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The polar bear photo was taken off the bow 
of the National Geographic Explorer. When the 
captain announced the single polar bear sight-
ing everyone bolted for the port bow side of 
the ship and jockeyed for position. I almost got 
knocked unconscious by a woman trying to 
mount a 600mm lens to her tripod, elbowing 
everyone around her to get to the front. But I 

managed to get off some nice shots of the bear and its reflection, 
resting and then jumping the ice flows. As you can see, the light was 
perfect and sun low in the sky around 8:30 pm. Did not have to do a 
lot of post processing.

ABOUT

I started late as a photographer (mid 60's) because my boss made it 
impossible to take a week off without a hysterical description of how 
my company fell apart while I was gone. I had a high stress invest-
ment job so when I retired I looked for something that would keep 
me outdoors with nature and teach me to be patient. Forest Ranger 
was out of the question so I decided on photography, less danger-
ous. I began by taking photo workshops and learning one button at 
a time and photoshop one tool at at a time. Slow learner. Gradually 
went from “all auto” point and shoot photographer to an all manual 
shooter as my confidence improved. All I really wanted starting out 
was a nice shot of a grizzly or polar bear. After thousands of imag-
es and numerous trios I have branched out into landscape, infrared, 
and especially time lapse, and night photography.

I find peace and comfort being alone at night and able to really “hear” 
the true sounds of nature. Every new facet of photography you are 
exposed to adds to your ability to see the light. Covid has slowed 
me down but I will make up for it as the world goes back on its axis. 
Jared had the best details on learning how to focus and sharpness 
so I signed on.

Look for a special edition of the Journal of 
Wildlife Photography coming soon! Kathy 

Waybrandt's winning photo from the 
beginner category will be gracing the cover 
and runners up from both the beginner and 

advanced categories will be featured.
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Playing to his strengths, Greg plans to begin writing a regular column 
all about flash photography. And keeping to the mission statement 
of the Journal of Wildlife Photography, that is to say, the point was 
always to publish workshop level education and a magazine I myself 
would want to read, I am really excited about this! 

Also new to the pages of the Journal in this issue is Moose Hender-
son. Now Moose actually lives in Grand Teton National Park. Where-
as I am based on the northern edge of the Greater Yellowstone Eco-
system, he is on the southern fringe of it all. However, for the last 
several months, Moose has been photographing in Florida as he 
works on an upcoming book about bird photography there, and his 
first article with us is going to reflect that work. So if you are a bird 
photographer, this is one you want to make sure you check out. 

Back again with us for this issue are Tamron pro Alyce Bender and 
Olympus pro Joe McDonald. This month, Bender takes us across the 
Pacific to photograph the Red Crowned Crane, while Joe discusses 
how he prepares for photography in the wintertime. 

As for myself, in this issue I wrap up my multi-part series on mas-
tering your mirrorless autofocus system. This last installment of the 
series moves away from the technical and dives into the conceptual. 
I take several real-world examples and describe my thinking on why 
and how I chose to approach those situations in hopes that this will 
help bring all of the technical details of the last two articles together 
for you. 

This issue was a whirlwind to get out to you. Given the late nature 
of the Fall issue, we buckled down and pushed this one through in 
record time to hopefully get us back on track for future issues. 

As always, I look forward to seeing you in the field!

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
Hi there folks, and welcome 
to the Winter 2021 edition 
of the Journal of Wildlife 
Photography. It seems fit-
ting to be writing this after a 
day spent in deep negative 
temperatures inside Yellow-
stone National Park with the 
morning starting out at a 
balmy minus 23 Fahrenheit. 

With even just a cursory 
glance at the Table of Con-
tents here, you will proba-
bly notice that we are step-
ping up our efforts to bring 
on more of the world’s best 
wildlife photographers here. 
Since last summer we have 

continuously added working photographers to these pages.

Every professional has their own skill set, their own expertise, artis-
tic style, and unique philosophy behind the way they see and think 
and photograph. And it’s this diversity of thinking that I want to bring 
to you in the Journal of Wildlife Photography.  

One such photographer I am excited to introduce to you is Greg Bas-
co. If you’re not familiar with Greg’s work, then let me be the first one 
to tell you that you’re missing out. In addition to living in Costa Rica 
and being a BBC Wildlife Photographer of the Year, Greg Basco’s 
work with flash is world renowned. Cheers,

 Jared
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By Alyce Bender

SHEDDING LIGHT ON SPECIES OF SPECIAL 
CONCERN: RED-CROWNED CRANES

A pair of red-crowned 
cranes in the last act of their 
courtship display during an 
afternoon snow shower.
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It’s a frosty -7°C/19°F out with “breeze” coming over my shoulder, 
stirring the powder snow into ghost waves that race across the 

empty, snow-blanketed field in front of me. The sky, turning shades 
of gray lighter as the sun rises, is laden with lead-colored clouds, a 
sure sign of more snow throughout the day. Perfect conditions. So, 
I wait.

An hour or so ticks by, marked by additional photographers showing 
up to claim spots along the edge of the field. While no Yellowstone by 
any means, this is a common enough spot for other photographers, 
mostly locals, to gather on promising mornings. We all huddle down 
inside our parkas, cameras at the ready, waiting.

Finally, a loud, rattling “kar-r-r o-o-o” sound reaches us, followed in 
chorus by others. There is a sudden flurry of activity as mittens come 
off and cameras swing around, and those caught talking with others 
away from their gear make a hasty return to prepare as the first flock 
of red-crowned cranes (Grus japonensis) arrive.

COLUMN PURPOSE

Photography plays a critical role in building the public’s concern for 
environmental protections of specific lands and certain species. Visu-
al connections can create a visceral experience for the audience. This 
experience can start the audience down a journey toward sympathiz-
ing and hopefully empathizing with the plight of the subject captured 

in the image, whether flora or fauna. Evoking emotions through imag-
ery has always been a goal of photographers, but the stakes are even 
higher when it comes to working with species that are threatened, 
endangered, or of other notable conservation concern.

This column is dedicated to species of special concern: threatened, 
vulnerable, and endangered species. Each installment will present a 
species under one of these categories either on a regional or glob-
al stage. We will delve into a species’ profile, current conservation 
efforts, how best to photograph them, and lastly, how you can use 
your images to promote protections for the species. By understand-
ing their behavior and what challenges these species face today, 
you, as a photographer, will be able to capture images that can do 
more than just sit on your hard drive.

SPECIES PROFILE

With fewer than 3,500 individuals in the wild, the red-crowned crane 
is the second-rarest crane on the planet (after the North Ameri-
can whooping crane, Grus americana). Found primarily in Japan 
where the population is stable, the red-crowned crane also has a 
small, and declining population, in mainland Asia. That population 
stretches between southeastern Russia, northeastern China, and 
Mongolia, and it migrates during winter to the Yellow River Delta, 
the coast of Jiangsu province in China, and the demilitarized zone 
on the Korean Peninsula.

Standing five feet tall with a wingspan of upwards of eight feet, these 
birds are stately creatures. Although they are predominantly bright 
white with black faces, necks, and wing edge feathers (secondary 
and tertiary lines), their name comes from the patch of featherless 
red skin on top of their heads that becomes even more colorful during 
courtship. Both male and female red-crowned cranes have the same 
plumage, and the only outward difference is that the males tend to 
be slightly larger than the females. 

Common Name: Japanese or Red-Crowned Crane
Scientific Name: Grus japonensis
Conservation Status: Endangered (population 
decreasing)
Life Span (in the wild): About 20-30 years
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A family unit (male, female, and 
yearling chick) stand together 
while contemplating departure 
from the field. This small gathering 
behavior outsidethe main flock, at 
the edge of a feeding site is often 
an indication they are about to take 
their leave of the area.
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Juveniles are easy to spot; they have a mix of brown or gray plum-
age, and their “crown” is covered with feathers. At two years old, the 
juveniles will molt into adult plumage. 

Red-crowned cranes mate for life, and each pair produces two eggs 
a year starting around four or five years of age. Both parents tend 
the nest and incubate the eggs, though the primary role of the male 
at this point is to protect the pair’s territory. Under the watchful eye 
of both parents, the chicks fledge around three months and start to 
join the parents in foraging. Although they are fully able to fly by au-
tumn, the juveniles stay with their parents until the following spring.

Foraging during the warmer months takes place in wetlands and 
marshes where the cranes ingest an omnivorous diet of invertebrates, 
fish, amphibians, small mammals, grasses, and seeds. During win-
ter, the migratory populations move into rice paddies and feed on 
the rice crops as well. In Japan, the non-migratory population is sus-
tained through the winter by artificial feeding locations designed to 
help conserve the population after they were thought to be extinct 
in the 1920s. In these spots, the birds are fed a mixture of corn, fish, 
grains, and worms.

CONSERVATION TODAY

Although revered for centuries in East Asian cultures, the red-crowned 
crane was thought to be extinct in Japan by the beginning of the 20th 
century, mostly due to hunting and the feather trade. Fortuitously, a 
handful of individuals were found in the Kushiro wetlands of Hokkai-
do in the 1920s. By the 1940s, the Japanese government had issued 
regulations protecting the species, and to this day, the red-crowned 
crane is protected and considered a national treasure of the country.

Protection for the Japanese population has been critical to stabi-
lizing the wild populations of these birds. When the local residents, 
conservation organizations, and government worked together to 
protect not only the animal itself but also the wetlands it depends 

on for much of its life cycle, the species was slowly able to begin its 
recovery. By the 1980s, the population in Japan had exceeded 400 
individuals for the first time in a century. And in 2008, Japan’s main 
island of Honshu had its first sighting of a red-crowned crane for the 
first time in more than a hundred years.

Unfortunately, the land that has been designated as nationally pro-
tected areas for the cranes to breed and feed in has now become sat-
urated with the increased population of birds over time. At this point, 
unless more wetlands and marshes are allowed to re-wild from the 
agricultural development they have disappeared under, many worry 
the Japanese population of red-crowned cranes could stagnate well 
below the healthy population numbers needed to graduate this bird 
off the endangered species list. Crowding at winter feeding stations 
increases the threat of disease as well.

On mainland Asia, the population is still decreasing. The sub-pop-
ulation that utilizes the western flyway between Russia, China, and 
the Korean Peninsula has seen a sharp decline in wintering popu-
lations over the past decade or so, from more than 1,100 birds to 
about 500. Fortunately, current efforts are in the works to increase 
protection laws, implement wetland conservation plans, and secure 
wintering grounds for the birds throughout their migratory range. 
These efforts hinge on international cooperation within the region, 
and luckily, there is joint interest in preserving this culturally signifi-
cant species. 

PHOTOGRAPHING RED-CROWNED CRANES

As with so many other special species, getting to these rare birds 
requires a bit of planning and travel. The most easily accessed view-
ing areas are the winter feeding grounds outside Kushiro, Japan, 
so flying into Tokyo is the first step for many photographers seek-
ing these intriguing avians. Don’t forget to factor in time zones and 
the International Date Line when making your travel arrangements. 
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A pair of red-crowned cranes 
arrives. Often, they will fully 
extend their wings briefly upon 
landing as if stretching after the 
exertion of flight.
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Once in Tokyo, catch a domestic flight to Kushiro and rent a car for 
the remainder of your journey. Mass transit is available this far north 
and in the rural communities, but it’s not especially frequent and can 
require long walks between stops and your destination. Before you 
rent a car, you’ll need an International Driving Permit and should have 
experience driving on the left-hand side of the road and in winter.

The trouble is all worth it, however, because winter is the ideal time 
to view the red-crowned crane! Snow presents a wonderfully blank 
slate to showcase the crane against, and cranes display the most 
activity in their courtship ritual at this time of year, providing viewers 
with one of the most graceful and artistic performances in the ani-
mal kingdom. With this in mind, make sure you have properly con-
sidered your attire and have packed the necessary winter outerwear 
and layers to ensure you can photograph the cranes safely. Mornings 
in this region during February can be as low as -24°C/-11°F or lower 
with most days topping out around 0°C/32°F. Snow boots as well as 
gloves that allow you to work your camera equipment are a must. 

For your equipment, stock up on batteries, as the cold drains them 
much quicker. Carry extras in an internal pocket close to your body to 
keep them warm, or you can use rechargeable hand/pocket warm-
ers if you want them in an external pocket for easier access. A 
towel or other cloth to wipe snow from the top of your gear before 
packing it away is also very handy. Also, you will want to acclimate 
your gear to the ambient temperature in the field beforehand to 
avoid having condensation collect inside your lenses. Often, I will 
keep the car relatively cool so my gear is at the ready and I don’t 
have to constantly take layers on and off throughout the day as I 
move from location to location.

Only a few kilometers from the airport is the Akan International 
Crane Center. I highly suggest starting your photography adventure 
here as they have a very well-done interpretive facility where you 
can learn more about the animals you will be photographing, plus 

a great viewing area, as the center is a designated winter feeding 
site. The cranes fly in and out of the center’s fields throughout the 
day, providing ample opportunities for both in-flight and ground 
activity shots. The cranes that visit this spot are used to onlookers 
and rarely shy away from shutter noise or quiet movements.

Winter weather obviously doesn’t bother these birds, and my person-
al preference is to photograph them on overcast days with active 
snowfall. Bright, blue-sky days can make photographing these large, 
white cranes difficult, but as with any time you travel for a specific 
species, you must shoot in what Mother Nature gives you. On sunny 
days, make sure to watch your highlights VERY carefully. The snow 
and the cranes’ feathers will easily become overexposed. During 
times of sunshine, I like to concentrate on either in-flight shots and 
set the cranes against the blue background of the sky or capture im-
ages that use the birds’ shadows as a photographic element.

Because so many photographers want the classic image of the cranes 
performing their courtship dance or vocalizing in duets amidst the 
falling snow, finding ways to make sunny days work for you will cre-
ate opportunities for you to compose some unique images. 

As you observe, watch for unique behavioral cues like wing stretch-
es directly upon landing or the pairing off of family or smaller groups 
from the main flock before takeoff. The juveniles often perform soli-
tary courtship moves in what is thought to be practice for when they 
reach mating age. These displays can also provide great practice op-
portunities for you as a photographer to get your bearings on how the 
adults will move and how you will need to respond in order to capture 
the images you want. Observing several performances will also give 
you an idea of what body postures look most pleasing to you so you 
know what you will want to be ready to capture during future displays. 

Beyond the Crane Center, consider driving around the local roads 
to look for cranes posing in the wetlands or foraging in winterized 
rice paddies.
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A pair of red-crowned cranes come in for 
landing. Note the one in front is banded. 
Only about ten percent of the Japanese 
population receives bands and they are 
used to help track the movement and life 
cycle of those individuals.
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Other feeding sites can be found around the village of Tsurui, and 
some of these feature attractive rolling fields that can be used to 
capture the birds at different levels or to soften your foreground. 
Think of shooting through the terrain and making your foreground 
very soft due to use of a shallow aperture. This can be particularly 
useful on warmer winter days or during years when the snow is not 
as thick, as the cranes will spend more time foraging on their own 
rather than visiting the feeding sites when the conditions allow. This 
is most likely because they enjoy a higher-protein diet when wild for-
aging than they can find at the feeding sites. 

As you will most likely want to freeze the action of the birds in your 
images, a fast shutter speed is key. On overcast and snowy days, 
this means you will want to have a wide-open aperture and utilize 
your ISO to enable a proper exposure that still captures your sub-
ject’s movements sharply. If photographing under sunny conditions, 
consider dropping the ISO and deepening your depth of field to cap-
ture even more detail on these large cranes.

Furthermore, once you find your locations and capture all the sharp 
images you were looking for, try for some more creative images. 
Using longer exposures and panning with the cranes as they come 
in for landing or hyper-focusing on their physical details can expand 
your portfolio of images surrounding this subject, especially if this 
is a once-in-a-lifetime trip. 

TAKING YOUR IMAGES FURTHER

Why put yourself and your gear through what will be several days of 
travel, relatively harsh conditions, and potentially long hours to pho-
tograph this specific species? Why travel around the world to Japan 
and then head into the rural countryside of Hokkaido during the dead 
of winter to photograph these birds in particular?

Well, for the adventure of it and to see with your own eyes (and cam-
era) what is arguably the most elegant courtship ritual of any animal 
in the world. 

The red-crowned crane is a cultural icon for many East Asian coun-
tries and has long been associated with good luck, long life, fidelity, 
strength, and grace. Endangered as they are, the majority of people 
who live in the traditional range of the red-crowned crane have never 
even seen one themselves. These cranes live on through symbolism 
and stories for many. 

However, as more and more photographers visit, bringing with them 
economic spending, especially in smaller, more rural communities, 
the communities supporting this species are better able to see the 
value associated with the cranes. This in turn motivates those com-
munities to consider setting aside additional lands or converting to 
more sustainable practices that do not encroach further upon the 
areas the red-crowned cranes need to survive. Your mere act of trav-
eling to the location in which these animals are found and spending 
money on food, lodging, transportation, and incidentals surrounding 
your time in the field helps bring about a change in the local econo-
my that encourages community members to start considering eco-
tourism a viable option.

Beyond the local impact, images taken and shared of vulnerable or en-
dangered animals such as the red-crowned crane help bring additional 
awareness to them and the organizations that support them. Groups 
like the International Crane Foundation are instrumental in global proj-
ects to conserve crane species. Use your images to talk with friends, 
family, and community groups about the species, the threats against 
it, and the ways those at home can get involved to support the con-
servation of such a beautiful and jeopardized animal. 
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A lone red-crowned crane runs 
over the snow during take-off. 
Standing five feet tall and with a 
wingspan of upwards of eight feet, 
these birds need a bit of room to 
get off the ground for full flight.
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While we may focus on a single species, such as the red-crowned 
crane in this instance, supporting their conservation is not just about 
conserving them alone. The biggest threat to the red-crowned crane’s 
survival is the destruction of wetlands and coastal marshes through-
out eastern Asia. These habitats are vital to a whole multitude of wild-
life, plant ecosystems, and even the oceans as the coastal marshes 
provide nature’s water filter between terrestrial runoff and the sea. 
Use the beauty and grace of the red-crowned crane in your work to 
encourage people to support and protect a wide range of Earth’s 
natural filtering systems. 

Connecting those dots for the general public is essential for conser-
vation support, especially in times like these when NGOs are strug-
gling more than usual. Putting your personal story out there only 
adds to the impact your images will have on others. That connection 
brings the issue home and makes it authentic, even to those who live 
thousands of miles away.

But back to that day in the field. Shortly after the first arrivals, more 
and more small family groups join the others on the field in front of 
me. Snow starts to fall softly, dampening the sound of ruffling feath-
ers and camera shutters while seemingly amplifying the random vo-
calizations of individual cranes. I’m careful not to breathe directly on 
my camera and inadvertently frost my viewfinder. A pair slips away 
from the main flock into an empty patch of field, and I hold my breath 
as, one after the other, they start the choreographed dance ritual that 
reaffirms their bond for each other and the upcoming breeding sea-
son. At the end, they bow to each other before bringing their bodies 
close and raising their faces and voices together toward the sky for 
all to hear. 

Alyce Bender, a Tamron USA Ambassador, roams the globe, exploring 
Earth's natural beauty. Happiest in the field, Bender uses photography 
to connect people to wildlife and environments from across the world. 
She leads tours, publishes articles, and hosts workshops promoting 
exploration, creativity, and ethical nature photography. Her work has been 
recognized nationally and internationally.
Find more of her work at: www.abenderphotography.com

Alyce Bender

facebook.com/abenderphoto@abenderphoto

http://www.abenderphotography.com
http://www.abenderphotography.com
https://www.facebook.com/abenderphoto
https://www.instagram.com/abenderphoto/
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Great Blue Heron with bright 
background, Carefully watch 
the sun as it illuminates the 
background for beautiful images.

By Moose Henderson

FROM SIBERIA TO A
SOUTH FLORIDA ROOKERY
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Bear spray on my belt, a 600mm prime lens coupled to a full-frame 
body mounted to a gimbal head on a carbon fiber tripod, a 100-

400mm lens on a second body attached to a cross-body strap, and a 
1.4x teleconverter in my pocket; this is my typical setup as I set out 
before the sun rises in search of wildlife subjects. If today is a good 
day, I will hike more than 12 miles or 20 kilometers with this equip-
ment to get a single opportunity for images. One animal, one subject, 
one choice; as wildlife photographers, we are lucky to have a single 
subject close enough for suitable images. Picking up the tripod, we 
move to the left or right in search of a suitable background while trying 
not the spook the subject that blessed us with his approach. During 
my two years in Siberia, this was my 
daily routine. Now that I live near 
northwest Wyoming in the shadow 
of the Tetons and Yellowstone, an-
imals are a bit more abundant but 
not ubiquitous. 

However, for the next four months, I 
am in Florida working on my newest 
book: 50 Florida Wildlife Hotspots. 
In stark contrast to Siberia and most 
other locations, you cannot throw a 
stone in central and south Florida without flushing a flock of birds. 
Most Florida birds are habituated to people, which makes photogra-
phy a bit easier.

Nestled in Sarasota County, among approximately 440,000 humans 
and the cacophony of numerous cars, trucks, construction equipment, 
and other noises of a rapidly expanding civilization, is the melodious 
music of the Venice Rookery. Great blue herons, great egrets, anhin-
gas, and other wading birds use the shrub-covered island for nesting 
during winter and spring. White ibises, egrets, and herons use the is-
land year-round for roosting. Alligators roam the water surrounding 
the island, and squirrels and bats explore the mainland. 

This is truly a wildlife photography gem of Florida.

The Venice Rookery inhabits an overgrown island in a former drain-
age pond, maintained and managed by volunteers of the Venice Area 
Audubon Society. The island is close enough to the mainland that 
500-600mm lenses provide frame-filling images of nesting birds. 

Nesting season begins in November and continues into early sum-
mer; the peak season runs from February to April. Many birds also 
use the island year-around as a safe roosting habitat in the evenings.

During the morning blue hour, before the sun peaks above the hori-
zon, the roosting birds begin to stir. Near the golden hour, many 

leave the island to other feeding 
areas nearby. This is an excellent 
time for flight shots, especially if 
the wind blows from the northeast 
to the southeast, as that means the 
birds will fly toward the mainland. A 
fast moderate telephoto lens with 
higher ISOs and shutter speeds will 
capture many flight shots in beauti-
ful morning light.

Once the roosting birds flush from 
the island, the nesting and displaying birds will remain. Photograph-
ic opportunities abound.

SAME LIGHT, SAME EXPOSURE

Bright white birds such as great egrets and white ibises provide ex-
posure challenges for many photographers. Even great blue herons 
that are almost 18 percent gray have patches of white on the head 
and wings that can result in blown highlights. Bright or dark back-
grounds further fool the camera meter.

“Personally I hate playing exposure 
roulette. This nonsense of aperture 
priority coupled with dialing in plus and 
minus exposure compensation is just 
too distracting to my concentration on 
backgrounds and bird behaviors.”
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Great Egret in flight 
from rookery island 
to feeding areas.
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Rookery lighting on a clear day ranges from bright backgrounds to 
deep shadows in the depth of the shrubs. Automatic exposure modes 
such as aperture priority will yield dramatic over and under expo-
sures. However, the exposure is the same if the same light is hitting 
the subject despite the bright or dark background. 

Personally, I hate playing exposure roulette. This nonsense of aper-
ture priority coupled with dialing in plus and minus exposure compen-
sation is just too distracting to my concentration on backgrounds and 
bird behaviors. I prefer manual exposure coupled with spot metering. 

If metering the great blue, I will spot meter the gray plumage and 
subtract a third to two-thirds of a stop to compensate for the bright 
white feathers on the head. 

Exposure meters assume all scenes are 18 percent gray. Therefore, 
the exposure of great blue herons will be pretty close to the reading 
given by the camera meter.

Alternately, I spot meter the white plumage of the white egret or white 
ibis and add 2.3 stops. Exposure meters assume the white birds are 
gray, so adding 2.3 stops renders the white birds as white, not me-
dium gray or overexposed. I use the histogram and highlight alerts 
to adjust my exposure to the right of the histogram without blowing 
the highlights. Once I establish this exposure, I keep it the same for 
all subjects, provided the light does not change. The exposure for 
the subject with a bright background is the same as a subject with 
a dark background. Remember the mantra of my mentor, Charles 
Glatzer: “Same light, same exposure.”

EENIE MEENIE MINEY MO

When I was in Siberia, it was a good day when I could find one coop-
erative subject. However, a rookery is more like a busy singles bar; 
you have so many choices that it can be mind-boggling. The uniniti-
ated may select a potential mate based on “eenie meenie miney mo” 

or based on availability. For example, if someone offers you a drink 
or talks to you, you will likely choose them. At a rookery, select your 
subject based on subject beauty, activity, and background. 

During breeding season, most birds will have brilliantly colorful plum-
age. Younger and older birds will be less colorful. Among the many 
birds at the rookery, select ones that are in the best visual condition 
and have the best symmetry. 

Symmetry? Yes, not all birds are created equal. During the breeding 
season, great egrets have long plumes called aigrettes. They fan 
these plumes out in a symmetrical display when attracting a mate. 
At times, some plumes will be damaged or missing; a close inspec-
tion before you add a few hundred digital captures to your card will 
save lots of deletes later in the day. 

Birds displaying plumage, building nests, or feeding young will be 
more active and will provide more photographic possibilities than 
birds sitting still and incubating eggs.

During nest building, one bird will make many trips off the rookery is-
land in search of sticks and twigs. The bird will then return to the is-
land and present the stick to its mate. Together, they will interweave 
the new stick in a suitable place in the nest. 

Great egrets are the symbol of the National 
Audubon Society. The Audubon Society was 
originally founded to protect birds that were 
hunted for their feathers. Aigrettes, the long 
display plumes, were particularly prized during 
the 19th century to adorn ladies’ hats.
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Pair of Great Blue Herons mating at 
the rookery. Typically this activity 
lasts just a few seconds so carefully 
watching the behaviors will prepare 
you for the shot before it happens.
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This behavior provides opportunities for many interesting images, 
including flight shots.

At an active colony, you will find many choices. Carefully select birds 
with a clean background to create the cleanest shots. 

BACKGROUNDS

Birds will be scattered around the scrubby island, some in areas 
with clear blue-sky backgrounds and others deep in the brush with 
very dark backgrounds. I prefer mating pairs that have a distant foli-
age background. Most photographers love the silky-smooth, creamy 
backgrounds that result from wide apertures and clear separation 
between the subject and background.

On a clear day, the rising sun will typically evenly illuminate the birds, 
but the light on the background will change rapidly as the sun rises.

Some background areas will be in shadow while others will be barely 
illuminated, and a few will be much brighter, providing a very dynamic 
and colorful background. I look for these dynamic lighting patterns.

When photographing a single bird, apertures of f4 to f6.1 are suffi-
cient if the bird’s bill is nearly parallel to the digital plane. Narrower 
apertures, such as f8 to f11, will be needed if photographing nesting 
pairs or family groups in the same nest. Depth of field for long lens-
es ranges from a few fractions of an inch to just a few inches, espe-
cially when coupled with tele-extenders. I typically choose a single 
small focusing point and center this focusing point on the nearest 
eye. My camera is nearly always on servo-focusing mode; I seldom 
use single-shot focusing mode.

If photographing a family group, I focus on something closer to the 
front of the grouping, remembering that depth of field and circle of 
confusion produces an image of acceptable sharpness approximate-
ly one-third in front of sharpest focus and two-thirds behind. 

Great Blue Heron with bright 
background. Carefully watch 
the sun as it illuminates the 
background for beautiful images. 
(this image was published in 
Outdoor Photographer many 
years ago)
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Great Blue Heron with bright 
background, carefully watch 
the sun as it illuminates the 
background for beautiful 
images.
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Cattle Egret, in breeding plumage, at rookery

Alternately, you can fire off an image and look critically at the cap-
ture using the magnifier built into your digital camera.

Photographing birds in profile is common; if the body of the bird is in 
profile, I prefer to have the bill of the bird slightly toward the camera 
plane. If the bill is not toward the camera plane, it feels like I have 
lost the intimate connection with my subject. I am not a big fan of 
photographing birds with the bill perpendicular to the camera plane. 
For some reason, this feels like I am being scolded by my third-grade 
elementary teacher.

PLANTATION SICKNESS

We use heavy tripods to provide a secure base for our heavy cam-
era equipment. Always remember, your camera is on a tripod, not 
a pier like the Palomar Telescope; you can move the tripod to dif-
ferent locations. 

I like to move around, selecting different backgrounds and differ-
ent angles. The Venice Rookery island is located to the west of the 
shooting area, so it’s an ideal location for morning photography.

I also like to watch the background; at times, the sun illuminates 
my image’s backdrop, providing an electric glow behind the subject. 
Moving my tripod from location to location allows me to place the 
background in the ideal area to highlight my subject.

TIMING

In the Tetons or Siberia, I could photograph for most of the day as the 
sun stayed low on the horizon throughout the day. On a clear day in 
Florida, the best times for photography are the two hours near sun-
rise or sunset. Once the sun rises higher in the sky, the images are 
not as pleasing. I typically arrive at the rookery at six in the morning 
and leave by 10 a.m. 
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During the blue hour, roughly one hour before sunrise, I concentrate 
on flight shots using my 100-400mm lens on a full-frame body. Any 
fast, sharp telephoto of 200 to 400mm will capture lots of flight shots. 
I carefully evaluate the wind direction, remembering that birds take 
off into the wind. Most birds leave the rookery island and head to-
ward the west, but they can arc considerably depending on the wind 
direction. I generally choose a small cluster of focusing points for 
larger birds in flight. With a little practice, it is fairly easy to keep the 
bird’s eye among the small focusing cluster. Of course, if you have 
a camera with focusing points that will automatically move with the 
bird (such as the Canon EOS R5), you have a definite advantage.

Near the end of blue hour, most of the roosting birds will have flushed 
from the island; only the nesting and displaying birds will remain. I 
switch to my 500 to 600mm lens and concentrate on the birds per-
forming for me.

When the sun arcs over the yardarm, as we would say in my days as 
a sailor, it’s time to pack it in. 

After 10 a.m. in Florida, the light is pretty harsh and creates too much 
contrast for great images, unless it is overcast. If overcast, a good 
flash unit with a flash extender will provide excellent results, there-
by extending your shooting time. If you are adventuresome, try your 
hand at late afternoons at the rookery. The sun sets behind the is-
land, providing the opportunity for silhouettes and backlit images.

Soon your stomach will start grumbling, and it will be time to feed 
the beast. Lots of restaurants are located nearby to help feed hun-
gry photographers, many of whom will continue south to photograph 
burrowing owls near Cape Coral or white pelicans near Placida.

Yardarms hearken back to the square-rigged 
ships of yesteryear. The yardarm is the 
horizontal spar that supports the sails. These 
yards are attached to the masts of the ship, 
and a single mast could have many yards. 

The expression “sun over the yardarm” 
referred to the time of day when the sun 
rose above the height of the upper yardarm, 
typically around 11 a.m. Ship officers retired 
below decks for their first tot, a drink of rum 
when the “sun was over the yardarm.”

Professional wildlife photographer, based in Jackson, Wyoming,  Moose 
Henderson has been involved in photography for over 50 years. His 
education background in science helps him better understand his subjects 
and predict behavior patterns. He has a B.S. in geology, an M.S. in wildlife 
biology and he studied winter moose foraging behavior during his PhD. He 
has extensively photographed animals around North America and spent two 
years in Siberia photographing wildlife. His images are handled by multiple 
stock agencies and he has over 11,000 published credits. He can be 
reached at moosehenderson@yahoo.com, via his website moosehenderson.
net and on YouTube at https://youtube.com/c/MooseHenderson1.

Moose Henderson

https://www.moosehenderson.net/
https://www.moosehenderson.net/
https://youtube.com/c/MooseHenderson1
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By Jared Lloyd

THE YELLOWSTONE DIARIES:
OF GROUSE AND MEN
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I was a wimp last night. Instead of sleeping in the back of my truck 
like I normally do, I opted for a hotel room. Soft bed. Plush pillows. 

Satellite TV. Wi-Fi. Oh, and heat. Let’s not forget that part. Now, I’m 
paying for that decision. Out here, towns are few and far between, 
and the closest hotel was more than an hour away in Idaho Falls. 

Actually, it took an hour to get from my bed to the dirt road, then 
another 30 minutes of navigating what deteriorated into little more 
than a jeep trail through the dark. 

Timing is everything with sage grouse, and I needed to be in my 
blind not at sunrise but an hour before first light. First light, that mo-
ment when the sky first begins to glow, is around 6 a.m. right now. 
This meant that I needed to be in the hide no later than 5 a.m. Given 
the distance, and the fact that I had to find my way back in here on 
unmarked dirt roads and then hike in to the blind, I rolled out of the 
hotel parking lot at three in the morning. Thank God for coffee. 

It was pitch black as I fumbled my way to the hide. Having scout-
ed this location the day before, I had already gone in and set up a 
ground blind after all of the birds had left the lek, a gathering place for 
the species' intriguing courtship behavior. Actually, the word “scout-
ing” may be a bit generous. Stumbling through the sagebrush in the 
dark and suddenly having the wind knocked out of me as my chest 
smacked the earth thanks to my foot becoming tangled up in an an-
cient strand of discarded barbwire, I wished I had done a bit more 
“scouting” the day before. At least I remembered to tighten the lid 
on my thermos of coffee. It’s all about priorities, right?

The greater sage grouse can be a particularly weary bird — especially 
when there are 150 males all strutting their stuff out in the open. Ev-
erything from coyotes to golden eagles eat these birds. So, self-pro-
motion is a dangerous gamble that only the need for some hot loving 
in the sagebrush can justify, hence my early-morning scramble and 
attempted ninja-like approach. 

Once you let the birds see you, you’re done. Though you will inevitably 
push a few birds around trying to get to your blind in the morning, as 
long as it is still dark out, they will come back. Once the sky fills with 
light, however, sage grouse only move in one direction — away from 
the lek. And any birds flushed from their ancestral mating grounds 
come sunrise will not return until nightfall. 

There is something so deliciously satisfying about photographing 
these birds. It is a pleasure I afford myself each year and look for-
ward to for months beforehand. Sage grouse may not have the same 
edgy appeal as bears or wolves for some, but that just means those 
photographers have yet to spend a morning watching the sagebrush 
sea come alive. 

Hunkered down in your hide in the dark, waiting for dawn’s first glow 
of light to match sight with what your other senses have been regis-
tering for an hour or more is the stuff of magic. Double your money 
back, guaranteed to make you run faster, jump higher, swim farther, 
think bigger, and have cuter kids and tighter buns. That sweet and 
pungent smell of sagebrush. The otherworldly sounds of the male 
sage grouse deflating massive gallon-sized balloons in their chests 
as they vie for the hearts and minds of the hens. The distant cries 
of coyotes as families reunite and rendezvous after pre-dawn hunts. 
The heavy fall of footsteps behind you, and the knowledge that what-
ever it is, it is bigger than you, not human, and even the grouse have 
fallen silent in response. Yes, there are bears here, and big cats, and 
even bigger moose. And images of all three dance around in your 
head as imagination mixes with the unknown to awaken something 
primal lying deep and dormant inside. None of this you can see, of 
course. But you know they are all there. And with sight rendered 
useless from the dark and your other senses amplified to superhu-
man-level abilities, the sounds are overwhelming. 
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As the sky began to fill with light, and the dark gave way first to shad-
owy figures from which sage grouse materialized, my eyes widened, 
adrenaline surged, and a grin spread out across my face. They were 
everywhere.

I am low to the ground sitting in what we call a “turkey chair” here in 
the States. Designed for turkey hunters, and sitting just four inches 
off the ground, it is not the most comfortable of positions, but it has 
a back to it and beats sitting on the ground. The hide itself is a Tra-
gopan photo blind that I picked up for this very purpose. Designed 
specifically for wildlife photographers, complete with portholes for 
poking big lenses out of, the hide is low slung and a bit cramped for 
long durations. However, it is perfect for working out here in the open 
for a few hours at a time, and much less cumbersome to haul while 
hiking in to a location than its bigger cousins designed for hunters 
— which always need modifications. 

The sea of sagebrush that once swept across the steppes of the 
Rocky Mountains totaled some 500,000 square miles when pioneers 
first began pioneering its destruction. Home to the likes of wild hors-
es, pronghorn, jackrabbits, coyotes, and burrowing owls, this desert 
was seen as little more than a wasteland that could be exploited and 
forced to turn a profit. Ranches sprang up, cattle destroyed precious 
water sources that wildlife once traveled as far as 30 miles to drink 
from, laborers dug strip mines for coal, which polluted water sourc-
es that wildlife once traveled as far as 30 miles to drink from, natural 
gas operations ravaged this land and, you guessed it, also did bad 
things to those same water sources. For the greater sage grouse, 
the 20th century watched as their population went from 16 million 
strong down to less than 200,000. 

This bird has long been a hot topic in boardrooms and dimly lit cow-
boy bars as well as around natural gas rigs across the West. 
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Having lost more than 70 percent of their habitat during the last cen-
tury, sage grouse were on the brink of being listed as an endangered 
species just a few years ago. However, out of fear of “more govern-
ment control” over both private and public lands, and the econom-
ic impact that might entail, energy giants, ranchers, state officials, 
and conservation groups came together in an unprecedented move 
to rescue this bird from oblivion and keep it off of the Endangered 
Species List. Of course, only time will tell if this sort of pioneering 
cooperation will truly rescue this species, but for now, it is a success 
story unlike any other around the West.

Staring over my lens through a mesh window, I look out across one 
of those unique partnerships between ranchers and conservation or-
ganizations. By Western standards, this is a small ranch measuring 
only about 4,000 acres, but 300 of those acres are deemed critical 
habitat for the sage grouse and are now being managed as such. 

Most of the leks I have worked in the past have been much smaller 
than this. The ranchers and cowhands out in eastern Wyoming talk 
about sage grouse leks that used to hold a few hundred males come 
April, all dancing, calling, and strutting their stuff. Today, only 10 to 
20 males dance at those same locations. So, for me, to sit here in 
this blind and watch some 150 sage grouse dance the morning away 
is like stepping back into time before the coal mines and natural gas 
rigs, before the invasive cheat grass allowed fires to sweep across 
this sea of sagebrush, back when things functioned the way they 
were supposed to, before we screwed everything up. Who doesn’t 
like conservation success stories? 

Photographing sage grouse is one of those situations where a mir-
rorless camera would shine. At the time, I didn’t own one yet. Now I 
have several. But in the moment, I certainly wished I did. 

The advent of mirrorless technology is a lot like the digital revolu-
tion. Although, that’s not exactly it. 

Mirrorless is more of an evolution than a revolution. The ability to 
engage silent electronic shutters is a feature that is EXTREMELY 
helpful when working from a blind like this. Every noise silences the 
lek at first. Eventually they acclimate to the shutter slap, but it takes 
about 10 minutes. This is obviously a disturbance to them, and si-
lent shutters are an ethical choice we are only now afforded. 

Then there is the light. 

When you work with sage grouse on a lek, you work in very low light. 
Truth be told, even with me showing up hours before sunrise, I am 
still late to the party. Greater sage grouse congregate on the leks at 
dusk and party it up all through the night. So, when there is enough 
light to actually see the shadowy figures of the grouse in the morn-
ing, I’m already dealing with the stragglers. It’s all a bit like a college 
bar. By 11 p.m., the party is going strong. By the early morning, ev-
eryone is wandering off. And what we are left with here by first light 
is a bit like the “last men standing.” You know the type — those folks 
who would sleep under the pool table if they were allowed. 

It’s for this reason, the fact that the highest amount of activity you 
are even capable of witnessing is going to unfold before sunrise, that 
I prioritize certain features in the cameras I choose to carry with me. 
With this demand for low-light performance, I want a camera that 
can handle ISO ranges beyond 10,000, but also one that can focus 
in these conditions as well. 

Working leks like this is all about the ability 
work in very low light. This is why cameras that 
emphasize low light capabilities rather than 
high megapixels are the equipment choice of 
working wildlife photographers the world over.
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Setting the aperture at f/6.3 to both blur out the background and 
include enough depth of field for the bird, I begin rolling off frames 
in small bursts of three or four punctuated by a 30-second or so 
pause. I want to ease the birds into my presence, acclimate them to 
the sound of the mirror slap of my DSLR. After 10 minutes, they no 
longer look in my direction when I press the shutter button, and I go 
to work. 

Traditionally, I carried my Nikon D4 or D5 into these scenarios. As 
someone who primarily uses Nikon equipment, these were the mon-
sters of low light, allowing me to create usable photos at 12,500 ISO, 
when properly exposed, of course. But there is a new breed of mir-
rorless camera that also handles these scenarios even better. At the 
time of all this, I had toted in both the D4 and D5. But now, for me, 
the Z 6II gives me two benefits I never had even with both of these 
cameras at hand. 

The first is the ability to push the envelope up to 25,000 ISO and still 
get clean usable photographs — again, with proper exposure. 

The second thing the Z 6II, like all mirrorless cameras, offers is the 
ability to use focus peaking. 

Autofocus is dependent upon contrast. Contrast is created by light. 
Low light means low contrast, which means a camera struggles to 
acquire focus. With focus peaking, I am able to use the EVF (elec-
tronic view finder) to manually focus on my subject at times when 
getting critical focus with a DSLR would be very challenging. 

Focus peaking places a red (or blue or white) glowing outline around 
everything that is in focus. As I turn the focus ring on my lens, I can 
watch as the red outlines shift across the composition. There are 
countless scenarios I find myself in on a regular basis where manual-
ly focusing is just simpler than fighting with autofocus. I don’t want to 
have to do this for birds in flight, or course. But if we are honest about 
it, with most situations we find ourselves in, our subjects are usually 
not moving at 50 mph and so the use of focus peaking is a fabulous 
workaround for challenging conditions like low light, or falling snow, 
or when shooting through vegetation for creative compositions. 

As the sky finally filters enough light down to the sagebrush sea for 
me to photograph, I put the thermos of coffee down and pull myself 
up to the viewfinder. A single male dances close by. 
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Boa constrictor (controlled 
conditions). Canon 5DS R, Canon 
16-35mm f/4L IS USM lens @ 
16mm. 1/60th sec @ f14, ISO 400. 
One Godox V860IIN flash off-
camera with small softbox. 

By Gregory Basco

ONE FLASH FOR
NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY
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M any photographers, even professionals, are reluctant to use 
flash in their nature photography. They often give three reasons 

— flash looks artificial, flash is complicated, flash harms our subjects. 

None of these statements is unilaterally true, and together they belie 
a lack of understanding of flash as one of the photographer’s most 
important tools. First, when employed well, flash can create beauti-
ful light. Second, using flash is not that hard. And third, although we 
should take special care using flash in certain situations, such as 
around nesting birds, animals and humans suffer no documented 
harmful physiological effect from flash. As part of my research for 
my recent e-book Flash for the Nature Photographer, I had the valu-
able opportunity to speak with many experts on the subject. I feel 
completely comfortable in how I’ve used flash for the photos pre-
sented in this article and in encouraging you to use flash in a similar 
fashion in your own nature photography.

In this article, I will share a few of my favorite techniques for using just 
one flash to take great nature photos of subjects ranging from birds 
to frogs to insects to landscapes. Using flash will quickly open up 
new creative avenues for you, allow you to shoot in sub-optimal con-
ditions and help you capture images that stand out from the crowd. 
And as a bonus, learning flash will make you a better photographer 
and student of light!

USING FLASH, IN A NUTSHELL

Photographers use flash in two basic ways: as main light or as fill 
light. We can use flash in these ways with any type of flash and any 
shooting mode.

FILL FLASH

Fill flash aims to balance natural light with light from our flash. Our 
goal with this type of photography is to use flash to fill in the shadows 
while maintaining direction from the natural light. Importantly, we are 

letting the natural light do most of the work in exposing our subject; 
the flash is only adding auxiliary light to reveal details in darker areas. 

In nature, we most often use fill flash by placing a flash in the camera 
hot shoe or on a telephoto flash bracket to photograph birds or wild-
life. Our flash works to fill in shadows while the natural light dictates 
our base exposure for the background and/or brightest parts of the 
subject. This is the simplest use of flash for nature photography. Start 
in TTL (through-the-lens) flash mode, dial in flash exposure compen-
sation between -1 and -3 stops, and you’ll be on your way. Fill flash is 
very easy to learn, and it can quickly improve your nature photos by 
allowing you to photograph in less-than-perfect light. The trick, how-
ever, is resisting the temptation to let your flash overpower the scene.

Take, for instance, these photos of a collared aracari taken in the low-
lands of Costa Rica. In the first image without flash, the shadow areas 
are quite dark. In the second image, subtle fill flash has helped to re-
veal detail in the shadows without affecting the background or killing 
the sense of the natural direction of the light. Note that my flash did 
not add light to the already bright areas of the branch and the bird.
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Collared aracari (Pteroglossus torquatus) without 
flash (left image) and with flash (right image). 
Canon 1D X, 150-600mm f/5-6.3 DG OS HSM lens 
@ 370mm. 1/2500th sec @ f6.3, ISO 1000. Godox 
V860IIN flash on a telephoto flash bracket, with 
TTL flash exposure compensation set to -2. 
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Red-headed barbet (Eubucco bourcierii). Canon 7D Mark II, 150-600mm 
f/5-6.3 DG OS HSM lens @ 600mm. 1/160th sec @ f6.3, ISO 1600. Godox 
V860IIN flash on a telephoto flash bracket and with TTL flash exposure 
compensation set to 0. 

MAIN FLASH

We employ flash as a main light when we set our flash unit to do 
most or all of the work on our subject. Main-light flash is useful in 
the absence of natural light (e.g., at night), in extreme backlit situa-
tions, and when backgrounds are in sun and our subject is in deep 
shade. It’s not hard at all to properly expose any subject using flash 
as a main light. Simply turn on your flash and let TTL exposure take 
over. Making main-light flash look good, however, takes some prac-
tice and an artistic eye. 

Look, for example, at the photo of a red-headed barbet I took in Ecua-
dor. The background was lit by very bright midday sun, and the bird 
and branch were in the shade. I used my flash on a telephoto flash 
bracket to illuminate the bird, and it is properly exposed. However, it 
looks absolutely horrible!

Why does this photo look so bad if it is in fact “properly” exposed? 
When using flash as the main light, it’s essential to get the flash 
off-axis. When using flash as fill as described above, we can use the 
flash in the hot shoe or on a simple bracket and achieve good re-
sults. This is because we can leave natural highlights and shadows 
from the ambient exposure. Our image will have depth and will look 
natural. 

When the flash does all of the work on our subject, however, it be-
comes impossible to create any shadows if the flash comes straight 
at the subject. Direct flash — whether in the hot shoe or on a tele-
photo flash bracket — as the main light on the subject is a recipe for 
failure in nature photography. When I have to use flash as my main 
light, I move my flash off-camera and often try to diffuse it in some 
fashion.

A few years ago, I wanted to photograph a tiny strawberry poison frog 
hopping around some small cup fungi in a lowland rainforest forest 
in Costa Rica. As with the aforementioned red-headed barbet, I was 
faced with a shaded subject against a bright sunlit background. I set 
my camera to expose the background properly, which left me with a 
very underexposed frog. I then used one flash held off-camera and 
fitted with a small softbox to illuminate my subject. In contrast to the 
direct flash work on the barbet above, the resulting flash work on the 
frog photo looks completely natural. Coupled with the use of a wide 
open aperture on my macro lens, this lends the photo a dreamy look 
that is much different from most frog photos we see. It’s one of my 
favorite poison frog photos in my portfolio.
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Use of flash makes a huge difference in the end 
result in this image of a strawberry poison frog 
(Oophaga pumilio). For the photo with flash, I used 
one Godox V860IIN flash off-camera with a small 
softbox. I set the flash to high-speed sync and 
used TTL flash in HSS mode at -.7EV. Canon 7D 
Mark II, Sigma 150mm f/2.8 macro lens. 1/2000th 
sec @ f4, ISO 100. 
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EXAMPLES FROM THE FIELD

With some practice and experimentation, it’s not hard to start incor-
porating flash into your nature photography. With digital, all you can 
waste is time and memory card space! Below I share a few examples 
of how I’ve used just one standard hot shoe flash to take photos in 
the rainforests of Latin America.

I used a variation of the simple fill-flash technique described above 
to produce a unique portrait of a flying scarlet macaw in Costa Rica. 
With a flash in the camera hot shoe, I set up for a standard flight 
shot but with a couple of twists. A slow shutter speed (1/50th sec) 
allowed me to blur the background as I panned along with the bird 
as it flew. A brief pop of flash produced added sharpness and bright-
er color on the bird.

Scarlet macaw (Ara macao). Canon 1D Mark IV, 
Canon EF300mm f/2.8L IS USM lens. 1/50th sec @ 
f5.6, ISO 100. Canon 580 EXII flash on-camera in 
manual mode at 1/2 power. 
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Bullet ant (Paraponera 
clavata). Canon 5DS R, 
Canon EF100mm f/2.8L 
Macro IS USM lens. 1/200th 
sec @ f14, ISO 400. One 
Godox V860IIN flash off-
camera with small softbox. 
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For this portrait of a bullet ant gathering nectar on rainforest poinset-
tia flowers (they’re actually in the coffee family and unrelated to our 
holiday poinsettia plants) in the Peruvian Amazon, I employed flash 
as a main light. Even though I took this shot during the middle of the 
day, I completely underexposed the image so that I could use flash as 
the only light. This allowed me to stop down to f/22 for added depth 
of field (diffraction be damned). I held one flash, fitted with a softbox, 
off-camera with a TTL flash cord. Careful flash placement and good 
diffusion helped to create light that looks completely natural.

I used the exact same technique for this very tight composition of the 
eye of an O’Shaughnessy’s dwarf iguana in a cloud forest in Ecuador. 
Here I used the Canon MP-E 65mm macro lens for extreme magnifi-
cation. Using flash as the only light allowed me to gain valuable depth 
of field even while handholding.

O’Shaughnessy’s dwarf iguana (Enyalioides oshaughnessyi). Canon 5DS R, 
Canon MP-E65 mm f/2.8 1-5x macro lens. 1/200th sec @ f16, ISO 200. One 
Godox V860IIN flash off-camera with small softbox. 
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For this photo of a reticulated glass frog protecting its egg clutch 
in a lowland rainforest in Costa Rica, the flash is again doing all of 
the work. I completely underexposed the natural light and used one 
flash held off-camera and fitted with a softbox. I used a radio flash 
transmitter on the camera and used my Godox flash’s built-in wire-
less receiver capability. This allowed me to hold the flash behind the 
leaf to create the backlit look I wanted. The awkward location of the 
leaf and a slight breeze meant using a tripod for a natural light ex-
posure was out of the question. By using flash as the main light and 
going handheld, I was able to quickly get my shot and then leave the 
frog alone.

Landscapes can benefit from flash too, particularly when they have 
a strong foreground element. One of my favorite techniques is to 
slightly underexpose a landscape scene and then use flash to draw 
attention to an important element, such as this giant liana in the 
Tenorio Volcano National Park in Costa Rica. I light painted the liana 
using multiple flash pops during a 20-second exposure.

Reticulated glass frog (Hyalinobatrachium valerioi). Canon 5DII, Sigma 
150mm f/2.8 macro lens. 1/160th @ f/16, ISO 320. One Godox V860IIN 
flash off-camera with small softbox.
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Liana, Costa Rica. Canon 5D Mark 
II, Canon 17-40mm f/4L USM lens 
@ 17mm. 13 secs @ f22, ISO 400. 
Polarizing filter. One Canon 430 
EX flash held off-camera and fired 
multiple times in manual mode. 
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Incorporating flash with the landscape can open the door to 
eye-catching wildlife in the environment images. For this photo 
of a boa constrictor, pictured at the beginning of this article, in a 
tree on the shores of Costa Rica’s Lake Arenal, I set the camera to 
properly expose the sunrise sky. This left my subject a complete 
silhouette. I worked handheld and had a friend hold a flash with 
softbox and warming gel off-camera to illuminate the boa and the 
branch. Thinking like a landscape painter and paying attention to 
light source, direction and temperature is key to using flash well 
for this type of scenario.

MY RECOMMENDED GEAR FOR WORKING WITH ONE FLASH

Godox V860IIN

I love the Godox flash system. It’s full featured and smoothly integrat-
ed from their largest studio strobes to their tiny Bluetooth flash for 
smartphones — and all at an incredibly affordable price. The V860I-
IN model is, for all practical purposes, the same as a Canon/Nikon/
Sony/Olympus flagship flash and offers TTL, high-speed sync, and 
radio master-and-slave capabilities for a fraction of the price.

Godox XProN Flash Trigger

Another great feature of the Godox V860IIN flash is that it will work 
with all of its features, no matter what camera system you use. You 
heard me right! Simply buy the XProN flash trigger for your camera 
system(s) of choice and fire your Godox flash off-camera, even in TTL 
and high-speed sync. Transmission is via 2.4 GHz radio frequency, 
so you don’t need line of sight between your camera and flash. The 
range is about 100 meters.

Vello Off-Camera TTL Flash Cord

An off-camera cord is the cheapest and easiest way to move your 
flash off-camera for macro work while maintaining rock-solid com-
munication with your camera.

 This Vello model works well at a good price. I like the three-foot-long 
version to make it a bit easier to place the flash where you want it.

LumiQuest Softbox III

This is a great softbox for providing soft light due to its size and the 
translucent plastic material used. Although it is not super portable 
and the mounting process is slow and a bit awkward, it does give 
great results. I use it often for frogs and reptiles.

Westcott Micro Apollo Softbox

A smaller alternative that mounts much more easily is the West-
cott Micro Apollo. The light it provides is not quite as soft as the 
LumiQuest Softbox III, but it still gives very good results. I use this 
product a lot for frogs, flowers, and even for my multiple-flash set-
ups for hummingbirds on occasion.

Impact Collapsible Circular Reflector Disc

Small collapsible 12-inch reflectors are easy to carry and can provide 
nice fill light when working with one flash. I prefer the silver/white 
variety. In a pinch, aluminum foil, a piece of white paper, or even the 
palm of your hand can work as a reflector!

Gregory Basco is a professional nature photographer based in Costa Rica. 
After completing graduate degrees in political science and tropical ecology 
(his doctoral dissertation focused on the politics of ecotourism in Costa 
Rica), Greg worked in conservation before turning to photography full time 
in 2006. His images have been awarded in the Veolia Wildlife Photographer 
of the Year and Nature’s Best Windland Smith Rice competitions and have 
appeared in numerous magazines and books around the world. His latest 
major printed book project was National Parks of Costa Rica in conjunction 
with Zona Tropical and Cornell University Press. You can see more of Greg’s 
work at his website: www.deepgreenphotography.com.

Gregory Basco

@deepgreenphotography@gregbascophotography Deep Green Photography 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B01E16K04E/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B01E16K04E&linkCode=as2&tag=jaymoegolf-20&linkId=91d37a379cdf97b210a12e73139ab966
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0761LQRYR/ref=as_li_qf_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=jaymoegolf-20&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=B0761LQRYR&linkId=8a64e28bf9dc3dd71927929807d65793
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07RX8C633/ref=as_li_qf_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=jaymoegolf-20&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=B07RX8C633&linkId=01fadaac2a6adbf20f8dd81994d64575
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B007S02GX4/ref=as_li_qf_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=jaymoegolf-20&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=B007S02GX4&linkId=c0e4995afed94344f2248e47b1322cb8
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https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0053NWIAO/ref=as_li_qf_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=jaymoegolf-20&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=B0053NWIAO&linkId=bab8a2bf3bbcd1fa670a10003b39d396
http://www.deepgreenphotography.com.
http://www.facebook.com/deepgreenphotography
http://www.instagram.com/gregbascophotography
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCdRZ_ezH6bctD7v2R6CDXLQ
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Northern invasions of the spectacular great gray 
owl attract photographers from across the country. 
As wildlife photographers descend upon northern 
Minnesota and southern Canada in pursuit of this 
quarry, many shooters find themselves unprepared 
for the brutal weather conditions they may face.

By Joe McDonald

PREPARING FOR
WINTER PHOTOGRAPHY
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I didn’t see the ice. My foot slid out from under me and I pitched for-
ward. Somehow, I maintained some balance, but the strain produced 

a stabbing pain in my thigh that almost dropped me to my knees. A 
ripped quad muscle. I knew that walking would be an ordeal now as 
I limped through 15 inches of ice-crusted snow, one step at a time, 
the injured leg barely holding my weight.

What could have been a potentially life-threatening situation, had I 
been miles out, somewhere in the woods or along an ice-covered 
stream, was nothing more than a painful inconvenience. I slipped 
on the steps outside my studio, just 40 yards or so from home, and 
although the walk was indeed painful, I got off easy.

This inconsequential little drama illustrates the potential danger win-
ter photography poses. In writing this, I’m certainly not trying to dis-
suade anyone from getting out there and enjoying the opportunities 
winter has to offer, but perhaps no other season poses a higher risk 
of accidents. In addition to falls or slips from on-foot travel, icy roads 
and incautious drivers (often deluded by believing a four-wheel drive 
vehicle can handle anything) represent an even greater danger to 
your health. And gear? How can winter conditions affect your equip-
ment? Winter can be brutal here as well, although dropping a camera 
or lens into knee-deep snow sure beats doing so on a rocky beach. 
I’ve done both, and I’ll take the former!

Let’s address these issues, starting with comfort and personal safe-
ty. Some folks tolerate cold far better than others. Me, I’m a real 
wimp when it comes to cold, but I live in central Pennsylvania where 
winter weather often features a damp, bone-chilling cold quite un-
like the dry chill of the West. On a sunny, 20-degree day in Montana, I 
might be comfortable in a windbreaker, while at home I’d be bundled 
inside a thick insulated parka. I guess folks get used to their local 
weather. The visual of Churchill, Manitoba, locals wearing T-shirts as 
they worked on Ski-Doos on a snowy day in late October will always 
stay with me. 

I remember driving past, bundled in several layers of winter gear and 
feeling chilled just watching them.

Layering is the key to staying warm. It is far better to have a cou-
ple of layers of shirts, sweaters, vests or jackets than to have just 
one heavy, well-insulated coat, especially if you’re moving about and 
generating body heat and sweat. You can stay comfortable far more 
effectively by adding or removing layers than you can by wearing 
one single item. Each layer of clothing traps air, and air is the best 
insulator, which is why fluffy down feathers work so well in jackets 
and vests. The wispy strands of the feathers capture a layer of air, 
insulating you just as these feathers will insulate the body of a duck 
or goose. Down isn’t waterproof — wet feathers inside a down coat 
will compress to a soggy mass. Water-loving birds stay warm and 
dry via the contour feathers that sheath their bodies, providing a bar-
rier between the down feathers and water, just as a waterproof nylon 
shell does for us. In contrast, although wool clothing is heavier and 
bulkier than a down equivalent, wool doesn’t compress. Additionally, 
even wet wool will keep you warm, so if you plan on working in cold, 
wet conditions, wool may be the better choice. Either way, every lay-
er you wear captures its own layer of air, and you can be quite warm 
in very cold conditions with multiple layers of relatively lightweight 
clothing.  

While this should be common knowledge, I’m belaboring this be-
cause inexperienced photographers often bundle up snugly, get 
overheated as they plod through snow, and then, upon reaching their 
destination or stopping, gradually chill as their metabolism slows 
and sweat cools. It is far better to dress lightly and not break a sweat 
when hiking to a destination, even if you feel a bit chilled, and then 
add layers once you reach your goal. Sometimes I’ll work from pho-
to blinds less than 50 yards from my home, and even for that short 
a distance, I’ll usually wait to don the extra layers I’ll need for sitting 
in freezing conditions until after I get to my blind.



 46The Journal of Wildlife Photography 

White-throated sparrow – Backyard bird feeders provide a wealth of avian subjects and 
the luxury of not having to travel to spend multiple days of productive photography.

It’s been years since I’ve had a need or opportunity to travel 
cross-country on snowshoes, but if your winter plans involve a lot 
of hiking through deep snow, a pair would be worth having. I’d check 
out a good winter sports shop for the best advice on the pros and 
cons of the various sizes and shapes. I’m guessing that most read-
ers won’t be using snowshoes, but nevertheless, winter foot gear is 
really important — it’s the one part of you that will always be in di-
rect contact with a cold surface. Over the years, I’ve tried just about 
every variety of snow boot or shoe out there, and these days, I like 
insulated Arctic Muck Boots the best. There are several varieties of 
Muck Boots, but the Arctic version will keep your feet warm even in 
very cold weather. As an added plus, the boots are easy to slip on 
and off. For deep snow, consider adding a pair of gaiters that will 
keep snow from falling into your boots.

Ice can be a killer, causing a slip when you least expect it. If you’re 
working a frozen stream or river, ice crampons are well worth having, 
and if you’re working a waterfall for nice, frozen ice sculptures, cram-
pons are an absolute must. The steel teeth will bite into the ice and 
provide a secure footing, and they don’t take up much room in a pack 
when they’re not needed. I’m a lot more cautious than I was in my 
carefree youth, and today, when I’m in a situation where I could fall 
to my death or sink through ice or near-frozen muck, I’ll also tie on to 
a safety rope. I’ll even use a rope in warm weather. In a muck-filled 
swamp within Brazil’s Pantanal, I tied in to a nearby tree, concerned 
I might gradually sink deep enough that getting out might be a prob-
lem without the leverage of the rope. Since only my head and shoul-
ders would be above the water level, I wanted the option of a quick 
exit, just in case a jaguar mistook me for a particularly ugly capybara!
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Snowy owl – The winter of 2020-2021 
appears to be another “snowy owl year,” 
when this beautiful raptor migrates south 
in search of food. Hunger drives the 
birds south, and pressing the birds for 
photographs can unduly stress these birds. 
You don’t have to get close to make a nice 
image — include landscape and crop!
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For camera equipment, cold by itself isn’t much of a problem unless 
you plan on shooting in extremely frigid conditions.

I’ve photographed at both ends of the earth, in Antarctica and in Sval-
bard, Norway, but that was in their respective summer seasons and 
then the cold was no worse than a cold winter day in Pennsylvania. The 
coldest locale I’ve heard of (I’ve not been there) is Wapsuk National 
Park in Manitoba, Canada, where photographers spend multiple hours 
in a blind made of snow, waiting for mother polar bears and their cubs 
to climb out of a den. In that truly frigid environment, cameras have 
stopped working and lenses have stopped focusing or zooming. 

If you plan on shooting in conditions like these, you can find highly 
useful accessory equipment that will protect your gear. One is the 
Camera Duck Standard All Weather Cover. This cover has four mesh 
pouches for hand warmers to keep the camera and lens warmer than 

the ambient temperature, and it’s recommended for use to around 
10° F. Another is the Vixen Optics Camera Lens Heater 360, which is 
a heated cable you wrap around a lens or camera body.

This accessory is frequently used to keep a lens from fogging up 
during long nighttime exposures where, with falling temperatures, 
the front element would otherwise cool and cause water vapor to 
condense and fog the lens.

A potentially greater problem can occur when a very cold camera is 
brought into a warm room. Besides fogging up the front element of 
a lens, and possibly fogging the glass inside the lens barrel as well, 
moisture could also condense on your camera’s sensor, leaving a stain 
or spot on the sensor when the moisture evaporates. Condensation 
is easily preventable by simply wrapping your camera and lens inside 
the jacket you were wearing before bringing the camera inside.
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Red fox – For several years, red foxes 
were a frequent and favorite subject for 
photographers at a coastal state park in 
New Jersey. 
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 If you can, wrap the camera and/or lens in a plastic bag first to cre-
ate a vapor barrier. Then, leave the gear inside the clothing overnight.

If you’re dealing with a midday break and you need to access the 
camera before you return to the outside, slowly vent the jacket a bit 
at a time so the warm air gradually infiltrates. Unless it is truly frigid, 
you could keep the gear outside during the break, but take the bat-
teries out and keep them with you to stay warm.

The same precaution applies to the gear in your photo backpack. If 
your pack has been out in the cold, keep it zippered up so that the 
inside gradually warms when you bring the pack inside. Otherwise, 
once again, you risk fogging and condensation issues.

Cold can drain a battery surprisingly fast, and if you don’t have an 
extra battery, you might find your shooting session ending far soon-
er than you expected. The best insurance here is to carry several 
batteries and keep the spares close to your body to stay warm. A 
drained battery may regain much of its energy when rewarmed, and 
it’s not a bad habit to periodically switch a warm battery for the one 
in the camera, and later, switch again. Rotating three batteries in this 
fashion should keep you shooting throughout the day.  

Beyond your electronic gear, take care to protect your accessory 
equipment as well. You can break a tripod in the cold. I’ve seen too 
many photographers use a tripod as they might a cane or walker 
when they shift from a kneeling to a standing position. As they stand 
up, they push down on a leg for support, which frequently results in 
the tripod leg snapping off. I’ve even seen a carbon fiber leg snap in 
two like a fragile branch. Needless to say, that can be a very expen-
sive mistake. Metal legs may be a bit more forgiving, but depending 
upon the tripod leg’s diameter, you still risk either snapping or bend-
ing the leg.

While I’ve addressed your safety and that of your gear, a far more im-
portant consideration should be uppermost in your mind: the health 
and well-being of your subject. Winter is the most challenging time 
of year for most wildlife, when energy must be conserved and where 
obtaining that energy can be the most challenging. You should not 
stress and endanger an animal just for your desire to take photo-
graphs.

You don’t have to work closer and closer to a bird until it finally flies 
off or to a mammal until it darts for cover. Sure, approaching many 
subjects may be necessary, but there may also be a point where the 
smaller-than-you-like shot can be cropped and look just fine! You 
can get a frame-filler after the fact, you know. Many wildlife subjects 
will give you a sign that you’re too close, or that you’re moving too 
fast, or that you’re doing something wrong. One no-no I’ve occasion-
ally observed has been with photographers who took great care in 
getting close enough to make their shots, then showed no concern 
for their subject afterward, often standing up or moving quickly and 
spooking an animal that had been tolerant up to that point. It is just 
as important to retreat with the same degree of care that you em-
ployed getting close to your subject.

I’ve addressed the importance of patience in an earlier Journal article, 
and when we’re talking about the stressfulness of winter on wildlife, 
patience becomes even more important. Wildlife have enough of a 
challenge simply surviving during the cold winter months, and they 
don’t need ardent photographers to make living that much more dif-
ficult. It is extremely rewarding to find birds and mammals resuming 
natural behavior, sometimes even coming closer of their own voli-
tion, when you simply sit back and let it happen. 

That’s where I’ve found winter bird feeding to be so gratifying. 
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Red-breasted nuthatch – Erecting 
various perches around a feeder 
will present multiple opportunities 
for attractive portraits. Be patient, 
because birds often fly directly onto 
a feeder, and be ready, for a perched 
bird may stay only for a few seconds. 
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Northern cardinal – Inclement weather like snow or rain can define an image, but 
capturing snow or rain can be tricky. Slow shutter speeds will create streaks, which 
can imply a storm, while faster shutter speeds may catch individual snowflakes. I’d 
suggest trying shutter speeds both slow and fast to capture different effects.

Within days of starting a feeder, birds can become surprisingly tol-
erant, especially if you make a point of restocking food resources a 
couple of times a day. 

It doesn’t take long for birds, squirrels and other animals to make 
the connection between you and food, and you’ll be rewarded with 
plenty of opportunities for some great winter photography. 

Stay warm, stay safe and start shooting!

Joe McDonald has been a full-time professional wildlife photographer 
for nearly 40 years, beginning his budding career as a freshman in high 
school. Although Joe and his wife Mary Ann photographed all aspects of 
nature, Joe’s best known for his work with the world’s big cats, mountain 
gorillas, and high speed flash photography. Before Covid curtailed their 
schedule, Joe and Mary led photo tours and photo safaris for nearly thirty 
weeks each year. Joe is the author of numerous books on wildlife and on 
wildlife photography. They are now Olympus shooters.

Joe McDonald
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By Jared Lloyd

MASTERING YOUR MIRRORLESS
AUTOFOCUS PART THREE
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Since this past summer, 2020, I have been working on a multipart 
series about mastering your mirrorless autofocus (AF) system. 

Part one was all about how the mirrorless hybrid AF system works, 
and how it’s different from DSLR technology. In part two, I discussed 
the various AF Area Modes in mirrorless cameras. 

Part three here is going to be different. This is the conceptual side 
of the discussion. And in the pages that follow, I will lay out several 
case studies. 

The idea behind this article will be to use specific scenarios to hope-
fully help you understand my thinking behind how and why I set my 
AF system the way I did to capture the accompanying images. 

Because this article is more conceptual in nature than the past two, 
I am going to use slightly different language here. Instead of pedan-
tically detailing how each situation applies to each individual cam-
era manufacturer, and their complicated nomenclatures for all the 
various settings, I am going to use simple language and only refer to 
these settings by one or two manufacturers’ naming systems.  

By and large, all of the camera manufacturers have similar AF Area 
Modes. Olympus and Fuji are slightly different. But conceptually, all 
that follows still applies to these systems as well. 

If you get confused, if the settings I reference, or more specifically, if 
the names I use are not those that are associated with your camera, 
simply refer to part two of this series. 

Given the overwhelmingly technical nature of our AF systems, this 
article is designed to help remove the complicated technical nu-
ances of it all and apply the concepts I discussed in the form of 
real-world scenarios. 

BABY GOAT GRUFF: SINGLE-POINT FOCUS

Standing on the side of the mountain, I’m reminded of that one time 

I slipped and fell in a situation like this. The slope was mostly loose 
scree with a foot or two of snow resting on top. The end result was 
the obligatory bumps and bruises, along with a Nikon 200-400 quite 
literally snapped in half and a Nikon D800 with its guts hanging out. 

My present situation was shaping up to feel eerily similar. 45-degree 
slope. Scree. Snow. Ice. Cold. But this time I was wearing a set of 
crampons, hoping that I could at least stack the odds in my favor. 

There are very few things that would lure me up a mountain like this 
in the winter. Actually, I take that back. There are a lot of things. And 
if any one of them looks like a potential photograph, I’m immediate-
ly doing the calculations in my head to assess the situation. 

This time, it was mountain goats. 

The name “mountain goat” is a bit of a misnomer. This is the Amer-
ican West though, where most names are a bit of a misnomer. You 
see, mountain goats aren’t really goats at all. Instead, they are more 
closely related to antelope. But when I say antelope, I don’t mean the 
ones that live out here, the ones that are also known as pronghorn, 
which are not actually antelopes, but goats. Sort of. 

Confused yet?

Me too.

Let’s simplify it. Mountain goats are actually a species of antelope, 
while our so-called “antelope” are a species of goat. Ish. Emphasis 
on the ish. 

For this reason, as my own personalized form of biological, histori-
cal, and social protest, I call the mountain goats “snowalopes,” and 
the pronghorn “goatalopes.” And apparently, I spend A LOT of time 
alone and trying to entertain myself. . . . 
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This morning, the goats were mingling around isolated stands of 
mountain ash and aspens making for compositions that I don’t nor-
mally associate with this species. When I think of mountain goats, 
much like bighorn sheep, images of snow-covered rocky cliffs begin 
dancing around in my head. Trees? Shrubs? Elk or a mule deer would 
seem more appropriate. But such is life sometimes. 

As anyone photographing in or around forests can attest to, one of 
the biggest challenges you face is all of the “clutter.” 

Branches and sticks and stuff always seem to be in the way. The 
entropy challenges you in creating clean, compelling compositions 
(how’s that for some alliteration?). It can challenge your exposures, 
and it definitely challenges your AF system. 

These pockets of stunted trees are leafless come winter. Add the 
slightest amount of light to the scene, and suddenly you have reflec-
tive surfaces all over the place. And given that our AF systems rely 
upon contrast to obtain focus, those reflective surfaces create all 
the contrast in the world to help throw off your AF system. 

What this means is that in order for you to maximize your success 
rate in these situations, you need the smallest and most-controlled 
AF Area Mode possible. In other words, this is a job for Single Point. 

Single-Point AF reduces the area your camera is attempting to focus 
on to one single AF sensor. Dynamic or Expand AF functions sim-
ilar to Single Point in that it attempts to use a single user-selected 
AF sensor as well. However, the difference is what occurs when you 
momentarily lose focus and additional surrounding AF sensors then 
engage to help you reacquire focus again. 

Dynamic/Expand/Flexible is by and large the go-to setting for most 
wildlife photographers wielding mirrorless cameras today. However, 
just because it’s used as something of a Swiss Army Knife of auto-
focus doesn’t mean that it is always the right tool for the job. 

In this particular instance, I opted for Single-Point AF. 

As my thesis behind writing a separate series of articles for mirror-
less AF states, mirrorless is different. There is no getting around 
that fact. And the hybrid Phase-Detection AF (PDAF) system is the 
foundation of it all. 

Because we focus directly off the image sensor, as opposed to a 
separate system in the camera for autofocus, phase detection isn’t 
as quick and precise in mirrorless as it is in DSLR cameras. For this 
reason, mirrorless cameras also use Contrast Detect AF, or CDAF, to 
help get that last little bit of focus in place in many situations. The 
contrast part of the equation, at least according to camera manufac-
turers, doesn’t always kick in. However, whenever our cameras are 
unable to snap right into focus on our subject, the hybrid AF system 
does its thing and puts the last little piece of the focusing puzzle 
into place with Contrast Detect, which is a little slower, but by far the 
most accurate of any AF system. 

This is important to understand when it comes to choosing an AF 
Area Mode. 

Because this hybrid AF system is not as fast on current mirrorless 
technology as the traditional PDAF system is on DSLR cameras, 
when you photograph a moving subject like this goat running down-
hill through the snow, it is VERY likely that your camera will engage 
the surrounding AF sensors to help acquire focus when using Ex-
pand or Dynamic AF. 

In this particular situation, with a goat running through the snow, 
and trees and branches all over the place, I don’t want additional AF 
sensors engaging. All of that other “stuff” around the mountain goat 
would become fair game for my AF system. I don’t want to fight with 
my camera as it loses focus on the goat and grabs focus on the trees 
and other “things” around my subject.
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For this reason, I chose to set my camera to Single-Point AF in order 
to simplify things as much as possible.

I realize that all of the literature put out by camera manufacturers sug-
gests using Flexible Spot/Dynamic AF in a situation like this. However, 
this is one of those situations where real-world experience diverges 
greatly from engineers and their white-paper-writing interpreters. 

When you look at a situation and can immediately recognize a thou-
sand little things that your autofocus may grab hold of if you slip off 
the subject, you know this is a job for Single Point. You want to limit 
the number of activated AF sensors to only one so you can control 
as much as possible. 

Keep in mind, though, that the size of a single AF sensor is consider-
ably smaller than the size of the little red or green box you see inside 
of your viewfinder. When you look at that box, imagine a dot in the 
middle. This is where your AF sensor is located. 

Those coming from a DSLR system quickly discover they developed 
lazy habits when it comes to relying on their AF system. A little ex-
tra care and precision is necessary when it comes to your focusing 
techniques with mirrorless systems, and recognizing that the AF sen-
sor you are attempting to focus with is not accurately represented 
by the size of the box in the viewfinder is one of those nuances you 
must remember.

COLORADO WHITETAIL: AUTO SUBJECT TRACKING

Whitetail deer are a relative newcomer to the West. When we think 
of the plains and prairies that roll off toward the East from the Rocky 
Mountains, we tend to think of mule deer. Mulies, as they are referred 
to out here, are a species that are highly adapted to living out on the 
open grasslands.

But as temperatures have warmed and the climate has changed, 
and we have created a network of suburban oases across the Great 
Plains, whitetail deer have managed to hopscotch their way across 
the country. 

Naturally, this isn’t the only species to do this thanks to us. Barred 
owls are another that get quite a bit of limelight, and they can now 
be found from sea to shining sea, with their calls heard from the 
swamps of Florida to the temperate rainforests of Olympic National 
Park in Washington. 

This mixing of species doesn’t come without repercussions. Things 
move around all the time. The range of a species expands and con-
tracts as geography and climate change. It’s just that these things 
usually happen over the course of a very long time. 

With barred owls showing up in the Pacific Northwest, they are out-
competing the native and critically endangered northern spotted owl. 
They occupy similar niches. They have similar behavior and food 
habits. And as if the logging of old-growth forests, which spotted 
owls depend on, wasn’t enough, now they are being pushed past the 
tipping point by an invasion of barred owls — again, thanks to towns 
and cities and suburbs across the plains. 

Whitetail deer now have their own unique impact in the West as well. 

Whitetail deer are one of the few truly native species to North Amer-
ica. Most of the big species of the American West are relative new-
comers to the landscape. Moose, grizzly bears, bison, bighorn sheep, 
etc., all of these migrated to North America over the last 30,000 to 
40,000 years. Whitetail deer, however, evolved here. 

Given that whitetails have been around here for a very long time — 
their lineage beginning around 50 million years ago — they have had 
a lot of time to adapt to and evolve with a host of other species in 
North America. 
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One such species is a peculiar brain-boring parasite known, quite 
simply, as the brain worm. Whitetails have co-evolved with this par-
asite for a very long time, sort of like mosquitoes have co-evolved 
with malaria, or bats with rabies. Animals of the host species are no 
longer affected by these parasites. They have adapted to them. Oth-
er species have not. 

With the introduction of whitetail deer to the West, we also introduce 
the brain worm as well. One species that appears to be extremely 
susceptible to this parasite is moose. In Grand Teton National Park, 
for instance, the moose population was cut by two-thirds within a 
decade of whitetail deer arriving in the valley and competing for the 
same unique habitat preferences as moose. 

But what does this have to do with photographing deer in Colorado? 

Nothing — other than the fact that this is why whitetails are now 
found around Denver. I just think it’s an interesting subject. 

When it comes to mirrorless technology, all the hype, all the talk, all 
the rage, all the YouTube videos seem to focus on one thing: subject 
tracking with AF. 

What is this exactly?

Well, it’s not the same thing as “tracking your subject.” 

Subject tracking is where you allow your camera’s computer to make 
all the decisions for you. You tell the camera which subject you want 
to focus on, and then the computers use pattern recognition and 
predictive algorithms to keep up with the subject as it moves both 
across the landscape and the viewfinder. 

So much of the chatter about one camera being better than another 
has been largely based upon this single feature. 

I myself receive emails all the time from people asking me why they 
should worry about all this autofocus mess and not just simply stick 
the camera on Animal-Eye AF or some form of subject tracking and 
leave it there. 

Thus far, from my experience, these forms of autofocus are nowhere 
near reliable enough yet to be left on and forgotten about for serious 
wildlife photography. 

Sony and Canon are a little bit better than Olympus and Nikon in this 
field, in my opinion. However, that “little bit” isn’t enough for me to 
use these features on a regular basis for wildlife. The camera man-
ufacturers constantly update this technology via firmware updates. 
So, it’s possible that by the time you read this, subject tracking may 
have already improved. Keep in mind that these new autofocus fea-
tures are designed specifically for photographing humans. The dif-
ference matters greatly when it comes to pattern recognition and 
predictive math. 

However, in some situations, subject tracking works beautifully. 

With temperatures hovering around 5 degrees, and a 2-inch layer of 
snow covering the ground, I recently found myself lying facedown in 
the shortgrass prairie absolutely loving the fact that I had this new 
subject-tracking AF feature. 

It was late afternoon and the sun was going to set within the hour. 
Amazing light was upon the land, and a group of whitetail bucks had 
come up out of the cottonwood-lined river bottom and onto the prai-
rie following a group of females. Given that this stretch of grassland 
was flat as a board and took on the look of a brown golf course, the 
only suitable way in which to photograph these deer was lying down 
with my camera and lens as low as possible. 
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Hiking in along a closed and snow-covered dirt road, I decided to for-
go the tripod in order to get my 600mm f/4 lens as low as possible. 
This puts me lying in the snow, supporting my 12-pound lens and 
camera by hand for about an hour as I photographed these deer. 

The primary reason I was lying down like this was to take control 
of the foreground. Foregrounds are important. They are necessary 
for creating depth and dimension to our compositions. Also, getting 
low like this makes our subject larger than life, so that it sort of rises 
up out of the landscape. This position also has the added benefit of 
throwing the background well into the distance. 

Imagine for a moment if I had been standing up, or photographing 
out the window of my Land Rover. I’m taller than these deer. That 
means I would have been shooting down at something of an an-
gle toward them. This in turn would mean my background would be 
grass as opposed to trees. Tan-colored deer against a tan-colored 
background. No, thanks. 

However, by lying down like this, suddenly the background is 200 
yards distant and a different color from my subject. This does so 
much for my composition, simplifying everything down to three nice, 
clean dimensions: foreground, middle ground, background. All sep-
arate. All distinct. But more to the point, it also simplifies things for 
the AF system. 

With my bucks running around sniffing and chasing after females, I 
was afforded a little bit of activity to photograph. And with the sim-
plified composition, I flipped the AF Area Mode over to Auto and ini-
tiated subject tracking. And in these conditions, where things were 
not going to get confusing for the computer, and I could use the help 
given my awkward position, the whole scenario became infinitely 
easier for me to keep up with and create tack-sharp photographs.

On the other hand, subject tracking tends to fall apart when con-
fronted with a close, busy, contrasty, and distracting background. 

A few weeks before being in Colorado, I was photographing the eagle 
migration on the James River in Virginia. There, everything fell apart 
when it came to subject tracking. Backgrounds in focus, bald eagles 
out of focus. However, I did get some beautifully lit and tack-sharp 
butt shots of the birds flying away. It wasn’t until I switched my AF 
Area Mode back to something more traditional and controllable that 
I started making photographs. 

For the most part, when the action is hot, AF on Auto and subject 
tracking just aren’t there yet for me to trust. I find more situations 
where it’s far simpler, and far more successful, for me to use tradi-
tional AF techniques than to leave my focusing to pattern recogni-
tion and predictive math. 

With all of that said, given a simple situation sans distracting ele-
ments around the subject, this is a great option to turn to. 

We are still in the infancy of automatic subject tracking. Yes, it has 
been around in some form or another for a few years now. Nikon and 
Canon both did this with DSLR cameras and it’s for this very reason 
that Canon invented the dual-pixel AF system. But the whole thing is 
still awaiting refinement. And until then, in most situation, my suc-
cess rate is hundreds of times higher using traditional AF techniques. 

BALD EAGLE: CLOSE FOCUS PRIORITY 

As luck would have it, I spent the majority of the pandemic on the 
barrier islands of the Outer Banks. Showing up just before the world 
fell apart, I quickly found myself in a position where police erected 
barricades and checkpoints on the bridges over to the islands in or-
der to keep tourists from virus hotspots from coming over and over-
taxing the EXTREMELY limited medical services (at the time, there 
wasn’t even an ICU bed on the islands). 

So, I figured this was about the safest place in the entire U.S. to 
hunker down instead of traveling back to Montana. 
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Like many photographers, I found a year’s worth of plans disrupted. 
A year’s worth of trips postponed or canceled. A year’s worth of try-
ing to carve out a new sort of normal. And thus, I enjoyed a year’s 
worth of photographing wildlife close by. 

There is a certain kind of irony in the fact that although I live at the 
doorstep of Yellowstone National Park, it took me hanging out back 
east for a year to get around to finally devoting some time exclusively 
for eagles. But like most things in life, we take for granted that which 
is commonplace to us. 

The James River in Virginia is full of eagles. Every mile of waterfront 
here is parceled up into well-defined and well-defended territories of 
nesting pairs. If a neighboring eagle crosses the invisible line of de-
marcation, fights will ensue. Throw in the eagle migration, and resi-
dent pairs of eagles spend half their time chasing away interlopers. 

Because of all this territorial behavior, a well-timed float down the 
river can result in completely full memory cards in a matter of a cou-
ple hours. Birds are fishing, flying, fighting, chasing, and your arms 
get sore from trying to track it all. 

In these situations, I alternate between two different AF Area Modes 
depending upon the type of action I’m seeing and the distance it’s 
happening from me. And for general-purpose birds-in-flight stuff, 
Close Focus Priority often simplifies everything for me.

Close Focus Priority/Zone gives you a larger active group of AF sen-
sors than something like Dynamic or Flexible Spot. In essence, you 
are working with a block of AF sensors that are all activated and try-
ing to grab focus on something at the same time. But as the term 
I use here implies, priority is given to whatever the closest thing to 
the camera happens to be inside that group of AF sensors. 

Photographing birds in flight is challenging enough. Hand-holding 
big lenses. Keeping the bird inside the viewfinder. 

Trying to suss out backgrounds and compositions with split-second 
decisions while tracking a bird clipping along at high speeds? It’s a lot 
of work. And trying to keep a single AF sensor overtop of your subject, 
as would be the case with Flexible Spot or Dynamic, often requires a 
good mindfulness meditation session beforehand to manage stress 
levels. 

With a Close Focus Priority setting, you remove some the need for 
pinpoint accuracy. Contrasty backgrounds that would otherwise grab 
your AF system’s attention no longer become as much of an issue. 
And as long as you can keep that Zone or group of AF sensors over-
top of the bird, your success rate will be much higher. 

But there is a caveat here. 

When it comes to photographing larger birds close up, like eagles 
or egrets, Close Focus Priority will often grab a wingtip and throw 
the head and eye out of focus. You can work around this to some 
degree by using a larger depth of field with an aperture of f/8. How-
ever, you might not always want to, depending upon how close your 
background is and how much ambient light you have to work with. 

In this scenario, the eagles were roughly 50 to 100 meters away. At 
that distance, I had little to worry about if the camera attempted to 
focus on a wingtip instead of the body or head of the bird — even at 
f/4 or f/5.6. 

My philosophy in wildlife photography is that the background and 
surrounding landscape is often more important than the actual sub-
ject itself. Yes, I need my subject in focus, and preferably with an in-
teresting pose. But here, I had set up to try and capture eagles flying 
in front of what little bit of fall color could still be found along the 
banks of the river. Thus, the background was my first consideration.

For that reason, I didn’t want a close-up photograph of a bald eagle 
flying. I have plenty of those already. 



 66The Journal of Wildlife Photography 

I wanted something a little more “environmental” in nature. Thus, I 
was only following birds that met this criterion, and I knew my cam-
era’s Close Focus Priority mode would be the simplest way to han-
dle the focusing here so I could concentrate more on composition 
and action. 

OUT OF THE MIST: DYNAMIC AF 

After nearly a hundred years of absence, elk once again roam the de-
ciduous forests spanning the Appalachian Mountains of the eastern 
United States. For so long, these animals were like ghosts here, with 
only their namesake imprinted across the landscape. Places like Elk 
Creek and Elk River, Elk Knob and Banner Elk dot the map. But the 
animal itself was but a memory that only the mountains themselves 
could remember, for we had driven the eastern elk to extinction be-
fore any living person was born. 

These days, however, come September, come the rut, the piercing bu-
gles of elk can once again be heard echoing through the forests and 
hills and mountains. The species known as the eastern elk is gone. 
But their cousins, the Rocky Mountain elk, were released into these 
mountains at places like Great Smoky Mountains National Park to 
take up the role of their ancestors in this ecosystem. 

Photographing the rut is all about action. It’s about big animals with big 
antlers drunk off of big quantities of testosterone. And when it comes 
to photographing the rut in North America, nothing comes close to the 
awesome sight of bull elk and the epic battles they engage in. 

When you look at the overall population of elk, you quickly notice 
that there is something of a 7:3 ratio in the population. That is to say, 
70 percent are females and 30 percent are males. Yet they are born 
in equal numbers. This discrepancy in gender is part of the reason 
wildlife photographers all across the world make annual pilgrimag-
es each autumn to bear witness to the elk rut. 

Although males and females may be born in similar numbers, by the 
time elk reach maturity, females far outnumber the males due to the 
mortal wounds these guys sustain in battle with each other every 
year. 

All of this running about, all of this chasing after females, corralling 
them together, chasing off would-be contenders, and battling, some-
times to the death, means that AF settings are a real consideration 
for photographers working to capture the action. 

Focus tracking, in my opinion, is not quite there yet to keep up with 
the erratic movements here. From Sony to Nikon, you will get images 
in focus using it, but the success rate will be lower than other meth-
ods of autofocus. And in low-light situations like this, the success 
rate is even lower. 

The problem with using Close Focus Priority are those gigantic ant-
lers and the foreground elements in your compositions. Close Fo-
cus Priority is really better left to very small subjects or subjects at 
a distance. Elk are big, and you often find yourself working at a dis-
tance of 25 to 50 yards. For me, I want to be much more precise in 
where I focus than what any sort of Close Focus Priority is going to 
offer me. 

Because of the need for precision, but due to the sometimes fast-
paced and erratic action at work, this is where Flexible Spot or Dy-
namic AF really begins to shine. 

As I discussed in part two of this series of articles, Flexible Spot 
works by giving you a single AF sensor — just like using Single-Point 
focus. However, if you lose focus, or if your camera is struggling to 
obtain focus to begin with, then additional AF sensors will activate 
to help you either obtain or reobtain focus. 

This is actually my go-to AF Area Mode for most wildlife photography. 
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Don’t get me wrong, I use every single AF Area Mode on my cameras. 
Each one has their strengths and weaknesses, and there is a time and 
a place for each. 

However, Dynamic AF/Flexible Spot is the default setting you will 
find dialed in when you turn on my camera. 

Why? Because it’s sort of a catchall option. 

Birds in flight? Works great. A subject hidden behind vegetation? No 
problem, you are starting with a single AF sensor for tight precise 
work. Fast erratic action? You have all those surrounding AF sensors 
that will turn on and try their best to help you out when needed. 

Yes, there are better options for specific situations. But for my work-
flow in the field, this is the general-purpose setting, and all other AF 
Area Modes are used only on a case-by-case basis. 

In the accompanying photograph, I had knelt down behind some 
brush, photographing low, while trying to stay inconspicuous so this 
bull elk didn’t try to let the wind out of me with his antlers. Another, 
larger bull, and thus a major threat to this guy’s ability to hold on to 
his harem, had entered the arena and begun to bugle. But instead 
of engaging with the challenger, this bull charged around after his 
cows, herding them together tightly and trying to push them out of 
the meadow and into the forest. 

As he raced toward me, I was able to keep the single AF sensor 
locked onto his face or neck, ensuring that I didn’t accidently grab a 
hold of his antlers. 

You will never know if or when the surrounding AF sensors engage 
and help you lock focus. However, you do know that when the action 
unfolds, they are there to help, and your success rate is significantly 
higher than when using Single Point in these situations. 
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My hope is that this series of real-world examples helps to shed light 
on my autofocus strategy. I’m sure you noticed that there are a lot 
more AF Area Modes detailed in part two of this series than what I 
described above. I did this on purpose. Not all of the AF Area Modes 
are suitable for the type of situations we find ourselves in as wildlife 
photographers. 

Due to the challenges of keeping up with and keeping focus on some 
animals, many beginners will instinctually opt for modes in which the 
computer is theoretically doing all the work for them. This makes 
sense to me because there is a lot to the technical side of photogra-
phy, and this new technology offers promises of solving one of the 
most challenging parts of the equation for you.

However, as time goes on, as you learn the nuances of your camera, 
and as you find yourself in more and more situations, inevitably you 
also find yourself needing more control. It’s a bit like exposure. The 
progression for most folks is to start with Program, then Aperture 
Priority, and finally on to Manual exposure. At first, you think it’s best 
to let the camera figure it all out. Before long, photographers want to 
start to at least control the depth of field in the images, and so they 
start learning how to use exposure compensation with Aperture Pri-
ority. But eventually, most finally come around to the importance of 
using Manual so they can control every aspect of their exposure. 
Sure, Aperture Priority does a great job in a lot of situations, but 
eventually you realize that in many situations, using Aperture Priori-
ty is actually more difficult than simply going Manual. 

Autofocus is like this as well. Eventually, we all come to a point where 
we discover that the more we take control of the focusing, that is to 
say, the more we’re able to narrow things down and make the deci-
sion of exactly where to focus, how to focus, and what AF Area Mode 
is best for the situation, the higher our success rate becomes. 

In time, the predictive math of subject tracking and Animal-Eye AF will 
continue to improve. This is computers, mind you. Moore’s Law states 
that technology doubles every 18 months. But in the meantime, start 
mastering the traditional methods of autofocus because every wild-
life photograph you have even seen, from National Geographic to BBC 
Wildlife, was created using these tried-and-true techniques.  

 



 71The Journal of Wildlife Photography 

Did you know that ravens get the lion’s share of meat from a wolf kill, 
more so than the wolves themselves? Research suggests that this 
fact alone explains why wolves evolved to live in packs – unlike al-
most every other large predator. Larger packs of wolves, as opposed 
to solitary or pairs of wolves, can consume more meat faster from 
a carcass. This would make it seem like each wolf is getting less 
meat, but because of the larger pack size, they can kill again quicker 
and stay one step ahead of ravens in this economy of meat.

DID YOU KNOW?


