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I think it’s safe to say that 
wildlife photography is 
unlike any other genre 

of photography. In addition 
to things like composition, 
autofocus, exposure, etc., we 
also need to know how to find 
and approach our subjects. This 
means that to be successful 
at wildlife photography, you 
must also have basic skills as 
a naturalist as well. All the 
latest equipment and technical 
knowledge in the world will do 

you no good if you can’t find and approach wildlife. 

In this edition of the Journal of Wildlife Photography, you will find a  
feature article by yours truly called “Zen and the Art of Finding Wildlife.”

It’s not possible to discuss everything there is to know or understand 
about this topic in a single article. Each situation is different. There 
is plenty of overlap between how we find and approach different 
animals, of course. However, the devil is in the details, as they say. 
Each species, each habitat, each season comes with its own nuances. 
In the winter, we often use tracks in the snow, for instance. In arid 
environments, water is a big player. Approaching a sow black bear 
with cubs is worlds different from approaching a bull moose in rut. 
Both can kill you. Both will begin communicating with you directly as 
soon as they see or smell or hear you. And understanding what they LE
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are trying to tell you, and what you are telling them, makes all the 
difference to both your and their safety as well as the photography 
you create. 

My library at home holds about 600 books. Some of this is good 
old-fashioned literature. John Steinbeck, Ernest Hemingway, 
Edward Abbey, etc. But the lion’s share of it is natural history. 

Some of these books are basic reference guides, such as Mark 
Elbroch’s Mammal Tracks & Sign, both the first and second edition 
because the two are completely different. Or, The New Neotropical 
Companion by John Kricher. Others are more in-depth reference 
guides to behavior, like the Sibley Guide to Bird Life & Behavior or 
the Behavior of North American Mammals — which apparently 
sells out of Amazon and Barnes & Noble every time I mention this 
book in the Journal or in my emails. Many books are a bit more 
academic in scope, such as Ecology and Management of North 
American Moose or Behavioral Ecology of Tropical Birds. And 
then there are the books that friends always stop and stare at with 
quizzical looks and make good-humored jokes about later, such as 
Pronghorn, Grizzly, Elk, Bighorn, Sand, Wind, etc. 

All of these books sit on my shelves for specific reasons. And I 
return to all of these books time and time again as I plan and 
prepare for various trips and assignments. All of these books 
have been critically important in building my mental library 
of knowledge and factoids. But none of them can come close in 
importance to being in the field, observing and learning the ropes 
through what we can call “experiential education.”

SUMMER 2022
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Over the years, subscribers to the Journal of Wildlife Photography 
have told us over and over again that it’s the synthesis of natural 
history and photography that makes the Journal unique and 
important to them. 

So, it’s for this reason that I plan to focus my efforts on these types 
of articles within the pages of the Journal moving forward. You will 
still find columns and articles by other photographers. You will still 
see articles that cover the technical side of the craft here. But I am 
going to begin shaping my articles to meet the wants and needs of 
wildlife photographers by focusing on the ecology and behavior of 
animals and showing how understanding this makes you a better 
photographer — education that simply cannot be found anywhere else. 

Cheers,

Jared
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Having a successful day in the field is often related 
to our ability to be fluid and pivot when necessary. 
Success and failure hinge upon our ability to see and 

anticipate possibilities. And when a situation unfolds, being 
able to abruptly change gears can mean the difference between 
coming home with just a bunch of mosquito bites and coming 
home with memory cards filled with photographs. 

The photograph of the barred owl (Strix varia) on this issue’s 
cover is a perfect example of this. 

I had pushed away from the dock some 30 minutes before 
sunrise that morning. Pelican cases filled with camera 
equipment sat piled near the bow of the boat. Even before 
sunrise, the temperature was already around 30 degrees 
Celsius, and the humidity was so thick, I wished I had brought 
my scuba kit just to breathe the air. Towering bald cypress 
mixed with swollen tupelo gums, and the whole of the flooded 
forest before me dripped with Spanish moss.

I had my sights set on photographing nesting ospreys that 
morning. Technically, I was on a lake, but much of the landscape 
was little more than a flooded forest. Some areas were far too 
thick and tangled to push the metal boat into. Old stumps and 
logs snagged the outboard motor’s lower unit every few minutes, 
and I constantly found myself needing to rock the boat off these 
underwater hazards. But where the forest thinned and cypress 

trees stood widely spaced in what could be considered by some an “open” 
stretch of water, ospreys nested en masse. 

At times, it seemed as though every cypress tree had a nest atop it. Huge 
towering nests that appeared more suitable for bald eagles than ospreys spilled 
out from the canopy. These were old trees, and their shape and canopy told 
the story of age and weather and the fact that each one was pushing past a 
hundred years of age. 

It was probably around 8 a.m. when I first noticed the barred owl. Sitting high 
in a tupelo gum at the edge of a thicker stand of forest, she watched stoically 
as I explored her world. Upon noticing her, I considered trying to work my 
way in closer to photograph but realized it would have been a lesson in futility 
given what I would have needed to push through — impossible to do without 

Story and photos by Jared Lloyd

ON THE COVER
Barred Owl

Barred owl (Strix varia)
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spooking her. But every time I fired up the outboard and moved the 
boat, she leapt from her perch and repositioned on another tree where 
she could watch me at all times. 

This was new behavior for me. Barred owls are good parents. But I had 
never known one to wearily follow an intruder to keep an eye on them. 

Realizing that she would sort of follow whenever I moved the boat, I 
decided to experiment with the situation. Up ahead, I saw a thick stand 
of trees that would block me from view. To the left, however, was a 
stunted lone cypress tree standing proudly in about a meter of water. 

If this bird was really trying to follow me, or keep an eye on me, that 
tree would give her the best view of me when I disappeared behind the 
tangle of vegetation. 

I dropped the electric trolling motor in the water and eased myself 
into position. On cue, the barred owl swooped into the top of the lone 
cypress tree a mere 15 meters away. 

It doesn’t always work out this way, of course. But when it does, the 
excitement of being able to analyze the situation and anticipate the 
behavior of your subject to this degree feels about like winning the 
lottery. 

I still had the trolling motor down, and my 600mm f/4 lens was 
resting at my feet. This bird was obviously curious. This bird had 
chosen to follow me to this location. This bird was unquestionably 
interacting with me on some level. So, I decided to push my luck a 
bit and ease the boat over to her cypress perch. If I failed and she 
flew off, it was still an awesome experience. But if my hunch that 
she was going to let me in closer paid off, then the photographic 
opportunity would be unparalleled. 

As luck would have it that day, this bird let me saddle right up beside 
the tree and at eye level. 

The resulting photographs are, to this day, still my favorite ones I have 
ever created of a barred owl. The light was perfect. The background was 
distant and creamy. And the extraordinary thing is that the bird never 
left that spot until I did. After about 10 minutes of photographing her 
with a variety of lenses and compositions, I eased the boat away from 
her perch. This time, she didn’t follow. She simply turned and flew 
back into the all-encompassing darkness of the swamp from which 
she had materialized.
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COMMUNITY CAPTURE

OFFICIAL FACEBOOK GROUP

The Journal of Wildlife Photography 
Facebook group (facebook.com/groups/
journalofwildlifephotography) has become a 

substantial online community, and every day in this 
space, wildlife photographers share truly stunning 
photos from the field. In each issue, we highlight 
images that caught the eye of Journal staff along with 
the photographers’ stories of how they captured and 
created their photos, plus a few other noteworthy 
images from those photographers’ portfolios. 

If you haven’t already, join the group! Share photos 
you’re proud of, and contribute to the community 
conversation. We’ll see you there.
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Story and photos by Leighton Lum

COMMUNITY CAPTURE
Sea Turtles at Sunset
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PREVIOUS PAGE: Green sea 
turtles (Chelonia mydas).

Canon 5D Mark IV | 16-35mm lens | 
f/16 | 1/30 | ISO 100 | 16mm focal 
length

I love wildlife photography 
because it involves a test of 
patience and planning, and even 

if you have both of these, you still 
may not get the shot you are after. I 
love that no two wildlife photos will 
ever be the same; it’s very hard to 
replicate wildlife photos, unlike in 
landscape photography where you 
can go to the same spot over and 
over and get really similar images. 
With wildlife photography, you are 
capturing a moment in an animal’s 
life, and that is really special to me.

For the photo on the previous page, 
I set out to shoot sunset on a short 
trip to Maui, Hawaii, USA. A good 
friend of mine knew of a special place 
where green sea turtles (Chelonia 
mydas) come up into a cave to rest. 
It was quite difficult to get to! We 
had to walk through the water along 
a cliffside, and the tide was rising, 
so it wasn’t very easy. We walked for 
about 45 minutes along the slippery 

This was taken in the Galápagos, Ecuador, in early 2021 off of San Cristóbal Island. 
The Galápagos is the only place in the world where you can see marine iguanas 

(Amblyrhynchus cristatus). 

Canon 5D Mark IV | Canon 8-15mm fisheye lens | f/6.3 | 1/250 | ISO 400



 11The Journal of Wildlife Photography

This shot was taken with a remote 
camera in Kenya’s famous Masai 
Mara. We waited for an afternoon 
rainstorm to pass before going back 
to camp, and on the way back, we 
found these subadult lions (Panthera 
leo) who were very curious about the 
camera. 

Canon R5 | Canon 16-35mm f/2.8 
lens | f/3.2 | 1/320 | ISO 1600
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coastline until we spotted a few turtles. We followed them, and they led 
us to this cave where we thought we saw a bunch of rocks at first, only 
to realize what we had found was a ton of turtles!

We quickly found an unoccupied spot and set up for sunset. The tide 
was rising, which was a little alarming and scary for our camera gear 
at times. We stayed all the way until the sun went down. In those 
three hours of waiting, we were almost completely blocked in by 
turtles as more and more started to show up! 

The turtles lined up perfectly, making the composition nice and 
full. Because it was sunset and I was shooting into the sun, I chose 
to bracket-expose this shot due to the huge dynamic range. This 
was a nine-shot stacked image to properly expose for everything in 
the frame, from the dark shadows all the way through the extreme 
highlights caused by the sun. 

Eventually, the waves started coming in as high tide approached, so that 
helped disperse some of the turtles near the mouth of the cave, which 
helped us get out without disturbing them. It was a great shooting day, 
but the walk back to the car in the dark was quite the adventure.

This shot is very special to me — it’s not just a “nice” shot. To me, it’s 
a reminder of success and something I envisioned before I went in. I 
put the time and effort in and luckily came out of it with something 
that I had hoped to create, something that could stand the test of 
time. This photo represents a unique and memorable experience. 

We were fortunate to be able to get in and out safely with all of our 
gear intact! That was a relief. This spot is heavily guarded amongst 
locals as it would become a circus if many people knew where it was, 
so we try to keep the location a secret for the safety of the animals. 

Leighton Lum is a contemporary artist striving to capture the beauty in nature. Leighton 
was born and raised on the island of Oahu in Hawaii, USA, and he has traveled to many 
places, bringing variety to his photography from around the globe. From swimming with 
sharks to tracking down big polar bears in the Arctic, Leighton has always had a love and 
passion for the great outdoors. His goal is to share the uniqueness of the world through 
his eyes. 

Leighton hopes his photography inspires others and raises awareness about conservation 
to ensure future generations can enjoy nature the way it was meant to be seen. To learn 
more about his work, visit photographybyleighton.com.

Leighton Lum

photography_by_leighton

photographybyleighton
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Article and photos by Jason Kazuta

FEATURE
Hunting for Hummingbirds



 14The Journal of Wildlife Photography

PREVIOUS PAGE: Anna’s hummingbird mothers (Calypte anna) 
feed their babies on the wing.

Nikon D5 | Nikon 400mm f/2.8 VR lens | f/4 lens | 1/1600 | ISO 2000

I have been photographing wildlife for about 20 years now, with 
particular interests in birds and bears. With birds, I am especially 
interested in hummingbirds and raptors. In my almost two decades 

of photographing wildlife, I have been privileged to photograph many 
hummingbirds and also their nests — well-hidden, little moss- and 
lichen-covered jewels. I live in Vancouver, Canada, and the two most 
common species of hummingbirds here are the Anna’s (Calypte anna) 
and the rufous (Selasphorus rufus). Occasionally, you might spot the 
odd black-chinned (Archilochus alexandri) or calliope (Selasphorus 
calliope). The Anna’s are year-round residents, while the rufous migrate 
from down south in Mexico and up as far north as Alaska. The Anna’s 
will start nesting as early as mid-February, with the rufous coming 
about a month later.

In 2021, I either found or was informed of 14 nests — 13 Anna’s and one 
lone rufous, which was a completely fortuitous find for me. Of those 14, 
only six were in good-enough positions to take good photographs, with 
the others being too high or in awkward spots (too many branches in 
the way). You may notice that the number of Anna’s nests I found far 
outweighs the number of rufous nests. This has always been the case, 
as Anna’s nests are easier to find compared to rufous nests — at least 
for me — for reasons discussed below.

I have found and photographed many hummingbird nests, but I 
almost never find a nest by itself. They are so well camouflaged and 
are extremely difficult to spot on their own. You can be looking right 
at one and not notice. The nests take about a week to build and are 
about the size of a walnut or golf ball. Made with densely spun spider 

silk, then covered with moss and lichen, they look much like part of 
the branch they are attached to. The inner part of the nest is lined 
with soft, fuzzy material like cattail fibers or down, and the whole 
nest is elastic so it will expand with the growing chicks. The eggs 
inside are the size of jelly beans, and they take about two weeks to 
hatch. The chicks fledge about 20 days after hatching and will stay 
close to the nest for a few days while still being fed by their mother. 
Although I have found some nests totally by chance, invariably, 
the female returning to her nest alerts you as to where the nest is 
located. You have to know what to look for and what to listen for. 

In my experience photographing hummingbird nests (your experience 
with other hummingbird species may vary), I have never seen one 
build a nest close to a feeder. Too much traffic. While there is the odd 
exception, they are almost always more than 15 meters away, usually 
much more, like 30 meters. Anna’s hummingbirds will usually make 
their nests on branches close to the trunk of a tree, or on a forked 
branch with a slightly downward angle. They love holly trees, cedar 
boughs, and rhododendrons.

When a female Anna’s is approaching her nest, she will emit a series 
of chirping sounds and approach the nest in an indirect, zigzag 
pattern. When you hear her, follow her in with your eyes; do not 
physically follow her, as you may scare her off. She will usually stop 
chirping when she lands in the nest, so if you hear her stop chirping 
but lose sight of her, it’s possible there is a nest somewhere close by. 
Look carefully — hummingbirds are very difficult to spot if you’re 
inexperienced, and you don’t want to spook her! If you cannot find 
her, be patient and wait. She will chirp again as she takes off from 
the nest, so you will have another chance as long as you stay still 
and quiet. She will soon come back, so all it takes is some patience! 
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An Anna’s hummingbird feeds her one-day-old chick 
in a rhododendron. 

Canon R5 | Canon EF 70-200mm f/2.8L IS II lens | 
Canon EF-RF adapter | f/2.8 | 1/60 | ISO 2000
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As rufous hummingbirds 
(Selasphorus rufus) can be quite 
skittish, I waited until this bird left 
the nest before I set up my gear, 
and I connected my camera to my 
phone via Bluetooth so I could fire 
my camera remotely.

Canon R5 | Canon EF 600mm 
f/4L lens | Canon Extender EF 1.4x 
III | f/5.6 | 1/2 | ISO 100
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Rufous hummingbirds do not chirp as much as Anna’s do when 
they approach their nests, but they have a very distinctive 
sound when flying. Their wingbeats sound like mini Huey 
helicopters, so again, if you hear it, try to see where she goes. 
They generally do not zigzag as much as Anna’s but tend to fly 
straight into the nest. Rufous nests are so much more difficult 
to find due to the lack of audible clues from Mama. Also, rufous 
nests seem to have more moss compared to Anna’s nests, and 
they’re a little bit smaller due to the rufous’s generally smaller 
size. Rufous hummingbirds tend to build their nests within the 

A mother Anna’s hummingbird prepares to feed her one- and two-day-old chicks. 

Nikon Z7II | Nikon 400mm f/2.8 VR lens | f/2.8 | 1/200 | ISO 400

This Anna’s hummingbird nest was the first I found in a cherry 
tree, which was in full bloom!

Canon R5 | Canon EF 600mm f/4L lens | Canon EF-RF 
adapter | f/4 | 1/100 | ISO 200

forks of vertical branches, and much like Anna’s nests, close to the trunk of a 
tree. Holly, cedar, and rhododendrons seem to be their favorites. Please note 
that rufous hummingbirds are generally more skittish than Anna’s and do not 
tolerate people getting too close, so keep at least six meters away from the nest.

When you do find a nest — and I know it can be very exciting, especially if it’s 
your first one — please observe it with a pair of binoculars or a telephoto lens 
and don’t get too close. If you do get too close, the mother will fly away, and 
too much harassment will endanger her chicks. Please give a wide berth to the 
nest, and stay at least six meters away.

If you are too close, the mother will not return to her nest when she sees you 
and will instead fly from perch to perch, or she’ll perch nearby and angrily chirp 
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For most of the photos in this article, I used either my Canon R5 plus 
a Canon 600mm f/4L lens with or without a 1.4x teleconverter or a 
Nikon Z7 II plus a Nikon 400mm f/2.8 VR II lens with or without a 
1.4x teleconverter. This allows me to keep a distance of at least six 
meters so as not to make the mother nervous. 

Current mirrorless cameras allow you to wirelessly connect your 
phone to your camera and then operate the camera remotely. When 
I go on a hummingbird nest shoot, I will wait until Mama leaves the 
nest to go out to forage and then set up my gear, hide behind a nearby 
tree or otherwise be out of sight, and then pair my camera to my 
phone via Wi-Fi or Bluetooth. At that point, it is a matter of waiting 
for Mama to return to the nest. When I hear her approach the nest, 
I will start taking photos or video from my hiding place, and she is 
none the wiser.

Jason Kazuta’s interest in wildlife photography was sparked in the mid-1990s during a 
family trip to Banff, Alberta, Canada, as he photographed elk, bears, and golden-mantled 
ground squirrels with a recently purchased SLR and telephoto lens. His interest exploded 
when he bought his first DSLR in 2005 along with a 500mm lens and was able to enjoy 
the delights of photography without worrying about the cost of film and processing. Since 
then, he has mostly photographed birds, primarily hummingbirds and raptors, and also 
black bears. 

Jason KazutaAnna’s hummingbirds seem to love nesting in rhododendrons, at least 
in my area of the world.

Canon R5 | Canon EF 100-400mm f/4.5-f/5.6L IS II lens | Canon 
EF-RF adapter | f/5.6 | 1/80 | ISO 500

at you. When you notice this behavior, it means you’re too close to her 
nest. You don’t want her to stay away and have the eggs or very young 
chicks get cold. Very young chicks cannot thermoregulate, and you also 
don’t want the chicks to go without food for longer than a normal length 
of time, which may affect their development. If the mother abandons 
the nest, the chicks will die without human intervention. This should 
be obvious, but NEVER touch the chicks or nest! It is illegal in Canada, 
the United States, and many other countries to touch, move, relocate, or 
remove an active nest. Always, always remember that the welfare of the 
animal is more important than getting a photo.

confusioncircle

confusion_circle
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Article and photos by Alyce Bender

SPECIES OF SPECIAL CONCERN
Water, Wings, and Wetlands
Plight of North America's Original Endangered Species
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Pre-dawn stop at the 7-Eleven for some caffeine and the last 
bathroom for the next five to six hours. It is cold, especially 
for South Texas. Ice warnings have been announced, and 

I’m bundled up as if I were much farther north of the equator than 
I actually am. The combination of cold, wind, and high humidity 
makes the cold seem much worse than the actual numbers on the 
car’s thermometer would have one believe.

Shouldering my camera pack, I am warmly greeted by the captain 
of the small shallow-draft cabined boat that will take a few dedicated 
photographers, including myself, out into the bay and along the 
outlying islands of Aransas National Wildlife Refuge. We are all 
anticipating the chance to have a close-up encounter with North 
America’s tallest bird and the rarest crane on the planet: the 
whooping crane!

Common name: Whooping crane

Scientific name: Grus americana

Conservation status: Endangered (population increasing)

Life span (in the wild): 20-25 years

SPECIES PROFILE AND HISTORY

Situated on the edge of the San Antonio Bay just north of Rockport, 
Texas, USA, sits Aransas National Wildlife Refuge (NWR). Three hours’ 
drive from San Antonio or Houston and just under two hours from 
Corpus Christi, this refuge covers more than 465 square kilometers 

of coastal hardwood hammocks, marshlands, estuaries, and a long 
complex of barrier islands that extends down the Texas coast. Home 
to a variety of species, including several endangered and threatened 
species, the refuge is best known for the important and historic role 
it plays in protecting the last remaining wild population of critically 
endangered whooping cranes. 

Whooping cranes, standing approximately 1.5 meters tall with a 
wingspan around 2.5 meters wide, started to feel the effects of 
habitat loss and hunting in the 1800s and early 1900s. Historical 
estimates place the whooping crane population between 15,000 
and 20,000 individuals before the hunting of the 1800s began, and 
there were only 15 cranes alive by 1941. The few remaining cranes 
were concentrated in one flock that migrated between Wood Buffalo 
National Park (spring and summer for breeding) in Canada and 
Aransas NWR in Texas (winter grounds). Those that return to Texas 
each winter today are descendants of these survivors, and they are the 
only self-sustaining population of whooping cranes. Captive whooping 
cranes and the eastern U.S. populations (Wisconsin to southeastern 
U.S. migratory, Florida nonmigratory, and Louisiana nonmigratory 
populations) all descend genetically from the same ancestors as the 
Canada-Texas migratory flock but are not yet self-sustaining and rely 
on conservation efforts to raise and add individuals to their flocks.

The wild cranes feast on a variety of food sources, particularly in 
their breeding and nesting grounds. Plant tubers, small mammals, 

PREVIOUS PAGE: A pair of adult whooping cranes (Grus americana) 
fly against overcast skies. These two birds are an older pair, and you 

can see an older-style GPS tracking unit attached to the foreground 
bird’s leg.

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/7.1 | 1/1600 | ISO 800
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A whooping crane walks across a shallow pond within the salt marsh of 
an Aransas National Wildlife Refuge barrier island (Texas, USA). 

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/7.1 | 1/1250 |           
ISO 2500

amphibians, reptiles, and insects are all important parts of their diet 
and that of the young chicks, called colts, as they grow. Once on the 
wintering grounds in Texas after a long migration of about 4,000 
kilometers over up to 50 days, the adults and their fledged colts 
typically feast on Carolina wolfberries and their favorite crustacean — 
blue crabs (Callinectes sapidus).

Wolfberries are usually a high priority when the cranes first arrive 
in South Texas in late November/early December. These red berries 
are found throughout the coastal marshes and covering the barrier 
islands. Filled with nutrients, they have been shown to provide as 
much as a quarter to half of the cranes’ early-winter energy needs. 
Often the plants themselves create a photographically pleasing 
environment as the shrubs stay green while other marsh plants start 
turning gold, red, and orange around them. Place a large white, black, 
and red bird in this setting, and the colors complement and support 
this elegant subject in what is usually a drab season. 

When not berry picking, the cranes forage in shallow salt-marsh 
pools for blue crabs. A real staple of the crane’s diet, blue crabs can 
make up to 80 to 90 percent of a crane’s intake while on the Texas 
coast. Research has shown a direct correlation between blue crab 
populations and the winter mortality of whooping cranes. In years 
with poor blue crab populations, the number of crane deaths are 
significantly higher than in years with average or above-average 
crab crops. Those cranes that survive years with limited crabs are 
typically in worse physical shape and lack the physical health to 
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reproduce the following spring. Although the cranes will eat other 
foods such as acorns, clams, snakes, and corn during the winter 
months, crabs remain a vital and necessary part of their diet. This 
foraging behavior is the most commonly observed behavior when 
photographers visit the refuge. 

As with other members of the crane species, whooping cranes 
perform graceful courtship dances in spring. These displays are to 
either capture a mate or to reinforce the bonds of a mated pair, as 
these birds mate for life. Sometimes the courtship rituals start in 
Texas, while others take place during the spring migration back up 
to Wood Buffalo National Park. Whooping cranes can pair up when 
they are as young as two years of age, but viable egg production 
doesn’t usually occur until four years of age. Breeding and nesting 
takes place in the Canadian wetlands, far from the prying eyes of 
the average visitor. 

Whooping cranes often lay two eggs, although commonly only one 
or neither will survive. Assuming at least one colt, both parents 
will care for their young. Colts fledge as early as three months of 
age, meaning if a colt is hatched in June (common), they are only 
four to five months old before having to fly the 4,000-kilometer 
fall migration with their parents! Easily distinguishable, juvenile 
whooping cranes arrive in Texas with brown heads and necks and 
brown molted body feathers. If you are lucky enough to be able 
to visit multiple times through a season, you can track the color 
changes in the juveniles as they exchange their brown feathers for 
white through the winter months.

Families are easy to identify on the wintering grounds as, unlike 
many other crane species, whooping cranes keep winter territories. 
These territories average about 2.5 square kilometers in space and 

are continuously defended throughout the winter season. Mated 
pairs often try to reclaim the same territory year after year, but 
boundaries shift and early winter often finds the refuge mornings 
filled with the sound of bugling cranes as they settle land disputes 
between families and pairs.

CONSERVATION TODAY

The protection and conservation of the whooping cranes has a 
checkered past. Although the crane population was recognized as 
protected in 1941 when numbers dropped to only 15 birds, the U.S. 
Endangered Species Act (ESA) wasn’t signed into law until 1973. 
Without the ESA protections in place earlier, credit for preservation of 
the cranes lies largely with Aransas NWR. The refuge was established 
in 1937 and serves as a protected breeding ground for migratory birds 
and other wildlife species.

Today, conservation efforts have established three geographically 
separate eastern populations of whooping cranes and continue to 
introduce captive-reared colts into the wild through the dedicated 
efforts of the International Whooping Crane Recovery Team. The 
program includes hand-rearing chicks using costumed caregivers 
to teach the chicks survival skills, such as foraging, without them 
becoming accustomed to human presence. Another tool that 
revolutionized the program was the introduction of an ultralight 
plane. Without the use of the plane in training, juveniles have 
shown they don’t have a natural instinct to know how to migrate. 

The eastern populations were established to help ensure the survival 
of the species if disease or disaster were to strike the self-sustaining 
wild Canada-Texas population. The Gulf Intracoastal Waterway 
bisects their wintering habitat in Aransas NWR, increasing the 
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Two whooping crane parents look on as their juvenile tries to choke down 
a snake for breakfast. 

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/7.1 | 1/1600 | ISO 2000
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chances that a chemical or petroleum-related spill or contamination 
could severely affect the entire population, potentially for years or 
decades if a large enough spill were to take place.

Beyond the threat of spills, which any photographer who visits can 
envision all too easily as oil tanker barges and tugs push through 
the Intracoastal Waterway each morning, all populations of 
whooping cranes face threats of habitat loss and destruction. The 
southern wintering grounds and those of the Florida and Louisiana 
nonmigratory flocks face increased pressure from development as 
human population migrations move south and along the Gulf Coast. 

The cranes inhabiting wintering grounds in Texas face the additional 
threat of reduced freshwater sources as human populations expand 
and climate change raises sea levels. While the cranes overwinter 
along the coast and spend the majority of their time in the salt 
marshes, they need access to freshwater ponds and streams several 
times a day. Without access to these scattered freshwater sources, 
the wintering grounds become uninhabitable. 

Another challenge facing the water needs and diet of the cranes 
is the salinity levels of their habitat. If the estuaries of Aransas 
Bay receive less and less freshwater outflow from the Guadalupe 
and San Antonio Rivers due to upriver communities withdrawing 
a larger percentage of the freshwater that those rivers carry to 
the bay, the bay in turn becomes saltier. This increased salinity 
negatively impacts the blue crabs and their reproduction cycle, 
meaning fewer crabs for the cranes to consume come winter and 
more cranes finding themselves starving. Salinity concerns are 
among the growing list of conservation issues facing cranes that 
can be affected by the actions of the general public. Knowledge of 
the domino effect that such things can have on wildlife populations, 

such as the effect that water waste 300 kilometers upstream can 
have on the ecology several counties away, could benefit wildlife and 
the environment as a whole.

With the increase in human habitation of the areas surrounding the 
refuge, water-based recreation and usage have also increased. The 
use of airboats across the salt marshes during the summer when 
the refuge is open to fishing causes erosion of the barrier islands 
and opens some of the high tidal pools where blue crabs breed to 
additional waterflow. This additional flow creates larger channels 
through the remaining grasses, causing the crab population to 
wither and leaving fewer food sources for the cranes that spend 
their winters there. Illegal fishing and entry to the cranes’ winter 
areas on the refuge is becoming a larger issue as well. Local game 
wardens find themselves with limited means of involvement due to 
the federal status of the area, and federal Fish & Wildlife Service 
employees are faced with limited budgets and manpower. This 
means that human activities continue to disturb and affect the 
cranes in the small range they have remaining.

Despite the passage of the 1918 Migratory Bird Treaty Act, which 
makes it illegal to hunt whooping cranes, the autumn of 2021 was 
one of the deadliest for whooping cranes since the treaty when four 
adult birds were illegally shot and killed. Educational programs by 
the International Crane Foundation have helped bring awareness to 
flyover communities (communities that lie under the Central Flyway) as 
well as those in close proximity to whooping crane habitats. Statistics 
show that about 74 percent of crane shootings have not been due to 
misidentification, but rather random acts of violence against wildlife. 
Tragedies such as the senseless deaths of these beautiful creatures are 
yet more cause for public education and legal protections.
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Despite some unfortunate setbacks, a brighter future for the whooping  
cranes may be on the horizon. The international support and 
partnerships forged around the conservation of this species has led 
to more protected areas in both Canada and the United States. The 
efforts of the International Crane Foundation and the International 
Whooping Crane Recovery Team are continuing to have a positive 
impact on the number of whooping cranes in existence, simultaneously 
including aiding a growing number of eastern migratory birds. The 
recovery plan for the species defines recovery success as a period 
of steady or increasing numbers and the ability for the population 
to withstand normal environmental variations with occasional bad 
years and an estimated 1,000 individual whooping cranes in the 
Canadian-Texas population. Population trends have been on a slow 
but upward trajectory since the protection of the species was made 
a priority. While the coming years seem filled with threats for 
this species, the long-term increase in population over the last six 
decades does add a bit of hope that the whooping cranes, with the 
help of conservation-minded communities and organizations, can 
withstand future hurdles.

PHOTOGRAPHING WHOOPING CRANES

There is no more important factor in photographing these whooping 
cranes than location. Due to their rareness and environmentally 
specialized life cycle, photographing these birds requires you to be in 
the right place at the right time. The easiest location to observe and 
photograph the cranes is in the Aransas NWR in Texas. Not only does 
this location provide access to the original wild population, but it also 
allows photographers to view their iconic foraging behavior along the 
salt-marsh islands. 

A whooping crane carries a freshly caught blue crab (Callinectes 
sapidus) onto the bank to consume it. 

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/7.1 | 1/1250 | ISO 4000
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Unlike other species of birds that are able to swallow their prey whole, 
whooping cranes prefer to pick apart their meals. With crabs, they bring 
them to land before they pick off the legs so the crab can’t escape its fate.

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/7.1 | 1/1000 | ISO 4000
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A male whooping crane signals the alert while watching over his mate 
and juvenile (out of frame).

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/8 | 1/1250 | ISO 2000

Deciding what weather to shoot in and what behavior you want to 
capture in your photographs will determine when you should visit. 
Early season in December usually boasts mild temperatures, and the 
whooping cranes are often seen feeding on both wolfberries and blue 
crabs. Early-season crabbing also usually produces some of the larger 
crabs, making the catches visually more impressive. This is also a time 
when there are more territorial disputes, providing for the potential 
photographic opportunity of additional action outside foraging.

January and February bring cold to freezing mornings, even as far 
south as the Texas coast. These are the months that the juveniles 
become bolder and can be seen becoming more independent from 
their parents by straying further from their parents’ sides. Foraging 
for crabs continues, while the subsiding wolfberry crop leads to a 
transition to other food sources. These are the months I have been 
able to witness whooping cranes catching and eating snakes, a 
unique experience for sure.

March brings the last month to reliably see a good number of 
whooping cranes in the Aransas NWR area. By mid-month some 
crane families have already started to leave for the breeding grounds 
in Wood Buffalo National Park, and by early April, they have all taken 
their leave. March also brings with it higher southerly winds with 
more precipitation and fog. These environmental situations can make 
photographing the cranes both challenging and rewarding when it 
all comes together just right.

Transportation logistics require visiting photographers to have their 
own vehicle in this area. A rural small-town fishing port, Rockport is 
the closest town to the Aransas NWR that has visitor accommodations. 
From there, the best way to observe the cranes is to hire a private boat 
or join one of the whooping-crane boat tours that leave from the area 
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A whooping crane wolfs down Carolina wolfberries in early winter while the crop is still abundant.

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/8 | 1/2000 | ISO 1600
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and take visitors out into the southern portion of the refuge. Consider 
utilizing a company that specializes in whooping crane tours, as there 
are a handful of operators who do this daily during the wintering 
crane season and have for years. The whooping cranes have come 
to identify these boats and are more comfortable around them than 
those who only do the crane tours on occasion. Working with local 
captains who know and understand both the individual birds and 
what conditions work best for photographers is always a winning 
combination in this setting, as it takes the stress off both the 
subjects and the shooter.

When it comes to the specific photography equipment to take, 
consider the type of boat that you’ll be taking. Some boats are 
geared toward daily visitors, creating an environment where using 
a tripod could be challenging if even allowed. Other boats are 
designed with the photographer in mind, and full tripods can be 
used. If unable or unwilling to take a tripod, take your longest lens 
that is lightweight enough to handhold. Regardless of boat or tripod, 
to comfortably capture portfolio images of these birds, a 500mm 
to 600mm-plus lens will be needed in almost all situations. Rarely 
do the birds approach closer, though it does happen on occasion, 
which is why my Tamron 150-600mm G2 is my go-to lens when 
photographing these birds.

Photographing in a cool to cold marine environment can pose a number 
of challenges. Go prepared with a waterproof outer shell, pair of gloves, 
hat, and sunglasses. Bring extra batteries and memory cards as the last 
thing any photographer wants is to be caught with a dead battery or not 
enough memory when in position with an endangered species.

Often the best photography tours leave before sunrise. With 
low light to start off the day, higher ISOs may be required if you 

encounter the cranes just as the sun is rising. However, since these 
birds are bright white, utilizing a single-point metering for exposure 
calculations is the best method to limit the potential issues of 
overexposure of the subject. 

Clear skies add challenges to the experience of photographing 
these birds. If you go early in the season, clear skies and warmer 
temperatures can lead to heat shimmers rising from the marsh 
vegetation, which can become an issue that no gear can compensate 
for. When this occurs, I usually just sit back and enjoy being in the 
presence of the rarest crane on the planet.

As with all wildlife, there are some key behavioral cues to watch for 
in order to anticipate action with whooping cranes. The first cue is 
pointing, an action all species of cranes do. Pointing is where the 
crane(s) leans their body into almost a straight line head to tail in the 
proposed direction of travel. This is a preflight behavioral signal. When 
a crane takes this pose, it’s time to widen the photographic frame 
around the bird to allow for the unfurling of its wings as it takes off in 
the direction in which it was pointing. The best positioning to capture 
head-on takeoff/flight shots is if the wind is flowing from behind the 
photographer toward the bird, since birds take off into the wind.

Another behavior to watch for is the picking up of small twigs, dried 
grasses, or seaweed clumps. Often this is a precursor to courtship 
displays and the graceful jumping, kicking, and twirling a pair will 
perform together. If seen being done by a juvenile, it is most likely for 
practicing such courtship behavior and can lead to the parents joining.

Beyond these two physical keys, there is also the audio cue. Whooping 
cranes, despite their name, are not a highly garrulous species. So 
when they do sound off with their loud, rattling “kar-r-r-o-o-o” calls, 
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A whooping crane pair performs their courtship ritual to reinforce their bonds while on 
the salt marshes of Aransas National Wildlife Refuge.

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/8 | 1/1600 | ISO 1250 
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An adult whooping crane and its juvenile wade through a shallow salt-
marsh pond, foraging for blue crabs. Note the difference in coloration 
between the adult and juvenile. 

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/7.1 | 1/1600 | ISO 1250

take heed and watch for what happens next. A single sharp call is 
often an alert signal, which can be in response to a predator, like a 
coyote, in the area. This call is often initiated by the male as he is the 
one who is most on guard for the family while they forage. 
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An adult whooping crane defends its inland foraging and resting field 
from a white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) that came too close to 
its family.

Nikon D500 | Tamron 150-600mm G2 lens | f/7.1 | 1/2000 | ISO 640
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A unison call is performed by both the male and female and is used 
both to strengthen their bond as a pair and to show a unified front 
in protecting their territory. If this call is heard before any courtship 
behavioral display, it is most likely due to a territorial encroachment 
from other cranes. When a territorial signal continues for more than 
a moment (which can happen if there is just another family flying 
overhead), be prepared for the male (if it is a family with a juvenile) 
or both (if just a couple) to take flight to defend the territory. 

When in the Aransas NWR area and wanting to view whooping 
cranes from land, the best places to see them are within Goose 
Island State Park in the early mornings, at the refuge off the Heron 
Flats Trail, or the Observation Tower and adjacent boardwalk. There 
is also a field (currently private property) with a freshwater pond in 
it located across from the Big Tree (landmark location that is part of 
Goose Island State Park but outside the main park boundary). This 
is a common location to catch a glimpse of the cranes throughout 
the day as several families come to this area for water and to rest. 
Please note: Other than the Big Tree (state park land), all property 
around this area is private property. It is important to respect the 
boundaries of private property and not leave the roadways/shoulders 
or block driveways. 

If viewing the cranes in Canada, please be sure to research what 
requirements are needed in the way of any permits or permissions 
to enter areas where the cranes potentially nest. The survival of 
the species rests in their ability to nest and raise their young colts 
without human disturbance. 

TAKING YOUR IMAGES FURTHER

Viewers need to connect emotionally at some level with 
an image before they will care about the subject. 

Let that be a goal when out in the field to 
capture images that elicit emotion.

Each year, the town of Port Aransas, Texas, hosts the Whooping 
Crane Festival to celebrate these unique snowbirds. Ironically the 
closest town to host visitors to the refuge, Rockport, often focuses 
more closely on oysters, fishing, and waterfowl hunting, depending 
on the season. One suggestion I made in my Summer 2020 Journal 
article on southern sea otters was to consider how you answer 
questions often asked of visitors regarding the reason for your visit. 
Instead of answering “just visiting” or “on vacation,” be more specific 
in order to support the whooping cranes and bring direct attention to 
why you are spending money in the local economy. The more locals 
hear that the whooping cranes are the reason for visitors to come to 
their area, the more likely they are to support local measures to help 
protect the cranes and the income their presence brings. 

Once home from a trip, photographers and tourists alike often 
enjoy sharing our images, showing others what we saw or where we 
went. Add the conservation component of sharing facts about this 
endangered bird and you can influence your friends, family, and 
followers in how they relate to the species. Sharing your photos and 
experience can influence others to visit the area in order to observe 
this rare crane themselves, benefiting ecotourism as a whole and 
the specific local communities they visit. Show your support for the 
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work the International Crane Foundation is doing to conserve the 
whooping crane by using the hashtag #IGiveAWhoop and tagging  
@savingcranes in your social media posts.

Also consider allowing organizations that support whooping cranes 
and their ongoing conservation efforts to use your images without 
a licensing fee, which can further the life and impact of your 
images. Publications like the Journal of Wildlife Photography and 
organizations like the National Wildlife Federation hold regular 
photography contests for images. Proceeds of the contests, calendar 
sales, and other products produced by these organizations go to 
support their missions of protecting wildlife and wild habitats. The 
nonprofit organization Friends of the Wild Whoopers accepts images 
of the Canada-Texas migratory whooping cranes for display on its 
website in order to further its mission in supporting these cranes.

If you witness members of the public entering closed areas and/
or disturbing the cranes, you can help protect the vulnerable birds 
by submitting information and photographs to the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service . This use of documented illegal activity coming 
from multiple sources can be particularly helpful in pushing for a 
stop of ongoing harmful acts, including local boat operators who 
ignore the posted signs at the refuge border.

Another outlets for giving life to your images includes writing 
editorial pieces for your local paper. This is especially true if you live 
in the Central or Eastern Flyway where migrating whooping cranes 
need established wetland areas protected to ensure the success of 
their seasonal journeys. Currently, their transient stays often go 
unnoticed or seem inconsequential due to the limited visitation 
time. However, locally distributed publications can help spread 
education about the species while showing local governments there 

is public support for conserving areas for these cranes.

If you live in Central Texas, consider using your images to educate 
your neighbors and community to the importance of water 
conservation upstream from the bay. Often people don’t realize the 
impact that overwatering a yard, planting non-native/water-hungry 
plants, or taking a bath instead of a shower can have on the overall 
quantity of water that makes it to the bay and why a stable waterflow 
downstream is important. Small changes across many communities 
can make a big difference.

Defending an endangered species requires input from a wide variety 
of people — from the local boat captain who has been running 
whooping-crane tours each season for 20 years to the visiting 
photographer who happened to have this bird on their bucket list 
of species to the wildlife biologist in Wisconsin at the International 
Crane Foundation. Join that community and allow your hobby, your 
interests, and your skill with the camera to help protect this rare and 
wonderful bird for the betterment of wetland habitats across central 
North America and the biodiversity of the planet. 
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Article and photos by Joe McDonald

SOUTHERN EXPOSURES
The Spotted Hyena
The Most Misunderstood Predator
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Cowardly. Sniveling. Sneaky. Conniving, and more. OK, blame a 
certain kids’ movie for this popular view, and misconception, 
toward Africa’s second-largest predator. The spotted hyena 

(Crocuta crocuta) gets a bad rap, and I’d like to rehabilitate that reputation.

True, spotted hyenas might appear to deserve a jaundiced view, at 
least on first glance. On an African safari, your encounters with 
hyenas may not show the animals to their best advantage. Often, 
their fur looks matted and soiled, as hyenas love to soak in water 
and sometimes wallow in mud. If not muddy and wet, a hyena may 
be coated in blood, the result of dining on a fresh kill or burrowing 
deep inside a carcass for choice bits. And, of course, you may see 
hyenas gathered around a lion kill, waiting to claim or steal the 
hard-won meal of the noble big cats. Or so you think!

Let’s correct that last statement first, and that correction illustrates 
how knowing your subject, whether that is the “lowly” hyena or a 
coyote, skunk, spider, or snake (all often reviled and persecuted), 
can give you greater appreciation for, and motivation to photograph, 
species that some would otherwise ignore.

DO YOUR RESEARCH

By suggesting that you do your research, I’m not implying that anyone 
should become a field researcher! But I am suggesting that to best 
know your subject, you should read about that subject and/or watch 
documentaries to gain a knowledge base of its behavior. In reading, 
pick books or articles that are recent, as data changes and falsehoods 
or assumptions get corrected. For films and documentaries… well, 
take those in with a bit of skepticism, as facts and timelines can be 
distorted to create interesting but not necessarily accurate story lines.

For example, back “in the day,” wildlife research and observations were 

generally conducted during the day since night-viewing opportunities 
were limited. Safari-goers and even researchers might encounter kills 
right at the crack of dawn, finding spotted hyenas surrounding lions 
(Panthera leo) and feeding on “their” kill. The natural conclusion was 
that these scavenging hyenas simply waited until the lions finished their 
meal before rushing in for whatever was left. 

Subsequent observations revealed that the reality could be completely 
the opposite. Quite often, hyenas make their kills at night, which 
the lions then steal. In these cases, the hyenas have to wait to 
reclaim what was originally theirs. Hyenas can be noisy around a 
kill, snarling and whooping, and all that raucousness will catch the 
attention of hungry lions. I’ve seen male lions an easy mile from a 
hyena kill suddenly become alert and trot off, and in following the 
lions, we watched as they displaced the hyenas from their kill. We 
couldn’t hear anything at that distance, but the lions sure did!

This give-and-take works both ways, however. On many occasions, 
we’ve encountered a lioness that had just made a kill with a lone 
spotted hyena hovering nearby. While we would watch, the hyena 
would begin to give its distinctive whoop, a “waaah woop, waaahh 
wooo-ooo-ooop” that alerts any other hyena in the area that there 
was a meal to be had. Soon, more hyenas would gather and begin 
harassing the lioness, and unless she could drag her kill to cover 
where she could restrict their access, the hyenas would eventually 
harass the larger predator into abandoning her kill.

PREVIOUS PAGE: To get both the female spotted hyena (Crocuta 
crocuta) and curious cub in sharp focus, fire when the two are in the 

same focus plane, especially if you are shooting with your aperture 
wide open. Masai Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/4 | 1/200 | ISO 400 | 600mm focal length
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Hyenas feeding at a kill can 
be very noisy, which can 
attract the attention of rival 
hyena clans or hungry lions 
that will attempt to steal the 
kill. Periodically, hyenas will 
pause and scan the horizon for 
potential marauders. Masai 
Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/4.5 | 1/2500 | ISO 400 | 
500mm focal length
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We had a very vivid demonstration of the effectiveness of this assembly 
call on a recent trip to South Africa. We had been following a pack of 
African wild dogs (Lycaon pictus) that eventually brought down two 
impalas (Aepyceros melampus). As they fed, a spotted hyena appeared 
and tried to snatch some meat. The wild dogs attacked en masse, 
snarling and biting in a flurry of fur, until the hyena extricated itself 
and ran off into the brush. A few minutes later, the hyena began to give 
its whooping cry, and almost immediately, more hyenas appeared and 
with no effort simply appropriated the dogs’ kill.

Hyenas are quite formidable in their role as scavengers and regularly 
steal from all of the smaller African predators. We always worry that 
a cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus) will lose its kill to hyenas, which, if 
they’re in the area, may witness the cheetah’s chase and investigate. 
After making a kill and before they eat, cheetahs catch their breath 
while nervously looking about for potential thieves. Only rarely have 
I seen a cheetah keep its kill when approached by a hyena, and if 
more than one hyena arrives, the cat’s kill is always lost. Likewise, 
since a hyena is larger than a leopard (Panthera pardus), even this 
powerful cat will give up its kill more often than not, even against 
just one hyena, unless it can drag the carcass up a tree where it will 
be out of reach.

While opportunities may not abound, nonetheless, watch out for 
torn ears, bloody, matted fur, and muzzles covered with flies that will 
mar an effective portrait of a spotted hyena. Masai Mara National 
Reserve, Kenya.

f/4 | 1/800 | ISO 400 | 500mm focal length
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The flared, upright tail is a sure sign 
of an aggressive spotted hyena. 

This hyena belonged to a clan 
challenging another clan’s kill. Masai 

Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/4.5 | 1/400 | ISO 400 | 500mm 
focal length
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The granite kopjes (collections of boulders) that dot several areas of the Serengeti plains are 
home to a variety of predators that use these elevated positions to look for prey. Hyenas may 

visit the rocks but usually den in holes they’ve dug themselves along luggas (gullies) and stream 
basins. Gol Kopjes, Serengeti National Park, Tanzania.

70-300mm lens | f/5.6 | 1/400 | ISO 200 | 260mm focal length
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Lions are a different matter, and we’ve seen some of the most exciting, 
and sometimes puzzling, interactions between this cat and hyenas. 
On our last trip to Kenya, for example, we waited at a kill where two 
lionesses and three of their young cubs fed while only a short distance 
away, more than a dozen spotted hyenas had gathered. We were sure 
that the lions would be driven from the kill, outnumbered as they 
were, but it never happened. Several times, the hyenas appeared 
to call it quits and began to wander off, only to do a U-turn and 
approach the lions again, and we were sure a battle would start. It 
never happened, and after several hours, we headed back to the lodge. 
Checking much later in the day, we found the lions sleeping beneath 
a nearby tree, with the carcass still only half consumed and with no 
hyenas in sight. 

BE PREPARED

Although nothing happened, in situations like this you must be 
prepared for action. We always suggest using zoom lenses if there 
might be interaction or battles, assuming that the zoom range 
reaches 400 or 600mm so that tight shots are possible if they are 
warranted. Using a zoom lens will give you the freedom to zoom out 
to cover a wider field of view, lessening the chances of cutting off 
or missing critical action. A 100-400mm, 150-600mm, or similar 
zoom lens range is perfect. A shorter zoom in the 70-200mm range 

While framing for a tight vertical shot may make the best composition, 
you’ll risk cutting off parts of your subject. A zoom lens helps to 
prevent this, as would shooting with a shorter lens and cropping. In this 
instance, I was using a fixed-focus lens, and I had no choice but to do 
a vertical shot, careful that I had all the important elements within my 
frame. Masai Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/4 | 1/500 | ISO 1000 | 500mm focal length
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At a smaller image size, here because of the distance 
involved, my depth of field at f/4 still covered the 
cubs and their mother. Fortunately, all three were 
close to being in the same plane of focus. Masai 
Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/4 | 1/2500 | ISO 400 | 500mm focal length
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Female hyenas are larger than males and are also the 
dominant sex in this species. Mating may take hours 
while a male attempts to gain a female’s acceptance. 
Masai Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/4 | 1/1000 | ISO 800 | 500mm focal length
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is a good choice too, although you may not have any chances for in-
camera tight shots at these focal lengths. However, you can always get 
that tight close-up later in post-processing.

I try to follow that rule wherever and whenever I’m anticipating action. 
Photographers may be so concerned with capturing detail and tight 
shots (and I’m often guilty of this…) that we frame too tight with a large 
focal-length lens for maximum magnification. Give yourself some room 
in the frame. You cannot retrieve a head or tail or half an animal if you 
didn’t capture it in your frame!

Action can happen fast, and I recommend using the fastest shutter 
speeds possible for the ISO you’re using. I’m not so worried about 
depth of field as, generally, the action will be far enough away (or 
your image size will be small enough) that the focus will include 
multiple subjects, either sharply in focus or in a zone of apparent 
sharpness. You don’t have to go to extreme shutter speeds either, 
since shutter speeds greater than 1/4000th of a second generally 
aren’t necessary. If you’re shooting at 1/2000th of a second and can 
still close down to a smaller aperture, great, but your first priority 
should be stopping the action.

That is, if you want that! You could experiment with slower shutter 
speeds to imply motion, but unless you’re a real risk taker, I wouldn’t 
recommend trying for artistic effects if you’re doing your first safari 
or you’ve never had a chance to shoot where lions and hyenas might 
be mixing it up.

WATCH FOR BEHAVIORAL CLUES

One of the most memorable encounters I’ve seen involved several 
lionesses and about a dozen hyenas. I don’t know who made the kill, 
but when we arrived, the hyenas were moving in to take possession 

and the action was furious. Whenever a lioness charged a hyena, 
other hyenas rushed in from behind, nipping and biting at her back 
end. She’d spin and swat, and the closer hyenas would dart off while 
others would rush in from a different direction, causing her to spin 
again in defense. It wasn’t long before the lionesses gave up and 
wandered off, but only minutes later, a different clan of hyenas 
moved in to take the kill. A stand-off or war was about to start.

Although the signs indicated that we were seeing two different hyena 
clans, photographers unfamiliar with a particular species may miss 
clues that could alert them to imminent behavior. Gaining that 
knowledge may come only from experience with some species, but 
for most African mammals (and most North American mammals), 
there are a number of books that deal with behavior, and reading 
up on your subjects beforehand is certainly prudent. Aggressive 
spotted hyenas walk with their short tails held high and flared, 
sort of resembling hairbrushes, and when these intruding hyenas 
approached the other hyenas, their tails were fully erect. 

A fight never happened, but there were plenty of chases and an almost 
comical give-and-take as the two clans — envision little hyena armies 
— advanced and retreated as one clan or the other momentarily gained 
confidence. Perhaps that interaction would have escalated, but a new 
player interfered. A male lion trotted over a ridge and confidently 
approached the hyenas and the kill. The hyenas scattered, abandoning 
the kill and their spat. The lion fed, alone and unbothered.

Lions, particularly male lions, really seem to hate hyenas, and while 
saying that reeks of anthropomorphism, the word fits. We’ve seen male 
lions chase after hyenas many times, sometimes expending a great 
deal of energy in doing so. While I’ve never seen a lion catch a hyena, 
I’ve seen several hyena carcasses that I suspect were killed by lions. Do 
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As hyena cubs grow, they explore further from the den. These two are 
beginning to lose their chocolate brown natal coats and develop their 
distinctive spots. Masai Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/4 | 1/500 | ISO 400 | 600mm focal length
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Vultures, such as the African white-backed vultures 
(Gyps africanus) shown here, are often the first 
scavengers to arrive at a kill, and hyenas will watch the 
birds’ flight path to find kills downwind and too far away 
to sniff out. A fast shutter speed will stop the action, 
although here 1/640th of a second did the job. Masai 
Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

120-300mm lens | 1.4x teleconverter | f/4.5 | 1/640 | 
ISO 200 | 346mm focal length
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a Google search and you’ll see plenty of film clips and documentaries 
about this enmity; it is real. If you come upon hyenas at a kill and a 
male lion appears, get ready for action. Anything can happen.

As I alluded to earlier, spotted hyenas are efficient predators. Unlike 
the big cats that normally kill their prey before beginning to eat, due 
partly or entirely to the fact that most cats hunt alone and must have 
quiescent prey in order to feed, hyenas and wild dogs will begin 
eating as soon as they have secured their prey. This can be messy 
and hard to watch, as a pack of hyenas or wild dogs will literally tear 
into their prey, grabbing jaws full of meat or viscera while their prey 
animal struggles, bellowing and fighting for its life. In the not-too-
distant past when many species of wildlife were unprotected, this 
offended many human observers, which resulted in wild dogs being 
shot on sight and hyenas being shot or poisoned.

There’s the thought that prey animals often go into shock when 
captured by a predator and may not feel pain in that mental state, 
just as we may not notice an injury if we’re in a state of excitement 
or stress. That’s comforting to consider, but sometimes hard to 
believe when you’re photographing a gnu (Connochaetes sp.) being 
torn apart, the antelope swirling and bucking as it tries to fight off a 
dozen hyenas ripping and tearing in a chaotic scrum.

Nonetheless, I must admire the predatory abilities of a single hyena, 
as an adult hyena, weighing between 70 and 80 kilograms or so, can 
bring down, unassisted, a gnu that is 50 to 100 kilograms heavier. 
Unlike the big cats that take down prey by eventually getting a 
stranglehold on the neck, hyenas stop their prey by biting and holding 
onto whatever they can, which is often a tail, hind leg, or testicles. 
Ouch. The young of large herbivores may just be knocked down, with 
death coming fairly quickly as the hyena immediately starts eating. 

Once the prey is stopped, other hyenas, attracted by the commotion, 
usually join in and soon overwhelm the prey. 

It is worth paying attention to hyenas working a herd. We’ve seen 
this often, with one or several hyenas chasing after a herd, perhaps 
seeing subtle changes in an animal’s stride that indicates a weakness. 
Chases can cover considerable distances as hyenas, like wild dogs, 
have incredible stamina. As with any predator, a chase may not lead 
to a kill, but it may, and if you’re into that type of action, you’re likely 
to witness some unforgettable behavior.

As I said, not all hunts are successful. We once observed as a common 
zebra stallion (Equus quagga) that was torn and bloody, from either an 
unsuccessful lion or Nile crocodile attack, successfully fought off three 
hyenas. Zebras will sometimes come to the aid of one that is attacked, 
so long as the predator isn’t a lion, but in this case, the stallion’s harem 
of mares just scampered out of the way. Deterred by powerful kicks, the 
hyenas eventually gave up and moved off into the brush. 

BE OPEN TO ENLIGHTENMENT

I’m not being metaphysical in the above subheading, but there’s 
another side to the spotted hyena that many photographers ignore, 
simply because of their preconceived ideas. For the first-time safari-
goer, there are a lot of interesting behaviors to document that don’t 
involve predation or scavenging.

One of these is the hyena’s mating behavior. On my first safari in the 
mid-1980s, my very competent guide told me that spotted hyenas 
were both male and female, that is, hermaphroditic. While he was 
a truly great guide, his knowledge was from personal experience, 
not from reading books or watching wildlife films, and his personal 
observations understandably led to this misconception. 
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Smaller carcasses may be torn into pieces by the strong jaws of hyenas. This hyena carrying the carcass of a Thomson’s 
gazelle (Eudorcas thomsonii) was being chased by several others intent on stealing the kill, and her raised tail shows her 
agitation. Masai Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/4 | 1/2500 | ISO 800 | 500mm focal length
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While this injured common zebra stallion (Equus quagga) 
repelled the attack of three hyenas throughout the day, we 
wondered if the hyenas would return after dark when they are 
more active and resume their attack. Masai Mara National 
Reserve, Kenya.

f/6.3 | 1/1000 | ISO 400 | 500mm focal length
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My guide was mistaken because hyenas have one of 
the most unusual mating behaviors of any African 
mammal. Female hyenas are dominant over males, and 
with an unusual load of the male hormone testosterone, 
females are not only bigger but also sport a false penis 
— an enlarged clitoris that forms a single urogenital 
canal and can easily be mistaken for male genitalia due 
to its sometimes pendulous external presentation. It is 
understandable that anyone watching a female hyena 
with its false penis visible while she was nursing cubs 
could be a little confused and make a false assumption. 
Mating requires the male to negotiate through that 
external organ, not an easy route.

Why a testosterone-packed female needs to resemble a 
male so convincingly is a bit of a mystery, but her size 
and aggressiveness from the extra T also makes females 
the clan leaders. One female in the clan is dominant and 
can rightfully be considered the “queen.” Her female 
cub enjoys the same status over other members of the 
clan. This “princess” enjoys all the perks as long as 
Mom is alive. Should the queen die, the princess loses 
her elevated status and may find herself at the very 
bottom of a family group governed by a new hierarchy.

Like many predators that use dens, spotted hyenas 
may move their cubs to a new den periodically. 

Predicting when that might occur is nearly 
impossible, and to catch the shot, one simply must 
put in the time and be ready when an opportunity 

arises. Masai Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/7.1 | 1/1600 | ISO 800 | 500mm focal length
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This young African bush elephant (Loxodonta africana) was reduced to thick, dry skin and meatless bones within three 
days. Keeping some distance from the kill had several benefits for our group of photographers, not the least of which 

was keeping away from the rank scent of decaying flesh. A greater working distance also allows photographers to have 
a broader field of view to cover action on either side of the carcass. Masai Mara National Reserve, Kenya.

f/7.1 | 1/640 | ISO 800 | 300mm focal length
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In areas where flamingos may be common, hyenas will test for injured or weak birds by 
charging into flocks, then they capture any laggers. This hyena was approaching a large 

flock that trotted out into deeper water. Lake Nakuru National Park, Kenya.

600mm lens | 1.4x teleconverter | f/5.6 | 1/1600 | ISO 200 | 840mm focal length
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led to a fresh kill. As we followed, we too noticed that vultures were 
literally appearing out of the blue as distant birds came within our 
eyesight, headed in the same direction.

SHOTS TO LOOK FOR

If you are like me, any good photo opportunity is the shot you take, 
but there are some shots that will clearly illustrate the life of this 
misunderstood predator. If you are fortunate enough to find a hyena 
den with young cubs, spend some time there! Those black cubs are 
cute and expressive and animated. Cub activity is greatest at either 
edge of the day, dawn or dusk, so if you can, position your vehicle so 
that the low light bathes your subject. Overcast days may keep the den 
active longer, and that’s my favorite type of light in this situation since 
it eliminates the issues of contrast and dark shadows and allows me to 
photograph the den from any angle. Keep alert, as activity can occur 
along the periphery, and while you may have your lens trained on a 
mother nursing, another set of cubs might be snipping and tugging 
at a tolerant teenager just out of view. I’ll always ask my driver/guide 
to keep me informed of what’s happening, clarifying my request by 
telling him where or what I’m shooting. 

Portrait opportunities of hyenas abound, at the den, soaking in a pool, 
or simply while crossing the grassy plains. Watch for opportunities that 
include habitat. In Tanzania, I’ve seen hyenas on picturesque granite 
kopjes, or collections of boulders, which make for great images even 
without an animal present as the kopjes are truly iconic. Shots that 
include herds also provide context, and by using a telephoto lens and 
backing off, you can compress the elements, giving a larger image size 
for the distant herds. 

Cubs of the same sex contest for the alpha status almost immediately 
after birth, resulting in females raising only one cub of each sex as 
the cubs fight for dominance until the weaker cub succumbs. Young 
cubs resemble Labrador retriever pups with black coats and big 
paws, and they can be quite playful. Mothers are extremely tolerant, 
enduring the cubs’ bites and pulls on her ears, and I’ve seen several 
mothers whose ear tips were raw and bloody from their enthusiastic 
cubs. Mothers may have more than one den site, usually located 
fairly close by, and may move their cubs from one to another. If 
the cubs are young enough, she will carry them in her jaws as she 
makes the transfer.

Older cubs lose their black coat and adopt a somewhat shaggy coat 
patterned with the spots and blotches that give this hyena its name. 
Teenage cubs spend less time at a den but when present interact 
or tolerate the play behavior of the younger cubs. As they get older, 
these teenagers will join adults at a kill.

Clans occupy a territory and will defend their territory from other 
hyena clans. They will also repel or fight nonclan members that 
attempt to hone in on a kill. But because hyenas are scavengers 
and may need to travel great distances to find food, hungry hyenas 
must trespass through territories as they commute to or from a food 
source. This, oddly enough, is tolerated, provided the hyenas remain 
low key and they make it clear through their behaviors that they are 
only passing by.

In their travels, hyenas will watch the sky and will make a beeline 
in the direction of vultures (Gypaetinae sp. and Gypinae sp.) 
descending to a kill. We’ve seen hyenas suddenly shift gears from 
an ambling walk to a fast trot that continued for a mile or so and 
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some very interesting photographs and exciting observations. The 
initial distaste or prejudice some photographers may have often 
makes way for a degree of fascination and appreciation, provided 
those photographers take the time to really see the spotted hyena.

Joe McDonald
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 
have photographed all aspects of nature, Joe is best known for his 
work with the world’s big cats, mountain gorillas, and high-speed 
flash photography. Before COVID-19 curtailed their schedule, Joe 
and Mary Ann led photo tours and photo safaris for nearly 30 weeks 
each year. Joe is the author of numerous books on wildlife and 
wildlife photography. They are now Olympus shooters.

By way of review, the shorter the lens, the wider your angle of view, 
but distant objects will become progressively smaller in the frame 
as the focal length decreases. You could, in theory, have a frame-
filling hyena with a 35mm focal length (if you’re close enough) but 
have very tiny gnus or zebras in the background, or you could have 
a frame-filling hyena and larger, more distinct gnu and zebra shapes 
(not necessarily in sharp focus!) by backing off and using a much 
longer lens, like a 300mm. Telephoto compression makes every 
element in an image larger, so distant objects seem closer to objects 
in the foreground, whereas wide-angle distortion exaggerates 
distance and scale.

Activity at or around a kill will provide some dynamic, iconic shots, 
even though those images may simply reinforce the worldview that 
this animal is merely a scavenger. Nonetheless, shots of a hyena 
carrying off a huge leg bone or hunk of meat do tell a story and are 
interesting to see. Hyenas do not feed sedately, and activity at a kill 
can seem chaotic as these big animals gulp down as much as they 
can. Watch for breaks when a hyena may look up to check for danger 
or simply pause in their gorging.

Competition around a kill can be fierce. As I mentioned earlier, 
hyenas often locate kills by watching vultures, and once a hyena 
arrives, it is likely to charge in and flush the vultures from the kill. 
Great shots! If you’re lucky enough to encounter hyenas attempting 
to take over a lion kill, be ready for action. Lionesses are likely to 
charge after hyenas, and the hyenas are likely to attack them in 
turn, so the activity can be fast and furious. Be ready with fast 
shutter speeds to capture that action.

I can’t say spotted hyenas are most safari participants’ favorite 
animals, but I know that this much-maligned predator can provide 
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Article and photos by Ruth Hoyt

SET UP FOR SUCCESS
Take to the Water!
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PREVIOUS PAGE: A tricolor heron (Egretta tricolor) runs along the 
edge of the water on Elmer’s Island, Grand Isle, Louisiana, USA.

Canon 1D X Mark II | Canon EF 500mm f/4L IS USM lens | 2x III 
teleconverter | f/8 | 1/2500 | ISO 1600 | 1000mm focal length | 
manual mode | spot metering | Gitzo tripod | Wimberley gimbal head

Summer is upon us in the Northern Hemisphere, and 
temperatures are steadily rising. The thought of going outside 
in the oppressive heat to photograph doesn’t tempt most 

folks, but I’m not most folks. One of my solutions for dealing with 
summertime heat is to photograph from a float-tube blind in the 
water. That just sounds like, “Ahhhhhh! Cool!”

I live in a very dusty, sandy, windy, humid, desert-but-subtropical 
environment, so my cameras are always at least a little bit dirty. 
Why not add yet another risk element — water! — to the formula 
for the “enemy” of my camera?

I risk getting my cameras wet while photographing because I enjoy 
aiming for incredible photos of birds in and near the water. My 
cameras and tripods are tools of the trade; I take care of them the 
best I can, but I’m not afraid to use them in tricky situations to 
acquire the photos I want.

The easiest bird-and-water photo that I can think of is one of a bird 
in a birdbath or puddle. I don’t have a typical birdbath in my front 
yard; rather, mine is a large, old, repurposed, inverted satellite 
dish. I don’t attempt to photograph the birds and other wildlife in 
it because the dish is immediately below my kitchen window and 
I don’t have a good angle for photographing. However, when the 
opportunity presents itself, I take delight in photographing birds, 
butterflies, and more in puddles.

Photographing from a vehicle is another simple way to photograph 
birds in or near water because the vehicle acts as a natural blind 
by disguising the human form. I had no idea that a sora (Porzana 
carolina) was on the property where I live until I drove by one of 
the ponds and spotted it from my car. The edge of the main pond is 
near the road that goes to my house at the back of the property. As I 
approached the pond area, I saw a bird dart from out in the open into 
some cattails, and it had the “look and feel” of a sora. Thankfully, I 
had my camera with me, so I grabbed it and documented the elusive 
bird before it disappeared completely.

A sora (Porzana carolina) disappears from sight but then briefly reappears 
before scurrying into the brush without returning. Linn, Texas, USA.

Canon 1D X Mark III | Canon EF 600mm f/4L IS USM lens | f/5.6 |           
1/1000 | ISO 1600 | 600mm focal length | manual mode | pattern 

metering | Gitzo tripod | Wimberley gimbal head
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A giant swallowtail (Papilio cresphontes) spends several minutes using 
its proboscis to suck up sodium and amino acids, an action called 
“mud-puddling.” Jones Alta Vista Ranch, Hebbronville, Texas, USA.

Canon 1DX Mark III | Canon EF 600mm f/4L IS USM lens | f/7.1 |
 1/2500 | ISO 800 | 600mm focal length | manual mode | pattern 
metering | Gitzo tripod | Wimberley gimbal head



 58The Journal of Wildlife Photography

On occasion, I drive east to Port Mansfield, Texas, USA, which is on 
the Gulf of Mexico, about an hour’s drive from home. I get up early, 
hit the road in the dark, and, upon arrival, ride slowly up and down 
the coast in search of my first subject, usually a silhouette against 
the sunrise. If the water is calm, I get out and photograph birds 
along the shore. If not, I work the nearby fields in search of turkeys, 
quail, deer, and whatever else captures my interest.

Working from the shore is a productive way to photograph birds. 
The body of water could be large, medium, or small, still or moving, 
and fresh, brackish, or salty. The photographer must be able to get 
down to tripod level, however low the tripod is arranged. In my 
opinion, birds in the water should normally be photographed at or 
slightly above water level, which places more attention on the birds 
than on the water, beach, and background.

When I’m in ranch country, I like to “camo up,” as the locals say. I 
use LensCoat covers for my lenses so they don’t stand out. I don’t 
cover the legs of my carbon-fiber tripod because they get covered in 
camouflage fabric. My setup is low to the ground, as pictured here.

Next comes my outfit. I wear snake boots when photographing in 
ranch country; you never know when you will come across a snake. 
The boots also prevent me from getting tick bites and chiggers. I 
wear long pants and long-sleeved shirts in neutral colors, then add 
Bug Tamer pants and a jacket with a hood. The pants and jacket are 
very lightweight but do a good job of helping me blend. I could stay 
cooler by wearing a pair of shorts and a T-shirt under the jacket and 
pants, but that doesn’t seem like good protection against everything 
on the ground that stings, bites, sticks, and pokes. Once I’m set up, 
I add some camouflage fabric over the tripod, camera, lens, and my 
head, arms, and upper torso.

When I go to the coast, I dress differently and carry a complete 
change of clothes, old towels, and garbage bags because I know I will 
be a sandy, muddy mess in the end. I wear a soft, wide-brimmed hat, 
water shoes, old jeans, and a long-sleeved shirt and carry a plastic 
bag with extra cards and batteries as well as a couple of washcloths 
for when my hands get too sandy. Everything, including my clothes, 
gets full of sand and mud, but it cleans up without too much effort 
afterward. Don’t ask me about getting back up after these photo 
sessions are over; you’re on your own for that!

If you haven’t done this kind of photography, I highly recommend 
trying it with a friend. It’s guaranteed to make you laugh a lot, 
and hopefully, you will come home with great memories and even 
better photos.

A Canon mirrorless R5 camera and 600mm f/4 lens sit atop a Gitzo 
tripod and Flex Shooter Pro head at the edge of a ranch pond. Santa 

Cruz Ranch, Santa Elena, Texas, USA.
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A white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) brought her fawn to this 
ranch pond in the evening to cool off and explore.

Canon 1D X Mark II | Canon EF 300mm f/2.8L IS USM lens | f/11 | 
1/1000 | ISO 800 | 300mm focal length | manual mode | spot metering | 
Gitzo tripod | Wimberley gimbal head
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I work with professional photo ranches in Deep South Texas, leading 
tours, workshops, and small guided groups. As the instructor or guide, I 
prepare the outdoor studio for great opportunities and shoot alongside 
the visiting photographers. This generates a feeling of camaraderie 
among the photographers and, because I am also photographing, helps 
ensure that I realize their needs as events unfold.

Most of the professional photo blinds we use on ranches are built 
below ground level and face west or east for the best early-morning 
or late-afternoon light on our subjects. The area in front of each blind 
includes a water feature and a partially hidden feeder that attracts 
birds and other wildlife. This article specifically discusses water, but 
much of what I say also applies to perches that I set up for birds.

The photographer’s lens aims out the front window a few centimeters 
above the ground’s surface, which puts the photographer at an ideal 
low angle. Most birds are cautious when approaching a photo area 
because they are vulnerable to hawks and other predators. They 
assess the area from the trees above and gradually work their way 
down to the perches, ground, and eventually water.

While some birds adapt quickly to new situations and become confident 
in approaching, others watch closely but wait awhile. For example, the 
northern mockingbird, curve-billed thrasher, and green jay are bold 
and approach quickly and confidently, while the northern bobwhite, 
yellow-billed cuckoo, and wild turkey hang back. I have seen northern 
bobwhites and various dove species flatten themselves on the ground, 
rather than fly to escape when a Cooper’s hawk or sharp-shinned hawk 
zips through the photo blind area. The threat of danger sticks longer 
with them than it does with other birds.

I know of a few very small birds in my area that spend more time 
bathing than others, and I take advantage of this knowledge to select 
perches that they are more likely to use as they work their way down 
to the water to drink and bathe. Among them are the black-crested 
titmouse, yellow warbler, and painted bunting. Partway to the water, 
I set up a thin, delicate perch that larger birds would normally skip 
using. Occasionally, a big, clunky green jay will attempt to land on 
one of these perches, and the weight of the bird will cause the perch 
to either bend all the way over or snap. Below the delicate perch, 
next to the water, I add a horizontal log that any bird could use. 
Creating this “pathway” to the water encourages these tiny birds to 
make their way there.

At the Laguna Seca Ranch in Edinburg, Texas, where I often lead 
groups, most of the photo blinds include relatively small, manmade 
water features approximately three to five meters across, but the 
Beaver Pond blind there has a separate, large ranch pond alongside 
and sits lower than the water feature directly in front of the 
blind. When I photograph in the afternoons there, I like to add a 
relatively large perch to the area that overlooks the pond below. It 
attracts birds that hunt insects that fly around water (dragonflies, 

Nancy Elwood (right) leads her workshop from a photo blind on the 
Laguna Seca Ranch in the Rio Grande Valley of south Texas, USA.
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with the lens mere centimeters above the water. On one occasion, 
the tip of my lens shade dipped into the water, and that cured me 
from wanting to wade and shoot without some kind of support 
system. Too many things can go wrong! That incident led me to rig 
my first float-tube blind for an in-water photo project in 2001.

The basic design of my various float tubes includes a tractor-trailer 
truck tire tube, a piece of plywood to fit across half of the top of the 
tube, a thin piece of PVC pipe to form an arch over the plywood, 
parts to secure the pipe to the plywood, rope to tie the plywood to 
the tube, camouflage fabric to cover the blind, and a rope tether or 
leash. You may wish to create something similar if you also want to 
photograph directly on the water.

damselflies, etc.), aquatic insects, fish, snails, and other small 
marine animals. I have captured noteworthy photographs of birds 
using my perches in this location, including belted kingfisher, 
great kiskadee, scissor-tailed flycatcher, and even an anhinga 
once. Adding a perch like this doesn’t have to be used exclusively 
at a ranch photo blind; it works everywhere where there are birds 
associated with water!

Finding ways to make photographs you envision often requires 
resourcefulness and creativity. I have sat in a cattle feed tub placed 
in shallow water to get a photo that I couldn’t get from any other 
angle. I don’t mind getting wet, so I have waded and photographed 

ABOVE LEFT: With construction complete, I take my new float-tube blind 
on its maiden voyage. (The voyage was a success.) Photo by Debra Thomas.

ABOVE RIGHT: I created my float-tube blind from a tractor-trailer 
tire tube, a plywood shelf to hold the camera, and a PVC pipe arch to 
hold  the camouflage fabric.

A wood thrush (Hylocichla mustelina) hesitates in the middle of its 
bath, uncertain if there is danger lurking around the corner.

Canon R5 | Canon EF 600mm f/4L IS USM lens | f/7.1 | 1/125 | ISO 
1600 | 600mm focal length | manual mode | pattern metering | Gitzo 

tripod | Wimberley gimbal head
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A brown pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis) glides along the coast a meter or so 
above the water. South Padre Island, Texas, USA.

Canon 7D Mark II | Canon EF 100-400mm f/4.5-5.6L IS II USM lens | f/9 | 
1/3200 | ISO 800 | 263mm focal length | manual mode | pattern metering 
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For the first setup, I used a cushion to elevate my camera and lens 
from the plywood, but in one model, I added a tripod head to the 
plywood platform so the camera can’t roll. The first time I used a 
float-tube blind, I set out on a deep pond, so I used flippers on my 
feet to navigate the rig.

I highly recommend practicing using a float-tube blind WITHOUT a 
camera until you become comfortable with how your floating blind 
moves and works. I also suggest trimming the camouflage fabric to 
cover just to the top of the tube. Otherwise, the fabric drags in the 
water and you risk your gear getting wet.

Once you are ready to use the blind, pack any accessories such as 
cards, batteries, teleconverters, etc., in a floating dry bag or airtight 
case. If the water isn’t too deep and you don’t want to get wet, you 
can wear fishermen’s hip waders.

The float tube works best in water where you can touch the pond’s 
bottom. I have found that walking in water a meter or so deep is 
much easier than walking in shallow water where you have to squat 
and walk like a duck or walk on your knees. Learn to adapt to the 
situation and go with the flow.

Part of the magic of photographing a subject in the water while you 
are in the water is that the birds do not see you as a human but as a 
floating, non-threatening, green blob. Try it; you’ll like it!

During the pandemic, I purchased a kayak because I wanted to 
photograph birds in the water from something larger than my float-
tube blind. I had tried out Hobie demo kayaks at different Outdoor 
Writers Association of America conferences and liked the idea of 
sitting on top of the kayak above the water level. After performing 
some research, I chose Hobie’s Mirage Passport model because it 

was sturdy and fairly wide, yet light enough for me to manage by 
myself. The foot pedals require almost no effort to propel forward, 
and by using your thumb and one finger on a lever at your side, you 
can turn the rudder left and right. I learned to switch my hand back 
and forth between the camera and the rudder lever when I wanted 
to turn and photograph at the same time.

As with the float-tube blind, I advise getting comfortable on a kayak 
without your camera equipment before you bring your expensive gear 
into the picture. It’s also good to learn as much as you can about your 
watercraft and water safety in general if you’re going to embark on 
water adventures in your journey as a wildlife photographer.

My Hobie kayak creates new shooting opportunities on open water and 
close to the surface. When I’m floating on the water versus on dry land 

alongside it, I keep my camera equipment in a dry bag until I’m ready to use 
it. South Padre Island, Texas, USA. Photo by Elaine Pruden.
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An adult curve-billed thrasher (Toxostoma curvirostre) holds a seed in its beak as its offspring continually begs for food.

Canon 1D X Mark II | Canon EF 300mm f/2.8L IS USM lens | 1.4x teleconverter | f/4 | 1/400 | ISO 800 | 
420mm focal length | manual mode | spot metering | Gitzo tripod | Wimberley gimbal head
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Over time, I discovered that birds were more aware of me when I 
was kayaking than when I was in my float-tube blind, which makes 
sense because the kayak is larger and I’m not covered in camouflage 
fabric when I’m in it. However, I found that some of the techniques 
I use when walking in the field to make myself less noticeable also 
help me become more inconspicuous when kayaking, such as moving 
slowly, not making direct eye contact, keeping my eyes downcast, and 
zigzagging rather than plowing right toward the subject.

Photographing from the water toward land provided a new and 
different appearance to my photos, which I liked. I now had access 
to more distant places than from the shore.

Working from flat-bottomed motorboats is much like working from a 
kayak, except you can move around in the water much faster. I haven’t 
photographed much from motorboats recently, but, as with kayaks, you 
must pay attention to your camera settings so you aren’t disappointed 
later. I recommend using a fast shutter speed and turning on your 

A blue grosbeak (Passerina caerulea) takes small drinks from the edge of a water hole, all the while watching for predators and danger.

Canon 1D X Mark III | Canon EF 600mm f/4L IS USM lens | f/8 | 1/1250 | ISO 3200 | 600mm focal length | manual mode | pattern metering | 
Gitzo tripod | Wimberley gimbal head
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A great kiskadee (Pitangus sulphuratus) tosses and plays with the insect it has 
just caught, making sure to pulverize it before swallowing it whole.

Canon 1D Mark III | Canon EF 500mm f/4L IS USM lens | 1.4x 
teleconverter | f/5.6 | 1/1000 | ISO 400 | 700mm focal length | manual 

mode | pattern metering | Gitzo tripod | Wimberley gimbal head
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image stabilizer. This gives you the most stable combination, which is 
necessary when working from a fast-moving watercraft.

I would like to share some parting thoughts you might find useful…

 1. Know your subject. For example, doves don’t drink like other 
birds. Most birds dip and collect water in their beaks, then tilt their 
heads back and let the water go down their throats. Doves can suck 
water, so they don’t need to tilt their heads back, and knowing this 
may guide how you photograph them.

 2. Expect the unexpected, which also requires knowing as much 
as you can in advance about your subject and its behavior. A scissor-
tailed flycatcher may approach the water hole for a drink. Its tail 
is so long that you may clip it in your photos if you aren’t careful. 
When it approaches, it tends to be a horizontal subject. However, 
when it bends down to drink, it will lower its head and raise its 
back end like a seesaw, which changes the composition to a vertical, 
portrait mode. 

 3. Notice reflections from the rippling water in front of your 
subjects. These can add dimension and texture to your photos and 
liven up less-than-fascinating scenes.

 4. Remember the saying, “Where there is water, there is life.” Other 
creatures besides birds bathe in and drink the water wherever it is 
available, and it’s useful to know in advance who might come your way. 

 5. Expand your horizons and try photographing at night. Do your 
research up front so you don’t have to learn everything as you go. 
You’ll be ahead of the game!

Ruth Hoyt
Ruth Hoyt is a full-time professional nature photographer, writer, 
public speaker, workshop leader, coach, and consultant with 30-
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a Certified Interpretive Guide (national certification) and Certified 
Texas Master Naturalist (certified annually through Texas Parks & 
Wildlife since 2009).

Ruth is a charter member of the North American Nature Photography 
Association and an active member and past board member of the 
Outdoor Writers Association of America. She is best known for her 
Texas bird photography and professional guiding services on private 
south Texas ranches, but she also pursues landscape, flora, macro, 
night, and other types of photography in various locations across the 
United States. Her work can be seen in several states at hospitals, 
private offices, and visitors’ centers, as well as at her studio at the 
McAllen Creative Incubator in McAllen, Texas. For more information 
on Ruth and her work, visit ruthhoyt.com.

ruthhoytphoto

The time has come for me to head out on an adventure at a place far 
from home. This place has many birds and a lot of water. Of course, 
I will bring my camera, tripod, and accessories, just in case I see 
something I would like to photograph…
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Article and photos by Jared Lloyd

FEATURE
Zen and the Art of Finding Wildlife
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I’m in Florida in the southeastern United States, and it’s hot as 
hell. After months of winter in Yellowstone and the boreal forest 
of Minnesota, landing here along the Gulf Coast, with the heat 

and sun and humidity levels so high that the locals are walking their 
goldfish on leashes, means my body is struggling to catch up. Along 
the white sandy beaches of pulverized limestone, the breeze that 
rolls in off the Gulf of Mexico is paradisical. The waters this time of 
year dry out the air. But I’m not on the beach. I’m inland. And I’m 
searching for owls. 

This stretch of the Gulf Coast is where things begin to transition 
from subtropical to tropical. Technically, that’s not true. The tropics 
begin and end with very specific latitudes known as the Tropic of 
Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn — otherwise known as 23.5 
degrees north and 23.5 degrees south of the equator. I’m at 27 
degrees north, a long way off from the Tropic of Cancer. But that 
great thermal mass we call the Gulf of Mexico, with an average 
temperature of 27 degrees Celsius, allows for a strange glimpse into 
another world. 

Strangler figs entangle sabal palms, sending down their roots from 
seeds left in the canopy by birds, twisting around, enveloping, and 

strangling the host trees. Gumbo limbo trees abound, especially 
the closer you get to the coast, and with their strange, flaking bark, 
these tropical hardwoods are also known as tourist trees — because 
they look like they are red and peeling. Black-headed parrots and 
monk parakeets build colonial nests beneath floodlights at soccer 
fields, while green iguanas bask in the sun amidst the red flowers of 
Brazilian peppers. Welcome to the new Pangea. 

The further you move away from the life-giving waters of the Gulf, 
however, the more “North American” the biota becomes. The non-
native royal palms that frame highways filled with Range Rovers 
and Aston Martins give way to southern live oaks dripping with 
Spanish moss. Cabbage palms mix with saw palmettos, which 
mix with sabal palms, which mix with laurel oaks. Prolific red-
shouldered hawks hunt red-mantled saddlebag dragonflies on 
the wing. Endangered gopher tortoises waddle across the open 
prairies that lie between the seemingly impenetrable oak and palm 
hammocks, their shadowy realm like metaphorically peering into 
Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. 

After being issued a grocery list of warnings the day before from a 
local photographer about venturing into these hammocks wearing 
a pair of Chaco sandals on my feet — something about eastern 
diamondbacks (the largest venomous snake in North America) 
and pygmy rattlesnakes (the smallest venomous snake in North 
America) — I duck under a tangle of muscadine grapevines as thick 
as my forearm and step into the shadow realm.

Scattered shafts of light penetrate the overstory of the forest. It’s 
dark, it’s humid, and thanks to the almost complete lack of light, the 
ground is covered by little more than the skeletons of dead trees and 
a thick cushion of leaf litter. With no light reaching the forest floor, 
all life seems to be crowded about high in the canopy. Bromeliads 
and orchids cover the long and sprawling branches of the live oaks. 

PREVIOUS PAGE: When this young barred owlet (Strix varia) began 
hunting along the forest floor, we immediately scrambled to get in place to 
compose for the setting sun behind her. In the realm of creating and selling 
photographs of wildlife, barred owls are extremely common subjects. 

Although it’s exciting to find and photograph these birds, from the 
perspective of trying to make a living with your art, it can be very difficult 
to sell photos of such common subjects as these. That is, unless you can 
find new and unique ways to portray them. Seeing the ethereal glow of the 
setting sun beaming in through the forest, I knew immediately that this 
was the type of photograph I wanted to create. The composition is unique, 
and thus the salability of this photograph is much more than most of the 
other photographs that accompany this article. 
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In the United States, the carpet of 
resurrection fern that this barred 

owlet sits in is unique to the southern 
live oak forests. Resurrection ferns, 

as I discuss in the article, live and 
seemingly die each week and month 

with the rain. Given a few days of 
no rain, resurrection ferns dry up, 

turn brown, and wilt. When you see 
this species in such shape, it looks as 

though it has been dead for many 
months. But let the rains come 

again, and within hours, these quickly 
rejuvenating plants spring to life, 

filling the canopy of old live oaks with 
a lush green carpet of ferns growing 

across their branches. So, after several 
days of dried and dead-looking ferns 
in the treetops, I was excited to have 

the opportunity to finally photograph 
this young chick in greenery. 
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Epiphytes, such as the cardinal and pineapple air plants, both of 
which are endangered species, hang overhead amongst carpets of 
resurrection ferns that live and die by the rains each week. 

The region is experiencing a drought. Rivers are low. Lakes are low. 
And each footstep in the leaf litter sounds almost explosive. These 
are the dead and dried-out leaves of live oaks, hard and waxy, brittle 
now from the lack of water on the ground, and completely unlike the 
soft and supple fallen leaves of your typical deciduous oak. This is 
a problem for me. The task at hand is not a simple one because we 
have no idea where the owls might be. Each step sends out a loud 
and sharp crack into the deafening silence of the forest still waiting 
out the heat of the day. 

The night before, my partner Annalise and I followed the territorial 
call and response of a barred-owl pair (Strix varia) to the edge 
of this hammock. It was already dark, and we were exhausted, 
covered in mud and sopping wet from four hours lying prostrate and 
motionless in a freshwater bullrush marsh photographing sandhill 
cranes as they flew in to roost for the night. But the call of the 
owls told us all we needed to know. This was the core territory of a 
mated pair. And being the first week of April, they were likely to be 
harboring a brood of owlets. 

We had no idea where they might be in the hammock. This time of 
the year, this far south, owlets have branched by now. Barred owls, 
like many species of owls, are cavity nesters, often taking over the 
abandoned homes of pileated woodpeckers and modifying them 
to their needs. One meta-analysis of scientific research done over 
the last century on barred owls found that they preferred cavities, 
whether abandoned by woodpeckers or natural, 74.8 percent of the 
time. But the owlets have no interest in staying cooped up. As soon 
as they are capable, they climb out onto surrounding branches. And 

Check out the story behind the cover shot at the beginning of this issue to 
learn more about this incredible situation with a barred owl. 
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from there, it’s just a matter of days before they begin to move from 
tree to tree, exploring their ability to flutter and “coast” through 
the air as they learn the physics of flight. This means the owls and 
their owlets could be anywhere within this section of forest. Or not. 
We could be wrong. Maybe no owlets are here at all. Maybe it was 
just a pair of owls hooting it up the night before, the excitement and 
passion of young love in the night. 

Situations like this demand a certain mastery of reading the signs of 
the natural world. Owls are everywhere. In the United States, there 
are some 18 different species of owls. They can be found in every 
forest, in every patch of suburban woods. Yet, how often do you just 
walk out into the woods and find an owl? 

Working in forested environments can be challenging due to the dappled 
light that occurs. Highlights and shadows, highlights and shadows. In full 
sun, this can either be a nightmare or create some of the most beautiful 
photography you have ever produced. Chances are, however, that the 
former probability will be the most likely outcome. For this reason, 
many of us prefer to photograph in the forest on overcast days when the 
light is already low in the sky. Even when clouds prevail, however, you 
will still find considerable amounts of contrast to work with or overcome, 
depending on how you see and think about your photography. 

The key to working with this contrast is remembering that you should 
never photograph a subject in shade when the background is in light. 
Sure, you could attempt to overcome this with flash, but the ethics of 
flashing an owl is something I am personally not going to be able to get 
past in my mind. Plus, the images always tend to look flashed in these 
situations since you are unable to set your flash up off camera unless 
you are baiting the owl (again, something that comes with major ethical 
considerations and something I am not going to do). If you are patient, 
however, and spend time with your subject, eventually those shadows 
and highlights will move as the sun does, or your subject will change 
locations. And while a subject in shade with a background in light is 
almost always a recipe for disaster (silhouettes being the one exception 
to the rule), a subject in light with a background in shade is a great way 
to create a sense of drama or mystery or feeling to your composition. 



 73The Journal of Wildlife Photography

I love photographing subjects with strong sidelights or backlights. Not 
only does this angled light create depth, dimension, and detail in our 
subjects by creating small, localized amounts of contrast all across 
feathers and fur, it can also produce beautiful backgrounds as well. 

Though the sun was coming in at a strong angle on this barred owl, the 
leaves filtered light in the background. When photographed at a very 
large aperture such as f/4 (as was the case with this photo) or f/2.8, 
these highlights are rendered as beautiful and artistic out-of-focus 
orbs of light — a hallmark of working with super-fast glass in the right 
conditions and something I am always in search of with my backgrounds. 
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Understanding the importance 
that lines have on our compositions 
is one of the biggest leaps forward 
for any wildlife photographer. Lines 
make or break our compositions. 
So, when working with birds in the 
canopy of a tree, it’s paramount to 
compose in such a way that ensures 
that lines (such as all of these 
branches) do not distract from the 
subject or feel of the image. 

With this photograph, the 
challenge was in trying to get clear 
separation between the barred 
owlet and the distant horizontal 
branch behind her head. In most 
situations, this branch would have 
been extremely distracting — 
especially since it almost perfectly 
lines up with the flat part of the 
top of the owl’s head. However, 
thanks to the backlighting in this 
situation, the owl pops out from 
the background. 

Just like when using multi-
flash setups for subjects like 
hummingbirds, backlighting 
creates definition in the shape and 
presence of our subject. If the light 
had been flat, frontal, overcast, 
etc., then the owl’s head would 
have visually merged with the 
branch and the image would have 
been largely ruined.
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Working with birds in the canopy of a tree such as this can be challenging for any photographer at times. Trees often mean considerable amounts of clutter and chaos. 

In this photograph, I worked to find the cleanest window I could on these barred owls and made sure to compose primarily for the branch that the birds 
were sitting upon. Although the composition is filled with little distracting lines in the form of branches and Spanish moss, getting the main branch 

composed properly helps to balance the photograph and otherwise offset the chaos of the canopy. Added to this was the use of a 400mm f/2.8 lens that 
allowed me to soften the background as much as possible with the given situation and light. Although a 600mm f/4 would have softened the background 

even more than the f/2.8 aperture thanks to the increased focal distance, the working distance of the 600mm wasn’t functional in this situation. 
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Even on cloudy days, it’s entirely possible to capture 
catchlights in the eyes of our subjects and that three-

dimensional look and feel we get from angled light. The key 
is to photograph from an angle in which there is a gap in the 

forest canopy spilling light onto the subject. 
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There is a reason for this, of course. Well, there are many reasons. 
Owls are primarily nocturnal, for one. Sure, there are several 
species who are up and about during the day, such as snowy and 
burrowing owls, but most of these birds of prey are creatures of the 
night. They live and die by their secretive nature, their ability to hide 
and melt into the surrounding environment. 

Add to this the fact that it’s four in the afternoon — along the 
southern Gulf Coast of Florida. The sun is high. Temperatures hover 
above 30 degrees Celsius. Nothing is stirring, not even a mouse. We 
modern-day humans are the only species silly enough to be moving 
around at this time of day, save for species like bison and pronghorn 
with their highly adapted hypothalamus that provides an upgraded 
air-conditioning system for cooling their brains. The rest of us, 
whether mammal, bird, reptile, or amphibian, would be smart to lay 
low at this time. And the owls are likely hidden up high, deep in the 
shade, still sleeping off all that sangria from their midday siesta. 

Finding owls isn’t all that different from finding any other elusive 
species in the wild. It’s a multisensory experience, one in which 
all senses are put to the test at exactly the same. Sure, you might 
be able to “spot” the owls in the trees. But then again, their sole 
occupation in life is not being seen. Alternately, you could potentially 
listen for their telltale calls to find owls like Annalise and I did the 
night before in order to narrow down your search. But the typical 
“who cooks for you” call of a barred owl is reserved for territorial 
and mating needs. Loud calls are all about announcing, “This is my 
tree, stay away,” or otherwise, “Hey, come on over to my tree.” These 
are the calls of the night, usually. The hoots and hollers of these 
birds tend to only fill the air once the sun goes down. 

The point that needs to be understood here is that you cannot 

rely on one solution. Yes, sometimes we walk into the woods and 
find an owl by sight. Other times, it’s by sound. But most often, 
it’s a combination of the two and involves understanding the most 
nuanced details you are experiencing given that owls are actively 
working hard at not being found — like all elusive species.

Therefore, both the drought and the low light of this hammock are 
working against us. With each footstep, I announce to the world my 
presence. Predator alert. Stranger danger. The noise also drowns 
out and destroys any possibility of hearing the soft and subtle 
calls of a barred owl to her mate or owlets. Add to this the fact that 
shadows and darkness dull the clarity of vision. Color is a function 
of light. The less light, the less color. Shapes disappear and bleed into 
shadows. Edges become blurred. And our primary means of gathering 
information and interpreting the world becomes more hindrance than 
help. No one ever said wildlife photography was easy work. 

Have you ever listened to how a deer walks through the woods? 
It’s very different from how we do it. I’m always fascinated by how 
people plow through the forest, sounding a bit like a freight train. 
Deer, who make their living by not being detected, however, are like 
ghosts moving through the forest. 

It’s not that deer don’t make noise when they walk, though. No 
animal is going to move along the forest floor without making noise 
in the leaf litter — especially when it’s dry like this. Heck, a gray 
squirrel often sounds like a bull elephant stomping around in the 
forest! Instead, deer typically prioritize observation, especially when 
things don’t “feel right,” over some sort of efficient plan to get from 
point A to point B like our species. 

Step, step, pause. Step, step, step, step, long pause. 
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This is the pattern of footfall you will often hear when watching 
a deer move through the forest. It’s purposeful. Each footstep is 
planned and executed in a particular manner. Each hoof’s placement 
is considered. It’s also observational. The deer is drinking in every 
clue, every sound, every smell, and studying the slightest hint of 
movement. Typically, if you hear a twig break from a deer, it’s because 
you are watching/listening to a buck (male) who accidentally caught 
his antlers in something. Otherwise, the footfall is light. And there 
are long pauses in between. Each pause is where the deer is listening, 
watching, smelling, for anything that has changed, anything different, 
anything “out of place.” 

When I am in the forest in search of animals, I like to think of every 
step I make as a rock thrown into the water. Sound moves in waves. 
So, the analogy is fitting. 

Toss a small pebble into a pond, and ripples unfurl in concentric rings 
around where it lands. The bigger the rock, however, the bigger the 
waves and the farther they travel. This is similar to walking. Each step 
you make sends a ripple through the forest. Hard, heavy footsteps send 
big, powerful waves across the woods. Small, purposeful steps send 
small waves. Snap a dry branch as you step, and the wave is big enough 
for another creature to experience hundreds of meters away or more. 

Imagine sitting in a small boat on a calm day. You barely notice the 
occasional small wave that rolls under you. You barely move. You may 
notice a single larger wave that seems to come out of the blue, and you 
may have thoughts of “Whoa, where did that come from?” but then 
we typically go back to doing whatever it is we are doing. However, 
when larger waves come suddenly, and repeatedly, rocking the boat 
over and over again, we stop and take notice and go on alert. And the 
larger the waves, the further our boat gets pushed away. 

This is how our footsteps work with other animals. Each step a wave. 
Small, sporadic waves with long pauses tend not to raise alarms. 
Large, repetitive ones, however, send everyone running for cover. 

Most modern humans, because of our hyper-technological lifestyles, 
have lost the ability to hear or recognize sounds at the outer limits of 
our natural hearing range. We are bombarded by noise at all times 
in civilization. The hum of electricity. The blaring of TV and radios. 
The roar of planes and the deafening and discordant sounds of 
motorized traffic in general. The World Health Organization reports 
that by 2050, an estimated one in four people on the planet will 
suffer from some sort of hearing problem as a result. 

Humans naturally have a hearing range between 20 and 20,000 
hertz (Hz), but it’s the range between 2,000 and 5,000 that we are 
the most sensitive to. For the record, hertz measures the pitch of 
the tone whereas decibels measure the loudness of the tone. By 
the time modern humans in western civilization hit middle age, 
however, that upper range has typically fallen to between 12,000 
and 14,000 Hz. To put this into the metric of the real world, we are 
slowly losing our ability to hear everything from bird sounds to even 
the full spectrum of noise that our footsteps make when walking 
and crunching and shuffling through the woods. In other words, 
you are probably much noisier than you realize. Add to this our 
cultural tendency to prioritize efficiency and speed above most other 
things, and we have a recipe for disaster when working in the field 
searching for wildlife. 

All of this matters when it comes to finding anything from barred 
owls to bobcats. Not only are we often so noisy that we alert every 
living creature in the forest to our presence LONG before they see us, 
but we also cannot hear above our own noise. Looking for wildlife is 
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Red-shouldered hawks (Buteo lineatus) are 
notoriously accommodating to humans — 

much like barred owls and great gray owls in 
my experience. If you work slowly and approach 

cautiously over time, you can put yourself into 
position quite easily to create unique compositions 

with these beautiful birds. 

This photograph was created with a 600mm lens at 
f/4 in order to control the background clutter. With 

mammals, I tend to use a 400mm f/2.8 lens for 
much of my work. And with birds, I lean toward the 
600mm f/4. Even though f/2.8 is a wider aperture, 
the 600mm creates softer backgrounds in general 
due to the increased focal length. Bokeh and depth 

of field are as much products of focal length as they 
are distance and aperture. 
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not like going for a hike in the woods. And these shortcomings are 
only amplified if we have actually spotted an animal to photograph 
and are now attempting to get closer. 

Step, step, pause. Listen. Watch. Breathe. Repeat. 

Working our way through the live oak and sabal palm hammock, 
we pause every few seconds to listen and observe. Great tassels of 
Spanish moss drip from nearly every surface. A light breeze pushes 
its way into the forest, and the tails of the Spanish moss drift 
accordingly. Large scratches in the leaf litter tell the story of Osceola 
turkeys foraging in these woods. Big swaths of the forest floor look 
as though they have been tilled by a tractor, a telltale sign of wild 
pigs in the area. And between the pigs and the turkeys, what little 
concern I had for rattlesnakes drifts away accordingly — both being 
habitual snake eaters. 

Barred owls are one of the most successful species of owls in North 
America. Once confined to the eastern deciduous forests, and 
especially those wetter regions of the American South, these birds, 
like coyotes, have followed the spread of our civilization. From the 
great forest of the East across the Great Plains, they traveled in our 
wake all the way to the temperate rainforests of the Pacific Northwest. 

Before us, before cities and suburbs and planted wind breaks, 
barred owls were stuck in the forests of the East. The Great 
American Desert, as so many pioneers referred to it, was a natural 
barrier that kept the spread of these birds at bay. However, as our 
civilization moved west, we created a network of forested areas they 
were able to follow, slowly but surely hopscotching their way across 
the continent over the last century. This is a problem, however. And 
it’s the typical story of mixing species artificially. 

In the old-growth temperate rainforests of the Pacific Northwest 
lives another species of bird very closely related to the barred 
owl: the northern spotted owl (Strix occidentalis caurina). The 
spotted owl is on the endangered species list, having been pushed 
to the edge of oblivion by industrial logging across the temperate 
rainforests of the Northwest. Now, there is a new threat. Despite 
federal protection, despite millions of dollars that have been 
pumped into protecting old-growth habitat and the rebuilding of 
their population, barred owls have moved into the forests and are 
quickly displacing the native spotted owl. 

Barred owl and spotted owl. Both named for their physical 
characteristics. Both are about the same size. Both occupy a very 
similar ecological niche in the forest. And the newcomer to the 
woods has proven to be wildly more adaptable and successful at 
surviving in the degraded landscape of these once cathedral-like 
and primeval forests than the native owl. 

Environmental historian Alfred Crosby, in his groundbreaking book 
Ecological Imperialism, refers to this concept as “portmanteau 
biota.” In a nutshell, this is what happens as a result of humans 
moving about the planet, redistributing species of plants and 
animals and fungus at a rapid pace. Sometimes it’s intentional, 
such as with corn, beans, squash, pumpkins, potatoes, tomatoes, 
and turkeys all being brought from the New World to the Old. 
Sometimes it’s unintentional, such as with Japanese chestnut blight 
that completely wiped out the American chestnut.

At face value, plants and animals always seem to be pushing their 
boundaries and expanding their ranges. Generalist species, like 
humans and barred owls, are fluid enough to be able to move into 
a new place and adapt accordingly. Specialist species, like the polar 
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The pygmy rattlesnake (Sistrurus miliarius) is the smallest species of venomous snake in the United 
States. The buzz of this little guy’s rattle sounds more like a cricket than a rattlesnake.

Small snakes like this require working at close distances, and for this I used a 105mm macro lens 
with off-camera flash. Luckily for me, most snakes can only strike at about one-third of their body 

length. When working with a snake like this that is only a third of a meter or so in length, that means 
these pygmies have about a 10-centimeter striking distance. Wanting to show a little habitat with 

the snake, I was working from about a meter away and was at no point in danger of being bitten.
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bear and northern spotted owl, are not. Specialists require very 
specific parameters to exist. They have specific diets. They have 
specific temperature tolerances and specific demands for house and 
home. These are the ones that have evolved to fully exploit a very 
specific ecological niche, and that’s it. 

Now, ironically, we are in a situation in which researchers are 
shooting and killing barred owls to protect the northern spotted 
owl. Oh, the joys of playing God on Planet Earth. 

If the first part of the equation for finding wildlife is controlling 
our own sound, then the second part is understanding all the other 
sounds around us. For me, this is often more important than sight — 
especially in a forested environment where sight is limited to begin 
with. It’s also more important than all the nuanced factoids swirling 
around in my head from researching the ecology of my subjects. The 
forest speaks. We need only listen to hear her secrets. 

There are so many things that we can learn just from being quiet. 
Songbirds have telltale calls when they are mobbing a predator, 
for instance. This predator could be an owl, a raccoon, a weasel, 
a bobcat, a snake, or a host of other species that they view as 
dangerous to themselves or their nests. Likewise, when all the birds 
in the forest suddenly fall silent, this is another indicator that all 
eyes are intently watching and waiting for something to unfold. 
Alternately, if you know how to identify bird calls by ear, and you 
hear the calls of fruit-eating birds, this will clue you in on patches of 
berries and the possibility of other species that eat those berries — 
like black bears (Ursus americanus). 

Pileated woodpecker chicks imitate the sound of bees from within 
their nesting cavity when they feel threatened. Burrowing-owl 
chicks (not in the forest, of course) imitate the sound of rattlesnakes 

from inside their burrows. Blue jays will often squawk like crazy 
when a large animal comes strutting into the woods, especially a 
deer, turkey, or bear — all of which compete with the blue jays for 
food to some degree. 

Bull moose (Alces alces) make a very specific grunting noise when 
they are on the prowl for cows during the rut, and this past fall, 
while we were in Alaska photographing the moose rut, it was the 
faint sounds of grunting that tipped us off that a very large bull 
moose was walking along the edge of a creek we didn’t know existed, 
framed in gold from the paper birches. Deer snort. Foxes bark. 
Bobcats scream. Bears make a “woof” sound or gnash their teeth 
as a warning, and there have been many cases in which I suddenly 
realized I was within three meters or so of a bear hidden in the 
brush only because of these warning sounds. 

Although we want to make sure that we move like ghosts through 
the woods when looking for wildlife, the fact of the matter is that 
the animals we seek are often deeply engaged in conversation or 
communication themselves. Knowing those sounds, understanding 
where and who they come from, and interpreting their meaning is a 
big part of the job description for us.

Personally, I have never found a barred-owl nest without sound first 
tipping me off to its location. Begging barred owlets have a very 
distinctive call. Some call it a screech. Some think it sounds like a 
call of a gray squirrel. It can be faint. It can be high pitched. And 
thus, this is one of those sounds that starts to fall outside of the 
range of hearing for some people as they get older.

Hearing problems typically impact the higher end of the spectrum. 
Although we often think of other animals as having significantly better 
hearing than us, the fact of the matter is that we tend to have better 
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hearing at the lower end of the spectrum than most other animals. So, 
even if what is an unmistakable screech of an owlet to me is something 
you have a difficult time hearing, fret not because the reassuring 
sounds of the adults fall on the opposite end of the spectrum. 

Do you know the sound of a dove? It’s sort of a low and mournful 
cooing. Ironically, I have been in the woods with others who 
automatically assumed this was an owl in the distance. The 
cooing of a dove and the soft but deep coo of an adult barred owl 
communicating with her baby can be very similar but are also 
distinctly different. This is where becoming a better naturalist 
equates to becoming a better wildlife photographer. 

Bird sounds are all around us. Can you identify the species you hear? 
If so, then you can often home in on the core territory of a particular 
individual. Finding owls in the forest to photograph is the same way 
in this respect. If you can discern the difference between the coo 
of a dove and the coo of a barred-owl adult to her young, you can 
reduce your search area to a mere 15 square meters of canopy. If you 
can recognize the screech of a hungry owlet from that of squirrels 

PREVIOUS PAGE: Once, the eastern diamondback rattlesnake (Crotalus 
adamanteus) could be found across the United States from North Carolina 
to Louisiana. Today, however, this largest of all venomous snakes in North 
America, and the world’s largest rattlesnake to boot, is up for consideration 
for the endangered species list. For a wildlife photographer, finding one in 
the wild can be a bit like finding the Holy Grail. 

To create this photograph, I set up a 60-centimeter softbox on a Godox 
flash above and to the left of the snake. Although this softbox’s size is 
much larger than most people would consider to be rational to take into the 
woods, I find that larger light modifiers like this create a much more natural 
look to the light than the smaller micro softboxes you find in most nature 
photographers’ packs. Little details like this can make all the difference in 
the world when it comes to making your photographs stand out. 

and all the other sounds of a forest, then you can quite literally find 
yourself slamming on the brakes while driving down a road with the 
knowledge that there are baby owls nearby. And because the screech 
is so much louder than the mother’s coo, you can follow this call for 
up to a hundred meters through the forest to the general vicinity. 

Annalise is hearing impaired and has been so since she was a child. 
She wears hearing aids. And yet, she is a card-carrying Audubon 
Master Birder. Her ability to pick out and distinguish all the 
different sounds of the forest never ceases to amaze me when we 
are in the woods. “That’s the territorial call of a towhee. Listen over 
there, you can hear the descending notes of a downy woodpecker. 
No, Jared, get with the program here! That’s NOT a titmouse. It’s a 
blue-gray gnatcatcher. Duh!” 

As someone’s hearing begins to go, she explained to me, they begin to 
get very good at trying to train their mind to isolate sounds. Being in 
a crowded restaurant, for instance, is nothing but a loud roar unless 
you can focus your mind and learn to pull the conversation someone 
is trying to have with you out front of the deafening background 
noise. Listening to wildlife is the same way. With a lifetime of having 
to isolate sounds, this skill is easily applied to the calls and sounds of 
the forest. As a birder, Annalise never thought she would be able to 
“bird by ear.” But in going through the process of receiving her Master 
Birder certification, she learned otherwise. Instead of a handicap, her 
lifelong skill of isolating sounds became a superpower. 

Step. Step. Pause. 

From a long way off, a high-pitched screech reverberates through the 
trees. This is what we’ve been waiting for. This is what we’ve been hoping 
for. Loud and distinct. Once you have come to recognize the call for what 
it is, you have direction. Continuing to walk with great care, minding 
those waves of sound with each footstep, we search for the source. 
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No, this photograph was not created using flash. Instead, this nighttime look to the image was created by dramatically underexposing the photograph. 
Yes, the light was already very low. The sun was getting ready to drop below the horizon and had slipped behind a cloud bank moments before it did. 
Relatively unimpressed with the options otherwise, I decided to reduce my exposure by three stops in camera to experiment with some different 
concepts. I was not expecting the bird to fly at this moment, however. But when she did and came swooping in to another perch, I worked with the 
settings that I had already dialed in. 

Could I have created this photo in Lightroom or Photoshop if I had properly exposed the images? Absolutely. 
Luckily, I didn’t have to, however, because I for one spend too much time behind a computer as it is already!



 86The Journal of Wildlife Photography

Given how accommodating this young barred owl proved to be, we 
were able to work our way in fairly close without disturbing the young 
white-tailed deer fawn (Odocoileus virginianus) that was sitting below 

the branch — but on the other side of the small creek. This was a 
unique situation, to say the least, in which I had to closely monitor 

the body language and behavior of two different species at the exact 
same time. However, having a solid understanding of what our body 

language was communicating to them allowed us to spend several 
hours with both animals. 

But as luck would have it, we never hear an additional begging call. 
We know there’s at least one owlet in the woods now, but we have 
little to go on other than the general direction its call came from. 

Seconds turn into minutes and minutes into an hour. But all is not 
lost. In following the sound of the hungry owlet, we come upon an 
area of the forest that just screams barred owl. Although barred 
owls very much prefer mature forests where the size and age of 
the trees dramatically control the amount of light that reaches the 
forest floor, they want immediate access to places with extensive 
understory as well. Understory equates to habitat for prey species. 
Although small mammals make up the vast majority of food for 
barred owls, individuals and specific populations can and will have 
a significantly more varied diet than this. Songbirds, earthworms, 
crayfish, frogs, and snakes are all within barred owls’ repertoire — 
especially near swamps and wetlands. 

Here, the mature forest butts up against a small creek with a 
corresponding light gap in the forest. The understory is thick with 
shrubs along the edge. It is muddy. There is water. Crayfish mounds 
are scattered about. Squirrels scamper up and down trees. Anoles 
seem to cover every piece of wood, both living and dead. And 
songbirds flitter about in the light. 
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Although we haven’t heard another sound from the owls for 
some time, we agree that this area will likely be our best bet to 
concentrate our efforts. 

Anytime we are in the field, we have binoculars. My weapon of choice: 
10x42 Swarovski EL binoculars. Annalise prefers her 8x42 Nikon 
MONARCH 5 binoculars. And there is a big difference between these 
two, other than price. 

Me, I prioritize long-distance magnification and contrast because 
so much of my work takes place in wide-open landscapes such as 
Yellowstone, the coast, the prairie, and the tundra. I need to be able 
see clearly from a long distance away. I need to be able to make out 
the subtle difference of a bear amongst sagebrush, for instance. 
Annalise, however, has spent a lifetime working forested situations 
with lower light. She needs maximum light-gathering capabilities, 
and she wants them lightweight. 

When looking at the numbers on binoculars, the first number, which 
in this case is either 8 or 10, is the magnification. The second number 
is the size of the glass and thus its light-gathering capabilities — 
similar to our camera lenses. Although both the 8x42 and 10x42 
binoculars should hypothetically have the same light-gathering ability, 
this is not the case. To understand why, we must understand what the 
exit pupil is on binoculars. 

We come up with the exit pupil number by dividing the lens size 
by the magnification. This tells us how large a beam of light will 
be as it exits the eyepiece and enters our eyes. So, 42 divided by 8 
equals 5.25, whereas 42 divided by 10 equals 4.2. The larger the exit 
pupil, the better the low-light capability of the binoculars because 
this equates to more light entering your eye. Thus, a pair of 8x42 
binoculars are going to be better in low light than my 10x42s. 

The other thing about using 8x42 bins (bird nerd for binoculars) is 
that because the magnification is less than the 10x, this size is also 
considerably more “stable” to use — meaning, you don’t notice your 
hands shaking as much. This is one of those scenarios where more is 
not necessarily better. And if I were to ever buy another pair of bins for 
what I do, they would be the Leica Noctivid 8x42s, without question. 

A good set of binoculars allows us to study detail in ways we could 
never do with our naked eye. Being able to spot an animal is oftentimes 
predicated upon our ability to see the anomalies in the patterns of 
nature. Then, we use bins to study and identify that anomaly. 

Being able to pick out and notice the anomalies in nature is a critical 
skill that all wildlife photographers who wish to go beyond just 
driving around national parks need to develop. There are countless 
patterns in nature. From the visible to the audible, recognizing these 
patterns, tapping into and closely scrutinizing these patterns, allows 
us to identify anomalies and thus find and photograph wildlife. 

One very easy pattern to begin looking for is the nature in which 
plants in an area tend to grow. Most plants, whether trees, bushes, tall 
grass, etc., all tend to be vertical in orientation. Looking at a section 
of woods or meadow from this perspective, we begin to recognize 
the vertical lines in that environment. Mammals, on the other hand, 
tend stand around on all fours. In doing so, their backs create a 
distinct and hard-edged horizontal line that runs perpendicular to all 
the verticals in the environment. So, when searching for mammals, 
especially larger ones, we look for the “horizontals.” Sure, a forest is 
full of downed trees, which also create horizontal lines. But there are 
far fewer horizontal lines in the forest than there are vertical ones. 
And if we home in on these anomalies — those things that interrupt 
the pattern of vertical lines — we can quickly scan an area for 
potential subjects to photograph. 
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At no point in time was the young 
owlet on page 86 left unattended. 
Sometimes, one of the parents 
would fly in and perch next to the 
owlet. At other times, it sat nearby 
to keep an eye on the situation. 
When chicks/owlets are part of 
the equation, at least one adult will 
always be in direct line of sight of 
their juveniles. This is important to 
remember because it means that if 
you find an adult barred owl at this 
time of year, you know that an owlet 
is very close by, in eyesight of that 
adult. Likewise, nests and perches 
where owlets may be are not always 
that photogenic. And so, if you 
know that there will be an adult 
close by, you can begin your search 
for one of the parents. 
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Photographing this young 
fawn meant crawling on our 

bellies through the leaf litter 
of the forest. Newborn fawns 
will typically stay right where 

they are, even if you almost 
accidentally step on them; 
however, creating a decent 

photograph, especially when 
pushed up beneath fallen 

twigs like this, requires getting 
just as low as you possibly can. 
With all wildlife photography, 

our default position is eye level 
or lower. Sometimes we get 

higher than this when we need 
to change the background 

or see a unique composition 
or wish to convey something 

very specific. However, for 
90 percent of what we do, 

getting eye level is where 
we begin. In this instance, 

getting down to the fawn’s 
level meant crawling in and 

laying our lenses right down 
into the leaf litter. In doing 

so, I was able to create an 
out-of-focus foreground with 

this composition that pulls 
together a three-dimensional 
feel to the image, in addition 

to the intimacy we create 
by being eye level with the 

subject to begin with.
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Likewise, you know what the canopy of a tree is supposed to look 
like. But unless you are actively scanning these patterns in nature, 
then you may very well miss the anomalous dark blob in that tree. 
And if you miss that, then you may have missed your opportunity to 
photograph a black bear resting on a limb above the forest floor. 

As I write this sitting in my camp chair deep in the woods, beneath an 
ARB awning I have attached to the side of my old Land Rover, I am 
watching a blue jay (Cyanocitta cristata) chase insects. Over the span 
of the last hour, I have watched her catch at least 10 insects, including 
a giant luna moth. This is far more food than a blue jay needs to eat 
in such a short amount of time. Over and over, she returns to my 
camp by a small creek to hunt. Over and over, she catches something, 
takes flight, and then heads off in the same direction. This means one 
thing: The blue jay has a nest very close by. 

This is the simple power of observation. How often do we as a 
culture slow down enough, quiet ourselves enough, to actually 
observe what is happening around us? The French philosopher and 
mathematician Blaise Pascal once wrote that “All of humanity’s 
problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone.” 
For me, this is a very powerful and poignant observation about 
the state of things. Pascal wrote these words in the 1600s before 
he died at the age of 39. This was, of course, long before the age 
of distractification we live in now with our epidemic of attention 
deficient disorder and constant need to be entertained. But I digress. 

Squirrels chatter. Palm warblers warble. A red-shouldered hawk 
cries out from a distant and unseen perch as her telltale “kee-aah” 
echoes through the hammock. And then, from somewhere nearby, a 
deep and faint but unmistakable “coo” fills my ears. This is it. This is 
the sound of one of the adults reassuring the owlet. 

Hearing the screech of the owlet took us in the right direction. 
Recognizing the importance of this light gap and understory told us 
to concentrate our efforts in this area. Then hearing the “coo” of the 
adult tells us we’re right where we want to be. 

Knowing now that we are in the right area, we go to work visually 
searching for anomalies. But given that owls perch upright, the 
whole “look for the horizontals” thing doesn’t apply in these 
situations. Instead, this is a matter of trying to identify any sort 
of variation or anomaly in the pattern of the landscape. Live oaks. 
Sabal palms. Cabbage palms. The random assortment of shrubs 
growing along the side of the creek. All are now suspect. All can 
potentially harbor a family of owls here.

As much as shapes come into play when we look for these anomalies 
in the landscape, color can also play a tremendous role. Think again 
back to the example of a black bear resting in a tree. Brown trunk. 
Brown limbs. Green leaves. Black blob. From a distance, it’s the 
color, it’s the black of the fur, that clues me in. And I have picked out 
black bears resting in trees from nearly half a kilometer away before 
by recognizing the “dark spot” across agricultural fields.

Back in the live oak hammock, from about 30 meters away, I spot 
an anomaly. Tucked deep inside one of the shrubs at the edge of an 
almost completely dry section of this creek is something that doesn’t 
look right. The limbs and leaves create an organized chaos. But deep 
within, something is off. 

Pulling my binoculars up to my eyes, I begin to study the thing. 
It is definitely different. It is definitely brown instead of tan and 
an assortment of pale greens. It is definitely a blob. And then it 
definitely moves — just a little. Silently, I motion for Annalise. 
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The young fawn we found bedded 
down beneath the owl was not 
the only fawn in the vicinity. 
After finding the family of owls, 
we came back to this location 
several times to photograph before 
leaving Florida, and in doing so, 
we stumbled across a number of 
interesting opportunities with 
deer. Apparently, several mother 
white-tailed deer were utilizing this 
hammock of trees as a nursery for 
their fawns. The youngsters would 
stay bedded down for the majority 
of the day with the moms filtering 
into the forest occasionally to nurse 
their young. Then, around sunset, 
the mothers would pick up their 
kids from the live-oak daycare and 
bring them out into the meadow 
nearby. Recognizing this pattern of 
behavior allowed us to plan for and 
set up to photograph fawns without 
actually having to find them 
bedded down in the forest. 
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Crouching down for a better look, we sit and study the anomaly for a 
couple of minutes before at last the adult barred owl shifts positions. 

With an owl identified, we begin to assess the situation. It’s still 
relatively bright and hot. It’s too early for owl activity. We knew this 
going in, however. We didn’t want to be late for the party. The idea 
was to hike in, hopefully find the owls, and be in place long before 
they’re ready to begin moving. Doing so would significantly increase 
the likelihood we would capture unique photographs of these owls. 

If we waited for, or depended on, the owls to be up and moving 
about already, then we would have been walking in on an adult 
while he or she was hunting. We likely wouldn’t have seen the owl 
until the last second. We likely would have surprised the owl. And 
she would likely flee immediately. But finding the owls first while 
they’re still at rest allows us to try and predict where they will 
emerge from the roost and already be in place when it happens. We 
have no delusions of being “hidden” from the owls. Instead, we want 
to enter into their world, be noticed, and then build trust over time. 
This way, when the owls emerge, they are already acclimated to our 
presence and will accept us as benign. 

I cannot stress how important this last part is. I do not wear 
camouflage. I do not want to hide from wildlife. I want my subjects 
to see me and accept me. 

Sure, there are those situations where the safety and security of an 
animal’s den or nest is at stake and the only way we can work with 
these situations is with the use of a blind. But even still, the animals 
know the blind is there. They see it. They know it’s different, that it’s 
not supposed to be there, that it’s new. But we set up blinds days in 
advance and then wait for the animals to be fully accepting of this 

new “thing” in their environment before we ever move into place. 
And even then, we enter the blind hours before those animals are 
likely to be stirring, then exit the blind long after they have left. 

With these owls, using a blind wasn’t possible. The owlet had 
branched. We knew Mom and Dad would be actively hunting, and 
the youngster would be exploring her newfound ability of flight in 
the area. A blind would have been useless. Therefore, the only way 
to approach this situation was to be allowed the honor of doing so. 
In other words, we needed to get into place, sit down, shut up, be 
still, and RELAX. 

Every animal, including you, is communicating something at all 
times. Body language speaks louder than words. It’s universal. It 
evolved in a world in which everyone realizes they live in a mixed-
species neighborhood. Communication is the key to coexistence. The 
owls know this. The squirrels know this. The red-shouldered hawk, 
the bear, the bison, the lion, the leopard seal, the musk ox all know 
this. But do you? 

When you are in the field, you are communicating with every 
sentient being that can see and hear you — whether you realize 
this or not. When an animal flees, it’s because you communicated 
that you are likely a threat. When an animal hides, it’s because you 
communicated you cannot be trusted. And when an animal goes 
about their day before your lens, it’s because you told them your 
intentions are harmless. 

Sit down. Shut up. Be still. And relax. Most of my best work was 
created because I simply did these four things. 

As a rule of thumb, it usually takes the natural world between 10 
and 20 minutes to adjust to your presence once you have settled in 
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Capturing moments like this can make a big impact on the salability of a photograph — something I write about quite a bit in the 
Business of Wildlife Photography. When it comes to common subjects like white-tailed deer, or barred owls for that matter, we usually 
need to go beyond the run-of-the-mill cliché portrait if we wish to sell the photograph. If you want to make money with your wildlife 
photography, you have to ask yourself: Does the world really needs another technically perfect three-quarter portrait of this species? 
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and quieted down. Clank your tripod about, and the clock will likely 
reset. Start talking to your companion, and the clock will likely 
reset. Get bored and start playing on your cell phone, and the clock 
will likely reset. But put in the time, and the world will come alive 
all around you. 

Sitting in the leaf litter of the forest floor, we settle back against our 
f-stop bags. Both of us carry 400mm f/2.8 lenses, and we have those 
resting next to us on the ground as well. For several minutes, the 
forest around us is quiet. Squirrels stay at bay. Even the anoles seem 
to be hiding. But given time, everything changes. Slowly, the world 
begins to stir again as predicted. Then so too do the owls. 

Another coo. A frustrated screech in response. Suddenly, the owlet 
explodes out of the bushes and onto a live oak branch, followed by 
Mom, who launches up higher into the tree. And all of this right in 
front of us — exactly where we had anticipated that the owlet would 
come out and stage before hopping around the forest. 

We were correct in our assumption that there was only a single 
owlet with this family. Normally, where there’s more than one, 
the screeches can at times become an overwhelming cacophony of 
begging cries drowning out everything else as if they are working 
each other up into a fever pitch. Not today, however. Solitary cries 
followed by long pauses leave us making meaning out of the unseen. 
One owlet is fine, though. It only takes one in a great situation to 
make a beautiful photograph. I don’t need a herd of owls to make 
this afternoon a success. 

In typical owlet fashion, she begins to bob her head back and forth 
and forward and backward, staring in our direction. In owlet speak, 
this is, “I see you, who are you?” With eyes that seem outsized for 
their smaller bodies at this age, the bob and weave of an owlet is 

both hilarious and cute to watch at the same time. But then she 
stops. She repositions. She begins looking down at a section of the 
forest floor both beneath her and out of sight to us. And here she 
begins the head bob again. “I see you, who are you?” 

Annalise and I simultaneously turn toward each other with a 
knowing glance. We’re not the only ones here. Maybe it’s just a 
squirrel. Maybe it’s an eastern diamondback rattlesnake everyone 
kept warning me about. Or maybe it’s a small alligator held up in 
what’s left of the mud and water the live oak branch straddles above. 

Silently repositioning ourselves to try and see what our owlet is 
investigating, we notice a small reddish-colored ball of fur with little 
white spots curled up in the leaf litter below. Two large black eyes 
stare at us, framed by two gigantic ears turned in our direction. A 
white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) had bedded her newborn 
fawn right below the owl tree so she could go off browsing in the 
open meadow between the hammock and a nearby river. From a 
sprawling hammock of trees, we now have both owls and a baby 
fawn to photograph. 

This is the power of observation in wildlife photography. Instead 
of just becoming excited about finding a family of owls and the 
prospect of photographing them, we continued to watch and observe 
and take in all the available information we had to work with in the 
situation. Understanding the owlet’s behavior revealed an entirely 
new and unexpected opportunity for us, much like how the alert 
calls of various woodland birds can reveal the presence of an owl if 
you are paying attention. 

Being able to step into nature and read the signs around you is more 
than academic education. Although I have a background in biology, 
I believe this plays a very small role in my ability to find, approach, 
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takes our ability to move silently through the woods, to employ basic 
stalking techniques. In other words, it demands a consilience of 
knowledge. Although some of this knowledge was acquired in books 
and research, the vast majority was learned from simply time spent 
in the woods. 

If you were to ask me to suggest one thing you could do differently, 
right now, that would increase your chances of finding and 
photographing elusive wildlife on their terms, even without a detailed 
knowledge of the animals you are searching for, my suggestion would 
be to become more self-aware when in the field. 

Understanding how we are being perceived by the rest of the natural 
world is as much a part of wildlife photography as understanding 
autofocus systems.

and photograph wildlife. Sure, I might be able to throw around a few 
extra fancy words, but what good was understanding the calculus 
that drives models for predicting competition in specific predators 
for prey resources in this situation? Instead, this functional 
knowledge base comes from time spent afield experiencing the 
natural world on its own terms. 

In his poetically beautiful book Arctic Dreams, outdoor writer Barry 
Lopez talks about the conflict of world views between natives and 
biologists in the Arctic. I say conflict here, but really this just means 
the trouble many academics have with embracing or accepting 
the possibility that not everything can be found in books, and not 
everything can be explained by their specialty of interest. Experiential 
education reveals to us an infinitely more complete means of knowing. 

The complexity of nature, more often than not, defies the 
specialization demanded within the halls of academia. Instead, as the 
late Edward O. Wilson argued throughout his career as a Harvard 
biologist, to truly understand a thing, we must embrace a consilience, 
or synthesis, of knowledge from so many disparate ways of thinking 
and seeing the world. 

Finding and photographing these owls is a perfect example of this. 
For Annalise and me to be successful this day, it takes understanding 
what we ourselves were communicating with our body language — 
kinesics. It takes an understanding of animal behavior — ethology. It 
requires an understanding of all things barred owls, their varied calls, 
and what it all means — ornithology. It involves understanding how 
this very particular environment will affect the life and times of this 
barred owl family — ecology. It requires the ability to recognize and 
see the visual patterns in the landscape and pick out the anomalies. It 
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Effortlessly graceful in the air, red-billed 
tropicbirds (Phaethon aethereus) distinguish 
themselves from other pelagic seabirds with 

their elongated tail streamers and red bills. Their 
genus name comes from Ancient Greek, meaning 
“the shining one,” while their Latin species name 
means “heavenly” or “of the sky.”

Like all tropicbirds, they spend much of their 
time gliding over open seas and can reach 
speeds upwards of 40 kilometers per hour in 
flight, but their evolution that has made them so 
at home in the sky and on the water has made 
them completely ungainly on land due to feeble, 
awkwardly positioned feet. However, they can also 
be seen plunge-diving for small fish and squid and 
performing elaborate courtship displays of aerial 
acrobatics that showcase their natural elegance.

Like all pelagic seabirds, they face threats from 
climate change due to changes in habitat and 
availability of food. Red-billed tropicbirds can be 
found primarily in the tropical latitudes, as their 
name suggests, of the Atlantic, eastern Pacific, 
and northern Indian Oceans.

— Danielle Phillippi

DID YOU KNOW?
Red-Billed Tropicbird
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