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			A panoramic of an oak grove along the western slopes of Mount Diablo, the original homeland of the Bay Miwok Native Americans, captured in a state park near my home in Northern California. Captured with a 12-24mm F2.8 lens at f/22 for 1/6 sec. using ISO 100.

		

	
		INTRODUCTION

		Some of the first photographic images were of the natural world. Today nature remains the most popular subject in photography, dating back to the late nineteenth century, when photographers like William Henry Jackson and Carleton Watkins were capturing the frontiers of the American West, documenting locations such as Yellowstone and Yosemite National Parks. By permanently recording the natural world for millions to see, Jackson, Watkins, and others started the process that led to saving lands, protecting species, and eventually preserving habitats around the world. Thus the power of the still image was born. Illustrating the awe-inspiring force of nature has been an important form of communication as well as a tool for educating. Trees that were seedlings before the time of the pyramids, waterfalls thundering down half a mile into lush valleys, deep canyons carved over millennia, the smallest of living things—intricate leaves, alien-looking insects, and delicate wildflowers—all have been captured on camera and are changing our perception of the world.

		I was inherently drawn to the outdoors as a kid. It frightened me a bit, the unknown and its strength; it probably still does in small ways. Even so, I found nature to be an amazing, exciting, and unpredictable experience. Whether I was pulling up the rear on a family walk, rock and shell hunting, searching with the secret hopes of finding a history-changing fossil along a Northern California beach, or fishing for trout and catching water snakes from a paddleboat in Karag Dam—a lake nestled between the Caspian Sea and Tehran in northern Iran—it was all a world of discovery for a small boy, fraught with beauty, danger, and wonder.

		Nature is the closest thing to religion in my life. Derived from the Latin word natura, which means “birth,” it is where my belief in self-education was born and my spirituality was found. To paraphrase Ralph Waldo Emerson, there is no closer place to God than to be in nature. John Muir wrote, “I only went out for a walk and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in,” describing the cerebral journey that occurs just as much in nature as anywhere else. Whether sacred or secular, this is what I was most drawn to about the natural world; that is, a transcendent place where you learn on your own, push beyond your limits, stretch your imagination, and discover a peace you cannot find anywhere else.

		When I found photography early on I could not have known how it would enhance my life and expand my interest in the outdoors. Recording nature onto film was my first photographic love, and although I capture a mix of commercial outdoor and travel work in digital form today, creating images of the wild still remains my favorite. From taking pictures with a 110 camera on my seventh-grade Albany Middle School class camping trip in Yosemite Valley, to treks as a teenager through California’s Sierra Nevada, my fervor for photographing the outdoors quickly formed. Traveling to the far corners of the globe as a young pro, I rafted down class IV rivers in Argentina and carried a 75-pound backpack through the rain-soaked jungles of Borneo. The camera has pushed me to go places I never would have gone and to do things I never would have done had it not been for the thrill and hope of returning with great images. Through it all, a plethora of amazing moments were added to my life, yet I had my fair share of less-than-positive experiences, too. I’ve been attacked and stung more than 25 times by wasps in Mendocino, experienced back spasms while hiking trails in the Caribbean, acquired food poisoning on assignment through the Mexican Riviera, ran out of water backpacking through Yosemite, and even felt the dreaded homesickness while camping in the Channel Islands. None of it cured me of the wanderlust to see more of the world. In fact, most people assume I love nature wholeheartedly, but I don’t see it that way. I describe it more as having a full relationship with the outdoors. I have felt enlightenment, fear, joy, frustration, exhaustion, vulnerability, solitude, and exhilaration—every emotion that makes you feel alive.

		So when asked to write a book on the topic, I was excited to merge these two major interests in my life. Some may wonder why I would write a book on nature photography; hasn’t it been done? Sure it has, but advances in digital photography have steered the art in a new direction, providing state-of-the-art features and cutting-edge ways to capture the natural world that require a bit of a learning curve to master. The black-and-white masters most likely would have embraced the precise control of programs like Photoshop, the lack of generational loss when creating digital duplicates, new techniques such as high-dynamic range imagery, as well as the mobility of today’s small and lightweight equipment. Combining these new digital aspects with the technical knowledge needed to understand and master your camera, such as composition and exposure, is yet another part of the puzzle. However, as important as it is to be technically sound, great nature photography is not about applying a cookie-cutter approach, merely picking up technical details and attempting them on location. This cannot do the job alone. None of the new digital features or well-established techniques override the importance of developing your vision, a critical skill since the beginning of photography. Producing high-quality nature photography is about the marriage of three facets: learning photographic techniques, knowing how to react to a scene, and having the ability to be creative at a moment’s notice. We each bring our philosophical approach to the art. This book not only covers new aspects as well as tried and true methods, but also describes and defines my modus operandi.

		When it comes to art, there is only so much you can teach; the rest is up to the individual. The passion to rise at ungodly hours before sunrise, slide out of your warm bed or sleeping bag, and head out into the cold morning for a beautiful landscape image; to hike the long, steep trail on a blazing hot day, by yourself, in hopes of finding some wildlife to capture; fighting the cold permeating through your body on a frigid winter day to catch amazing dusk light—these ventures aren’t for everyone. My goal is to help photographers find their personal vision, an enigmatic trait only truly defined through the work each individual produces, combining their skill, technique, experience, and effort. As you read this book, I encourage you to take notes, to try not to get ahead of yourself, to focus on one feature at a time, to reread chapters, to limit your variables, to build a method, and to test yourself in the field. These steps will help you improve over time in a way you can recognize and in a manner that is easily understandable. Part of the goal is to show you my process of capturing nature, to give you ways and ideas on how to document places, to discuss rules of thumb when it comes to photographing wild places, and to share my thought process on the subject. Let your goal be to practice these rules and to find your own system, to mold your particular method and approach to nature photography. You can’t work like others when it comes to art and photography. The best strategy is to learn how others do it and adopt a way that works best for you and to exhibit to others how you see the world. Don’t just take pictures—capture the way it feels out there; convey the power of a storm, the strength of a tree, the movement of a river, and the ephemeral quality of the moment. By doing so, part of the awe and impact of the natural world will come through in your photographs to educate and inspire others.

		Ultimately, you cannot forget about the reason for being out there. I simply enjoy the feeling of being in nature and the anticipation of discovering a new area, what it may look like and what I may come back with. Most of the time my experiences are nothing like I expected, and my images are hardly what I could have ever imagined capturing. I believe nature changes people. The process of photographing nature changed me. Documenting places that lift our souls and give our lives balance reveals the power of photography and the splendor of wilderness. Even at times today, the phrase “O God, thy sea is so great and my boat is so small” fits my outlook so well when I’m in nature. I am humbled and overwhelmed by it. I fear and embrace it. Nature is an integral part of my enthusiasm for life and an innate part of all of us. Capturing emotionally driven images to share with others is a privilege I cherish, one that has increased my passion for my art and my love for the outdoors.
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		A macro photo of a delicate barrel cactus flower, blooming from a prickly plant fiercely armed with heavy fishhook spines. Captured with a 60mm F2.8 macro lens at f/4 for 1/250 sec. using ISO 64.
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		CHAPTER ONE
UNDERSTANDING
NATURE
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		Crank up your favorite tunes and roll down the windows to smell the fresh air and feel the wind, or perhaps just walk out your back door and hop onto a trail with your camera. However you do it, at least you are off on a trip to photograph some outdoor location. But is it that simple? I wish it were. To be successful in the field it is good to have a list of tasks to complete before you head out—a plan for your outing, an itinerary.

		The artist Henry Hartman said, “Success always comes when preparation meets opportunity.” I try to approach all of my photographic trips this way: methodical, detail oriented, and repetitive. This allows me to be as ready as I can be photographically.

		Then comes safety. Nature is wild, unpredictable, powerful, and dangerous. Being well prepared and having a healthy respect for the outdoors is undoubtedly the best approach. The unprecedented access we have to nature today allows us to document wonderful scenes not far from our vehicles; unfortunately, this can also provide a false sense of security. Venture deep into the wilderness without forethought and your risks increase dramatically. We, as nature photographers, time and time again find ourselves traveling alone, an activity that offers great peace and focus to our art, but also creates an added threat. Numerous photographers have been injured or killed in the attempt to come away with a few beautiful scenes to share.

		This chapter provides knowledge I have gained and used in my trips, and information I obtained by consulting rangers and outdoor experts that could save your life and protect you while out taking pictures.

		THE FIRST STEP

		Nature photography may be about recording beauty, grandeur, form, and light, but the most difficult part of creating a great shot is all the effort before the capture. A good majority of the time is spent in preparation, whether researching an area, packing your outdoor gear and photo equipment, choosing your planned route and schedule, or simply making the physical effort to get to a location. When the scene is finally in front of you, the execution is usually the shortest and possibly the easiest part of the equation. My nature photography teacher in college said something I will never forget, and I paraphrase: “You can talk all you want about a photo of a bald eagle in a magazine, telling people you could capture a better shot if you were there and had the gear to do so. The fact is, you don’t have any images of bald eagles; you’ve never traveled to that location to fight off mosquitoes, black flies, and the exhaustion that comes with carrying all your heavy gear and camping out in the elements. So you can’t say you could have done better, because you didn’t.” Simply put, half the battle is getting there.
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		Whenever I travel into the mountains on assignment, I carefully assess everything I need so as to capture the images I want, while remaining safe and sound for days in the backcountry. Shot with a 24mm lens and a polarizer, f/8 for 1/100 sec. using ISO 100.

		Respecting Nature

		I don’t travel the backcountry with a sense of foreboding, but instead with preparation and caution. Ed Viesturs, an American mountaineer who climbed all 14 peaks over 8,000 meters without supplemental oxygen, is one adventurer I admire. His mountaineering accomplishments are extraordinary, but it is his approach to climbing that I appreciate the most. Methodical preparation for each expedition and his respect for nature has helped him stay alive into his early fifties. He would tell you that climbing is just as much about proper decision-making skills as it is about technique. Nature may be beautiful and inspiring, but it is also unforgiving. Be deliberate and aware of your surroundings. Although a 2-mile walk back to camp is relatively easy, by being careless, unobservant, or just unlucky, that 2-mile walk could turn into a painful, life-threatening crawl if you run out of water, get lost, or become injured. You must be aware that any decision you make can lead to a multitude of outcomes.
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		Documenting a dramatic scene, such as this one captured along the Colorado River can appear fun, but rafting the rapids of Cataract Canyon in order to get into position for this shot adds that danger factor. Taken with a 50mm F1.8 lens, f/11 for 1/200 sec. using ISO 100.

		Goals in the Outdoors

		Whenever I go photographing, I always have a few goals in mind. Some are part of my personal philosophy, but most should be universal:

		
			• Let people know where I am going—specific roads, trails, and destinations.

			• Make safety a first priority in all my decisions.

			• Expect to be 100% self-sufficient; smart hikers are the ones who return under their own power.

			• Challenge myself to capture great images.

			• Leave no mark on the areas I travel through, and leave nothing behind.

			• Enjoy the process. Stuck filters on lenses, a scraped knee, or a small unimportant mistake may get me a little frustrated, but if I don’t take in all I can while in nature, there is little reason for me to be there in the first place.

		

		SAFETY IN NATURE

		Any wilderness area can include a mix of environments that challenge you and your equipment. As passionate photographers we find ourselves pushing the limits of safety to get the angle or composition we desire. Yet we cannot be reckless in our methods. Here are a few things to keep in mind when out and about.

		Roads and Trails

		Trails are not only a source of passage to and from one location to another, they also make for nice leading foregrounds—a topic discussed in chapter 3. Move off a trail and you might be able to hide it completely to produce a pristine-looking landscape, yet you might also step on a snake, twist your ankle on an uneven surface, or even lose the trail. If you have ever traversed a rain forest you know how easy it can be to get disoriented only a few feet from the trail. The same goes for roads. If you leave the road, you can get your tires stuck, start a fire from your exhaust pipe, or lose the path back to the road. Going off-road or off-trail can also trample and damage sensitive areas, especially in desert environments, where vegetation can take years to return.
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		I am not a rock climber, but I had to position myself to capture images of these amazing athletes, while avoiding becoming a casualty myself. Shot using a 200mm F2.8 lens set to f/4 for 1/250 sec. using ISO 100.
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		Following a trail does not mean you can’t get lost. Some trails become overgrown if used infrequently, making them harder to follow. As a dirt path traverses a rocky area, it is easy to lose the trail unless, of course, it is clearly marked. I shot this image of a trail sign overlooking Yosemite Valley. Taken with a 24mm F2.8 lens, f/5.6 for 1/1000 sec. using ISO 100.

		Mountains

		“An awful power, clad in beauty” is how climber Bailey Willis described Mount Rainier upon visiting the mountain in 1883. As stunning as they are to photograph, mountains provide another whole set of safety concerns. They can create their own weather and have micro-climates rarely found in weather reports. As a storm rolls in, temperatures can drop from 100 to 40 degrees in a matter of minutes, so carry extra clothing as well as a waterproof cover for your backpack or photo bag. I recently experienced a wild summer storm in California’s Sierra Nevada, the sunny, 90-degree day turning to rain, hail, thunder, and lightning as I walked through a small stream. Higher altitudes rob you of sea-level oxygen and, when combined with steep trails, make for tough hiking. Going cross-country and off trail to hike a few hundred yards through a choked forest can take you hours.

		Deserts

		Heat-related issues and exposure are repeatedly mentioned when it comes to desert climates. The first priority is having enough water, but knowing where you are and where you are going, and staying covered to avoid sunburn, are other major concerns. Get lost shooting images and 24 hours later you could be in a whole world of trouble. Desert canyons should also be traveled with caution, as flash floods from storms miles away can catch unsuspecting hikers off guard.

		Sand

		After water, sand has to be the next most common element to get into every piece of equipment, wreaking havoc on the inner workings of your cameras, tripod leg thread locks, glass filters, and lens focusing rings. Make sure to clean your gear and bags thoroughly using canned air and a soft brush. Sand is also hot on bare knees or feet, and when wet it can shift, toppling tripods into oncoming surf.
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		Mount Saint Helens’s summit remained hidden for 4 days as the massive mountain created its own weather. I captured this view looking into the crater with a 300mm F4 lens, exposing it at f/8 for 1/125 sec. using ISO 100.

		Cliffs

		Many times I’ve found myself inching closer to a cliff to procure a more dynamic composition, but I never forget that these areas are precarious and can erode without warning. If you walk next to a cliff and catch a bootlace, trip, or make any mistake at all, serious injury or even death is a possibility.

		Water

		As one of the most powerful forces in nature, water offers a mix of hazards. I’m extremely careful around rivers, lakes, and oceans. You can slip and fall in a number of ways, exposing yourself to major injury or hypothermia. Frigid rivers that appear to be slow flowing may hide a powerful current that can sweep you or your equipment downstream. Animals are attracted to water as a drinking source, which is good for wildlife photography, yet a reason to be cautious. Often, positioning yourself for the best shot can be exceedingly hazardous. I knew a man in college who went on to be a top-notch river rafting expedition photographer. Well versed in the powerful ways of water and a class V river guide, he rose in the ranks as an extreme adventure photographer able to capture images most could not due of his knowledge of and access to the water. He navigated some of the world’s toughest rivers, some that only few could handle, yet one morning near his home he ventured out on a still lake to kayak, a routine he had performed hundreds of times, and never returned. They found his kayak later that day and his body a month later. If this could happen to him in a place he knew well, it could happen to anyone.
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		We backpacked up the Yosemite Falls trail and came across countless day hikers struggling to make the top while running out of water. We handed out water pills to some and informed others that they might not make it or may succumb to dehydration if they tried. Most felt the 3-½-mile trail would be short, but nothing is short when it is 3,000 vertical feet straight up. I shot this at the top, where Yosemite Creek turns into Yosemite Falls, with my 24mm F2.8 lens, set to f/22 for 1/15 sec. using ISO 100.

		Forest Fires

		Forest fires are a huge danger. Avoid driving or hiking toward areas where fires may be occurring. Some photographers gravitate toward fires, hoping to capture an image, but forest fires can grow extremely quickly, travel at high speeds (much faster than a hiker), and roads and trails can become blocked. Know your exit points and leave the area immediately if you smell or sense fire.

		Wildlife

		Before entering any wilderness, one of the first pieces of information you should obtain is what species of wildlife you may encounter. In all my solo hikes around the West I’ve never encountered a mountain lion, yet I’m acutely aware that I’m traveling through their terrain and may see one at any point. Even animals such as deer can attack if surprised, provoked, or trapped. Once you set foot into the territory of bears, alligators, or wild boars, if you do not take time to understand the hazards of photographing there, you are underestimating the dangers you may come across. Most animals prefer fleeing to attacking, but a little knowledge and a few extra items (such as pepper spray or a bear canister to protect your food) can lessen the risks. Some studies claim that wildlife attacks on humans have increased dramatically in the last 25 years, partially because of our encroachment on natural lands combined with our population increase, and the lack of knowledge people have about wild animals. We, as nature photographers, are often alone during times of the day when most other humans are back at their campsites, in their tents, or at home—when animals venture out for water or food. Therefore, being keenly aware of your surroundings and what animals may inhabit the area where you are shooting is very important.
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		Traveling through places like Glacier National Park in Montana, signs like this one on the eastern border make everyone aware that powerful wild animals are present. Heed these warnings, especially if you are lucky enough to spot a bear in the wild. Photographed using my 24mm F2.8 lens, set to f/6 for 1/25 sec. using ISO 100 (with a polarizing filter).

		PACKING AND PLANNING

		As a methodical packer, I have built different packing lists over the years, depending on the kind of trip or assignment I’m taking. I have specific places for each piece of equipment and timelines I try to follow. Your list may not need to be as detailed, but the more organized you are, the easier and faster you can find what you need and the less weight you have to carry—and those two details alone are worth the effort.

		Safety Gear

		Your lists may vary, but some essential items should always be a part of your pack.

		Headlamp

		Hike in the dark without a flashlight and you understand the impediment. A headlamp is a great way of keeping both hands free, useful for night photography, and just as effective for dawn or sunrise shoots, as well as dusk and twilight.

		Cell Phone

		With new cell towers sprouting every year, cell phones continue to save people in wilderness situations. Make sure yours is fully charged and turned on only for emergencies. Outdoor camping stores like REI even carry a solar-powered battery charger for phones and other devices.

		Water

		Potable water pills or a filter to make clean drinking water can be lifesavers. Small and lightweight, they are worth more than their weight in gold. Carry extra water regardless, whether to drink or to use in an overheating vehicle. Having more water than you need is smart. Even though I follow this rule, I have had a few borderline cases of heatstroke, one where I was literally within a couple hundred yards of my car in Mexico. When dealing with the elements, anything can happen, so do not stretch your resources too thin, at least until you become more experienced and better understand your limitations as well as the environment around you.

		Emergency Blanket

		Lightweight and cheap, an emergency blanket packs tightly and can perform many tasks, such as providing lifesaving warmth, becoming a makeshift tent, and protecting your photo equipment in a rainstorm.

		Emergency Beacon

		This is most critical to carry in areas where you can truly get lost—in backcountry snow with avalanche warnings or cross-country hiking off main trails, to name just two. Beacons allow search and rescue teams to find you faster and more easily. These items add extra security, but having them doesn’t mean you should take more risks, believing you could be easily rescued. Instead, they ensure that in any emergency situation, you have a fighting chance.
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			A tripod is indispensable for anyone capturing images in nature. It gives you many options to capture steady and sharp creative scenes. It can be cumbersome and may not be practical, but when you can include it—your photography will benefit.

			

		

		Photo Equipment

		Before you pack your equipment, consider reading your camera’s manual. Manuals may not read all that clearly, but having a grasp of your gear and referencing sections from time to time can help. Then, prep your photo equipment before you shoot. Recharging batteries, cleaning lenses, and packing gear in an orderly fashion can make you more efficient in the field. These steps may sound silly, but I find that most workshop students unfamiliar with their cameras are unable to change
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