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INTRODUCTION

Iremember the exact moment I became addicted to wildlife photography. While visiting Yellowstone National Park one autumn, I followed a herd of elk at a distance up a mountainside. A regal bull shepherded the cows. Halfway up the slope, his herd collided with two other bands. In the melee that followed, two more dominant stags ousted the bull. He stood in a clearing as the other animals departed, bugling his frustrations to the world, his breath coming in great clouds in the frosty air.


Camera in hand, I had 36 frames on a roll of film to capture the stunning image. Or so I thought. The camera required manual advance of the film via a thumb-operated lever. When the frame counter moved to 37, I was happy to get a bonus photo, which sometimes occurred with film. When it went to 38 and then 39, my heart sank.


Those of you reading this who remember the film days are chuckling. I had no film in the camera (later film cameras that used LCD displays and DX coding eliminated this problem). But the images I have of that singular experience are recorded in the electrochemical memories of my brain, impossible to share with others except as verbal descriptions. For me it was the beginning of my quest to photograph wildlife.


Along with earning a living as a wildlife photographer, I have written hundreds of articles regarding various aspects of the biology of many creatures. I have also authored a series of books about large mammals of the Rocky Mountains (published by Falcon). The intersection of my photography and prose in relation to wildlife has led me to conclude that the best wildlife photographers may not be the best technical photographers, but they are the best biologists. Consistently locating and photographing wildlife species demands an intimate understanding of their preferred habitat and behavior. As such, much of this book is focused on behavioral aspects of various creatures and how those behaviors influence wildlife photography. There is also enough information contained in chapters pertaining to basic technical photography to educate individuals whose skills are lacking. The material in this book is intended as a basic primer in technical photography as it pertains to wildlife subjects.


[image: image]


Along with the technical information, I hope readers find this work inspirational. Wildlife photography has greatly expanded my interest in, and understanding of, many creatures I did not know existed prior to taking their photo. The very survival of many wildlife species worldwide is currently in jeopardy. The more aware a person is of a wildlife species, the more likely he or she will value it enough to advocate for its conservation. As such, wildlife photography may be a powerful, driving force in a global human society that frequently sacrifices wildlife habitat for some type of material “progress.”
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Bull moose. Jack Ballard


CHAPTER

1


Gearing Up : Cameras, Lenses, and Accessories



In my childhood days, a time that seems not so far away on the stopwatch of human history, cameras were a singular apparatus. A camera was, well, a camera, an instrument used to capture photographic images on film, pictures that were then most often printed on shiny paper and “shared” by transferring them from one human hand to another for viewing. Today cameras seem a ubiquitous device. As I write this, a tiny aperture peers at me from the top of my computer screen, a camera, ready to capture images of my furrowed brow and surroundings (on an airplane) with its activation via software. Cameras reside in our cellphones and automobiles. They record our images in banks, box stores, and motel lobbies. From satellites high in the heavens, they ceaselessly record events on earth. Misbehave in public and the odds are quite high your actions will be recorded on a camera.

  [image: image]

Cameras devoted to the purpose of photography (versus those integrated into other devices) are vastly superior when it comes to wildlife photography. This photo of a grizzly bear at Knight Inlet, British Columbia, was taken with a long telephoto lens, a shot impossible to get with inferior equipment. Lisa Ballard


CAMERAS FOR WILDLIFE PHOTOGRAPHY



Despite the proliferation of photographic devices in contemporary society, none are capable of fulfilling all the purposes for which still or motion pictures are recorded. When it comes to wildlife photography, certain types of cameras are vastly superior to others in many, many respects. As is the case with any other hobby or occupation, having the proper tools makes the task much easier and leads to superior results. Individuals desiring pleasing images are advised to acquire the proper gear up front as opposed to adapting cameras designed for other purposes to capture images of the world’s wildlife.

DSLR Cameras

The acronym DSLR stands for “digital single-lens reflex.” Without going into too much detail, think of these as the cameras “serious photographers” carry slung over their shoulder. They consist of a camera body and interchangeable lenses. The “single-lens reflex” (SLR) part of the descriptor refers to the camera’s use of a mirror to reflect the image created by the lens into the viewfinder of the camera. SLRs have been around for a century and dominated the world of serious amateur and professional photography (film) for the latter half of the twentieth century. They maintain their dominance at this writing with the modification of a digital sensor capturing the photographic image instead of film. The vast majority of professional and committed hobbyist wildlife photographers rely on DSLRs as their tools of choice.

  [image: DSLR cameras are currently the most popular for wildlife photography, offering the widest array of camera models and interchangeable lenses from numerous manufacturers. Lisa Ballard]

The advantages of DSLRs for wildlife photography are many. Due to their popularity, they offer an exceptionally wide array of lenses from not only the major camera manufacturers but also “aftermarket” companies that craft quality lenses. DSLRs have virtually no lag time between tripping the shutter and image capture, a disadvantage in some other camera formats. From a consumer standpoint, DSLRs are available in a broad range of prices. Like other implements, there is a strong correlation between useful features and price. The old adage “you get what you pay for” is certainly true when purchasing such a camera.

Some debate exists among technically proficient wildlife photographers regarding necessary features in DSLRs. In fact, except for the most inexpensive entry-level models (and some of those are quite good), any DSLR will capture pleasing wildlife photos under the right conditions. However, a higher price tag generally yields two advantages: higher image quality and features designed to allow the competent user to achieve superior results in difficult conditions related to tricky exposure, fast action, and tough physical environments.

Dozens of articles in photographic and other magazines are devoted to camera features each month and may prove to be a source of bewilderment to the novice wildlife photographer. However, certain features are invariably the most valuable to wildlife shooters, no matter the make, model, or format of the camera. Here are the most important to evaluate when purchasing a DSLR (or any other type of camera):

IMAGE QUALITY

Highly related to image size, the “in-camera” quality of a photo is evaluated in terms of color accuracy, clarity, and the ability to greatly enlarge it without loss of sharpness. Image size is typically rated in terms of “megapixels” (MP), which refers to a unit of area containing one million pixels (the smallest singular element in a digital photo). For most purposes, current mid- to high-priced DSLRs capture an image with more megapixels than needed. For example, lots of cameras create images with more than 20 MP. However, a quality 8×10 print can be made from 7 MP. Higher megapixels allow for greater enlargement and cropping of images, but they do not always correlate accurately with image quality. Image sensor design, optics, firmware, and other aspects of image capture profoundly affect quality. Think of it like this: A minimum of megapixels is required for a certain level of image quality, but simply meeting the minimum doesn’t necessarily produce the desired results. There is one downside to more megapixels: As image size increases, so does the need for computer power when editing the photos.

EXPOSURE CONTROL

The ability to designate how a camera controls exposure (how light or dark the image appears) is important to professional photographers. Entry-level DSLRs often have limited options in relation to exposure control and compensation. The ability to designate exposure priority to shutter speed or aperture and the option of controlling exposure manually are important to advanced photographers. Additionally, the possibility of exposure compensation (having the camera read overall exposure as lighter or darker) is nearly invaluable in some situations. Finally, different metering modes are also important. Standard metering in most digital cameras of all types involves the camera evaluating the light in numerous zones of the frame and then averaging them for an overall exposure. A “spot meter” function, where the camera reads the final exposure from a very tiny portion of the frame, is extremely useful in tricky exposure situations.
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Very dark or very light subjects like this whooping crane can create difficult exposure situations. Cameras with sophisticated exposure systems allow a competent user to adjust for such challenges. Jack Ballard

FOCUS CAPABILITIES

Most DSLRs have quite sophisticated automatic focusing capabilities. Focus can be set to lock on a subject after the shutter button is depressed partway or to continuously adjust the focus in relation to whatever object is in the designated focus point. Focus “tracking” is a mode in which the camera rapidly adjusts the focus to keep a moving subject in focus. This is a very valuable feature for wildlife photographers, especially those aspiring to photograph flying birds or other action subjects. However, not all focus-tracking systems are equal. Reviews by expert users or the ability to “demo” a particular camera are the best ways to evaluate focus tracking, but it’s important to remember that the focus capabilities of some lenses are better than others. A lens with inferior focus characteristics may not accurately reflect the focus-tracking abilities of the camera body.

  [image: Advanced focusing systems dramatically enhance a photographer’s ability to capture images of moving wildlife subjects like these flying common goldeneyes. Lisa Ballard]

IMAGE CAPTURE SPEED

Since the days of film cameras that could automatically advance the film in the camera body, manufacturers have sought to increase the number of frames a camera can capture in a given amount of time. With film cameras, this involved a tiny electric motor that moved the film in the camera body. Photographers were thus concerned with the capabilities of the “motor-drive,” terminology that’s still used (inaccurately) to conceptualize how fast a camera can capture a sequence of images. A more accurate way is to think of it is in terms of frames per second (fps), which applies to both digital and film cameras. A camera that can shoot 5 fps captures a maximum of 5 frames per second, never more. Under some shooting conditions and settings, it may capture less. The maximum number of frames per second on a digital camera is limited by several things—some mechanical, others electronic. It is also affected by the memory card used in the camera. Some memory cards allow for much faster image capture than others. Cameras with high fps rates should always be paired with quality memory cards.

In addition to fps, the number of images that can be captured in a short period of time (sometimes longer than a second) is limited by the camera’s ability to internally process (buffer) the pictures. If the shutter button is held down and the camera is set in continuous shooting mode, the camera will eventually slow down or stop shooting. Its “burst rate” is the number of images that can be captured in a continuous sequence. It should not be confused with frames per second. For example, suppose a camera shoots at 6 fps and has a burst rate of 24 frames; this means the camera will continuously shoot for 4 seconds (24 frames ÷ 6 frames per second = 4 seconds). Burst rate sometimes varies from the manufacturer’s advertised rate in relation to image quality (the advertised versus actual rates may differ slightly as well). Shooting in the RAW mode for maximum image quality increases file size and decreases the advertised burst rate. Some cameras (both DSLR and other types) offer a “burst mode” or “sport mode” which greatly increases the burst rate, but does so by decreasing the size (and quality) of the captured images.

In general, fps and burst rate increase with the cost of the camera. Cameras capable of 6 fps and a burst rate of a few seconds are adequate for most wildlife action situations in the hands of a reasonably skilled photographer.

  [image: Camera bodies capable of shooting numerous frames per second are valuable in catching just the right moment in an action sequence, like this bugling bull elk in Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado. Jack Ballard]

Mirrorless Cameras

Mirrorless cameras operate without the mirror that a DSLR uses to reflect the image created by the lens into the camera’s viewfinder. These cameras instead rely on an electronic viewfinder to preview the photographic image the camera is set to capture. While DSLRs are still the standard for the vast majority of professional photographers, mirrorless cameras are increasing their market share in the consumer camera world and steadily increasing in capabilities. At this writing, mirrorless cameras are considered advantageous over DSLRs due to their smaller size and weight (made possible by eliminating the internal mirror). Their electronic viewfinder also allows a more accurate look at how the previewed image will represent the final image in terms of depth of field and other aspects.

On the downside, lens selection for mirrorless cameras with interchangeable lens is limited compared to DSLRs (though that is likely to change if popularity continues to increase). Most models use smaller sensors than full-frame DSLRs, which limits image quality, although mirrorless cameras are very capable of producing professional-quality photos. Their focusing mechanism operates more slowly than DSLRs’, a distinct disadvantage for wildlife photography, particularly in action situations. Their battery capacity in terms of how many frames the camera can shoot on a single battery charge is much less than DSLRs’, due to the small size of the battery (which coincides with a smaller, lighter camera) and the electronic viewfinder, which requires constant battery output to operate. At this point, mirrorless cameras are certainly capable of capturing excellent wildlife images for hobbyist photographers but are not the camera of choice for serious shooters or professionals.

Compact Cameras

Compact cameras, or “point-and-shoot” models, are small enough to slip into a pocket. Their lens is integrated into the camera and is not interchangeable. Some have zoom lenses; others are fixed magnification. The zoom feature often relies on two types of magnification to obtain maximum reach. For the initial zoom, the camera relies on optical enlargement, which magnifies the image via the increasing focal length of the lens and does not necessarily degrade image quality. As the magnification increases, it switches to digital enlargement, which magnifies the image electronically and necessarily causes quality loss. A compact camera with a 24–130mm reach might thus use optical magnification from 24 to 90 and switch to digital magnification from 91 to 130, which is essentially the same as shooting the photo at 90 and then cropping it with editing software
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LENSES FOR WILDLIFE PHOTOGRAPHY




Magnification



  [image: Zoom lenses are considered “bread and butter” equipment by most professional wildlife photographers. Here the author uses a 70–300mm zoom to photograph pronghorn in Custer State Park, South Dakota. Lisa Ballard]


Aperture Characteristics



Sharpness



  [image: Lenses with superior sharpness are more expensive but allow perception of detail like the patterns and texture in the skin and eye of this elephant in Tanzania. Jack Ballard]


TELECONVERTERS




  [image: This Cooper’s hawk was photographed from the window of the author’s home in Billings, Montana, perched near a bird feeder. The first image was taken with a 500mm lens and yields a pleasing photo of the raptor in its habitat. A 2.0X teleconverter was added to capture the second photo that emphasizes the bird’s plumage and striking red eye. Jack Ballard]











ACCESSORIZING YOUR CAMERA SETUP




Tripod


  [image: A tripod is essential equipment when using long, heavy telephoto lenses. A quality tripod will outlast many camera bodies. Here the author uses a tripod he’s had in service for over two decades. Lisa Ballard]



Flash



  [image: A flash is very useful for reducing shadows and adding light to wildlife subjects. The author used flash to lighten shadows and increase the detail seen on the feathers of these preening lorikeets at a captive bird facility. Jack Ballard]


Packs and Bags and Other Accessories


  [image: Camera cases and bags play an important role in protecting and organizing gear in the field. They should be chosen to match the photographer’s modes of travel and favored shooting environments. Jack Ballard]




PHOTOGRAPHING WILDLIFE WITH TABLETS AND SMARTPHONES





  [image: The cameras in smartphones are very limited for wildlife photography, especially where magnification is needed. Adapters that pair them with quality binoculars allow for much better images when shooting at a distance. Lisa Ballard]








CARING FOR YOUR CAMERA AND LENSES






  [image: A number of wildlife environments can be very hard on photographic equipment. Saltwater mist and spray can be highly corrosive. Good care can greatly extend the life of equipment. Lisa Ballard]
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Camera bodies capable of shooting numerous frames per second are valuable in catching just the right moment
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A number of wildlife environments can be very hard on photographic equipment. Saltwater mist and spray can
be highly corrosive. Good care can greatly extend the life of equipment. Lisa Ballard
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