rocks of 
the jetty as well. Semipalmated plovers, ruddy turnstones, sanderlings, 
oyster catchers, and many others can be spotted feeding over top of and 
down in between the large rocks of the jetty. 

Shorebirds tend to hold close to a prime feeding location. When pho-
tographing shorebirds here, try to find an area where the birds seem 
to keep coming back to time and time again. This is especially helpful 
if there are several different species of birds working that area as this 
means that the food source there is not only good but diverse as well. 
These are the areas that you want to concentrate your time trying to 
work for these birds. 

The jetty at Oregon Inlet brings in other birds besides shorebirds. As the 
jetty creates an eddy in the currents, and its own marine ecosystem as it 
“jettisons” out into the Atlantic, other species such as loons can be found 
working the waters along the end of the rocks. Take the time to walk all 
the way out to the end of the jetty to take search for other species that 
are taking advantage of the unique ecological conditions that it creates 
here. 

Nesting Birds at the Inlet

The exceptionally wide beaches on the north end of Pea Island that 
stretch out alongside of the jetty are a favorite area for many different 
species of nesting colonial water birds. Colonial waterbirds are called 
such for their preference of nesting in large colonies of mixed spe-
cies. Though for instance black skimmers nest only next to other black 
skimmers, the edge of this colony of nesting skimmers will butt right 
up against the edge of a large colony of nesting least terns, while piping 
plovers and oyster catchers can be found sprinkled randomly around the 

Whenever possi-
ble try to focus on 
capturing unique 
behavior such 
as this yoga like 
stretch that this 
ruddy turnstone is 
doing on the rocks
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parameter.

Photographing these birds during their nesting sea-
son can be very difficult. Much of this area becomes 
closed off to human traffic and therefore is complete-
ly inaccessible. However, you are welcome to shoot 
from the edge of the restricted area. In Pea Island, 
this is designated by biologists based upon the reac-
tion of the birds. They will put signs up away from 
the birds at the point in which the birds stop showing 
signs of distress from human presence. Fair enough if 
you ask me. 

You will find that photographing along the edges of 
these enclosures gives you plenty of opportunities to shoot. Late comers 
to the nesting colony will often use the areas along the outer edge of the 
colony to build their nests which are little more than scratches in the 
sand. With the right sort of low, slow approach, these birds, their nests, 
and subsequent chicks are opportunities for you to photograph.  

When in the area, do not disregard the fact that these birds are constant-
ly flying in and out of the colony with food for their young. This means 
countless opportunities for flight shots. Often I will shoot these different 
birds in flight directly from the jetty to the north of the colony. Take the 
time to slow down and observe for a while where the birds are flying 
into the colony from. Once that is established, consider your light direc-
tion, wind direction, background, and then place yourself in position to 
take advantage of this flight path. 

Though the nesting 
area for these black 
skimmers is roped 
off in order to pro-
tect the birds, scout-
ing out the nesting 
colony will often 
produce several 
nests that are close 
enough to the ropes 
for you to lay down 
and photograph
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Pea Island Life Saving Station 

Just south of Oregon Inlet you will see a building standing out in the 
dunes. This is the legendary Pea Island Live Saving Station. Or well, it 
is a replica / refurbished version of the Life Saving Station. As you have 
probably picked up on by now, Oregon Inlet is a very dangerous place to 
be. Even in the best of weather it kills people each year. In bad weather, 
you probably don’t want to find yourself in the water here. Oregon inlet 

is a great example of why 
the Outer Banks have 
long been known as the 
Graveyard of the Atlantic. 

The story of this Life Sav-
ing Station is as fascinat-
ing as any you will find 
about the history of the 
Outer Banks. Manned 
by an all black crew, the 
surfmen of this station 
saved more lives than 
any of the Life Saving 
Stations on the Outer 
Banks. Their feats of daring rescues are leg-
endary in the annals of Coast Guard history.  
The creation as well as the life and times of this 
Lifesaving Station is a story heavily interwoven 
with post-Civil War politics and reconstruc-
tion for which David Wright did a magnificent 
job portraying in his book  Fire on the Beach. 

Though the original lifesaving station was a far 
better photographic subject before it was torn down and the replica was 
built, this new one is still a worthy subject on its own. Around this site 
are some very large dunes as well as gnarled trunks of what appears to 
be old wax myrtle that can be used as part of the composition with the 
lifesaving station. 

Though the lifesaving station itself is quite unique and full of history, 
one of the real benefits of this location are the large and uninhibited 

I used a 12-24mm 
lens positioned just 
a couple of feet away 
from this dead wax 
myrtle in order to cre-
ate a since of drama 
in this photograph. 
When photographing 
with an ultra wide 
lens, once you think 
you are close enough 
to your subject, move 
in closer!
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dunes that you can work with to create some very nice landscapes. This 
location is best worked during the winter for a number of different rea-
sons for which the simple fact of having the location to yourself is the 
most important. 

The Salt Flats

Driving south of Oregon Inlet you will encounter large dunes on one 
side of the road, and a seemingly endless expanse of salt marsh tidal flats 
on the other side. Much of the northern portion of Hatteras Island is 
made up of Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge, which comes with the 
typical heavy restriction on human traffic. In fact, most of the wildlife 
refuge is completely closed to entry by people. The salt flats however are 
the one exception to this rule. Bird photographers should count them-
selves lucky, for this little stretch of the wildlife refuge is a hot spot for a 
number of different species. 

In the Spring and early Summer this is one of the best places in North 
Carolina to find black necked stilts. Not only are they often prevalent all 
through the tidal ponds here, this is also a nesting 
area for them as well. Along with the stilts, you 
will also find many other species of shorebirds 
throughout the warmer months here. 

Come Fall and Winter, the gamut of species chang-
es somewhat. As temperatures begin to plummet 
and the fall migration kicks into full swing, wa-
terfowl and raptors begin to make their way onto 
Hatteras Island and the Salt Flats. Much like the 
black necked stilts, this also becomes one of the 
best areas for photographing northern harriers. 

Black necked stilts 
can be very shy at 
times. Photographing 
birds like this often 
requires first identi-
fying a location that 
they frequent and 
setting yourself up in 
position low to the 
ground and waiting 
for them to acclimate 
to your presence
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Snow geese that utilize Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge will at 
times be found back in this area as well. Typically they first arrive on 
the managed waterfowl impoundments further south (more to come 
on those). Once the easily accessible food has been worked over there, 
the snow geese will then move north into this area. There are a cou-
ple of ephemeral ponds that, if it has rained recently, will hold a small 
amount of water or at least lots of mud. Keep your eyes open for these 
as you are driving by in December, January, and February. You will 
rarely have large numbers of snow geese utilizing these little ponds 
by the road, but you don’t need thousands of birds to make incredible 
photographs. 

If you are looking for snow geese and have not seen any along the 
sides of the road / impoundments further south all the way down to 
the town of Rodanthe, than you may consider coming back north to 
the Salt Flats area to scout for the flocks utilizing the sound side of this 
area. At the north end of the North Pond (as the refuge calls the first 
managed impoundments that you come to on Hwy 12) there will be a 
parking area. This is actually referred to as the Salt Flats trail. There is a 
nice parking area here, and a trail with a boardwalk that goes in a hun-
dred yards or so. 

For the purpose of finding snow geese, walk in to the little elevated 
bridge and look north with a good set of binoculars. Snow geese nev-
er stay situated for long. Family groups inside of a flock are constantly 
hopping up into the air, rolling over the flock to the front of the line, or 
simply coming in and out in search of better feeding. So give it a few 
minutes of watching. You will see several of the tidal ponds from this 
vantage point and will want to scan the edges of them for white objects. 
Being that snow geese are white in coloration, they make it pretty easy 
for us to find them from a distance this way. 

Accessing the Salt Flats is not exactly a stroll 
in the park. The marsh here is thick and can be 
somewhat soupy at times. Luckily this is a barri-
er island made of sand however. This means that 
although you may sink down a few inches in the 
mud at times, you should never actually find mud 
or muck that is deep enough to come up pas your 
ankle. Compare this to tromping around on the 
other side of the sounds in search of waterfowl 
where I have found myself literally waist deep in 
the stuff and had to crawl out of my waders to get 
free. 

Hundreds of snow 
geese utilize salt flats in 
the winter time. Photo-
graphing at sunrise and 
standing atop the man 
made dune line along 
the western side of hwy 
12 here, I was able to 
capture these patterns 
of light and shadow in 
the marsh as my back-
ground
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A good pair of knee high boots or even hip boots will do the 
trick here just fine. Hip boots are inexpensive on the Outer 
Banks and can be picked up for $40 or $50 from any of the 
tackle shops. If you are a nature photographer that spends 
any amount of time near the coast, than I highly recommend 
you have a pair of these things anyways. The cheap hip boots 
are made of rubber and offer no insulation. If you plan on 
spending time out photographing birds like this in the ele-
ments of winter, than you may consider neoprene hip boots, 
or better yet, neoprene chest waders – an indispensable tool 
that can always be found in my truck. 

North Pond

Ponds are what Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge call their 
waterfowl impoundments. Basically you have three of these:  
North Pond, New Field Pond, and South Pond. You can pho-
tograph from the side of the road at all three of these ponds, 
however only North Pond allows visitor access around it, but 
not in it. 

The Salt Flats parking area that I described above is the north end of the 
North Pond. The main access point to this pond however is a little fur-
ther south at the Pea Island Visitor Center. Hiking all the way around 
the pond is about 4 miles. However, the most productive part is the first 
half mile that leads from the visitor center to the observation tower. 

There are two times of the year that I suggest hiking in through here to 
photograph: Summer and Fall. The rest of the year your time is better 
spent working the roadside or elsewhere. 

Summer along the wildlife trail (as it is called 
by the Refuge) is all about photographing 
wading birds and unique species of shore-
birds.  Great egrets, snowy egrets, little blue 
herons, tricolored colored herons, and white 
ibis make up the assortment of waders you will 
find in concentration here. As for shorebirds 
keep your eyes open for black skimmers, black 
necked stilts, yellow legs, and American avo-
cets. 

The wading bird popula-
tion of Pea Island National 
Wildlife Refuge rivals that 
of places in Florida during 
the summer months. I 
stood on a ladder to create 
this environmental photo-
graph in order to showcase 
the sheer number of birds 
in this little pond
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If approached properly, this area can be a great 
place to photograph. Some photographers are put 
off by the fact that they cannot get down into the 
water with the birds to photograph from an eye 
level here, however, you can still get pretty low if 
you want and will have access to many birds that 
are relatively habituated to humans. 

Come late summer, once juveniles have fledged, 
large numbers of black skimmers and small num-
bers of black necked stilts can readily be found 
along this stretch in conjunction with the wading 
birds. 

Birds get their day started pretty early. If you 
want to photograph here than you will need to be 
in the parking lot before dawn, and ready to hike 
in at first light. In the summer months, the show 
is over by around 9 am both due to bird activity 
and also light. All too often have I seen photogra-
phers not even begin to arrive until 9 or 10 am – 
when I am loading my gear back into my vehicle. 
Don’t let this be you.

Morning has always been the best time of the day 
to photograph this area. Like most species of wildlife this is the peak of 
activity. Afternoons, though still worth coming here for, will usually not 
produce the same numbers of birds and frantic feeding that goes on here 
in the morning. 

The one exception to this is photographing at the observation tower. 
This tower happens to be strategically placed right smack dab in the 

middle of these birds natural flyway that is 
used for coming in and out of their nightly 
roost areas. As birds take flight quite early in 
the morning, you will miss the bulk of the fly 
bys in the morning. In the afternoon however, 
this tower can be fantastic.

About an hour before sundown wading birds 

Realizing that this duck 
would soon lift off, I preset 
me exposure for this silhou-
ette and waited for the ac-
tion to happen. This would 
never have been possible if 
I had attempted to grab this 
photograph on the fly
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will begin to filter out of the ponds and head back to where they will be 
roosting for the night. The lion’s share of these birds all happen to fly 
right past this tower. For a solid hour or more you can have birds flying 
by at eye level to you and often times just a few feet away from your lens. 

As all of the birds are beginning to filter back to their roosting sites, this 
means that you will have individuals and small groups flying past. In the 
morning, its more like an explosion of birds with large flocks sailing past 
you all at once. Though the afternoon gives your more opportunity to 
photograph, the light is better in the morning due to the background it 
allows you to work with. Morning time at the tower will have you facing 
the salt marsh on the sound side of the refuge. Afternoon will have you 
facing the road with power lines. 

Whatever you do, don’t forget to capture flocks of birds silhouetted in 
front of the setting sun though. This is a great photo op that is easily 
obtainable at the tower. 

Fall here along the wildlife trail brings a completely different assortment 
of birds to photograph. This little half mile stretch of trail is absolutely 
legendary in birding circles. Lining the edge of the trail and separating 
the North Pond from New Field Pond is a dense thicket. Wax myrtle, red 
cedar, yaupon holly, and a variety of other species are mixed together in 
a seemingly impenetrable tangle along this trail. You can find song birds 
holding in this shrub thicket all year long of course, but it is the fall mi-
gration that really stands out here. 

The Photo Blind

At milepost 30, right off the side of Hwy 12, completely hidden from 
view of the road, is a photo blind. No permit is necessary here. To access 

the blind, simply park at the milepost sign and look for a little trail lead-
ing into the thicket. Depending upon the time of the year, you may even 
make out part of the blind itself once you have parked. 

The wildlife refuge really tried hard to create this blind. However, from a 
photographer’s point of view, it is of little worth. There is a combination 
of several different things working against this blind. A quick list of the 
reasons that this blind is for the most part useless for photographers is as 
follows: its too high of the ground, there is too much vegetation in front 
of the blind to photograph the birds that actually come in close enough 
to the blind to photograph, this is one of the least used sections of the 
waterfowl impoundments, and the openings for lenses are too small.

The blind is not so bad if you just want to slip inside and check out some 
of the birds on the impoundments. This is a birder’s blind, not a photog-
rapher’s blind. Although it was built for photographers and labeled as 
such, like many of the photo blinds in the National Wildlife Refuge sys-
tem, it appears that photographers were not actually consulted regarding 
the design and placement of the blind itself.  Too bad. 

New Field and South Pond

The two waterfowl impoundments that lie to the south of North Pond 
are were the vast majority of the birds that utilize Pea Island hang out. 
This national wildlife refuge, although good for photography year 
around, was designed for the protection of wintering waterfowl. Come 
to either one of these ponds in the winter, and you will see literally thou-
sands of birds sprinkled all across the water here. 

Access to these areas however is limited to roadside photography – for 
which case waterfowl are much to far away to actually photograph. This 
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should not deter you from at least checking the area out though, as this 
place is one of the best places to photograph snow geese on the Outer 
Banks. 

In December and January, snow geese are beginning to arrive in descent 
numbers here in Pea Island. Although this population cannot even begin 
to compete with the hordes of geese out at Poccosin Lakes National 
Wildlife Refuge in the winter, there are still upwards of a thousand snow 
geese that will utilize this area in the winter. 

What you need to know in order to successfully photograph the geese 
here is that when they first begin to arrive to the refuge, they start their 
feeding regime very close to the road. In fact, more often than not, they 
can be found feeding beneath the power lines just off the side of the 
road. 

When photographing the snow geese here plan to do it from your vehi-
cle and to concentrate solely on flight shots. If you exit your vehicle you 
will spook the birds from where they are feeding. If you photograph the 
birds that are actually busy feeding, you will be photographing down on 
them and will have a very difficult time with pleasing photographs. The 
key to working this location is flight shots. 

Snow geese, like swans, travel in family groups. 
These small groups tend to be constantly flying 
in and out from the main flock along the road-
side. This gives you ample opportunity to photo-
graph birds both taking off, and landing (which 
is what you really want). 

Background, light direction, and wind direc-
tion are the primary considerations for photo-

When photographing 
birds in flight, posture 
can make or break a 
photograph. By capturing 
these two snow geese just 
as they began to bank 
west, I was able to turn a 
lack luster flight shot into 
one that I have sold many 
times over.
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graphing these birds here. Morning is when you 
will have your best opportunities to photograph 
the snow geese. This means that the sun will be 
rising out of the southeast. As birds prefer to 
land and take off into the wind, and the wind 
this time of the year tends to be coming in out of 
the northeast or northwest, you will have birds 
landing away from the light most of the time. The 
more easterly the wind, the better the photogra-
phy will be that morning. 

Arrive at least 30 minutes before sunrise. You will 
need this time to find the birds, determine your 

Photo Tip
Creating studio light naturally

Creating photographs like this one of the great egret in the 
wild is quite simple. Accomplishing this look is all about un-
derstanding light and how to work with contrast. This egret 
was standing in the light. However, the background was in 
the shade. Since it was nearly 1 in the afternoon, the light was 
harsh and the egret’s feathers were reflecting a considerable 
amount of light. By spot metering off of the bird, I was able 
to properly expose for the white feathers. This in turn under-
exposed the background and allowed it to fall to black. Viola! 
No Photoshop necessary, just good old fashion understand-
ing of how the camera works.

In order to capture the 
detail that you see here 
in the feathers of this 
great egret, I positioned 
myself slightly off axis 
the sun. This creates 
definition in the in-
dividual feathers and 
therefore depth in the 
subject. 
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wind direction, and get 
your vehicle situated in 
the right spot at the right 
angle to allow you the 
capture the birds as they 
fly in. When the wind is 
blowing good, the birds 
will often time come in 
from the opposite direc-
tion from which they will 
land and circle around 
the spot at least once if 

not twice before dropping in. This gives you plenty of opportunity to 
capture the birds with good light as long as you have taken everything 
into consideration. 

New Inlet

Hurricanes are a fact of life along the Outer Banks. As these storms roar 
up the coastline, if everything lines up just right, they make Swiss cheese 
out of our barrier islands. These holes that are opened up are what we 
call inlets. Inlets are a vital part of the barrier island ecosystem. Inlets 
create estuaries (that place where salt and fresh water mix), and they also 
create extensive networks of marshlands once they have closed in.  

Take a look at a map of the Outer Banks, or better yet, check out Google 
Earth. Everywhere you find clusters of marsh islands behind the Outer 
Banks, you are looking at the site of an old inlet. Next time you drive 
over the Bonner Bridge that spans Oregon Inlet, you can actually see this 
process in the making. 

Here is how it works. . . 

When a hurricane comes, the ocean will 
sometimes overwash across the island. This 
creates a process known as barrier island 
migration in that the ocean is literally roll-
ing the island over top of itself. Most peo-
ple think that this is how inlets are created. 
Not true. Inlets are created from sound side 
overwash. 

The sounds behind the Outer Banks are like 
a giant bathtub in a hurricane. As the leading 

By using a kayak to approach 
this snowy egret, I was able 
to situate myself 10 feet away 
from a bird that normally 
would have flown when I was 
100 feet away on foot. Kayaks 
were originally designed as 
hunting vessels and continue 
to allow such close approach-
es thousands of years later
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edge of the storm is blowing across the 
region out of the northeast, that wind is 
pushing water away from the backside of 
the outer banks and piling it up into the 
flood plain swamps on the mainland. As 
the storm moves off however, the wind 
begins to switch out of the west and then 
southwest. This in turn takes all of that 
water piled up in the extensive swamps 
on the mainland, and drives it with huge 
force back over to the Outer Banks. If 
the storm is big enough, long enough in 
duration, or strong enough, it will literal-
ly take all of that water and slosh it back 
over the islands like the rim of a bathtub. 
When this occurs in narrow spots on the 
islands, you will get the formation of an 
inlet. 

Now, driving over Oregon Inlet at low tide you can see hundreds of 
shoals just under, and some just above, the water’s surface. These shoals, 

or sandbars if you will, are what make navigat-
ing inlets by boat so dangerous. They are also the 
product of the tides sweeping in and out of the 
inlet itself. Each time the tide comes in, it brings 
sand in through the inlet. Each time the tide goes 
out, it pulls that sand around until it creates sand-
bars. 

Now imagine if Oregon Inlet were to sudden-
ly close tomorrow. All of those sandbars, or 
shoals, would still be sitting there. Only now, they 

Consider chartering 
a pilot to fly you over 
marshy areas such as 
Pea Island National 
Wildlife Refuge. The 
patterns of marsh and 
water create an infinite 
number of possibilities
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would be in relatively calm waters that are no 
longer experiencing the landscape shaping forc-
es of extreme tides. Over time, pioneer species 
of plants such as salt marsh cord grass will take 
root on these islands, thereby further stabilizing 
them, and beginning the ecological process of 
the creation and succession of marshlands. The 
channels that were once navigated by boats in 
and out of the inlets begin to fill in as well and 
become the shallow creeks that run in between 
these marsh islands. 

These old inlet sites are wildlife jewels. From the 
seat of a kayak working my way around New Inlet, I have seen dolphins, 
sea turtles, diamond back terrapin, and countless species of birds. For 
this reason, if you have a kayak or have access to a kayak, New Inlet is 
one place that should not be overlooked. 

Kayaks really are the absolute best mode of transportation here, and the 
best platform for photographing from. I have waded this area to photo-
graph several times, and can say that its really just not worth it. Kayaks 
give you a low and less threatening profile than standing up and sloshing 
through the water. The birds here are also quite used to kayakers, as this 
is one of the top places on the Outer Banks for kayakers looking to go 
for a day paddle. Use this to your advantage, go in the summer and fall, 
early in the morning or late in the afternoon, and you will not be disap-
pointed. 

Landscape photographers will also do well to check out New Inlet. Back 
in 1933 a major hurricane slammed into the Outer Banks and ripped 
open a new inlet here at New Inlet. Technically, New Inlet was really an 
old inlet however. Back in 1738 this area blew out from a massive hurri-

cane and over the following two hundred years had opened and closed 
in cycles. Finally in 1922, the inlet seemingly closed for good thanks in 
large part to the opening of the Oregon Inlet 11 miles north back in the 
1840s, which changed the flow of the water in and out of the Pamlico 
Sound. 

Around this time cars started to show up on the Outer Banks. Though it 
was not until after WWII before an actual road would be built south of 
Oregon Inlet, a ferry service sprung into operation hauling those hand-
ful of vehicles back and forth from Hatteras Island where they would 
then drive the foreshore of the beach to points south. So when in 1933 
another Hurricane ripped open New Inlet, the folks on Hatteras were 
faced with a bit of a conundrum. Now, there were cars trapped on the 
island with the new old inlet to contend with. 

Ducks such as this red-
head are in my opin-
ion the most difficult 
animals to photograph 
in the wild. Hunted 
throughout their range, 
extreme care was taken 
in order to sneak into 
location an hour before 
sunrise 
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In response to this problem, two bridges were 
built spanning the two channels that had re-
opened from this 1933 hurricane. With the 
building of the bridges, cars were once again 
able to move between islands. In just a few 
short years however, the New Inlet once again 
filled in leaving the two wooden bridges strand-
ed out in the marsh and 
completely obsolete. 
New Inlet has yet to 
re-open since filling in 
the last time partially 
because of the dunes 

constructed by the CCC, the highway that now 
attempts to hold that strip of sand in place, and 
as noted above, the long term changes to Pam-
lico Sound brought by the opening of Oregon 
Inlet. 

Today these two old wooden bridges make great 
fishing for puppy drum as well as potential com-
positions for photography where in the summer 
months the sunset can be captured dipping into 
the Pamlico Sound behind the north bridge. 

Kinnekeet Shores

Skipping on down south quite a few miles, we 
come to the town of Avon. This community was 
once known by its native name, Kinnekeet. Like 

many other places along the Outer Banks, once a post office arrived in 
the town, the post masters deemed it necessary to change the name. This 
was the case for Rodanthe as well, which was previously known as Chi-
camcamaco. 

In the town of Avon there is a neighborhood called Kinnekeet Shores. 
Kudos to the developers of this neighborhood that wanted to at least pay 
homage to the original namesake of the town. A short drive through the 

Cape Hatteras National 
Seashore is considered 
by many to be the pre-
mier surfing destination 
on the East Coast. Pho-
tograph surfers in the 
morning to capture the 
light traveling through 
the waves in order to 
create the green light you 
see here.
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neighborhood will reveal a number of ponds. For most of the year, these 
ponds are not even worth taking a second glance at for photography. 
Occasional one might find a blue heron standing along the banks but 
for the most part, they are just your typical little ponds surrounded by a 
neighborhood. That is, until winter comes along. 

This is one of those all or nothing sort of spots. Quite often you will not 
find any birds hanging out on these ponds even in the winter. However, 
for a few weeks each year, a flock of about 1,000 red heads will hold up 
on the ponds, shoulder to shoulder, in typical “raft” like fashion.  

Driving down to Avon is a bit of a haul 
just to get skunked and find no red 
heads. I would not make this trip down 
here just for these birds unless you 
know that they have been in the area. 
With that said however, there is no way 
that I would not swing in here and at 
least take a look at the ponds if I was 
already planning on being on Hatteras 
Island. 

The Cape

For the purpose of this book, I refer to 
the region around Cape Hatteras, or as 
locals call it, Cape Point, as the Cape. Confused yet? This section 
is about those locations around Buxton and the actual cape itself. 
When I discuss the actual point, I will refer to it from here on out 
by the local name, Cape Point. Now that we got that out of the 
way, we can get down to business here.  

The Ponds

The entire area leading up to the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse and around 
the Cape Hatteras Campground, is riddled with ponds and wetland ar-
eas. These are the remnants of old storms, overwashes, blow outs, etc. . . 
basically the natural processes of barrier island dynamics. 

There are many areas along the Outer Banks with far better opportuni-
ties to photograph every species of bird that you may regularly find here 
in the ponds. Be it gulls, shorebirds, and wading birds in the summer, or 

Least terns are a common 
sight around the cape. 
These birds typically have 
a cycle to how they feed as 
they work their way back 
around to the same loca-
tions over and over again. 
Once they spot a baitfish 
below, they will stop and 
hover in the air for several 
seconds offering you the 
chance to focus on these 
otherwise frantic little 
birds. 
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waterfowl in the winter. However, there may not be a better location to 
find and photograph sea ducks! White-winged, surf, and black scoters 
have all been seen and photographed here as well as even more exotic 
species such as king eiders. The closer to the beach the better here, with 
the area known as the Salt Pond, ac-
cessible only by 4x4 vehicle at ramp 
43 usually hosting the most diversi-
ty out of the different ponds. 

Cape Hatteras Lighthouse

See chapter on Lighthouses

The Cove

The cove is that area that lies just 
below Cape Point that wraps 
around to the town of Frisco to 
the southwest. This little stretch of 
beach is simply legendary for out-
door recreationists of all walks. Let 
a southeast swell come rolling in with a northeast wind and 
you will find some of the largest and cleanest waves on the 
Outer Banks right here. This place is not just about surfing 
however. The fishing here can be out of this world at times 
and most Bankers (what us natives to the Outer Banks are 
called) consider this area to be the best shelling location on 
the Banks accessible without a boat! 

A walk down this beach will quickly explain why this place 
is legendary for shells. From lightning whelks to Scotch 

bonnets, the diversity of shells here is pretty impressive. Massive shell 
beds are routinely washed up with the large winter storms here, littering 
the beach with oceanic treasure. Fossils, shipwrecks, and rare shells are 
routinely found along this beach. 

From the perspective of the pho-
tographer, this place is a treasure 
trove of possibility. The many dif-
ferent shell beds make for beautiful 
macro work due to the diversity 
of species and virtual rainbow of 
colors in these beds. 

With the use of polarizers and 
solid neutral density filters, this is 
one of only a few locations on the 
Outer Banks that you can visit any 
time of the day to photograph. I 
suggest finding a shell bed that is 
close to the water’s edge at high or 
mid-tide.  Set up your camera on a 
tripod and experiment with mo-

tion blurs of waves ebbing through the cornucopia of shells. 
The longer the exposure here, the silkier and more ephem-
eral the photograph will come out. Though early morning 
and late afternoon are simply breathtaking in this area as 
its one of the only places you can watch the sun both rise 
and set into the ocean (due to the geographic orientation of 
the beach here), the harsh midday sun will produce some 
very saturated and beautiful images when the light can be 
filtered out enough to make 2 to 10 second long exposures 
– hence the suggestion for bringing a polarizer and solid 

When a southwest 
swell is rolling in 
from the ocean, and 
a northeast wind is 
blowing across the is-
land, you will be sure 
to find surfers all up 
and down the cove.
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neutral density filters. 

Of all the many stretches of beaches along the Outer Banks, this may 
very well be one of my favorite!

Cape Point

The point – with a mandatory THE at the beginning. This is what orig-
inally put the Outer Banks on the map. I mean this of course in a very 
literal way. Cape Point thrusts out into the Atlantic Ocean and stands 
as the most distinct geological, and geographical, feature on the Eastern 
Seaboard. To the north is the Mid-Atlantic Bite that stretches all the way 
up to Cape Cod. To the South is the Georgia Bite that extends all the 
way south to the tip of Florida. The Cape is the dividing line of the coast. 
North and South. Two completely different worlds – ecologically speak-
ing that is. 

It is here that the two major currents of the Western Atlantic collide. 
From the north, pumping cold water out of the 
arctic is the Labrador Current. From the South 
comes the climate changing warm waters 
of the legendary Gulf Stream – that western 
boundary of the North Atlantic Gyre, the driv-
ing force of transoceanic voyages for centuries, 
and the reason why England enjoys such mild 
weather on the other side of the Ocean. 

Where these two currents collide, all sorts of 
amazing things happen. There is an explosion 
of life here than is rivaled by few places on 
earth. The cold deep waters of the Labrador 

Cape Point and the sur-
rounding areas is one 
of the best locations in 
North Carolina to whelk 
shells like these pictured 
in this sunset photograph. 
By using a 2 second long 
exposure, I was able to 
capture the soft an artistic 
feel of the wave swash with 
motion blur around the 
shells.
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bring super oxygenated waters, while the year round 80 degree waters of 
the Gulf Stream bring nutrients and minerals. The collision of these two 
currents creates an upwelling and mixing of these two very necessary 
ingredients of marine life. The result is a nearly unparalleled fisheries 
that has been the life blood of Hatteras Island since long before Europe-
an contact. 

But the Ocean, as any Hatteras native can attest to, is a fickle lover. At 
one moment she brings life and prosperity. The next, death and destruc-
tion. Many things combine in the area to create one of the most danger-
ous stretches of coastline in the Atlantic Ocean. Diamond shoals, those 
sand bars that extend some 10 miles out from the tip of Cape Point, have 
claimed hundreds of ships, and thousands of lives. 

Come to the point if you want the opportunity to photograph the cha-
os of the sea. When storms are kicking up off the coast, the waves and 
haystacks (what occurs when waves collide from competing currents) 
are the stuff of legend on the Outer Banks. And the very stuff that makes 
this area so treacherous, also happens to be the very stuff that brings 
fishermen from far and wide. There are times when the Point will be 
lined up and down both sides with surf fisherman which can make for 
dramatic cultural photographs of the area. 

Cape Point can also be a very productive area to find and photograph 
seals as well. I have only ever seen and photographed seal pups here, but 
the same thing that brings the fisherman to the point in the winter is 
the same thing that brings in the seals… fish! When you find seals at the 
point though, you can usually bet that they will be fat and happy. My ex-
perience is that seals on the point tend to be the most leery of humans. 
An extraordinary amount of patience is needed to work with these 
animals here, and moving too fast in on them will cause an immediate 
evacuation of the beach by the seal. So with that said, if seals are you 

interest this is a great place to start, but it can often be the most difficult 
place to photograph them. 

Whitetail Deer

Most people do not come to a place like Cape Hatteras National Sea-
shore with whitetail deer in mind. However, hundreds of deer roam 
the open meadows behind the sand dunes along the seashore and all of 
them are quite habituated to humans. Though duck hunting is permitted 
within the park boundaries, deer hunting on the other hand is not. So 
generations of deer have grown quite accustomed to 4x4 trucks creeping 
along the sandy trails that they themselves often use for getting around 
as well.

Probably the best place to look for whitetail deer are the sand trails just 
south of Cape Point. Like most types of wildlife photography, morning 
and evenings tend to produce the best results here. I recommend look-
ing for these deer at two times of the year: Late summer, and through 
the fall. Late summer will give you the most picturesque view of these 
meadows and the dunes that play as backdrop. You can also catch the 
evening glow of thunderheads out over the Gulf Stream here which work 
nicely to complete the scene. 

As for the fall, I probably do not need to explain why this would be of in-
terest, but for the sake of being thorough and leaving nothing to chance, 
this is the time of the rut. Now if you want to photograph large whitetail 
deer locked in dubious battle over the hearts and minds of the ladies, 
Cape Hatteras National Seashore is not where you need to be. However, 
as it is the rutting season, the bucks will be in full regalia with polished 
antlers and swollen necks. 
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Buxton Woods

Buxton Woods is an 825 acre tract of land inside of the National Sea-
shore, but owned by the Nature Conservancy. There are only three sub-
stantial maritime forests left along the coast of North Carolina, and this 
happens to be one of them. The other two are Nags Head Woods, and 
the forest on Shackleford Banks down along Cape Lookout National 
Seashore. Buxton Woods however, happens to be the largest. 

Many species find their most northern and southern range here in Bux-
ton Woods and pilots claim that you can actually see the dividing line of 
species. Below The Point the climate turns subtropical and is kept warm 
and balmy by the 84 degree waters of the Gulf Stream just off shore. To 
the north, the climate stays firmly rooted in the Temperate Zone. 

Buxton woods may be the best location other than Nags Head Woods, 
for photographing gray foxes. This odd, cat like species of the canine 
family is the only native species of fox to the Southeast. The Gray fox 
happens to be the least understood species of fox in the world and is an 
ancient species that split off from the rest of the canine family shortly af-
ter canines and felines split into two distinct branches. With elliptical cat 
like eyes, semi-retractable claws, cat like rounded skulls and faces, these 
foxes are right at home high up in the branches of trees. 

They gray fox is easily distinguishable from the English red fox that 
can be found along the dune line. First and foremost, these are a forest 
dwelling species as mentioned above with regards to their preference 
for trees. Second, the gray foxes coat is silver to grey, or what you might 
actually call grizzled (for which the grizzly bear is named) along their 
back, with a black tip at their tail, as opposed to a white tip like the red 
fox. Both species of fox tend to have reddish colored legs and underbelly, 

but the back of the animal 
is the dead giveaway. 

These animals are ex-
tremely secretive and 
therefore in order to 
successfully photograph 
them, you will need your 
wits and senses razor 
sharp. They can be in the 
trees, trotting across the 
forest floor, curled up 
under a fallen log, or lit-
erally clinging to the side 
of a giant live oak like a 
raccoon. In other words, 
they could be anywhere. 

If you have several days 
to spend in the area, and 
really have your mind set 
on photographing these 
most intriguing of foxes, 
then my suggestion is 
to scout the area first in 
search of scat. You can 
often find a denning site, or at least a favorite haunt by the amount of fox 
scat left in the area. You may find it covering low hanging branches, old 
stumps, on top of large roots, etc. . . Once located, this is the area that 
you will want to concentrate on. Like photographing red foxes on the 
North Beach, setting yourself up with a brush blind with a clear view of 
the heavily trafficked area will be your most successful strategy for find-
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ing these guys. 

Foxes or no foxes, Buxton Woods is still an amaz-
ing place. If nothing else, the trails here are well 
worth the short hike with camera and tripod slung 
over your shoulder. Woodpeckers, songbirds, mink, 
raccoons, whitetail deer, and a host of other species 
abound here. And all of this says nothing for the 

romantic beauty of the stately live oaks that 
can be found throughout. 

Ocracoke

Locals call this place Ocracoma. When folks 
from places like Kill Devil Hills and Nags 
Head want to take a weekend getaway, this is 
often times the place they come. With it’s white 
sandy beaches, legendary fishing, and laid back 
atmosphere, Ocracoke is a paradise – especial-
ly in the early fall. In fact, in 2007, Ocracoke 
was named America’s #1 beach. So do your-
self a favor and spend a day or 2 on Ocracoke 
Island.

Pelicans 

As for the photographic opportunities on 
Ocracoke, first and foremost, the docks along 
Silver Lake may very well be the best location 
on the Outer Banks to photograph close up 
portraits of pelicans. You will find these birds 
hanging around on the dock pilings and seem-

ingly oblivious to humans. There are a variety of photographic possibil-
ities here when it comes to photographing these pelicans I urge you to 
experiment with light, backgrounds, silhouettes, close-ups, etc. . .  If you 
want pelican portraits this is the place to go. 

Ocracoke Island is 
one of only a few plac-
es on the east coast 
where you can photo-
graph the sun setting 
into the ocean
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Unique cultural scenes such as 
these whelk shells atop an old 
picket fence, can be found all 
over the back roads of Oc-
racoke Island. 

I used a small amount of fill 
flash in order to illuminate this 
baby great horned owl while 
the setting sun behind the bird 
created a halo effect around its 
outline. 
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Inlet Spit

Ocracoke Island also receives it’s fair share of seals 
in the winter. I have photographed both grey seals 
and harbor seals on these beaches. More often 
than not, the seals seem to prefer the Hatteras 
Inlet spit on the north end of the Ocracoke. Just a 
few years ago you were able to drive this section 
of the beach but the area is now protected from 
vehicular use and pedestrian traffic is all that is 

In order to create this 
photograph of a laugh-
ing gull on the beach, I 
rested the lens hood of 
the camera on the sand 
itself. This very low 
angle creates a unique 
and more professional 
perspective than shoot-
ing down at the bird.

allowed. 

Since the beach closure here, a lot of birds have really 
begun piling up in this area. In fact, this is the best loca-
tion I know of to find and photograph brant – a type of 
sea goose. If you know how to handle yourself in a kayak, 
you can launch a boat from the little sand trail just south 
of the ferry docks. Following the road back you will find 
two very suitable launching sites. Once in the water, you 
can paddle around the ferry docks to the edge of the inlet 
and photograph the brant or seals from there. Be mindful 
of wind and tide here. Though this section of the inlet 
does not have the volume of water passing through it like 
it does on the other side of the shoals another 100 yards 
north of you, you still want to be cautious. 

Cultural Photographs

Moving south toward the actual village of Ocracoke, 
you will find that a stroll down the sandy side roads will 
often times afford you with a variety of different cultur-
al photographs. This village is about as picturesque as it 

gets on the Outer Banks and is the only town that has retained its sleepy 
charm and laid back beauty. From sprawling old live oak trees to fences 
adorned with sea shells, take the time to explore these roads on foot or 
beach cruiser. Just be mindful though that this is where the locals live 
and not everyone appreciates trespassing photographers. 

Springer’s Point

The North Carolina Coastal Land Trust’s track of land along the Pamlico 
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Sound known as Springer’s Point is also an area not to be missed. With 
some 90 acres of persevered live oak and maritime forest, Springer’s 
Point is a jewel on Ocracoke Island and one of my favorite places to visit. 
This is allegedly where Edward Teach – A.K.A. Blackbeard the pirate - 
made camp on Ocracoke. In the spring, you can find the woods full of 
nesting song birds. There are even blue bird boxes that have been erect-
ed along the entrance to the preserve. Out along the soundside, I have 
found mink running along the edge of the beach. Great horned owls are 
known to nest in this area as well as the “hammocks” found to the north 
just outside of Ocracoke Village. 

Springer’s Point is located at 100 Loop rd in Ocracoke, NC. The only 
problem is, you can’t park here. In fact, the only way that the state of 
North Carolina would fund the purchase of the land for preservation 
was if there was NO parking associated with the park. This means that 
in order to visit the preserve, you need to park in town some place and 
either walk or rent a beach cruiser to ride back to Springer’s Point. Ouch. 
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A few years back I was working on an article for the magazine Wildlife in North Car-
olina about seals on the Outer Banks. For this project I teamed up with the folks at 
the Outer Banks Center for Wildlife Education in Corolla and the Marine Mammal 
Stranding Network. 

I’m a big fan of working with biologists. You would be surprised how often we are in 
need of the exact same thing – high quality photographs. Biologists and researchers 
are often looking for these photographs for a number of reasons. Be it photo identifi-
cation databases or even environmental education, the simple fact remains that high 
quality images of their subjects is often a priority that unfortunately does not fit into 
their budget. So by trading photographs for access to otherwise unobtainable oppor-
tunities, we are able to work out a win win relationship.

February of 2011, an extremely cold month that year on the OBX, I received a phone 
call informing me that Cape Hatteras National Seashore was receiving reports of 
seals on an island out in the Pamlico Sound. The island in question was in something 
of a grey area in terms of jurisdiction. The park service didn’t own it, even though 
it technically set inside of national seashore boundaries and therefore they had not 
sent anyone out to investigate. 

Always up for an adventure I did what any eager wildlife photographer would have 
done and launched my kayak out into Oregon Inlet in below freezing temps and a 20 
mile an hour wind howling in out of the Northeast. Arriving off the tip of the little 
island, I threw my binoculars up to scan the beaches. Expecting one or two seals, my 
brain didn’t actually register what I was really looking at. You see, we were on the tail 
end of a big nor’easter and so when I looked at the island, my mind registered “debris 
strewn beach.” I remember thinking to myself that it was just a bunch of logs piled 
up on the beach from the storm. 

But then it hit me. Logs? This isn’t Washington state. Why the hell would logs have 
piled up here on this island? Paddling closer to the island, I suddenly realized that 
one of the logs just flopped itself off the beach and into the water – not the typical 
behavior of a log I might add. 

Sitting my paddle down I began to reach for my binoculars when suddenly an adult 

harbor seal popped its head up out of the water to check me out 4 feet from the side 
of my boat. I was so surprised I almost flipped over. Scrambling for my binoculars I 
took another look at the beach and found something that according to science, had 
never been seen before in North Carolina – nearly 40 adult seals out on this little 
island sunning themselves. 

My jaw dropped. My heart skipped. I know the significance of this find. This was 
simply not supposed to be happening. These seals were technically not supposed to 
be here!  The occasional seal pup would pop up on our beaches from time to time 
in the winter, but adults were rare. Yet here I was sitting in my kayak watching a full 
on colony of seals on the beach with another 5 or 6 bottling up out of the water to 
get a better look at me. Out of excitement I started to look around the area with the 
binoculars to other islands, to the edges of the distant marsh. More seals. They were 
everywhere. I felt like I had launched my kayak in North Carolina but popped out in 
Maine!
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•	 The	mainland	harbors	it’s	own	treasure	trove	of	
photographic	hotspots	as	well.	

•	 Just	a	simple	explorative	drive	along	the	back-
roads	that	border	the	sounds	and	rivers	will	
turn	up	an	almost	infinite	number	of	photo-
graphic	opportunities.	

•	 Though	there	are	many	great	locations,	Mer-
chants	Millpon	State	Park,	Lake	Mattamuskeet	
National	Wildlife	Refuge,	and	Poccosin	Lakes	
National	Wildlife	Refuge	are	the	three	best.	

•	 In	warmer	weather,	do	not	forget	bug	spray!
•	 Merchants	Millpond	State	Park	provides	car	
camping,	backcountry	camping,	and	canoe	
camping.	

•	 The	Millpond	has	both	canoes	and	kayaks	to	
rent.	
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Let’s face it, when we talk about the Outer Banks, we are talking about 
the Graveyard of the Atlantic. This is a place where ocean meets islands, 
where currents mix, nor’easter’s are born, and hurricanes bare down 
upon. The same ocean and weather that has tirelessly sculpted both 
the physical Outer Banks as well as the human history upon the Outer 
Banks, does not always cooperate with our schedules. 

Winds may howl across the islands out of the Northeast at nearly 
30mph, while further inland the sun is shining and the wind is damped 
to little more than a breeze. Cloud banks can linger, fog can engulf, and 
rain can drown out thoughts of photography for the day. This is the na-
ture of the Outer Banks. This is the realities of life at the edge of the sea, 
where climate shaping forces collide. 

The Outer Bank may be the undisputed epicenter of photographic hot 
spots in the region, but the surrounding area is laced with many other 
incredible locations. Photographer’s visiting the area should keep these 
places in mind as they offer a variety of unique opportunities and darn 
good back up plans if the OBX happens to be unworkable. 

The locations that follow are not the only ones in the surrounding areas. 
If you know the area well you may run down a grocery list of places in 
your head wondering why I chose not to include those. These places are 
chosen with two things in mind: how they rank in terms of photograph-
ic opportunities and accessibility. 

I travel all over the Western Hemisphere in search of photographs. From 
every major hot spot in North America, to tiny Caribbean Islands mea-
sured in feet, Central American National Parks, the cloud forests of the 
Andes, the headwaters of the Amazon, and the Galapagos Islands. Yet, 
the locations below are still some of my all-time favorite places to pho-
tograph, and a day spent in a canoe or kayak on the waters of Merchant 
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Millpond State Park in the spring, to me, will rival any day spent clam-
bering around the volcanic islands of the Galapagos archipelago. 

So with that said, let’s start there. . . 

Merchants Millpond State Park

Merchants Millpond is profoundly beautiful. Plying its tannin black 
waters is like slipping back into time. Towering and ancient bald cypress 
clothed in impossibly long drapery of Spanish moss that drifts in the 
wind; the dance of light and shadow, creating a mysterious and almost 
fairytale like atmosphere; the dark recesses of the swamp punctuated by 
the brilliant yellow of nesting prothonotary warblers skittering about; 
the bewildering array of some 200 different calls from the barred owls 
overhead. I could go on and on about what makes this place so, well, en-
chanting. If a brontosaurus happened to walk by, you probably wouldn’t 
be surprised. 

My experience photographing throughout the South is that when the 
words “old” and “millpond” end up in the same sentence together, the 
photographic opportunities are going to be out of this world! Merchants 
Millpond does not disappoint in this regards. 

As the name implies, Merchants Millpond was once just that – a mill-
pond. Bennet’s Creek that drains out of the very ancient Lassiter Swamp 
– complete with 2,000 year old cypress trees – was dammed up back in 
1811 and known at that time as Norfleet’s Millpond. The presence of 
these millponds out in the swamps meant that there was not a steady 
source of water for industrial use. Of course, the word industry when 
applied to business in that time and in these locations meant small fam-
ily run operations like gristmills and saw mills. The cool thing about the 

fact that this pond was built in 1811 is that all of 
the trees standing up out of the water – and really 
its like canoeing through a forest here – would 
have had to have been growing before 1811! This 
means that all of these trees are at least 200 years 
old. 

For the wildlife photographer coming to Mer-
chant Millpond State Park, you will really want to 
be here in the spring or early summer. Personally, 
I think late April through May is the best. The 
two main wildlife draws here will be alligators 
and birds. The bird life here is absolutely spectac-
ular. As for the alligators, you have to keep in mind that this is not Flor-
ida. I typically see alligators each and every time I venture out onto the 

If you spot one of these 
prothonotary warblers, 
stop and watch for a few 
minutes. Often they will 
lead you right to their 
nesting cavity. From 
there you will find that 
they have a favorite perch 
to land on before enter-
ing the cavity
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millpond in the Spring but you will have to look 
for them. Luckily though, several of them tend 
to stay right along the main canoe trail which is 
marked by buoys. 

As for the birds here in the spring time you will 
have nesting anhinga, woodpeckers, warblers, 
owls, and pretty much everything else that nests in 
eastern North Carolina. The only difference here, 
is that they will be in great abundance. Truth be 
told, this may be one of the best locations on the 
coastal plain for songbird photography. 

In addition to the gators and the birds, there is a 
huge population of beavers here for which you will see their lodges all 
over the place. Just a heads up, old abandoned beaver lodges are often 
times used as haul out spots for alligators. Black bear are quite common 
here, as well as whitetail deer which can be downright prolific up in Las-
siter swamp at times.  

For landscape photographers you will find that opportunities from the 
macro to the grand landscape are waiting for your discovery here. The 
pond itself is kind of an “L” shape. The first part of the “L” has far more 
trees that you will paddle around than the backside of the pond. These 
two sections of the pond might as well be two completely different 
worlds from each other. In terms of macro photography you will find a 
wide variety of flowers from blue flag (a species of iris) to fragrant water 
lilies with most of your subjects in the first “leg” of the pond. The second 
section will open up and be chocked full of lily pads with the occasional 
lone cypress or tupelo gum standing in the water. 

The best part of Merchant Millpond State Park is that they actually rent 

To create this sort of 
enchanted forest look, I 
found a place with con-
siderable Spanish moss 
and photographed this 
scene when the light 
was low and coming in 
with strong side light-
ing to help define the 
details in the Spanish 
moss and bark of the 
trees.
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both canoes and kayaks here by the hour or day! The canoes are the 
classic red Old Town Canoes whereas the kayaks are Native Design Ul-
timates – which many consider to be the best kayak for photography as 
it is something of a canoe/kayak hybrid and has a pontoon shaped hull 
design for added stability. 

Here are Merchant Millpond’s official directions off of their website:

Directions
 
Merchants Millpond is located in northeastern North Carolina in Gates 
County near the community of Gatesville. The park may be reached 
from US 158, NC 32 and NC 37. It is approximately 30 miles from the 
North Carolina cities of Ahoskie, Elizabeth City and Edenton and is 
also 30 miles from Suffolk, Virginia. From I-95, take US 158 east. Travel 
north on US 13/US 158 and turn right to follow US 158 east. Turn right 
on Millpond Road, go approximately 1/2 mile and turn in at the picnic 
area entrance. The Visitors Center will be on the right.

The website for the state park is:

http://www.ncparks.gov/Visit/parks/memi/main.php

Their telephone number to the visitor center:

252-357-1191

The address is: 

176 Millpond Road, Gatesville, NC 27938-9440

GPS: 36.437105, -76.701585

Lake Mattamuskeet 

This lake has not always been known as Matta-
muskeet. Though Algonquian in its origin, when 
English explorers first visited the area in 1585 the 
natives refereed to the place as Paquippe. The name 
Mattamuskeet would not come about for another 
100 years. Regardless of how this place got its name 
or how many name changes it has undergone over 
the centuries, the fact remains that this place is 
simply awesome. Fall, winter, spring, summer . . . it doesn’t really matter 
when you come here. Just make sure you do come. 

When the tempera-
tures plummet below 
freezing, the edges of 
Mattamuskeet freeze 
over. At sunrise you 
can capture the glow 
of the sky on the ice 
with swans silhouett-
ed.
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Lake Mattamuskeet is actually North Carolina’s largest natural lake 
measuring some 18 miles across. Strange thing about this largest of 
natural lakes though is that it’s average depth is only 3 feet. You could, if 
so inclined, actually walk across this lake for the most part. The shallow 
nature of this lake means that light is able to penetrate right down to the 
soil beneath the waters. In turn, vegetation grows back up to the surface. 
This vegetation creates an exploding ecosystem of hemispheric impor-
tance!

Most photographers think of tundra swans when you mention the word 
Mattamuskeet. Some years will see roughly 100,000 tundra swans over 
winter here. A hundred years ago however there were practically no 
swans at all using this lake. Instead of swans this place was basically 
the epicenter for Canada geese – this of course being a time before golf 
courses. Tens of thousands of geese would migrate to the banks of this 
lake each and every year to feed along its edges. The lake became legend-
ary with waterfowl hunters. 

The black nutrient rich soils around Lake Matta-
muskeet also became legendary however and by 
1911 people where scheming to drain the lake, 
build the town of New Holland, and convert the 
lake bottom to hardcore agriculture. Unfortunate-
ly, this is exactly what they did. North Carolina’s 
largest natural lake was drained bone dry for farm-
ing. 

In order to drain the lake, investors did what they 
do best and invested in something to make some-
thing happen. Imagine that. The result was the 
world’s largest pumping station capable of moving 

This lake is covered in 
osprey nests. When 
you find an active one, 
remember that birds 
land into the wind. 
With this bit of knowl-
edge and some pa-
tience you can position 
yourself to capture 
photo after photo of 
the adults coming in 
and out of the nests
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1,200,000 gallons a minute. Put in another way, this 
pumping station that was built in 1915 was capable 
of moving 20,000 gallons of water per second. That’s 
how you drain a lake. 

The only problem here is that they couldn’t keep the 
lake drained. It was constantly trying to reclaim its 
heritage. The whole thing became a major flop and 
both the community of New Holland and the agri-
business in the old lake bed went belly up because of 

it. 

The old pumping station was shut down and stood 
there for decades ultimately falling into a state of 
disrepair, kind of mimicking the state of the nation 
as we fell into the Great Depression. When Roos-
evelt created the Civilian Conservation Corp, they 
moved into the area and revamped the old pumping 
station turning it into a lodge. The old smokestack, 
measuring in at 100 feet tall, was converted into an 
observation tower for scouting the waterfowl that 
had already begun to return to the slowly filling 
lake. 

Back before Mattamuskeet was drained, it was 3 
times the size of the lake you see today. At the time, 
it was also a lot deeper as well with an average 
depth of 7 feet. Once the lake was drained however, 
people began grabbing up surrounding land wher-
ever they could. So when the place was turned into 
a National Wildlife Refuge in 1934, so much of the 
original lake bed had been settled upon that there 

was really no way to allow it to return to its pre-draining size. From that 
point on, the lake level became managed giving the entire lake an aver-
age depth of only 3 feet. 

Three feet of water is not a lot. As stated before, its shallow enough for 
light to penetrate all the way down and aquatic vegetation to grow back 
up to the surface. What this did was basically create the world’s greatest 
duck pond!

This is when the swans began to move in. You see, geese like to feed on 

The small island of 
cypress trees off the 
side of the causeway 
across Mattamuskeet 
make a great subject 
to silhouette against 
the sunrise to the 
east. 
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land. They prefer wet areas, but they want their feet planted firmly in the 
mud. Swans on the other hand like to feed in the water, specifically in 
about 3 feet of water. This is why they have such long necks for feeding 
in the deeper water on aquatic 
vegetation that the smaller species 
of dabbling ducks like mallards 
and pintails cannot reach, is their 
ecological niche. Basically, they 
tip themselves over, butts in the 
air, and stretch they necks down 
as far as they can to graze off of 
the underwater plants. 

Once the swans that were winter-
ing over in nearby Swanquarters 
started to figure out that this place 
provided the absolute best winter-
ing habitat for them in the United 
States, it was only a matter of time 
before the word spread around 
back up in the Arctic amongst the 
rest of the tundra swans and ba-
sically 75% of the entire population started coming down 
this way. 

Still to this day northeastern North Carolina gets about 
75% of the tundra swan population in the winter. Most of 
these swans are spread out amongst Currituck and Hyde 
County, but Mattamuskeet (Hyde County) still receives the 
largest concentration of them. 

So THIS is why Lake Mattamuskeet has become synon-

ymous with photographing swans. It is the Mecca of swans. The only 
problem is that access can be kind of difficult. There are a handful of dirt 
roads that run along the southern portion of the lake and a giant cause-

way that cuts right up the middle 
of the thing. The causeway allows 
for decent access to the swans but 
they have to be near the road to 
photograph them. Luckily they 
usually are, but this is typically an 
early winter thing and then once 
the food source here has been 
overtaxed they move to different 
areas. 

Mattamuskeet like many other 
National Wildlife Refuges does 
have a photo blind. The blind 
itself is on the other side of the 
canal from the handicap acces-
sible hunting blind past the boat 
ramp. Stop in to the visitor center 
for any questions about the blind. 

It is not marked and you must hike in about ¾ of a mile to 
get to it.

The blind itself is a one person sort of deal and feels more 
like you are sitting in an outhouse with a killer view than 
it does a blind. I highly recommend bringing a little hand 
broom when you go in. I find that it is rarely used since 
most people don’t even know it exists, and will usually be 
full of a summer’s worth of spider webs and dead bugs. 

The island of cypress 
trees off the end of 
the gazeebo along the 
causeway, work well 
as a black and white 
photo when the fog is 
thick and obscures the 
rest of the world
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The phragmites has really taken over this area as of late and so the blind 
is absolutely useless until the refuge guys get around to whacking a 
bunch of it down in the late fall. Mattamuskeet is not exactly close to 
anything. So if you are coming out here to photograph the swans, I also 
highly recommend that you call ahead first and ask about the numbers, 
generally what part of the lake they are using, and if the photo blind is 
usable. 

The productivity of the blind is really hit and miss. 
I have seen years where the swans were stacked 
in front of the blind so thick that I got a headache 
from the noise being so loud every time I went out. 
Then in other years, there has been absolutely noth-
ing. The refuge superintendent agrees that the blind 
can be kind of useless some years and there has 
been talk about building another one. North Amer-
ican Nature Photographers Association has a refuge 
blind fund. It’s just a matter of getting the refuge on 
board with the idea. 

Aside from the swans, there is also an extraordi-
nary population of bald eagles here in the winter 
time. These eagles are following the ducks to Matta-
muskeet and the whole place can seem covered up 
in them in times.

During the spring and summer you are allowed out 
on the lake with a boat, canoe, or kayak. The fishing 
here is good, the crabbing is INSANE, and the pho-
tography is great. Osprey’s nest around the lake and 
there are many opportunities for photographing 
them at their nesting sites, flying, and fishing. Like 

Merchants Millpond, the woodpeckers are also a 
major draw for photography here in the warmer 
seasons. 

For the landscape photographer, Lake Matta-
muskeet offers some truly fantastic compositions 
both for those with canoes / kayaks, and those 

When feeding, those 
birds in the back of the 
group will constantly 
fly low over the flock 
to the front. Set your-
self up in position for 
this and you will have 
endless flight shots.
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without. Calm winds, create a perfect mirror re-
flection of the sky. Add to this the presence of scat-
tered and gnarled cypress trees standing up out of 
the water here and there and you have a recipe for 
success. Along the causeway is an island of cypress 
trees standing off the end of a gazebo. This is the 
classic landscape shot at Mattamuskeet. At sun-
rise you will have these trees silhouetted against a 
colorful sky with those colors reflect below. If you 
are feeling more adventurous, rent yourself a kayak 
from the Outer Banks and bring it out to the lake 

with you. You will not be disappointed!

Getting to Lake Mattamuskeet National Wildlife Refuge is 
pretty simple. Just get on Hwy 64 at Whalebone Junction in 
Nags Head and follow it over to Roanoke Island and on to 
the mainland. Continue following hwy 64 until you reach 
the town of Columbia and make a right onto 94s. This road 
will take you right to the lake. 

Poccosin Lakes

Photographing at Poccosin Lakes National Wildlife Refuge 
is all about the snow geese. The geese come in here by the 
tens of thousands and unlike the swans at Mattamuskeet, the 
geese all stick together in one giant flock. 

This location has gained quite a bit of popularity over the 
last few year and can be quite the zoo at times on the week-
ends now during the winter when the geese are in. So make 
sure that you go here on the weekdays so that you will have 
the entire place to yourself. 

The snow geese are here to feed on the corn and winter wheat that has 
been planted for them and the tundra swans that also use this refuge. 
This is where you want to concentrate you efforts and it will be pretty 
obvious where the geese are once you get there. More often than not, the 
geese start the season out (January) in the main fields behind the main-
tenance shed. If they are there, the entire field will basically look like its 
covered in snow. A hundred thousand snow geese is a whole lot of white. 
If they are not there, just drive around checking the other fields on the 
refuge. 

Don’t forget to create 
environmental shots 
of snow geese as they 
work over a field. 
Images like this tell a 
story and that is what 
photo buyers are typi-
cally looking for. 
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Snow geese have a highly predictable pattern here at Poccosin that you 
need to understand. First and foremost they roost at night on Pungo 
Lake in the middle of the refuge. At roughly 7:15-7:30 (depending on 
how early or late you are in the season) the snow geese will start to rise 
up off the lake. If they blast off at 7:20 one morning, you can pretty 
much set a watch by the fact that it will be 7:20 the next. This probably 
has everything in the world to do with when the sun hits them on the 
water. 

The first geese that begin to move over the fields will be the scouts. If 
the scouts aren’t happy with the situation then the oth-
er geese will not come in out of fear of predators. In the 
past I have watched as the snow geese blasted off and 
tornadoed over the fields over and over and over again 
throughout the course of an hour. Each time they would 
start to come in and descend, but the scouts would back 
off and the whole group would head back to the lake. Af-
ter the fourth time of doing this I saw a black bear and 3 
cubs come running out of the woods right next to where 
they wanted to land. I thought to myself that this must 
have been the problem – though the bears are not real-
ly known to prey upon the geese, they must have been 
spooked by the bears’ presence. 

At least that’s what I thought until I realized that the bear 
was running from something. Ever 100 feet or so she 
would spin around and rear up looking back toward the 
edge of the woods. Just as she and her cubs made it to 
the other side of the field, I caught sight of what she was 
running from – a pack of red wolves! The geese had spot-
ted the wolves from the air. There was no way they were 

going to land with them in the immediate area. Once the wolves trotted 
across the field, the geese finally landed. 

So once the snow geese have settled on a field to eat for the morning, 
they will usually hang out there until between 9:30 – 10 am. At that 
point, a switch is flipped in all 100,000 geese at the same time and they 
all blast off into the air filling the sky with white bodies and black wing 
tips and head back over to the lake for their morning siesta. At around 
3:30 – 4 they repeat the entire processes until the sunsets. 

The colder the air temperatures are the better the photography is going 
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to be. Waterfowl do not need to eat when the temps get above 45 de-
grees. Once they drop below that however, the lower the mercury plung-
es, the more the geese need to eat in order to generate body heat. So on a 
warm winter day, you would better off going someplace else. On a frigid-
ly cold morning, be here before the sunrises!

Even though this photograph 
was captures in a horizontal 
format, I decided to crop it 
vertically in order to exclude 
all of the excess negative 
space around this “blue 
goose”.
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Like most mornings on the water at Merchants Millpond State Park in 
the spring, this one was shaping up to be seriously productive. Song-
birds, woodpeckers, macro photographs of wildflowers, and even a few 
photographs of cottonmouths coiled up on the surface of the water. The 
only thing missing however was an alligator. 

After a couple hours of paddling through forest, I finally spotted what 
I was looking for. Nothing but a set of eyes and the tip of his snout was 
visible above the surface of the black waters, but for my eyes that have 
spent years looking for gators, the telltale shape of this gator was unmis-
takable to me. 

Still about 40 yards out I watched as the reptile fully surfaced and began 
a slow serpentine like swim deeper into swamp. I followed this alliga-
tor for about 20 minutes when finally we came to a log whose bark was 
completely shredded from years’ worth of this gator hauling itself out of 
the water and on top to bask in the sun’s rays.
 
What was so great about this was the fact that the top of the log was a 
couple feet above the surface of the water. This meant that the gator was 
pulling itself up to eye level with me sitting in the canoe. This was a good 
thing because getting in the water with alligators always gives me the 
creeps. 

With a slightly directional light to work with, the angle of the sun in 
conjunction with the notoriously textured skin of alligators worked to 
create an extraordinary degree of detail across this dinosaur. With my 
tripod already set up and lens mounted, I moved in to within 10 feet of 
this gator. I knew instantly that I wanted to create a black and white pho-
tograph of this composition. 

When it comes to riding waves, surfers always say that only a surfer 
knows the feeling. I kind of feel like that about being in close proximity 
to major predators when I am photographing. Being eye to eye with this 
alligator awakens something primal in you. Miles away from the vehicle, 
sitting in a tippy little canoe, all alone in a swamp, photographing an 
alligator . . . with a grin on my face that only a photographer would un-
derstand. Life is never so vibrant as when held up to the cool calm inevi-
table shadows of death. Some people climb mountains. Others jump out 
of airplanes. Me, I photograph wildlife. 
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Jared Lloyd is a professional wildlife photographer and nature writer. Jared’s photography has been widely published 
both nationally and internationally and his writings regularly appear in natural history magazines across the coun-
try. An official member of Nikon’s Pro Staff, Jared has also co-hosted several episodes of the PBS series Wild Photo 
Adventures. 

Though he is just as likely to be in Yellowstone photographing wolves as he is to be in Ecuador photographing hum-
mingbirds high in the cloud forest of the Andes, the bulk of Jared’s work is with the wild horses of the Outer Banks. 
Jared Lloyd is currently working on two large projects involving the wild horses including a coffee table book entitled 
The Lost Horses of the Carolina Coast (available in 2015), as well as a feature length documentary on the wild horses 
that eek out a living on barrier islands up and down the Atlantic Coast of North America. 

In addition to his other work, Jared Lloyd is a highly sought after photography instructor and workshop leader. Jared 
organizes and leads photographic workshops and expeditions all over the world to places as diverse as the Galapagos 
Islands, Yellowstone in the winter, Costa Rica, and of course, the wild horses of the Outer Banks.  

To see more of Jared Lloyd’s work or to learn about his photography workshops, check out: 

www.JaredLloydPhoto.com 
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Outer Banks Photo Workshops

If you are planning on visiting the Outer Banks for vacation or just for photography, 
check out my good friends Dan Waters and Dan Beauvais of Outer Banks Photo Work-
shops. Both of these guys are great photographers with a lifetime of experience working 
the Outer Banks. Dan and Dan will work with you in a one on one basis to help you 
achieve your photographic goals. 

http://obxphotoworkshops.com 




