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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

It’s strange to think that we are 
now six months into this new sort 
of normal of pandemic life. March 
seems so long ago. The uncer-
tainty of everything. The new-
ness of everything. The constant 
24-hour news cycles covert the 
spread. 

Here we are at the end of August, 
however. Everything is different. 
And I still laugh to myself when 
I put on my mask just before en-

tering the bank. This time last 
year, the SWAT team would 
have been called in.  

Despite the changes, despite 
the interruptions to life as we 
once knew it, the sun contin-
ues to rise. We have learned. 
We have adapted. And we 
continue to persevere. 

A few days ago, I found myself 
plotting out a trek to Maine’s 
north woods in search of 
moose when the reality of the 
year sort of hit me. 

This will be my first trip of 
the year. Not a workshop, of 

course. But a solo trek, properly 
distanced deep within the boreal 
forest at the border with Canada.

Last year, in 2019, my travels be-
gan with Yellowstone where I 
spent a solid month working with-
in the park waist deep at times in 
snow. After Yellowstone I spent 
the month of February on the 
Eastern Shore of Maryland where 
I sat chest deep in water so cold it 
would freeze around my neoprene 

waders while photographing 
ducks. Leaving Maryland, I flew to 
Washington state where I spent 
a couple weeks on the Olympic 
Peninsula before driving to the 
Gulf Coast of Florida in order to 
photograph wading birds by day, 
owls by dusk, and alligators by 
night. After Florida, I headed north 
to the coast of North Carolina 
where I spent the month of May 
on the Outer Banks photograph-
ing black bears and night skies, 
afterword spending the month 
of June down on another part of 
the NC coast photographing wild 
horses. 

Upon leaving North Carolina, I 
traveled back to Montana and up 
into the Pryor Mountains where 
I camped out for a week photo-
graphing and entirely different 
breed of wild horses at nearly 
9,000 feet up above the clouds. I 
had but two weeks afterword to 
pack and leave for Alaska, where 
I spent the better part of August 
working from bush planes, four 
wheelers, boats of all different 
sizes, and tents set up alongside 
muskegs, out in the open tun-
dra, and on dry river beds. Brown 

bears, moose, caribou, puffins, 
orcas, humpback whales, and 
bald eagles were my goal as I an-
swered that proverbial “call of the 
wild” that Alaska seems to offer 
me sometimes. 

Returning home to Bozeman, 
Montana I repacked my Land 
Rover with big lenses and camp-
ing gear and headed north once 
again to the Canadian Rockies 
where I spent several more weeks 
sleeping in the back of my vehi-
cle, chasing the elk rut, and swim-
ming in frigid glacial fed lakes. By 
November, it was back to NC and 
black bears and tundra swans 
and ducks of all kinds before 
heading south to Panama after 
Thanksgiving. In Panama it was 
a week spent out on the Caribbe-
an islands photographing birds 
and sloths and amphibians before 
renting a diesel Land Cruiser and 
taking off on my own to explore 
the western mountains of the 
country. I eventually ended up in 
the cloud forest for several days 
photographing endemic hum-
mingbirds and coatis while sur-
rounded by trees and shrubs and 
orchids and bromeliads found no-



 4The Journal of Wildlife Photography 

find a diverse offering of articles 
with this issue ranging from Al-
yce Bender’s story about where to 
find and photograph sea otters to 
my own on lessons you can learn 
from predators on concealing 
yourself from wildlife and keep-
ing the natural world at ease with 
your presence. Joe McDonald 
discusses the importance of pa-
tience in wildlife photography and 
I begin the long-promised series 
on mastering mirrorless autofo-
cus systems. 

Each of these articles provides 
practical advice and actionable 
skills that you can put to work 
right away. 

Let us know what you think. 

where else in the world save for 
the top of this one mountain. 

As for 2020, well, I went to the 
grocery store a few times. 

Don’t get me wrong here. I still 
photographed. I chose to spend 
the quarantine in a remote part 
of a barrier island off the coast 
of North Carolina where no roads 
exist, and you have to travel 12 
miles by four-wheel drive on the 
beach to get there. Wild horses 
have been a daily experience. I 
have made treks out into the Gulf 
Stream some 40 miles offshore in 
search of some of the rarest birds 
in the Western Hemisphere. And 
there have been more than a few 
excursions by boat to photograph 
bald eagles and ospreys on the 
rivers and sounds around me. 

2020 has been the year of place-
based photography. I rescheduled 
my workshops till 2021. Canceled 
my travel plans and had maga-
zines assignments canceled for 
me. 

But you know what? 

I am OK with it all. 

Being here on the island, sitting 

Cheers,
 Jared

out on the beach at sunrise as I 
write weekly articles for all of you, 
exploring the wilder places that 
can be accessed within an hour or 
two drive from home, has been an 
almost meditative like experience. 

Even the style and look and feel 
of my art seems to have changed 
during this time. 

I have had time to reflect and con-
sider the course of life and pro-
fession. 

Sometimes it feels like we just get 
swept away in the current. The 
momentum created by decisions 
from years ago propels us along, 
at breakneck speeds it would 
seem at times. And I have come 
to realize that this forced break 
from the norm slowed the current 
and gave me the time to consider 
the world and my goals anew, giv-
ing me the opportunity to change 
course, speed, and everything 
else in life that wasn’t what I really 
wanted. 

How have you been through all of 
this? 

Has your photography changed? 

Have you learned something new 
about yourself as an artist, dis-
covered new artistic interests, or 
genera of photography to dabble 
in? 

Did you feel like you were finally 
able to come up for air for the first 
time in a long time? 

I would love to hear from you 
about how the pandemic has 
changed you and your photogra-
phy – for the better or the worse. 

As for the things at the Journal, 
we continue to plug along albe-
it with a few changes in staff – 
which is why this issue was de-
layed. 

We have also gained new voices 
in the pages of the Journal, which 
you will get to read in these pag-
es. Alyce Bender, a Tamron Pro-
fessional Ambassador, has joined 
us and will become a regular fea-
ture here. As will Olympus pro Joe 
McDonald. Both of these photog-
raphers bring their own unique 
skillsets and backgrounds to the 
pages of the Journal, and I am ex-
cited to welcome both on board. 

In the pages that follow, you will 
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By Joe McDonald

THE REWARDS
OF PATIENCE



 6The Journal of Wildlife Photography 

“Don’t you ever get bored?” 
“Aren’t you shooting the same 

thing time and again?” 

These questions are frequently 
asked when we talk about Africa, 
and usually after I mentioned that 
my wife Mary Ann and I have been 
traveling to East Africa for over 
twenty-five years. Perhaps these 
are natural questions, as there is a 
big world out there and, for many, 
a safari may be a once-in-a-lifetime 
experience. But the answer to both 
of these questions is an emphatic 
“NO!”

This question always reminds me 
of the maxim, “you got to play to 
win.” And that’s how we feel about 
every place we visit and every sub-
ject we spend time with, for a ‘win-
ning’ shot requires that you ‘play.’ 
For us, that means you have to be 
out in the field, time and again, over 
and over.  We realize that on any 
given outing, it is quite unlikely that 
we’ll get that winning shot., Beau-
tiful photos? Sure., But truly great 
ones? Well, that’s a different story.   

And so we go back. Year after 
year. Always searching for that ex-
traordinary opportunity.

If you are interested in creating 
extraordinary images, patience is  
everything.

You would think that having pa-
tience is a given, and that a good 
wildlife photographer is patient by 
nature. That might be true for some, 
but I have to admit that I’ve been 
‘bored’ at times, during the hours 
I’ve spent sitting and waiting un-
der a hot equatorial sun for a herd 
of wildebeest to make up their col-
lective minds and cross the Mara 
River.

Time can drag on, and often there 
is the nagging suspicion that there 
is something better out there and, if 
I just moved on, I would find some-
thing great to shoot. 

The reality is patience can be a 
tough virtue to maintain on a safari 
in Africa. The temptation to move 
on and look for something new is 
entirely understandable, especially 

if you’ve never been on a safari be-
fore and are anxious to see every-
thing. It would be silly, and a waste 
of time, for the average safari-go-
er to sit in on a Pride of fat, well-
fed, sleeping lions all day. The film 
crews for the nature documenta-
ries do this. But they are being paid 
for each day afield, and they have 
a storyboard they’re following that 
requires this type of tenacity. 

Lessons from Africa

Several years ago, we had met 
an enormous pride of well-fed li-
ons sprawled beneath an acacia 
tree. Their bellies were bulging to 
the  point of nearly bursting, and 
when we drove up not a single 
lion raised its head. It was around 
noon. The sun was high and we left 
the cats without a second thought. 
Just three hours later, however, our 
game drive took us past the same 

pride of lions only to discover they 
had killed an adult buffalo during 
our absence.

Patience is valuable if you're in-
terested in photographing a pred-
ator on the hunt. Quite often the 
time an anial spends hunting may 
not be all that exciting, and if you 
didn't read the signs correctly you 
might not even realize what is even 
happening until it’s too late. 

For a predator, meal-time isn't a 
scheduled event. A hunting lioness 
may go for days without making 
a kill. Not that they aren’t  trying, 
but their effort may involve noth-
ing more than watching for game 
to appear on the horizon, or walk-
ing across the endless grasslands 
in the hope that a meal may come 
into view. We've followed cheetahs 
for hours as they hunted. And aside 
from getting some repetitive shots 
of a cat walking, not much happens 
until the very brief moment of the 
actual stalk and kill. 

On one safari, we spent an hour 
with a hunting cheetah that finally 
charged a small group of Thomp-
son's gazelles. It missed, and all 
of the game disappeared, leav-

Time can drag on, and often there is the 
nagging suspicion that there is something 
better out there and, if I just moved on, I 
would find something great to shoot.
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ing a panting hungry cheetah that 
flopped down in the deep shade 
of some croton bushes. Although 
most chases rarely cover more 
than a quarter-mile, the all-out run 
takes everything out of a cheetah. 
These cats are spinters, not endur-
ance runners. Whether the cheetah 
is successful or not, after the long 
run, she has to rest and you can 
generally expect that the cat won't 
be doing anything exciting for the 
next twenty minutes or so. 

With no other game in sight, and 
knowing we'd be in for a long wait, 
a couple of our vehicles headed 
back to camp for a late lunch. 

My group stayed with the chee-
tah, as we decided to give the cat 
another half hour or so before we'd 
make a decision. We still had some 
food left over from our picnic field 
breakfast, so we were not going to 
starve if the cheetah resumed its 
hunt and stayed out the rest of the 
day.

We didn't miss lunch. Fifteen 
minutes after the last vehicle de-
parted, another Thompson gazelle 
appeared from nowhere, rounding 
the crest of a low rise and trotting 

almost directly to the cheetah. By 
then, recovered from its last run, 
the chase was short and quick. We 
got our shots as the cheetah car-
ried its prey to the shade of some 
bushes, and we headed home. 

The result: some in our group 
were elated, and the others, well, 
they had a fifteen-minute jump on 
us for lunch. 

Which group would you prefer to 
be in? 

On another occasion, we were 
game-driving in Kenya's Masai 
Mara, where we encountered a pair 
of lionesses doing what cats do – 
sleeping. 

Lions may spend twenty hours a 
day napping, and after a few min-
utes of watching, we moved on. 

Far in the distance, a small group 
of spotted hyenas was running 
around in circles. Suspecting they 
might be squabbling over a kill, we 
drove on to investigate.

By the time we reached the hye-
nas, they had settled down in some 
tall grasses and the photograph-
ic opportunities had disappeared. 
But before we moved on to look for 

other game, I had our guide stop 
so that I could give our sleeping li-
onesses a final look. Nothing had 
changed with the lions, and I could 
see that they were still sleeping, but 
as I watched through my binocu-
lars, a single Grant’s (common) ze-
bra came into view, slowly walking 
in the lionesses’ direction. I asked 
our guide to wait for a few more 
moments, hoping the zebra might 
walk right into the dozing lions. 

As I watched, it looked as if the 
zebra was going to do precisely 
that. We were far away, well over 
a quarter-mile, and I was worried 
that if a hunt were imminent, we 
would miss all of the action. So, we 
raced back taking a position where 
we would not interfere with the an-
imals.

The excitement ran high through 
whole group. We waited, lenses 
mounted on beanbags, exposures 
set – indeed locked and loaded. 
And we were tingling with anticipa-
tion. The zebra hadn’t moved since 
we arrived, but now it hung its head 
down low and appeared to go to 
sleep. The lionesses, less than a 
hundred yards away, didn’t notice; 
they were also still sleeping. 

We waited another half hour. All 
of our vehicles have radios, and I 
took some solace knowing that if 
anyone else in our group had spot-
ted anything good, we’d get a call, 
and we could then make a decision 
whether we should stay or go. The 
radios were silent, and so the wait 
continued.

By this time, everyone was getting 
a bit antsy, myself included, as we 
wondered if we should move on. I 
studied the zebra with my binocu-
lars, searching for some clue that 
might help us with our decision. It 
was only then when I noticed the ze-
bra had a recent injury on its flank, 
probably from a previous attack by 
a lion. The zebra had been facing us 
the entire time and the wound was 
barely visible, but in finally seeing 
the wound, the zebra’s lack of ac-
tion and the odd behavior of taking 
a snooze now made sense. 

Something had seemed off to 
begin with. The zebra wasn’t alert, 
and I suspected it was not a healthy 
animal. Now that suspicion was 
confirmed, and I felt our vigil was 
going to pay off. Lions will attack 
and kill anything they can catch, 
whether sick or healthy, but the 
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young, weak, and injured are the 
most vulnerable.  

While we watched the zebra and 
the unconscious lions, Mary Ann 
radioed to inform us she had a 
cheetah that might be hunting. 
She suggested we join her, and 
now we had two carrots dan-
gling before us. The cheetahs 
looked hungry, but with no game 
in sight, it might be hours before 
the cheetah hunted. In contrast, 
we had all the elements we need-
ed right here. So, I strongly sug-
gested that Mary Ann leave the 
cheetah and join us as quickly 
as possible. 

Another hour passed.

Another hour passed and by 
then it had become hot and the 
light too harsh to photograph. 
The time to either go back to the 
lodge was upon us and we had 
to decide whether to leave or just 
stick it out and hope for the best. 
I urged everyone to hang in there, 
pointing out that it was now too 
late for really doing anything else 
except to drive back to the lodge in 
anticipation of lunch. 

After another 45 minutes, at long 

last, the zebra woke up and, just 
as we hoped, slowly meandered 
down the dusty game trail, its route 
bringing it within forty yards of the 
lionesses.  As the zebra moved 

closer, one of the lionesses awoke, 
rolling onto her belly, flattening to 
the ground, and staring intently at 
the zebra. The other cat followed 
suit, but to our astonishment and 
disappointment, they just watched 
as the zebra walked right on past. 

I couldn’t believe it! 

About sixty yards passed, the ze-
bra paused to scratch its injured 
side upon an old acacia tree stump. 
Finally, one of the lionesses moved 
in - slinking low to the ground, fol-

lowing the exact path the zebra had 
traveled. 

Suddenly the zebra spooked, gal-
loping downhill, and the only view 
we had was her big striped rump as 
she ran. What luck! All we're going 
to see is the tail end of a distant 
chase! I started shooting, figuring 

I'd at least get some running lion-
ess shots to show for all this time.

Then the incredible happened. 
With the lioness in pursuit, the ze-
bra made a sharp U-turn around a 

bush, and galloped straight at 
us, with the lioness hot on its 
heels. As they got closer, the li-
oness reared up in mid-stride, 
just as the zebra kicked back 
defensively. A zebra’s kick is ex-
tremely powerfuland potential-
ly deadly, but this time the kick 
missed and the lioness grabbed 
its thighs with her powerful fore-
paws. 

I continued firing, and just as 
the lioness clawed her way atop 
the zebra, my camera’s memo-
ry buffered out.  I kept my eye 
to the viewfinder, frustrated and 
helpless as I waited the intermi-
nably long seconds for the cam-

era's buffer to clear. In that short 
time, the zebra was down. A mo-
ment later, it was covered by both 
lionesses. 

We had waited at least two and a 
half hours before the zebra started 
its walk passed the sleeping lion-
esses. We had only continued our 
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vigil because I'd noticed the wound 
on the zebra's flank, illustrating the 
relevance of carefully observing 
and analyzing a scene. It would 
have been easy to dismiss the ze-
bra's behavior as being just sleepy 
and then conclude that nothing 
would happen.

In the end, all the waiting paid 

off. One person, in another vehicle, 
one 1st place in the Nature’s Best 
contest for his photograph of that 
moment. As for myself, although 
I didn’t capture the exact image I 
had hoped for, I took 2nd place in 
the BBC Wildlife Photographer of 
the Year contest for one of mine. 
Neither of which would have hap-
pened if we hand’t put in the time 

with those animals and been pa-
tient. 

This story isn’t unique by any 
means. I could relate any number 
of similar examples where patience 
paid off and a long wait was jus-
tified. Sometimes, it isn’t. But you 
have to play to win. Sometimes you 
do, and sometimes you don’t. 

While I often shake my head in 
wonder when someone tells  me 
that they recently made their first 
safari and saw something truly 
unique like a lion pride taking down 
a giraffe, I know that an encounter 
like that is just pure chance. I won’t 
say luck, because luck can be the 
result of opportunity meeting pre-
paredness. The success of our li-
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oness/zebra encounter was lucky 
in that sense, as we had an oppor-
tunity and were prepared to put in 
the time and patience.

Regardless of where you are pho-
tographing, it is easy to fall to the 
temptation that the grass is greener 
somewhere else.  When that urge 
rears its sometimes ugly head, take 
a moment to assess the situation, 
and ask yourself what you'd like to 
see or photograph. If the answer 
lies right before you, be patient, and 
let nature happen. More often than 
not, you won’t be disappointed.
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During a bright day, capturing an image 
of a sea otter grooming can be tricky 
due to the highlights coming off their 
wet fur. Make sure to keep this in mind 
if your visit coincides with clear skies. 

By Alyce Bender

SHEDDING LIGHT ON SPECIES 
OF SPECIAL CONCERN
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Photography plays a critical role 
in building the public’s concern 

for environmental protection of 
specific lands and certain species. 
Visual connections can create a 
visceral experience for the audi-
ence. This experience can start the 
audience down a journey towards 
sympathizing, and hopefully, em-
pathizing with the plight of the sub-
ject captured in the image. 

Evoking emotions through im-
agery has always been a goal of 
photographers. Still, the stakes 
are high when it comes to working 
with threatened and endangered 
species, or other notable conser-
vation concerns.

This column is dedicated to wild-
life of particular concern: threat-
ened, vulnerable, or endangered. 
Each column will present a species 
under one of these categories, ei-
ther on a regional or global stage.  

We will delve into an animals bi-
ography, current conservation ef-
forts, how best to photograph them, 
and how you can use your images 
to promote protection for the spe-
cies. By understanding their be-
havior and what challenges these 
species face today, you, as a pho-

tographer, will be able to capture 
images that can do more than sit 
on your harddrive. You can make a 
difference.

Species Profile and History

Monterey Bay, California, hides a 
two-mile-deep trench that brings 
deep upwellings towards the sur-
face. It’s this unique oceanic fea-
ture that makes the Bay and sur-
rounding ocean such a hotbed for 
marine life as it channels nutrients 
in to feed the entire marine ecosys-
tem. 

One of the other predominate fea-
tures of this ecosystem is the exten-
sive kelp forests that flourish here. 
These forests, much like those on 

land, hold a surprising diversity of 
marine life.  However, over-hunting 
of southern sea otters, a keystone 
species to this environment, almost 
destroyed the marine ecosystem. 

Hunted to the point of extinction 
for their fur, a tiny  group of these 
otters was found off the coast of 
Big Sur in the early 1900s. This tiny 
holdout of individual who survived 
the wholesale slaughter is the basis 
of today’s entire population which 
is still only an estimated 3,000 indi-
viduals. Many of the southern sea 
otters can be seen off the rocky 
shores and in the kelp beds of 
Monterey Bay, the epicenter of the 
recovery and conservation efforts 
for this species.

Unlike many other marine mam-
mals, sea otters don’t have a lay-
er of fat or blubber to keep them 
warm. Instead, they rely on their 
fur coats for insulation. And as 
you may know, sea otters have the 
densist fur coats of any animal 
with around one million hairs per 
square inch.

Fun Fact: In addition to insulation 
from the cold Pacific waters, the 
fur coats of sea otters also play 
double duty as a built in babysit-
ter for mother otters. When mom 
wants to dive down to find food, 
she fluffs up the fur of her baby 
first. So much air gets trapped 
in the fur coat that the otter pup 
will just bob at the surface while 
she forages for dinner. Then, the 
mother with often tangle the pup 
in kelp to anchor it in place. This 
keeps the pup from difting out to 
sea with the tide as she dives.

Subsisting on a diet of sea ur-
chins, abalone, crabs, clams, and 
other shellfish, these marine pred-
ators eat an average of twenty-five 
percent of their body weight each 
day. These dietary requirements 
are why they are a keystone spe-
cies for the kelp forests. They play 

Common Name: Southern 
or California Sea Otter
Scientific Name: Enhydra 
lutris nereis
Conservation Status: 
Endangered (population 
stable)
Life Span (in the wild): 10-
15 years for males, 15-20 
years for females

Their range now only spans from Half 
Moon Bay (south of San Francisco), to 
Santa Barbara, CA. 
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Close up of a southern sea otter (Enhydra 
lutris nereis), just recently awoken from 
a nap atop a kelp forest.
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stance, the Toxoplasma gondii is 
a parasitic protozoan found in cat 
waste that makes it to the sea via 
flushable kitty litter. This parasite 
causes fatal brain infections in 
sea otters. Likewise, another ex-
ample is the armful algae blooms 
occurring more frequently due to a 
mixture of nitrogen-rich agricultur-
al and industrial runoff meeting in-

creasingly warming waters due 
to climate change. 

And none of this even begins to 
address beach development. 

The  Federal Wildlife policy 
states that southern sea otters 
must re-establish themselves 
across their original range on 
their own.  However, over the 
last 20 years, the population has 
stagnated in numbers, suggest-
ing that the already wrecked state 
of the ecosystem is actually lim-
iting recovery of the species. 

On the south end of their current 
range is the Santa Barbara Chan-
nel. In 1987, Congress passed a 
special law that exempted wa-
ters south of Point Conception 

A southern sea otter tears into a large 
chunk of shellfish, freshly relieved 
from its shell.

a vital role in protecting the bal-
ance of the coastal kelp ecosystem 
by preying upon sea urchins that 
would otherwise decimate these 
underwater forests with their over-
population and voracious appetites 
for kelp roots. Without sea otters 
to keep the urchins in check, areas 
become barren sea floors with lit-
tle sea-life.

Sea otters must spend much of 
the day grooming and maintaining 
their coat. Given how the health 
of their coats dictates their abili-
ty to survive, southern sea otters 
spend an average of six hours a 
day grooming themselves. During 
this time, they often rub their faces 
extensively and roll themselves, as 
if chasing their tail, to allow them 

to blow air into their fur for add-
ed insulation - much like fluffing a 
squashed sleeping bag helps aid 
in heat retention. 

Conservation Today

The land-sea connection leaves 
sea otters vulnerable from hu-
man-introduced diseases. For in-
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from most federal regulations. 
The area was declared a "no-otter 
zone" and any sea otters caught 
in the area were to be relocated 
back north of Point Conception. In 
1993, US Fish and Wildlife gave up 
trying to relocate the wayward sea 
otters, but the regulation was left 
in place, meaning that they had lit-
tle to no protection in that area. It 
wasn't until the 2013 repeal of Pub-
lic Law 99-625 had been filed, after 
contentious litigation on behalf of 
the Environmental Defense Center 
in Santa Barbara, that otters found 
protection in that region. 

Currently, the fishing industry con-
tinues to push back, with appeals 
going until the spring of 2018 when 
the Supreme Court thankfully up-
held the 2013 ruling. 

Going north, sea otters face a dif-
ferent foe. Due to the long absence 
of the sea otter from the region, 
the historic kelp forests along the 
northern California coasts have 
dwindled. Urchins have helped 
destroy more than 90 percent of 
Northern California bull-kelp for-
ests since 2014, according to the 
California Department of Fish and 
Wildlife. Without the protective cov-

er of the kelp, sea otters now face 
unprecedented death rates from 
great-white shark attacks – which 
are now the leading cause of natu-
ral death for the species. 

Ironically, because sea otters do 
not have the fat layer that most ma-
rine mammals carry, predation on 
the sea otter population by sharks 
is a lose-lose situation. Sharks ex-
pend considerable energy hunting 
sea otters, but get very little caloric 
return for their efforts. 

Suppose southern sea otters 
could reach San Francisco Bay, 
the state's most extensive estua-
rine system. If this were to occur, 
studies show that the Bay could po-
tentially support upwards of 6,600 
otters alone, doubling the current 
population. 

Photographing Southern Sea 
Otters

As with any species, the first step 
to photograph these sea otters is 
actually findthing them in the wild. 
At this time, the best locations to 
see southern sea otters are in Elk-
horn Slough outside  Moss Land-
ing, Moss Landing itself, along the 
Monterey Peninsula, and further to 

the south in Morro Bay, California 
– all of which can be visited if you 
base yourself in Monterey. 

Monterey has a regional airport, 
with San Jose and San Francisco 
International Airports within a two-
hour drive from the town.

Lodging options range from 
5-star golf resorts to RV parks and 
campgrounds with a bit of every-
thing in between. 

Photography equipment should 
include longer telephoto lens-
es with a suggested minimum of 
300mm. As a protected species, 
both state and federal regulations 
require that sea otters should not 
be approached any closer than 50 
feet. Most commercial tours will 
keep further away to avoid disturb-
ing the otters. So, make sure you 
have a long enough lens so that 
you can ethically photograph these 
animals. A 600mm would be ideal.

Accessing the sea otters’ habi-
tat in these spots is an easy stroll 
down the harbor or one of the in-
let’s trails. Many photographers 
prefer to photograph them from 
the water, and may go with an ec-
otour company in the area or rent 

a kayak on their own. Choosing 
one of these options gives one the 
freedom to spend as much or as 
little time with a particular individ-
ual as you care to while providing 
a lower perspective. If you decide 
to take to the water on your own, 
remember this is cold water! The 
average water temperature in win-
ter is 55°F/13°C and 57°F/14°C in 
summer.

Weather can be iffy year round, 
so make sure you bring layers at 
all times of the year.  Temperatures 
in this cool temperate marine en-
vironment rarely exceed 77°F or 
drop below 37°F. Moist ocean fog 
is a common occurrence during the 
summer, carrying with it the mois-
ture needed to keep the surround-
ing lands green, even as the rest 
of the inland areas bake. Keep in 
mind the quote allegedly attribut-
ed to Mark Twain, “the coldest win-
ter I’ve evere spent was a summer 
in San Francisco.” As for the actual 
winter, the weather is typically the 
rainy. So, when planning a visit, 
make sure to bring plenty of lens 
cloths and cleaning wipes as the 
corrosive wet winds can be hard 
on camera gear.
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Adorable even in their rebuffs of each 
other, images of interactions, such as 
this one, can be utilized by different NGO 
agencies to help bring a charismatic face 
to the public in order to raise awareness 
and further conservation education
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Checking the tides can help when 
trying to plan a visit to the estuary 
for foraging action. Incoming tides 
in the afternoon will typically bring 
the sea otters out of their late morn-
ing naps to forage once again. Af-
ter feeding, they will often groom 
themselves to remove any trace of 
their meal from their coat before 
going back to rest. 

Due to the common combina-
tion of both overcast light and 
quick-moving action, the faster the 
lens, the better. If shooting from a 
boat, though, do consider weight 
as many operators do not allow tri-
pods or monopods for the safety 
and comfort of other passengers. 
I have found my kit of a Nikon D500 
and Tamron SP 150-600mm f/5-6.3 
G2, or Tamron 100-400mm F/4.5-
6.3 Di VC USD if on a boat, to work 
very well under all but the thickest 
of fog.

When foraging, southern sea ot-
ters will usually dive for between 
1-4 minutes at a time.  They will 
pop up from a dive that can be in-
credibly difficult to predict as the 
water is not clear enough to follow 
their movements. Once they are up 
from a dive with food, they prompt-

ly roll to their backs and devour it. 
During this time, they will adjust 
themselves to be in line with the 
flow of the tide at their back/head. 

If they have a large mollusk or oth-
er hard-shelled morsels they can’t 
crack with their teeth, this is when 
you may witness them pounding 
away with a rock. 

After they have finished what-
ever they were able to haul up for 
dinner, they may stop to groom, 
look around, or otherwise interact 
with their environment before div-
ing again. Many images can come 
from shooting a series of dives be-
cause of these few moments be-
tween finishing a meal and diving 
for the next.

When you encounter moth-
ers and pups, it is of the ut-
most importance you pro-
ceed carefully and quietly. 
Mothers are much more 
cautious when it comes to 
perceived threats. They also 
have much less energy to 
respond to added stress-
ors, such as kayakers who get too 
close. If a mother is stressed, she 
could abandon her pup. 

Many times, the age-old meth-
od of sitting patiently in an area 
with these sea otters will net you 
incredible close-ups as the otters 
become accustomed to your pres-
ence. Many are already acclimated 
to fishermen and kayakers going 
about their day. So, take advantage 
of that, and with a bit of patience, 
you will be able to capture portfolio 
worthy images of this endangered 
species!

Taking Your Images Further

While we all love beautiful imag-
es, consider how you might use 
any images you take of the south-
ern sea otter to continue the con-
servation efforts and protection of 
this species and their habitat. 

Just by visiting these areas, you 
contribute by showing local com-
munities they have a valuable spe-

Viewers need to connect emotionally at some 
level with an image before they will care about 
the subject. Let that be a goal when our in the 
field to capture images that portray emotion.

cies that people are willing to travel 
to see. These visitors, ecotourists, 
and photographers, utilize services 
in the local area. Consider how 
you answer the question general-
ly asked by many in the hospitality 
sector: “What brings you to town?” 
Many answer, “Just visiting.” or “On 
vacation.” But maybe give a plug to 
the sea otters and let locals know 
why you are there. The more they 
hear this, the more they will see 
how the species translates into 
business for them.

Once you are home, sharing your 
images can be a huge boost to 
conservation efforts as well.  Your 
sharing potentially influences your 
friends and family to visit the area 
to see the otters, compounding the 

ecotourism business the local com-
munities receive. When sharing on-
line, your captions can include in-
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A mother sea otter shares food with her 
growing pup who is just learning to dive 
and forage.
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formation about this endangered 
species, and how conservation 
efforts can be supported. Dona-
tions to organzations such as 
the Elkhorn Slough Foundation, 
who protects the estuary environ-
ment through research, conserva-
tion, and education efforts, or the 
Monterey Bay Aquarium sea otter 
program where they have a sur-
rogacy program for orphaned or 
abandoned wild pups, as well as 
conservation and education pro-
grams for the public.

Donating your images to orga-
nizations that support the con-
servation efforts of southern sea 
otters is another way to further 
the life and impact of your imag-
es. Organizations like the Elkhorn 
Slough Foundation or the Nation-
al Wildlife Federation hold annual 
photography contests for images. 
Proceeds of the contests, calendar 
sales, and other products produced 
by these organizations go to sup-
port their missions of protecting 
wildlife and wild habitats. Suppose 
you are a writer and feel strongly 
for this species. In that case, you 
can pair your images with an edito-
rial, and submit articles to various 
newspapers and magazines, im-

proving the general public's ability 
to learn more about the species as 
viewers connect emotionally with 
the images.

Today, southern sea otters bal-
ance on a precipice. The threats to 
their recovery, including sharks, hu-
man caused diseases, and coastal 
pollutants, are very real and need 
continuous monitoring and mitiga-

tion. Continued ecotourism, espe-
cially in a region of the U.S. better 
known for its golf courses and pro-
duce, help to shift local perceptions 
of species and allow these commu-
nities to realize these animals are 
both beneficial to the ecosystem 
and the economy.  

Sea otters need continued pro-
tection. With enough momentum, 

maybe there will be enough impe-
tus to give the sea otters a chance 
in San Francisco Bay as well one 
day!  

A male and female sea otter tussle in 
the water during mating. Males be-
come physically aggressive, often in-
flicting wounds on the females’ nose 
by biting it during mating.
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By Jared Lloyd

LESSONS FROM PREDATORS:
CONCEALMENT
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Camouflage. You see it every-
where these days. It’s on cof-

fee mugs, dresses, dress shirts, 
ties, seat covers in trucks, and wild-
life photographers standing along 
the side of the road photographing 
next to their vehicles. Somewhere 
along the way, camo made the evo-
lutionary leap from the utilitarian to 
and oddly American fashion and a 
distinguishing mark of certain cul-
tures.

Many predators making their 
living by it. Some photographers 
swear by it. Others wouldn’t be 
caught dead in it. Hunters spend 
thousands on camouflage. And, in 
some ways, wildlife photographers 
have similar needs and face similar 
problems in the field as both hunt-
ers and predators.  

But is any of this necessary?  

Coffee mugs and dress shirts 
aside, do we as wildlife photogra-
phers really need to deck ourselves 
out in the latest Real Tree, Mossy 
Oak, or Shadow Grass patterns to 
be successful photographers? 

Producing camo these days is big 
business. How much of this is re-

ally necessary and how much of 
it is just designed to separate you 
from your money?

To understand the answer to 
this question though, we have to 
go beyond the marketing hype. To 
understand the how, when, and 
why of camouflage, we must un-
derstand how animals see in the 
first place. And even more to the 
point, how they do it themselves. 

Albert Einstein once said, “Look 
deep into Nature, and then you will 
understand everything better.” 

I couldn’t agree more. 

When we think of concealing 
ourselves from animals, maybe it 
should be the animals themselves 
we listen to instead of the need to 
please shareholders. 

Evolution has been finetuning the 
art of camouflage for some 3.5 
billion years as predator and prey 
have danced their dance ever since 
one species realized it could live by 
others dying. As wildlife photogra-
phers, it’s time we take lessons on 
concealment from those whose 
very lives depend upon it. 

Color

If we can agree that animals 
themselves should be the ones we 
take lessons from on how to con-
ceal ourselves from other animals, 
then the logical place to start here 
is with exactly how the world sees 
color. 

First things first: rods and cones. 

This is not a biology class so I will 
keep it short. Rods are for gathering 
light while cones are for gathering 
color. Exactly when an animal is 
most active determines the num-
ber and ratio of rods to cones in 
their eyes. This alone can tell you 
quite a bit about how your wildlife 
subject sees the world. If it’s a noc-
turnal species, it probably has lit-
tle need for recognizing color and 
therefore the presence of cones. 
If it’s a strictly diurnal animal, col-
or takes precedence over night vi-
sion. Animals that are most active 

at the edges of light, what we refer 
to as crepuscular, will have a more 
even ratio.

When it comes to cones and col-
or, however, there is a caveat in all 
of this. Just because an animal 
is active during the day does not 
mean it needs to see color – es-
pecially the way we do. Remember 
that two basic things drive all live 
on earth: food and sex. Most traits 
in animals can be traced back to 
one of these two necessities. And 
this is something you should keep 
in mind when it comes to our dis-
cussion on color.  

Paramount to understanding how 
animals see color is first recogniz-
ing that you are somewhat unique 
in the world. Much to our dismay, 
however, this is not in the way our 
collective ego likes to think. You 
are a primate. And as such, you are 
relatively different from just about 

When we think of concealing ourselves 
from animals, maybe it should be the 
animals themselves we listen to instead 
of the need to please shareholders.
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every mammal on earth in that you 
have access to a rich palette of 
various colors. Birds and insects 
have us beat on color perception, 
and actually have access to even 
more colors than ourselves. But in 
the realm of mammals, most only 
see a couple of different colors and 
some do not see any at all.  

Case in point. . . 

Laws in the United States man-
date that all hunters where a certain 
amount of “blaze orange” on them-
selves while in the woods. The idea 
behind this is that it makes you vis-
ible to other hunters. Nothing else 
in the woods is going to be large 
mass of dayglow orange walking 
around. This is a safety measure 
to keep people from getting shot.

The reason that blaze orange was 
chosen is because it’s a color that 
is instantly noticeable to humans, 
but other animals can’t see it. You 
and I evolved to be visually attuned 
to reds and yellows. This is a pri-
mate thing. This is a find fruit in the 
forest thing. 

We overwhelmingly use our sense 
of sight to analyze and understand 
the world around us. And that mas-

sive brain between your ears is 
uniquely suited for recognizing 
patterns and detecting small 
things that disrupt those pat-
terns – such as a bright color 
that doesn’t belong, especially 
reds and yellows. 

Blaze orange doesn’t belong. 
It stands out from all other col-
ors in the woods. And it has the 
benefit of being completely in-
visible to species such as deer. 

You see, deer cannot see the 
color red. So, anything that is 
red, or any color that falls on the 
red end of the color spectrum, is 
indistinguishable to them from 
either grey or other colors they 
are able to see. 

So, what exactly can deer see? 

Research shows that mem-
bers of the deer family see blue, 
green, and potentially some ul-
traviolet colors which humans 
cannot.

Think back to the 1950s when 
simple flannel shirts were more 
often than not the outwear of 
choice for hunters. Understand-
ing how animals perceive color 
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says a lot about this choice of cloth-
ing. With alternating patterns of 
black and red, the old school “lum-
berjack flannel” looks like splotch-
es black and gray to members of 
the deer family - ultimately helping 
to break up the shape of a human.

And this the whole point of cam-
ouflage to begin with. The purpose 
is not to look like a tree. It’s to break 
up and distort the human shape. 

I do want to make sure I am clear 
on something though before we 
continue. When I say “deer,” I’m not 
just talking about whitetail deer 
(which many American readers may 
assume). The word deer encom-
pass some 47 different species, 
and 60+ subspecies, worldwide. 
This includes everything from the 
likes of caribou, red deer, elk, and 
moose to name just a few. And all 
members of the deer family basi-
cally have the same type of vision.

Deer are not the only “color blind” 
animals out there. Canines also fit 
the bill. Wolves, coyotes, and fox-
es are red / green color blind. This 
means that reds and greens appear 
to be various shades of gray to them 
or they are unable to distinguish 

one from the other. The red fox may 
very well be red because it helps 
conceal it from coyotes – it’s arch 
nemesis. Likewise, in the Greater 
Yellowstone Ecosystem, you find 
that basically every species of un-
gulate (hoofed mammal) such as 
bison, elk, and moose all give birth 
to red colored babies. This red fur 
visually conceals the offspring of 
these animals from wolves and 
coyotes when they are first born. A 
red colored baby bedded down in 
green grass or sagebrush is noth-
ing more than grey on grey. 

Bears, on the other hand, have 
similar vision to that of humans. 
But reds are still something of a 
problem for them. Bears are not 
red color blind like most mammals, 
but they can only see it in subdued 
forms. The reason that bears see 
colors more similar to us, and reds 
at all, probably has much to do with 
their diets. As bears are omnivo-
rous and have a similar diet as we 
would in nature-based communi-
ties, it is important for bears to be 
able to distinguish different colors 
when foraging for food. Bears love 
their berries. Again, food and sex 
– the grand orchestrators of all live 

on Earth. 

But let’s stop here for a moment. 

When it comes to photograph-
ing big mammals, the above-men-
tioned species pretty much sums 
it up. There are a few missing fam-
ilies here, of course, but you get the 
idea. 

So, if we take the majority of big 
mammals and break down what 
it is that they can actually see, we 
quickly realize that color is less im-
portant than one might assume. I 
hear photographers on workshops 
stress out that another participant 
wore a red jacket as opposed to 
their own black one. But if mam-
mals are the priority, it matters not. 
In fact, red might just be one of the 
best colors to wear in the woods 
next to gray ironically. And blue is 
the one color you definitely DO NOT 
want to wear.

With this in mind, you can prob-
ably begin to see that expensive 
modern-day camouflage clothing 
is designed more for consumers 
than it is for concealing. 

Take a walk through the aisles 
of any big-name outdoor store like 

Cabela’s or Bass Pro Shops today, 
and you will find yourself lost in a 
jungle of camouflage patterns. It 
seems as though manufacturers 
have concocted an infinite variety 
of patterns that could cover just 
about any and every situation imag-
inable.

The point of camouflage is to 
break up the human form. This, in 
turn, allows us to effectively blend 
in throughout a variety of situations. 
For wildlife photography, we need 
to put the emphasis here on “va-
riety.” Sometimes we are in dense 
forest. Other times we are in tall 
grass. When I’m working in plac-
es like Montana and Wyoming, the 
habitat may be rocky outcroppings 
for bighorn sheep. On the steppes 
of the Rockies, it’s a sea of sage-
brush when photographing grouse 
or pronghorn. And unless you plan 
to sit in one place and never move, 
then there is also the lighting con-
ditions to consider as well.  

Of course, you could go out and 
buy camouflage clothing that 
blends perfectly with a desert envi-
ronment, then another set for dense 
forest, and another for grasslands, 
and still more so you look like the 
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bark of a deciduous tree. That’s one 
strategy. But it’s important to un-
derstand this has more to do with 
an effective business model than 
it does effective concealment. 

This is just the tip of the iceberg, 
however. 

Most camouflage designed for 
hunters ends up almost looking 
like a work of art unto itself. A fold 
of brown grass here. A cattail head 
there. The details are intricate. And 
it’s all designed to make us think, 
“wow!”

The problem with such detailed 
patterns goes WAY beyond match-
ing a specific type of habitat and 
season, however. 

Stop and think about ever preda-
tor that relies on camouflage like 
owls and bobcats do. Have you 
ever seen something that looks 
like the shape of a cattail head or a 
maple leaf in their feathers or fur? 

You see, the intricate detail we 
now find in most commercial cam-
ouflage is designed to conceal you 
when at very close range and well 
after you have had time to get into 
place settle down and further at-
tempted to conceal yourself with 

natural vegetation.

Great grey owls don’t do this. 

Bobcats don’t do this. 

In fact, no predator on land does 
this except for hunters. 

As a wildlife photographer, you 
need to think like an owl or a bob-
cat - not a hunter. 

Intricate camo is only designed 
to work at close range and with the 
aid of natural vegetation. From any 
sort of distance, such as 50 feet, all 
of the detail begins to “fill in.” 

When the details fill in, what 
you are left with is a solid human 
shaped mass. The eyes of animals 
have evolved, like ours, to pick out 
shapes from the chaos of vegeta-
tion. 

Remember, your ability to see col-
or is a consequence of your ances-
tors’ diet. Biological characteristics 
serve purposes. Color was an im-
portant trait for us to have. But that 
doesn’t make it better since black 
and white, or color-blind, vision 
benefits other animals by helping 
them to look past the chaos of na-
ture and home in on what’s import-

ant – that which doesn’t belong. 

In a kaleidoscope of colors, there 
is a lot of data that your mind has 
to process. Remove the colors, and 
things become much more simpli-
fied. And when your ability to sur-
vive depends upon seeing things 
before they see you, noticing shape 
and form and “different” is a mat-
ter of life and death. 

This is why the camouflage of 
both predators and military alike 
steer clear of intricate shapes and 
patterns and details. Instead, they 
focus on balancing a mixture of mid 
tones with highlights and shadows. 

If you are stalking an animal, if you 
get caught out in the open, if you are 
not motionless at close quarters 
with natural vegetation to help aid 
in the concealment process, then 
you will stick out like a sore thumb 
and you might as well have just 
walked in with no consideration of 
concealment what so ever. 

Intricate camo patterns “fill in” 
when viewed at a distance and be-
come obsolete. End of story. An 
animal doesn’t see the pattern of 
a cattail head on your jacket from 
100 feet away. 

Now, I do a lot of my photogra-
phy from blinds – especially when 
it comes to photographing water-
fowl. In this type of situation, I’m 
settled into where I will be pho-
tographing for the morning long 
before the sun rises. I have taken 
the time to “brush up” with natu-
ral vegetation over top and around 
me. I am covered from head to toe 
in camouflage. Hands, face, head, 
you name it. Natural vegetation is 
then used to further blend in and 
actually break up my shape.  My 
camera has vegetation concealing 
it, as does my tripod. Only after all 
of this, have I concealed myself 
effectively to allow extraordinarily 
skittish species such as ducks in 
the wild to come in close enough 
for me to make frame filling photo-
graphs of them. 

This is how intricately detailed 
camouflage is designed to work. 

Chances are, however, 99.9% of 
wildlife photographers will never 
do this.

This is not a statement of com-
mitment though. 99.9% of wildlife 
photographers will never do this 
because in 99.9% of all situations 
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it’s simply not necessary. 

I want you to take a moment and 
think of some of the best cam-
ouflaged predators in the natural 
world. When we talk about camo 
and predators, probably the first 
thing to come to mind is the tiger. 
The stealth and hunting prowess of 
this big cat is legendary. A splash 
of orange here, a stripe of black 
there, all mixed up with highlights 
of white. Mid tones, shadows, high-
lights. 

Millions of years worth of evo-
lution went into the design of the 
tiger’s camouflage. The dance be-
tween predator and prey is like a 
pendulum ever swinging back and 
forth as adaptive advantage begets 
dynamic equilibrium with each par-
ty working tirelessly, on a genetic 
basis, to keep one step ahead of 
the other.

Time and hunger have designed 
the camouflage of the tiger, much 
as it has the great gray owl – anoth-
er one of natures ultimate stealth 
machines. The great gray owl’s 
camouflage is set to a background 
of 18% gray, with vertical highlights 
juxtaposed with strips of brown and 

flecks of darker gray. Like the tiger, 
this pattern is millions of years in 
the making.

What makes these patterns so 
deadly is the fact that they not only 
break up the shape of the preda-
tor, but they are nearly universal in 
application. These animals must 
work their way in closer and closer 
to their prey, remaining unseen as 
they do so. These patterns are not 
meant for one very specific habitat. 
These patterns are designed to of-
fer maximum stealth in a variety of 
situations whether in the open, at a 
distance, or within striking range.

Nowhere on these predators will 
you find a leaf, a cattail, or any sort 
of distinguishable marking that 
will make it look like any one thing. 
This is the camouflage that nature 
has selected for in order to fill the 
bellies of predators. Their surviv-
al depends upon these patterns. 
Whether they eat, mate, feed their 
young, and pass on their genes to 

the next generation depends upon 
the effectiveness of their camou-
flage.

As a wildlife photographer, you 
are a predator - not a bug trying to 
disguise itself as a leaf or a flake of 
bark. Your ability to conceal your-
self must work in a wide variety 
of situations. You must be able to 
approach unnoticed. You must be 
able to conceal yourself with the 
same degree of effectiveness 150 
feet away as you you do 50 feet 
away.

A whole lot of science goes into 
this sort of stuff for the military. 
Lives depend upon the effective-
ness and universality of their camo. 
There is a reason that the military, 
with its billion-dollar budgets, has 
not adopted the intricate and ar-
tistic patterns of hunting apparel 
companies. The military doesn’t 
give a damn about what it looks 
like to us.

The science behind the camou-
flage patterns used by the military 
has always been based upon the 
same concepts used by preda-
tors. Today we see a revolutionary 
change over to digital camo pat-
terns, but this is still based upon 
the concept of large patterns of 
mid tones, shadows, and highlights 
designed to be contrasted next to 
each other.

In the commercial camouflage 
market, the concept of break up is 
what wildlife photographers need 
in order to conceal themselves. 
Several companies have thought 
long and hard about the science of 
camouflage in regard to how pred-
ators utilize it. The result is a vari-
ety of “predator” based camo pat-
terns. These are designed to break 
up your shape, and do so in a wide 
variety of situations. Situations, 
like those wildlife photographers 
find themselves in.

Here are the companies that I 
highly recommend taking a look 
at based up their utilization of the 
science behind how predators use 
camo:

Time and hunger have designed the 
camouflage of the tiger, much as it 
has the great gray owl.
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1. Natural Gear.

2. Predator Camo.

3. ASAT. 

If you are going to wear camou-
flage, then it’s one of the above 
companies that I highly recom-
mend considering. Natural Gear’s 
Original Natural is, in my opinion, 
the best on the market. I am con-
sistently amazed at how well it con-
ceals humans and in a seemingly 
unlimited variety of situations. And 
you will probably notice almost im-
mediately that the design is awful-
ly similar to that of the great grey 
owl. 

But here is the big reveal in all of 
this. . . 

I rarely wear camouflage. 

Earth tone colors? Absolutely. 
Tans and greys and browns make 
up the bulk of my clothing when 
photographing wildlife.

You see, camouflage works well 
when you are learning the game of 
wildlife photography. But the catch 
is, whether you are a great grey owl, 
a deer hunter, or a marine, camou-
flage is designed to conceal to the 

point of attack. It buys you some 
time as the animal moves in clos-
er, or you work your way in closer 
to it. This is the fundamental pur-
pose of camouflage. 

As a beginning wildlife photogra-
pher, this can mean the difference 
between coming home with imag-
es or being skunked for the day. 

But I need more than this. 

I don’t want the entire process 
of moving in close to an animal to 
culminate in a few brief moments 
of photography. I need time. 

I need time to work with a spe-
cies. I need the freedom to move 
about and change compositions 
and backgrounds. 

To do this, you can’t hide from an 
animal. Instead, you have to devel-
op a rapport with them. And if you 
are serious about wildlife photog-
raphy, this is a skill you will spend 
the rest of your life learning to per-
fect. 

I need animals to know that I am 
there and be comfortable with that 

https://www.naturalgear.com/homepage.aspx
 http://www.predatorcamo.com
 http://www.asatcamo.com
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fact. 

This is, is my humble opinion, the 
greatest experience of all. And it 
takes a lot more work than sim-
ply concealing yourself from an 
animal. You have to understand 
their biology and natural history. 
You need to be able to read their 
body language and see yourself 
through their eyes in every move-
ment and action you make. You 
must become a part of Nature, 
understanding its rules, and put-
ting those animals around you at 
ease even though they recognize 
you as the most dangerous and 
destructive thing in their world. 

Sharks eat other fish. Yet, you 
see them swimming side by side 
around reefs and wrecks. Griz-
zlies and wolves eat elk. But you 
will see them both wander past an 
entire herd of elk who continues 
to graze peacefully in a meadow. 
A lioness can stroll across the 
savannah with little more than a 
glance from so many animals that 
tomorrow may find themselves in 
her crosshairs. 

Why? 

These predators know how to 

live in their world. 

They understand what they are 
communicating to everyone around 
them, and they understand what 
everyone else is saying to them. 

When a predator lies in hiding, 
tense with anticipation and star-
ing intently, what do you think this 
communicates to every animal 
that sees it? What do you think this 
communicates when you do it?

When a predator makes herself 
known, exudes calmness, and re-
spects boundaries, what do you 
think this communicates?

Every predator on Earth knows 
how to co-exist except us. 

It is our job to relearn how to live 
in the world.  

Camouflage can help you in the 
field – especially when working 
with truly wild species. You know, 
the ones that are not 50 yards from 
the side of roads in National Parks. 
And as you continue to learn how 
to work with wildlife on their terms, 
the proper use of camouflage and 
the proper type can make a big dif-
ference. 
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Is it absolutely necessary? No. 

None of the most successful 
wildlife photographers in the world 
I know wear camouflage – unless 
they are working a subject that it’s 

necessary to use a blind to pho-
tograph. Instead, they use years’ 
worth of accumulated experience 
and knowledge of animals and an-
imal behavior to put their subjects 
at ease. 

But if you are going to wear cam-
ouflage, if you do need the advan-
tage it gives you for blending in to 
the environment (sometimes you 
just don’t want to be seen by other 
photographers or people!!!!) then 

consider the ways that predators 
go about concealing themselves 
and steer clear of the camo fash-
ion and marketing hype. 
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By Jared Lloyd

MASTERING YOUR MIRRORLESS 
AUTFOCUS PART ONE
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time. Nikon and Canon are in the 
process of reinventing themselves 
with new mirrorless lines. And I my-
self have added mirrorless camer-
as to my bags since then. 

The landscape of the camera in-
dustry has been made anew. Mirror-
less cameras are quickly becoming 
the evolved platform to work from. 
DSLR cameras are not dead. I still 
use them on a regular basis. But I 
do find myself opting for my mirror-
less bodies over the DSLR in most 
situations because of this evolved 
platform I speak of. 

As anyone who has either 
switched from DSLR permanent-
ly or even just added a mirrorless 
body into their workflow can attest, 
these cameras are radically differ-
ent - from the EVF, to the physical 
size, to the autofocus systems. And 
so, I felt it was high time to revisit 
this autofocus series, but from per-
spective of mirrorless cameras. 

A few years back, I decided to 
write a series on mastering 

your autofocus system. I had no-
ticed a pretty basic trend on my 
workshops that needed to be ad-
dressed. Of all the technical yuck 
that we need a solid grasp of as 
wildlife photographers, autofocus 
systems were the least under-
stood. 

More and more photographers 
were showing up with at least a 
basic knowledge of manual ex-
posure. Some were even using 
Kelvin white balance. And many 
understood the logarithmic nature 
of how cameras record light, and 
thus data.

But autofocus?

That was a different story.

It was as if this topic was the last 
frontier for many in their quest to 
master the technical side of the 
craft.

It’s not that there wasn’t already 
a plethora of information out there 
on the subject. It’s just that it was 
like reading something written by 
engineers, badly translated from 
Korean, with some assembly re-

quired. So much of what existed 
at the time on this subject was 
overly complicated. Page after 
page was devoted to the evolu-
tion and mechanics of how it all 
worked. Yet there seemed to be 
precious little information on how 
it was all applicable to your wildlife 
photography.  

With the original series, I focused 
my attention on three systems: 
Nikon, Canon, and Sony. The arti-
cles were primarily geared toward 
DSLR cameras with something of a 
hat tip to Sony full frame mirrorless. 
This decision was largely based 
upon the dynamics I witnessed on 
my workshops. By and large, the li-
on’s share of cameras that showed 
up were DSLR with the occasional 
Sony. 

Now, things are different. Today, 
anywhere between 1/3 and 1/2 of 
the photographers I interact with 
on workshops are toting mirrorless 
cameras. Sony now holds the num-
ber two spot for full frame camera 
sales. Long time professional na-
ture and wildlife photographers are 
abandoning their DSLR cameras 
left and right, switching to compa-
nies like Olympus and even Fuji full 

Some of what follows will be tech-
nical. Some of what follows will be 
conceptual. And if you are a mir-
rorless photographer, 100% of this 
is geared toward you. 

One thing that is unique right now 
about mirrorless cameras, is that 
there are some limitations inherent 
in not having a mirror. Workarounds 
are plentiful. But in many ways, this 
is a matter of trying to adapt old 
technology to cutting edge plat-
forms. I don’t want to get bogged 
down in the technical goop. How-
ever, to understand how to master 
your mirrorless camera’s autofo-
cus system, you do need a basic 
understanding of how it functions 
in the first place. 

A Superiority Complex

I want to start all of this off with 
a blanket statement that is sure to 
ruffle some feathers for any DSLR 
photographers. 

All modern mirrorless cameras are going to 
be inherently sharper than DSLR cameras 
due to the lack of mirrors.
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Ready?

All modern mirrorless cameras 
are sharper and superior to DSLR 
when it comes to static subjects. 

This part is unarguable. Mirror-
less cameras produce superior re-
sults when it comes to stationary 
subjects. The mechanics of how 
everything works guarantees this. 

But what exactly is a stationary 
subject? 

Sure, landscapes are stationary. 
So, we can automatically qualify 
mirrorless cameras as being su-
perior landscape cameras. But it 
goes further than that. And when 
you think about it, much of your 
wildlife photography is also of sta-
tionary subjects. 

An eagle perched atop a drift-
wood log on the beach? That’s 
stationary. An elk bugling into the 
early morning with the steam from 
his breath hanging in the air above? 
Stationary. A tree frog perched atop 
a leaf joining the nightly chorus of 
romance that fills the soundscape? 
Stationary. 

Although we like to think that 

wildlife photography is all about 
fast moving and heart stopping 
action, it’s really not. Sure, there is 
all of that. But the majority of the 
photographs that the majority of 
wildlife photographers make are 
of completely static situations. 

This reality check is important to 
keep in mind as we move forward. 

In the last series on autofocus 
I wrote, I explained that with truly 
static subjects you would always 
get superior results in focus if you 
used Live View instead of the view-
finder. The reason for this is that 
you are focusing directly off the 
camera’s image sensor. With no 
mirrors to account for, you elim-
inate inconsistencies with how 
light hits the autofocus sensor. 
Focus is slower with Live View, 
but it is FAR more accurate. 

With DSLR cameras, focusing 
with Live View uses what we call 
contrast detect autofocus (CDAF). 
Technically, all autofocus sys-
tems function off of contrast but 
apparently engineers weren’t feel-
ing very loquacious the day they 
coined this term. This method of 
focusing is deadly accurate. But it 
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is also extremely slow on a DSLR. 
However, with a mirrorless camera 
whose AF sensors are imbedded 
right on the image sensor itself, 
things are much faster, and we are 
able to benefit significantly from 
the lack of a mirror in these situa-
tions thanks to the cameras ability 
to stay in constant communication 
with the lens.

Ultimately, it’s the constant com-
munication between lens and auto-
focus sensor that lays the ground-
work for mirrorless cameras to 
become the far superior platform 
for wildlife photography one day. 
This allows unlimited innovation 
and technological advancements 
that we are only now beginning to 
get a glimpse of. 

If you are using a mirrorless cam-
era, you have probably heard about 
face detect and / or eye detect AF 
where the camera’s rudimentary 
artificial intelligence uses pattern 
recognition to detect human faces 
and eyes. Once identified, the cam-
era then automatically responds 
real time to any movements and 
changes in composition as it con-
stantly tracks the eyes around the 

viewfinder. 

This is possible because the cam-
era and the lens are able to stay 
in constant communication with 
each other – something a DSLR 
could never do outside of Live View 
mode. Portrait, commercial, and 
sports photographers are already 
beginning to rely on this pattern 
recognition AF in their work. 

We are still in the infancy of mir-
rorless cameras. But, as Moore’s 
Law states, the capability of tech-
nology doubles every 18 months. 
Where will we be in 5 years with 
these new possibilities? 

The Mirrorless Autofocus Sys-
tems

To truly master your autofocus 
system, there is some technical 
aspects to all of this you must un-
derstand. This is especially true for 
those switching over from DSLR 
cameras, as the AF systems in mir-
rorless technology are different. 
Knowing these differences, and 
understanding the various types of 
AF sensors, will improve your pho-
tography. 

With DSLR cameras, regardless 

of brand, autofocus more or less 
functioned the same way. With 
mirrorless, however, this isn’t the 
case. So, it’s best to start at the 
beginning here and discuss the AF 
sensors we are working with. 

Phase Detect AF

In terms of acquiring focus, this 
is the fastest thing on the market. 
This is what all wildlife photogra-
phers think of when it comes to 
blazing fast AF speeds. The refined 
nature of modern Phase Detect 
Autofocus, or PDAF, is what allows 
us to focus instantly on a subject. 
In some ways, this is the founda-
tion of wildlife photography where 
little time can be spent fiddling with 
proper focus.  

But there is a caveat to this. Just 
because it’s fast, doesn’t mean that 
it’s the most accurate. In fact, PDAF 
is a compromise in this respect, 
sacrificing accuracy for speed. 

Old manual focus cameras used 
to have a little circle in the viewfind-
er that, when you adjusted the fo-
cus of the lens, allowed two images 
to line up when everything was in 
focus. This is similar to how PDAF 
works. Two images, one front focus 
and the other back focus, are pro-

jected onto the sensor. Then, the 
sensor brings these two “phases” 
together. When they line up, the 
camera acknowledges everything 
is in focus. 

Please understand that this is an 
extremely simplified explanation. 

As mentioned above, this method 
of autofocus can happen blazingly 
fast. But it’s not entirely accurate. 
It gets us close most of the time. 
But there is a whole lot of varia-
tion in results. Of course, there is a 
cornucopia of possible user errors 
that can be added to the equation 
and the nuances of using contin-
uous servo focus compound this 
fact. But by and large, PDAF is the 
best thing going in terms of AF 
sensors for wildlife photography 
even though compromises must 
be made. 

Contrast-Detect

Some of you reading this may 
have entered the world of photog-
raphy with the purchase of a mir-
rorless camera. Others may have 
used DSLR cameras first, and then 
picked up a mirrorless body. For 
those of you who used DSLR cam-
eras, contrast detect is what your 
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camera was using when you fo-
cused in Live View. 

Phase detect AF in DSLR cam-
eras was an altogether separate 
system with separate sensors that 
needed light diverted away from 
the image sensor for the PDAF sys-
tem to work. With the mirror raised 
up, in Live View there was no way 
to bounce light to the phase detect 
sensors. So, camera manufactur-
ers created contrast detect so that 
the actual image sensor itself could 
focus as well. 

Let’s stop just for a second and 
consider something buried in the 
above paragraph. 

With the mirror up, there was no 
way for light to reach the PDAF 
system. This means that every 
time you make a burst of photos 
with a DSLR, each time the mirror 
comes up, the autofocus system 
disengages.  A burst of 12 photos 
in a single second means that with 
each photo you create, the AF sys-
tem has to turn off and then back 
on. Each time it reengages between 
actual frames, it has to estimate the 
distance and position of the subject 
all over again and then communi-
cate with the lens telling its focus 

ring to adjust by X amount. This is 
why subjects coming toward the 
camera are the most difficult to fo-
cus on – the subject’s distance is 
changing rapidly, and your camera 
has to keep turning off the AF sys-
tem so you can make a photograph. 
And this is also why the ability for 
mirrorless cameras to stay in con-
stant communication with lenses 

will ultimately be the game chang-
ing feature for wildlife photography 
in the future. 

Rant over. 

Back to Contrast Detect AF.

At first glance you would think that 
this automatically makes PDAF su-
perior, given that it was engineered 
as a separate system inside of the 
camera dedicated to focusing. 
However, it’s actually not. Contrast 
detect is far more accurate. Many 

professional photographers who 
worked with stationary or control-
lable subjects us Live View for their 
DSLR photography for this reason. 
Not only were you given a bigger 
view to compose with (the LCD on 
the back of the camera as opposed 
to your viewfinder), the accuracy of 
the focus was night and day differ-
ent. 

The catch here is that it is very 
slow – especially when compared 
to the speed of phase detect. So, 
landscapes? No problem and ac-
tually preferred. Product shoots, 
architecture, etc? Contrast detect 
through Live View was always go-
ing to produce consistently better 
results. 

Wildlife that is moving? Well, 
that’s where it all sort of fall apart. 

CDAF works by analyzing the con-

trast and then adjusting the focus 
back and forth until it gets right, 
until lines of contrast are sharp. 
Technically phase detect is using 
contrast as well, but this is differ-
ent. 

Whereas phase detect is trying to 
line up two different versions of an 
image on the sensor and make a 
judgement call instantly, contrast 
detect is actually moving the fo-
cus in and out until it gets it right. 
This is exactly like you rotating the 
focus ring of the lens, moving the 
focus in and out until you think it’s 
just right. 

So, contrast detect is deadly ac-
curate but very slow. 

For certain types of photogra-
phy, contrast detect is the superior 
method of autofocus. For others, 
it’s not. I make this statement in or-
der to ensure you understand that 
contrast detect is not old / outdat-
ed / inferior. It’s actually far more 
accurate and reliable and prefer-
able for truly static subjects. But 
wildlife isn’t always so cooperative, 
and thus phase detect is what we 

The lack of cross-type sensors is the single biggest 
thing holding most mirrorless cameras back from 
being able to compete directly with DSLR flagship 
cameras like the D6 and 1DXm3.
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need – compromising some accu-
racy for increased speed. 

Hybrid AF Systems: the world of 
mirrorless AF

Without mirrors in mirrorless 
cameras, there is no way to have 
a separate autofocus system like 
we find with phase detect in DSLR 
cameras. This meant that the early 
days of mirrorless looked a lot like 
using Live View. Focusing was ac-
curate, but it was incredibly slow 
due to the limitations of contrast 
detect AF. This fact alone has held 
back mirrorless cameras in terms 
of overall sales. As many photog-
raphers still remember these ear-
ly models, there is still this gener-
al misconception that mirrorless 
cameras are all slouches when it 
comes to AF speed. 

But that’s just not the case. 

Enter the hybrid system. 

The hybrid autofocus system was 
first invented by Sony as a means 
of working around the sluggish 
nature of focusing directly off the 
camera’s imaging sensor. This was 
done by actually placing phase de-
tect AF sensors directly onto the 
image sensor. Remember that an 

image sensor is one big rectangle. 
AF sensors are small and vary in 
number depending upon camera 
– which is why you move your AF 
point around inside of the viewfind-
er to correspond with which AF sen-
sor you want to activate and why 
different cameras vary in terms of 
the number of AF points you have 
to work with. 

The hybrid in the hybrid systems 
comes from the fact that cameras 
using these types of AF systems 
are a combination of both phase 
detect and contrast detect. Differ-
ent cameras handle this in differ-
ent ways. 

Although this was a brilliant 
means of overcoming the inherent 
problem of speed with contrast de-
tect autofocus, the hybrid AF sys-
tem does not come without its own 
inherent problems. 

Low Light and IR – a bit of a prob-
lem

Low light is always an issue for 
autofocus. This problem tran-
scends the mirrorless vs DSLR 
conversation. Both platforms see 
a significant decrease in perfor-
mance and accuracy as a result. 

AF systems need light to operate. 
The more light the better. But with 
mirrorless, the problem is made 
worse by the fact that the autofo-
cus sensors are placed directly on 
the camera’s imaging sensor. 

Sitting on top of our image sen-
sors are a number of different fil-
ters. By their very definition, a filter 
is in place to filter light. Some of 
these have minimal impact on the 
amount of light that hit the image 
sensor such as the Bayer array fil-
ter which is in place is for turning 
light waves into color. Other filters 
block light - such as the Infrared 
(IR) filter whose job it is to filter out 
IR light in order to enhance color 
accuracy. 

With traditional phase detect sys-
tems, light was diverted to the AF 
sensors prior to reaching the im-
age sensor. Camera manufactures 
could stack as many filters as nec-
essary in front of the image sensor 
with no loss of AF speed. But with 
hybrid AF systems, color accuracy 
and AF speed are fighting against 
each other. 

This isn’t to say that the IR filter 
kills the hybrid autofocus system 

for wildlife photography. By no 
means is this the case. However, it 
is something to know about and un-
derstand because it should cause 
you to adjust how you work in lower 
light – meaning you need to be very 
precise with your AF technique en-
suring you are focusing on edges 
with distinct lines of contrast. 

Lines and Cross Type Sensors – 
not all mirrorless cameras are cre-
ated equal and you better read this 
part!

Phase detect autofocus works by 
focusing on actual “lines” or “edg-
es” in our composition. There are 
two type of sensors for this, and 
this fact may be one of the most 
important things to understand 
about the differences between the 
various mirrorless cameras. 

The original and most rudimen-
tary form of phase detect AF is 
known as line sensors. These AF 
sensors are oriented horizontally 
and are able to detect vertical lines 
that run perpendicular to the sen-
sor (cutting across the sensor). 

I am going to repeat this part be-
cause it’s important. 
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Line sensors focus on vertical 
lines in our composition. 

The problem with this is that not 
all places where we want to focus 
are composed of vertical lines. 
Sometimes they are horizontal. 
And sometimes there are no lines 
at all. 

In traditional DSLR phase detect 
AF systems, this issue was even-
tually overcome by the invention 
of cross-type sensors. Cross-type 
sensors allow for horizontal, ver-
tical, and diagonal lines to all be 
detected by a single sensor. The 
invention of cross-type sensors 
dramatically improved the speed 
and accuracy of phase detect aut-
ofocus, but even today with the 
most modern iterations of DSLR 
cameras, only one single camera 
comes equipped with 100% cross-
type sensors and that is the Nikon 
D6. Outside of the D6, all other 
DSLR cameras have a mixture of 
line and cross-type sensors scat-
tered in different places. 

Have you ever heard the saying 
that you should use your center AF 
points / sensors because they are 
the fastest and the most accurate?

This technique came about be-
cause cross-type AF sensors were 
always placed in the middle of what 
you can see in the viewfinder. They 
exist elsewhere, but it can be dif-
ficult to remember exactly where 
they are located. So, by using the 
middle AF point for high speed 
erratic action, you increased your 
success rate with DSLR cameras 
because you were using the more 
advanced cross-type sensor that 
was able to focus on various types 
of lines. 

If this is the most advanced and 
accurate sensor, why aren’t all cam-
eras made this way? 

The answer is simple. Cross-type 
sensors are complicated and ex-
pensive. And they are really only 
needed for very specific types of 
photography. Landscape, portraits, 
commercial, studio, etc.? Cross 
type sensors are not necessary. 

Only photojournalists, sports, and 
wildlife photographers greatly ben-
efit from these sensors. 

But what does this all mean for 
mirrorless cameras? 

I hate to break the news to every-

one, but at the time of this writing 
(July 2020) there are only two mir-
rorless cameras with ANY cross-
type sensors. As this type of AF 
system is difficult enough to work 
with even with autofocus systems 
that are completely separate from 
the imaging sensors, adding this 
technology to the image sensor it-
self is even more challenging. 

Nikon, Canon, Fuji, and Panason-
ic users: I am sorry to say that you 
have no mirrorless camera options 
that offer cross-type sensors. 

The only mirrorless cameras on 
the market that offer these more 
advanced AF systems are the Sony 
a9 / a9ii and the Olympus EM1x. 

Both of these cameras were engi-
neered to compete with Nikon’s D5 
/ D6 and Canon’s 1Dx m2 / m3, and 
thus were designed with cross-type 
sensors in order to hold their own 
against two of the world’s most ad-
vanced AF cameras. 

Of the two available mirrorless 
cameras with cross-type AF sen-
sors, the Olympus EM1x offer 100% 
cross-type sensors while the Sony 
a9 / a9ii only offers 15 cross-type 
sensors. 

What this means is that if you are 
using any mirrorless camera other 
than the EM1x or a9 / a9ii, then you 
are using line sensors that are al-
ways going to work best if you can 
find vertical lines to focus on. 

Sony a7rIV? Line sensors. Canon 
R5? Line sensors. Nikon z7? Line 
sensors. Olympus OMD whatever? 
Line sensors. 

Understand that every mirrorless 
camera on the market today will 
be one step behind the Sony a9 / 
a9ii and the Olympus EM1x when 
it comes to speed and accuracy of 
focusing and tracking fast moving 
subjects. 

This isn’t that big of a statement 
though. It’s sort of like saying the 
Nikon D850 is one step behind the 
Nikon D6, or the Canon 5DmIV is 
one step behind the 1DXm3. Nikon 
and Canon users know this. Sony 
users know that the a7 series 
doesn’t perform as well as the a9 
for fast action, just like Olympus 
users understand the power of the 
EM1x. 

The reason I am devoting so many 
words to this is simply because it’s 
important to understand WHY the 
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a9ii and EM1x are faster right now. 

It’s not magic. 

It’s a different type of AF sensor. 

And if you understand this, then 
you can understand how YOUR 
camera’s AF sensors work and ad-
just your technique accordingly – 
which is what the next articles in 
this series will be all about. 

This bit about understanding 
how and why your autofocus sys-
tem works a certain way cannot be 
overstated. As a Nikon guy, I was 
bombarded with countless neg-
ative comments on social media 
and email when I mentioned that 
I added the Z series of cameras to 
my workflow. And YouTube is full 
of negative reviews about these 
camera’s autofocus ability. 

And yet, they perform fantastical-
ly for me – having dragged them 
all over the Western Hemisphere 
(prior to the pandemic, of course). 

Why? 

Because I know what the camer-
as are designed for, how they work, 
and use them accordingly. 

The two biggest quirks to the hy-
brid AF system found on most mir-
rorless cameras (focusing in low 
light and the use of line sensors) all 
boils down to needing to be precise 
with WHERE you attempt to focus. 

In low light, you need to find strong 
edges to work with because of the 
IR filter that is blocking light reach-
ing the image sensor. 

And thanks to the use of line sen-
sors, you need to try and work with 
edges or lines that are vertical or 
at a 45-degree angle. 

These two little tweaks in terms 
of how and where you focus will 
improve your success rate right 
IMEDIATELY. 

The Hybrid in the Hybrid Autofo-
cus 

Most modern-day mirrorless 
cameras with hybrid autofocus 
systems use a little combination 
of both PDAF and CDAF to get the 
job done. 

For those AF sensors that are only 
line sensors – almost all mirrorless 
cameras – the hybrid AF system 
will activate contrast detect if the 

camera is having a difficult time 
determining focus. 

This is pretty neat. And it’s one of 
the unique benefits of mirrorless 
cameras, especially with slower 
moving or static subjects. 

As PDAF is designed to be light-
ning fast, if the camera encoun-
ters what it deems to be a hiccup 
in focusing, CDAF kicks in to fine 
tune the last bit of focusing. For in-
stance, in low light if there is not 
enough information visible for the 
camera’s PDAF sensors to deter-
mine focus, contrast detect kicks 
in and gets the job done. 

Innovating our way past problems

With the invention of the hybrid 
AF system, we had a decent work-
around available to us so we were 
not stuck with the old and abys-
mally slow contrast detect system 
found in Live View on DSLR camer-
as. 

But, as noted above, this came 
with its own engineering problems. 

For proper color science, a multi-
tude of filters have to sit in front of 
our image sensor. I only spoke of 

the Bayer array and IR filter above. 
There are others such as the Opti-
cal Low Pass filter which actually 
blurs the image slightly to help re-
move false color and fix problems 
with moiré patterns. 

As you can see, all of these filters 
ultimately function to create better 
color.

But all of these filters also work to 
reduce light hitting the image sen-
sor, which is problematic for us as 
this is where our AF sensors are 
now located. 

Though Sony and Olympus have 
already improved upon the perfor-
mance of the hybrid AF system by 
incorporating cross-type sensors 
in their flagship camera bodies, 
this does nothing for us in terms 
of the light. Both systems are still 
affected by low light and both sys-
tems could be improved upon by 
allowing more light to reach the AF 
sensors – like all mirrorless cam-
eras. 

Canon saw this problem be-
fore they ever came out with their 
EOSR system and began creating 
their dual pixel AF system for use 
in Live View. Canon was, for a very 
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long time, the leader in DSLR Vid-
eo - though they have fallen a few 
positions back as of late. The use 
of the dual pixel system allowed 
for smooth autofocus transitions 
while tracking and was one of sev-
eral reasons DSLR video shooters 
opted for Canon. 

The idea is that instead of having 
phase detect AF sensors randomly 
placed throughout the image sen-
sor, each pixel is divided into two 
photodiodes that have separate 
jobs. 

This is pretty revolutionary stuff. 
And Canon seems to have no limit 
to their marketing budget touting 
how unique the Dual Pixel AF sys-
tem is. However, its impact is felt 
more in the video world than it is in 
still photography. We will all prob-
ably end up seeing dual pixel AF 
systems added to our mirrorless 
cameras one day because of what 
it does for video performance. But 
it has negligible impact on perfor-
mance for still photographers at 
the moment. 

Like Canon, Fuji also has made 
changes to how the hybrid AF sys-
tem works in their cameras but with 

possibly more impact on still pho-
tography than Canon’s dual pixel 
AF system. But instead of chang-
ing anything with the actual AF 
sensors, Fuji re-invented the Bayer 
array filter. 

Traditionally, the Bayer array 
caused moiré. So, camera com-
panies would add an anti-aliasing 
/ optical low pass filter to the set-
up in order to correct for this. With 
Fuji’s new Bayer array pattern, this 
is not necessary which allows for 
a whole series of filters that were 
used as part of the optical low pass 
filter system to be removed entire-
ly. On paper, this should allow for 
slightly faster AF acquisition and 
slightly sharper images – similar 
to when Nikon released the D800e 
with the anti-aliasing filter removed 
for sharper images. 

Is it enough to be a game chang-
ing in how AF works? 

I honestly don’t think so. At least 
not yet anyways. 

Both Canon and Fuji’s attempts at 
re-engineering the way their cam-
eras work are steps in the right di-
rection. We have to remember that 
in comparison to SLR and DSLR 

technology, we are still in 
the early days of mirrorless 
technology – especially for 
wildlife photographers. 

Despite these advance-
ments though, the two big-
gest things that camera 
manufacturers can do right 
now to improve AF performance for 
us wildlife photographers is to add 
cross-type AF sensors AND give 
us more battery power to drive ev-
erything. Electricity is a big limiting 
factor in mirrorless. And with EVFs 
consuming so much power as it is, 
there is barely enough to drive the 
AF systems we have in place. 

Focus Points – stop fretting over 
how many you have

When we talk about focus points, 
we are referring to the little select-
able rectangles inside of your view-
finder. Understand that these can 
be moved around to select differ-
ent areas of the composition you 
want to focus on. 

If you are not moving your focus 
points around with the thumbpad 
on the back of your camera (or joy-
stick), if you are only ever using the 
ones in the middle of the frame, 

then you are crippling yourself as a 
photographer and an artist. These 
things are meant to be moved, ad-
justed, and tweaked for each com-
position you are creating. 

I approach my photography as a 
form of visual art – not a documen-
tary record of the world. If all you 
care to do is just capture a snapshot 
of a species, then by all means just 
use the center focus points. How-
ever, if you are interested in visual 
flow or composition then always 
sticking your subject in the middle 
of the frame is going to cripple you. 

Some photographers work 
around this by using a “focus and 
recompose” method. In essence, 
you can acquire focus with thev 
center point and then lock it in 
place via an AF-L (autofocus lock) 
button, or by using the back button 
focusing method (more on this lat-
er). Once acquired, you can swing 

Stop worrying about the 
number of focus points. When 
it comes to mirrorless wildlife 
photography, less is more.
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the lens around to set up your 
composition and fire away. 

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

Oh, and what happens when you 
subject is moving? 

There are situations when stick-
ing to the center focus points is 
appropriate such as when photo-
graphing birds in flight (more on 
this in part III). But for every other 

situation, I suggest setting up your 
composition first, then moving the 
focus points to where they need to 
be in that composition. 

Each one of these selectable fo-
cus points corresponds to an AF 
sensor imbedded into the photo-
sites of your image sensor. As you 
toggle through the focus points, you 
are activating different AF sensors 
in your camera. However, the actu-
al AF sensor does not correspond 
with the size of the little rectangle 
you see lit up in the viewfinder. In 
fact, the AF sensor is a small dot in 
the middle of those rectangles. You 
can’t see this dot. And in most sit-
uations this information is not im-
portant. But sometimes this detail 
can mean the difference between 
getting a leaf in focus instead of an 
eye. So, it is something you should 
be aware of. 

With the invention of the hybrid 
AF system, everything changed in 
terms of what was possible with 
the number of selectable autofo-
cus points. Now that we are focus-
ing directly off the camera’s image 
sensor as opposed to a separate 
phase detection system, focus 
points can be placed from one cor-
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ner of the frame to the other. 

If you are familiar with DSLR 
camera systems, you will remem-
ber that companies like Nikon and 
Canon boasted numbers such as 
51, 63, or 153 selectable autofo-
cus points with the top of the line 
sports and action cameras. 

Today, we find mirrorless camer-
as touting absolutely insane num-
bers such as the new Canon EOS 
R5’s 5,950 selectable points. Or, 
crazier still, the EOS R6’s 6,072 se-
lectable points. 

At face value, this may sound like 
a benefit over something like the 
Nikon Z6’s 273 selectable points. 
Or Olympus’s EM1X’s 121 select-
able AF points. 

It’s not. 

Technically, all of the mirrorless 
cameras using hybrid AF systems 
have huge numbers of autofocus 
sensors like the R5 and R6. It’s just 
that you can’t manually select all of 
them. This is not new. The Nikon D5 
touted 150+ AF sensors. But less 
than half were actually selectable. 
Those that were not selectable 

still functioned and engaged when 
necessary. It’s just that it was nev-
er necessary to actually have the 
ability to select all of them. 

Touting gigantic numbers like the 
R5 and R6, in mirrorless camera 
world, is more marketing hype than 
anything else. Yes, in theory, this 
gives you more precision in terms 
of where you can focus. But now 
imagining scrolling across 6,000 
different points to get to the one 
you want while a bald eagle sud-
denly drops down in front of you to 
pull a fish from the river. 

With that one scenario you should 
be able to see that there was a 
reason the number of selectable 
points was limited with the DSLR 
cameras.

Many wildlife photographers find 
it beneficial to go in and actually 
limit the number of selectable AF 
points to cut down on the clutter and 
time and it takes to move between 
sensors. All of the latest genera-
tions of mirrorless cameras allow 
you to do this and it is something 
you might want to consider. I for 
one do not want to thumb through 

the Nikon Z7’s 493 AF points to find 
the one I want while action is hap-
pening. And if 493 is about 430 too 
many for me, then I certainly do not 
want to fumble through over 6,000 
of these things. 

Understand that when you lim-
it the number of selectable focus 
points, you are not actually dis-
abling those AF sensors. They are 
still there. They all still work. They 
are always helping you with your 
focusing. It’s just that you can’t 
actually select them individually – 
which is really only a consideration 
when using the single point AF area 
mode (more on this in part II). 

Consult your camera’s manual to 
see exactly how to do this if you 
find the sheer volume of AF points 
to be cumbersome for you. 

Autofocus Modes: Single Servo vs 
Continuous Servo

Understanding the difference be-
tween Single Shot and Continuous 
Servo is important. This dramati-
cally dictates how your camera fo-
cuses. Though some wildlife pho-
tographers may argue there is only 
one option that you need here, in 
reality both Single and Servo come 

with pros and cons. 

When we talk about Single Shot, 
understand that depending on the 
camera you are using, this is also 
known as One Shot or Single Servo. 
This has nothing to do with having 
a single autofocus point that you 
are using. Instead, it’s all about how 
long your autofocus is activated 
and what it does once it acquires 
focus. 

When your camera is set to Sin-
gle Shot, the autofocus will lock 
onto a subject and then disengage 
until you re-engage it. As long as 
you or the subject doesn’t move, 
every photograph will be in focus 
and sharp. You can shoot 2,000 
photos like this and the focus will 
all be the same. But if the animal 
(or you) moves, however, you will 
have to reacquire focus again (and 
again and again and again). 

At face value, it would be easy to 
assume that this is not the option 
you would want to work with as a 
wildlife photographer. With every 
movement, you have to let go of the 
either the shutter button entirely, or 
the AF-On button, and then press 
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again to reacquire focus. Wild-
life moves, wouldn’t you want 
to always keep up? 

The short answer to this 
question is “yes.” Of course, 
you want to be able to keep 
up. But wildlife isn’t always moving. 
Sometimes wildlife photography 
comes with all the heart stopping 
action of photographing a rock in 
a field. 

Continuous Servo, also known 
as Continuous Autofocus, is quite 
different. When this setting is se-
lected, your autofocus system will 
continuously attempt to focus on 
the subject until you let go of the 
shutter button or AF-On button. 
This is the setting that most wild-
life photographers leave their cam-
eras in at all times. If your subject is 
moving, your camera continuously 
works to keep up with it.

So, if Single Servo locks on and 
then deactivates but Continuous 
Servo is constantly working to keep 
our images in focus, you might be 
asking why on Earth would anyone 
want to use Single Servo? 

Continuous Servo is not without 
its problems. 

Have you ever noticed that in a 
burst of multiple photos there is 
only ever a certain percentage that 
are actually in critical focus? 

Most often, you will find the first 
couple nice and sharp. Then two 
or three that are slightly off. Then 
another in focus. Then soft again. 

This is the problem with Continu-
ous Servo. Since it is trying to con-
stantly keep your subject in focus, 
the camera’s AF system is steadi-
ly making tiny adjustments. Those 
tiny adjustments translate to imag-
es that are both in focus and out of 
focus. This isn’t a problem with your 
technique, per se. This isn’t a prob-
lem with your camera, per se. Every 
camera manufacturer will tell you 
this is how Continuous Servo func-
tions and that there will always be 
a ratio of in focus and out of focus 
images when using this feature. 

With moving subjects, this is a 
small price to pay for being able to 
keep up with the action. Even if the 
ratio of keepers to soft photos is 
50%, this is going to be much bet-
ter than trying to refocus with every 
single step or wing beat or whatev-
er occurs. 

But when subjects are static, 
when things aren’t moving about, 
Single Servo is going to produce 
superior results every single time. 
Once focus is locked, the camera 
stops fiddling with things and you 
can shoot away. And each and ev-
ery photograph will be in focus. 

The difference between Single 
and Continuous Servo works to 
drive home an important point 
about your camera: each and ev-
ery feature was baked in there for 
a reason. 

On any given day, with any given 
shoot, I may switch back and forth 
between Continuous Servo and 

Single Servo. Let’s say I am 
photographing a bald eagle 
in flight. This is Continuous 
Servo territory. She dives to 
the surface of the water and 
plucks a salmon out of the riv-

er before launching back into the 
air and toward a favorite perch. 
Without Continuous Servo, I would 
bring home few if any images in fo-
cus. But once at the perch, where 
she begins to pull apart her break-
fast, everything changes. Now she 
is static. Yes, her head and talons 
may be moving about, by her dis-
tance from me is not changing. 
And if I switch over to Single Servo, 
I can guarantee myself that every 
photograph will be in focus here. 

The problem though is a matter 
of switching back and forth. To ac-
tually dive into your camera’s Auto-
focus Modes and switch between 
Continuous and Single Servo on the 
fly is cumbersome. And if it wasn’t 
for one very simple button reas-
signment, me and the rest of the 
professional wildlife photography 
world would probably rarely do it. 

Enter: the AF-ON button!

The AF-ON button does exact-

When subjects are static, when things aren’t 
moving about, Single Servo is going to produce 
superior results every single time.
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ly as the name implies – it turns 
on the autofocus. This little but-
ton is located on the back of your 
camera and usually above and just 
to the left or right of your thumb 
dial so that it can be easily found 
and accessed by your thumb. On 
some consumer model cameras, 
you may have to assign this button 
in the custom function menu, but 

on the higher end “prosumer” and 
professional bodies, you will find 
a dedicated AF-ON button – Olym-
pus being the exception to the rule 
here.

Your camera will come pro-
gramed to allow you to activate 
your AF by either pressing down 
the shutter button halfway or by 
pressing the AF-ON button. But I 

am going to argue that you should 
absolutely not be using your shut-
ter button to activate the autofo-
cus of your camera. Too much is 
happening here. Delays occur. Lag 
happens – albeit very short lag. 
And most importantly, you make 
life much more complicated when 
it comes to using the various AF 
Modes effectively. 

When we separate the AF from 
the shutter button, allowing only 
the AF-ON button to handle this 
function, we are effectively “back 
button focusing.” Ever heard of it? 
I’m sure you have. That’s all it is – 
using the AF-ON button. Wildlife 
photographers love it, and I only 
know of a couple professionals not 
using it.

One argument made against this 
technique is that sometimes you 
may want to select different AF 
sensors / focus points while in the 
middle of focusing and shooting.  
Honestly, the times in which this 
would actually be something to 
consider are so minuscule in num-
ber, so incredibly rare, that it makes 
it a completely moot point. Really, 
I think this is just an excuse peo-
ple come up with because they are 
set in their ways and don’t want to 
change. 

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

Of course, EVERYBODY goes 
about setting this up differently . . . 
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Nikon

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

Canon

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

Start. This will assign your autofo-
cus only to the AF-ON button.

Sony

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

1. Menu > Custom Settings > 
Custom Key Settings > AEL Button 
> AF On

2. While still in Custom Key Set-
tings, go to AF/MF button and 
choose AF/MF Ctrl Toggle.

3. Back under Custom Settings, 
go to AF w/shutter and select Off. 

Olympus

Olympus doesn’t actually have a 
dedicated AF-On button like other 
camera systems. On most of the 
Olympus lineup, you have an AE / 
AL button where other manufactur-
ers place the AF-On. You will need 
to go into the menu and reassign 
the AE/AL button to instead acti-
vate the camera’s autofocus and 
disconnect the AF activation from 
the shutter button. Some Olympus 
cameras do not have a dedicate 
AE / AL button on the back of the 

camera. On these models, you will 
find a FN button. This stands for 
Function and Olympus is suggest-
ing to you that the button is fully 
customizable. However, the cam-
era does come with the FN button 
automatically assigned to AE / AL. 
Just note that this is the button you 
will use. 

1. Menu

2. Go to Custom Menu (looks like 
a gear)

3. Select Custom Menu A1 (AF/
MF)

4. Select AEL/AFL

5. Select C-AF

6. Select Mode 3. 

Fuji

Fuji is a two-step process. You 
must first disable the autofocus 
activation from the shutter button. 
Then you have to assign AF activa-
tion elsewhere. 

Disabling AF activation from the 
shutter button

1. Menu

2. Setup (wrench icon)

3. Button Dial Setting

4. Shutter AF 

5. Set both to Off

Assigning AF activation

1. On the back of the camera hold 
down the DISP button for a couple 
seconds until the Button Setting 
screen pops up. 

2. Depending upon your prefer-
ence, you can now select either 
the AE-L or AF-L button to assign 
AF activation to. Most people as-
sign this to the AF-L button. Start 
here and if it’s awkward trying to 
use this button, you can reassign 
this function to the AE-L button in-
stead. 

3. Once you have selected the 
button you want to assign function 
to, simply choose AF-On in the pro-
ceeding menu. 

Once you have assigned the AF 
activation solely to the AF-ON but-
ton, your autofocus will only en-
gage while you are holding down 
this button. If you were to hit your 
shutter button, the autofocus does 
not activate and the focus of the 
lens does not change. This means 
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that you now have the option to ei-
ther hold down the AF-ON button 
if you want to continuously auto-
focus on a moving subject, OR let 
go of the AF-ON button once you 
have acquired focus to effectively 
“lock” your focus on a static sub-
ject. Since pressing the shutter but-
ton will only trip the shutter, as it no 
longer activates the AF system, all 
you have to do is set you camera 
for AF-C / AI Servo and you now 
have all the benefits that AF-C, AF-
S, AND manual have to offer!

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

and instead simply reach out and 
focus manually – which is incred-
ibly simple to do with mirrorless 
cameras. If you had tried to do this 
before, you would have to manu-
ally turn off the AF function of the 
lens or camera before adjusting 
the focusing ring of the lens. 

Hopefully these examples let you 
see that by simply tapping, holding, 
or not touching a single button on 
your camera, you can have all three 
of the key AF modes instantly. No 
digging through menus. No think-
ing about or trying to remember 
how to do it. No lag time between 
locking on autofocus and tripping 
the shutter during fast paced ac-
tion. It’s wonderful. It’s amazing. 
And its guaranteed to make you 
jump higher, run faster, tighten 
your buns, give you a better back-
hand, and have cuter kids. 

Another added benefit of sep-
arating the AF activation from 
your shutter button is the ease in 
which you can manually override 
focus. Despite all of the techno-
logical breakthroughs that have 
happened with autofocusing over 
the years, there are still situations 
in which, despite all of its sophis-



 62The Journal of Wildlife Photography 



 63The Journal of Wildlife Photography 

tication, AF systems just cannot 
handle focusing. Photographing in 
heavy falling snow is one situation. 
Trying to focus on a subject that is 
shyly hiding behind things such as 
a tree or leaves on a branch is an-
other (sloth in Panama example). 
The fact of the matter is the more 
time you spend out in the field, the 
more likely you are to find scenarios 
where it’s just plain easier to manu-
ally focus. And if your AF activation 
is still tied to your shutter button, 
then you will need to flip a switch 
on the side of your camera or turn 
your lens’s AF off. But if you are 
using the AF-ON technique, then 
all you have to do is simply reach 
out and focus your lens. That’s it. 
It is that simple.  

Manual Focus: mirrorless makes 
it sexy again

Before we can continue moving 
forward with our discussion of mir-
rorless autofocus, I think that it’s 
important for us to take a moment 
and discuss manual focus. I real-
ize that this may seem somewhat 
antithetical to the purpose of the 
article, but when it comes to mir-
rorless cameras, this is an import-
ant topic. 

If you were once a DSLR camera 
owner, then you know how difficult 
manual focus was to use. Thanks 
to the invention of autofocus, cam-
era manufacturers did away with 
any sort of manual focus assis-
tance in cameras. Before this, you 
would actually have features built 
into the viewfinder that would help 
you line up focus manually. With 
the introduction of mirrorless cam-
eras and their EVF (Electronic View 
Finders), manual focusing is once 
again a easy and accurate thanks 

to a feature called Focus Peaking. 

Focus Peaking has been around 
for a while – just not in still cam-
eras. The video world has been 
using this for many years. With 
video, despite camera manufac-
turer’s claims to AF performance, 
all professional productions are 
shot using manual focus in order 
to create smooth transitions in fo-
cusing. From the latest Hollywood 
blockbuster to jaw dropping epic 
sized documentaries like Planet 

Earth II, it was all shot using man-
ual focus. And to assist with this, 
Focus Peaking was invented. 

When turned on, Focus Peaking 
places a bright colorful line around 
everything that is in focus within the 
viewfinder. If you set the FP color to 
red, this means that you will have a 
bright glowing red line around the 
edges of whatever it is you have in 
focus. 

For photography, this is game 
changing. 

This takes all the guess work out 
of the equation. 

Now, if you need to manually fo-
cus, and you are using the back 
button focusing technique, all you 
need to do is not touch your as-
signed AF-On button and instead 
reach out and twist the focusing 
ring of the lens. Looking through 
either the viewfinder or the LCD, 
Focus Peaking should immediate-
ly engage, and you can then fine 
tune the focus to ensure you nail 

your shot. 

Different cameras handle Focus 
Peaking in different ways. Some 
manufacturers automatically en-
able Focus Peaking as soon as you 
rotate the focus ring on the lens 
manually. Others require you to en-
gage Focus Peaking by assigning 
it to a custom function button first. 
Consult your manual to determine 
how your camera is set up to use Fo-
cus Peaking. This is without ques-
tion one of the biggest benefits to 
the EVF in mirrorless cameras, and 
one that everyone should have set 
up and in place to use when needs 
be. 

AF Tracking: The next frontier 

Before we can talk about Tracking, 
we need to define what this even 
means because there is a WHOLE 
LOT OF CONFUSION out there on 
the internet.

It’s sort of like how a lot of be-
ginner photographers assume that 
when more advanced shooters 
talk about the importance of using 
manual, they assume this means 
manual focus instead of manual 
exposure. 

Focus peaking has the potential to 
completely revolutionize your photography.
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automatically tracking a subject 
across the viewfinder. Not until the 
Nikon D5 and Canon 1Dxm2 did this 
technology mature enough to be 
reliable in the field in certain situa-
tions. For photographing humans, 
just about everybody has this dialed 
in good enough for professional 
use. For wildlife, there is a lot to be 
improved upon. But make no mis-
take here. Automatic tracking is 
where camera manufacturers are 
putting their money for research 
and development right now. 

Tracking is all about pattern rec-
ognition. Your camera analyzes 
the color and shape of your sub-
ject, it analyzes the movement of 
your subject in the frame, then it 
uses predictive algorithms to make 
guesses as to where the subject 
will be next. 

Whether we are talking about the 
Fuji Xt-4 or the Sony A7rV, every mir-
rorless camera I reference in this 
article is now capable of tracking 
of human subjects to the point of 
being a legitimate tool for profes-
sional photographers. 

But animals are different. 

Despite the amount of money it 

What it’s not: Understand first 
and foremost when we talk about 
AF Tracking, we ARE NOT talking 
about a camera’s ability to keep up 
with and focus on a moving sub-
ject. 

This is important. Several cam-
eras had their names and repu-
tations tarnished because of this 
misunderstanding before wildlife 
photographers could even get their 
hands on them.  

The Nikon Z series is a case in 
point and was driven by YouTube 
personalities during the launch of 
this new line of cameras. 

What it is: When we talk about AF 
Tracking, we are discussing the au-
tomatic autofocusing and tracking 
features where the camera uses 
pattern recognition and predictive 
math to follow a subject as it moves 
erratically around the viewfinder 
without the photographer’s input. 

See the difference? 

Ever since Nikon released its 3D 
tracking with the F5 film camera, 
manufacturers across the board 
have been somewhat obsessed 
with trying to perfect the idea of 
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seems like us wildlife photogra-
phers invest in these companies, 
our dollars pale in comparison to 
that of other genera of photogra-
phy. Photojournalism, sports, wed-
ding, and commercial photography 
are what our cameras are really 
designed for. As wildlife photogra-
phers, we try to find cameras with 
a good blend of features for pho-
tojournalism and sports and then 
adapt that to our needs. 

So, when it comes to these baked 
in algorithms and the rudimentary 
artificial intelligence that it takes 
for cameras to analyze our sub-
jects and use pattern recognition to 
track it, rest assured that humans 
were the priority of the engineers. 
This isn’t to say that your mirror-
less camera can’t track a running 
brown bear, hunting lioness, or a 
red-billed tropic bird flying through 
the air. What I am implying is that 
there is still a very large margin of 
error when working with non-hu-
man subjects. 

Eye Detect

If you have heard of Eye-Detec-
tion AF, this is a form of AF-Track-
ing. While most Tracking situations 

require you to actually select a tar-
get for the camera to follow, with 
Eye-Detection, the camera is auto-
matically looking for and attempt-
ing to recognize a human eye in the 
composition. 

The newest iteration of this is An-
imal Eye AF. As the name implies, 
the camera is designed to recog-
nize the shape of an animal’s eye 
and will lock focus and follow as the 
animal moves through the frame. 
This feature is designed specifical-
ly for domesticated cats and dogs. 

Animal Eye AF is still very much 
in its infancy. It only sort of works 
once in a while with cats and dogs. 
Contrast is important here. A black 
cat with a black eye is usually a no 
go. Use this on other animals, and 
the success rate goes down even 
further – except for whitetail and 
mule deer for some reason. At this 
stage in the game, I would clas-
sify Animal Eye AF as a gimmick 
for amateur and novice photog-
raphers. However, it does set the 
stage for whats to come with mir-
rorless cameras. 

Thanks to the lack of a mirror, 
cameras are able to maintain con-

stant communication with lenses. 
This is an important step toward 
AF-Tracking ever maturing enough 
to be a solid solution in wildlife pho-
tography. The fact that firmware 
upgrades can add Eye-AF and An-
imal Eye-AF this early in the game 
means that one day we may be 
able to have separate autofocus 
parameters for tracking birds vs 
mammals vs people. Though these 
features are not reliable at the mo-
ment for wildlife, it doesn’t mean 
that they won’t be soon. Where will 
this technology be in 5 years? 

At the moment, I do not recom-
mend using any of the Tracking-AF 
features for wildlife photography. 
There are some situations when 
Tracking does work quite well – 
such as when photographing bright 
white birds against a featureless 
blue sky. However, at the time of 
writing this, you will find more con-
sistent results using proper auto-
focusing techniques otherwise. 

Firmware Updates

Keeping up with your camera’s 
firmware updates is one of the 

most important things you can do 
as a mirrorless photographer. 

For some, this may seem like an 
obvious statement. But for others, 
it’s not. 

I have yet to lead a workshop in 
the last 10 years where at least one 
participant, if not half, had never 
updated the firmware of their cam-
era. If this is important with DLSR 
cameras, it is absolutely critical 
with mirrorless. 

When Eye and Animal Eye-AF 
were first introduced, they came out 
as firmware updates. But maybe a 
better example of this is Nikon’s Z6 
and Z7. 

When Nikon’s Z series was first 
introduced, there were several 
problems with Continuous Servo 
AF. These cameras were phenom-
enal at quickly acquiring critical 
focus on a subject and producing 
razor sharp results. However, once 
focus was acquired, the Continu-
ous Servo struggled far more than 
it should. Nikon addressed this 
not by releasing new cameras, but 
by updating the firmware of these 
cameras. And by the time that Firm-
ware v.3 was released, both the Z6 
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wrong one, and everything falls 
apart. 

Each AF area mode functions dif-
ferently because they are designed 
for different purposes. The various 
scenarios we encounter in the field 
dictate exactly which option is go-
ing to be the best any given day. 

Stay tuned!

and the Z7 had autofocus systems 
comparable to all of Sony’s A7 se-
ries of cameras – which were the 
only direct competitors until Can-
on released the R5 and R6. 

Updating your Firmware is like 
updating your Mac or Windows 
– but often much better. With the 
operating systems we use on our 
computers, updates usually pro-
vide security and bug fixes. With 
mirrorless cameras, however, we 
tend to receive legitimate upgrades 

to the performance of the camer-
as themselves. This has been the 
case with every mirrorless camera 
from Sony to Olympus. 

Updating the Firmware is usu-
ally as simple as downloading a 
file from the camera manufactur-
er’s website to a memory card and 
then inserting it into the camera 
and telling the system to update. 
If you have never done a Firmware 
update, check with your camera’s 
manual to ensure you do this cor-

rectly. This is a very simple process 
so don’t let it intimidate you. 

There is a lot to this

Part one of this series has been 
all about the technical aspects of 
your AF system you need to under-
stand. The next article in the series, 
which you will find in the Fall edition 
of the Journal, will dive into the AF 
area modes. These are the focus 
patterns we select in our cameras. 
Pick the right one, and your life will 
be made much simpler. Pick the 
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North American pronghorn are the second fastest mammal on Earth, 
topping out at 60mph. Only the cheetah has the ability to run faster, 
which, ironically, is why the pronghorn evolved to hit these speeds in 
the first place. 

Before the Pleistocene extinctions around the end of the last ice age, 
pronghorn shared the steppes of the Rocky Mountains with the likes 
of dire wolves, short faced bears, the American lion, and the American 
cheetah. Researchers believe it was in fact predation by the cheetah 
that helped drive the evolution of the fleet-footed pronghorn. Today, 
cheetahs no longer haunt the steppes and plains of North America. 
Yet the pronghorn remains. 

Although the African cheetah can hit faster speeds, they can only 
do so in short bursts. Pronghorn, on the other hand, are able to hold 
these speeds for several minutes. This gives them the ability to easily 
put a few miles in between themselves an any predator alive today. 

DID YOU KNOW?


