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The author at Toppings Lake Ridge overlooking Jackson Hole.







INTRODUCTION

Photography in Jackson Hole is one of the most popular activities in the region. It is, perhaps, only overshadowed by hiking and skiing. People travel from all around the world for the landscapes and animals of Jackson Hole. The views are unmatched in the Lower 48 United States. There is nothing else in the United States like this small corner of northwest Wyoming and eastern Idaho.

As virtually every adult has a smartphone capable of taking photos, it is easier than ever to visit Jackson Hole and take stunning photographs. The biggest challenge is knowing where to go. The enterprising photographer can spend hours scouring the Internet, combing social media sites, and asking friends. Though this is educational, the time yield is not as good. That is where this book comes in.

Contained in the text and the photos are the most photogenic spots in all of Jackson Hole. Some are well known while others are not. Time again, well-known photographers have asked for a copy of this book because they weren’t familiar with some of the sites contained inside. The collection of locations is garnered from two decades of photography, videography, hiking, backpacking, camping, and climbing experience from a Jackson Hole native.

Each hotspot contains a short description of what is to be expected at each location. The birds and animals tend to be most active in the early morning and late in the day. During the heat of the day, animals tend to stay under tree cover. For best photography and viewing, the best hours are at dawn and the few hours before dusk.

This book is broken into six areas: Central Jackson, Gros Ventre North, Gros Ventre South, Jackson Lake, Jenny Lake, and Teton Valley. Each of these areas is unique and well worth visiting. The desire to drive right up to the mountains and photograph them is understandable. However, by inspecting each section of hotspots in this book, the reader will discover that the viewpoints at unexpected places will yield surprising results.

Safety

Hiking during a warm summer day in Jackson Hole is an exquisite experience. Travelers from all over the world visit to enjoy the landscape, animals, and plant life. However, there are some dangers visitors must be aware of. For virtually all hikers, a walk will go exactly as planned. It’s the seemingly minor stumble, overestimation of ability, or unexpected weather that changes a pleasant walk into an ordeal.

Exercise caution when you are viewing and photographing wildlife. The animals of Jackson Hole are not tame. They will defend themselves if they feel threatened with unexpected ferocity. Your actions may seem benign but to a threatened animal, they may feel they are in mortal danger.

Jackson Hole has its share of crime. Exercise caution with camera equipment and other valuables. Most thieves are opportunists. Although the town of Jackson is small, the police blotter in the News and Guide is regularly filled with petty crimes. Avoid leaving valubles in vehicles, especially when those valuable are visible. Do your best to prevent becoming an unwitting crime victim.
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Wildlife need their space. Follow park regulations regarding minimum distances from wildlife to avoid stressing them and creating a negative encounter.



Be prepared for dramatic weather changes. One day can be incredibly warm while the next can be below freezing. Snow is not uncommon in July and August. Be prepared with some extra clothing just in case.

Each of the following sections will help the first-time visiting photographer better understand Jackson Hole. As with any area, there are nuances and a local photographic language.

TRAVEL

Flying into Jackson

The Jackson Hole Airport is the only major commercial airport in a national park in America. The normal flight pattern is north to south. If possible, sit on the right-hand side (starboard) of the plane to have an incredible view of the Tetons while flying in. The mountains appear incredibly close and are worth being prepared for a photo. The Cathedral Group is 9.5 miles (15.2 km) northeast of the airport on a bearing of 339º. The airport does not have jetways. Be prepared for windy, cold, and snowy conditions when arriving in winter.

Historic Sites and Town Photography

Jackson and Jackson Hole are peppered with historic and unique sites to photograph. A visit to the Wort Hotel and Silver Dollar Bar is necessary to gain a historic perspective of Jackson. The hallways of the restaurant, bar, and hotel have unique and historic images to provide photographic inspiration and ideas.

The original Silver Dollar Bar has 2,032 uncirculated Morgan silver dollars, all from 1921. Children are allowed in the bar until 6pm. Artwork, often from the September Fall Arts Festival, adorns the hotel’s lobby. Walls along the hotel’s hallway are covered in historical memorabilia, photographs, and also information about the August 5, 1980 fire that defined Jackson’s downtown. The hotel was a home for illegal gambling in the “Snake Pit” until the 1950s.

Jackson’s Million Dollar Cowboy Bar is well worth a visit as well. This famous and historic bar has horse saddles for barstools and a silver dollar bar top. The posts holding up the building are made of knobbled pine, themselves well worth a few photographs. There is always something going on for adult visitors after the light has faded from the sky. The Mangy Moose Bar at Teton Village (Jackson Hole Mountain Resort) is also a good historic interior photography location. 3295 Village Dr., Teton Village, WY (307-733-4913).

Elk antler arches adorn the town square and are a visitor favorite. These antlers are collected by the Boy Scouts on the National Elk Refuge after they have fallen off the bull elk. The town square is the perfect starting point for exploring the many photography and art galleries.

The Jackson Hole Historical Society Museum, located at 225 N Cache Street in Jackson, (307-733-2414), is a good resource for historic photography. The Jackson Hole Playhouse, located at 145 West Deloney Avenue (307-733-6994) has a photogenic historic lobby. The actors also put on America’s longest-running shoot-out show at the corner of East Deloney Avenue and Center Street at 6pm from Labor Day to Memorial Day. This is a perfect time to take photos of actors in period costumes and pose with them for selfies and portraits.

ENVIRONMENT

Atmospheric scintillation

When photographing objects far away from the overheated ground, the air can significantly distort an image. This is due to the air being heated by the ground. As this hot air rises in the sky, it slightly deflects light. Over long distances, this scintillation effect can blur objects. At long distances, the shimmer caused by this effect can render objects unrecognizable.

For long-distance photography, the morning is a much better choice, as the sun has not heated the ground. Once the sun heats the ground, the distortion can last well into the afternoon, even after the sun has fallen behind the mountains.

Blue Bird skies

When skies are clear, this is referred to by locals as “bluebird sky days.” They are the most desirable for hiking and travel. However, they yield uninteresting skies. A blank blue sky photographed in color has little drama. Watch the weather forecast and head out, when safe, for more compelling and dramatic images. Some of the worst weather days yield the best photographs.

The Cathedral Group includes the Grand Teton, Mount Owen, Middle Teton, South Teton, Teewinot Mountain, Teepe Pillar, Cloudveil Dome, Nez Perce Peak, and Buck Mountain, most of which are over 12,000 feet (3,700 m) above sea level and represent eight of the ten highest summits in the Teton Range. Some of the best views of the group are from the north Jenny Lake / String Lake turn-off from the inner park road.

Forest Fire Smoke

At first, smoke from forest fires will seem to eliminate photographic opportunities. However, the interplay between the light and mountain shapes can create far more dramatic images. The views might not be what is expected, but that does not mean all is lost for photography.

Hazy skies

Bluebird skies often yield weak imagery with no texture in the sky and blue haze. The high altitude of Jackson Hole means ultraviolet (UV) light and dust particle scatter often negatively affects images. Often, mid-day photographs yield high-contrast, unattractive landscape images. Local photographers use the middle of the day to scout, plan, hike, and rest for the afternoon photographic opportunities.

Seasonal photography

Photography during the late spring and summer is generally easy. The skies are clear in the morning and develop clouds in the afternoon in July and August. Weather is uncommon during the summer. The northern latitude of the region makes days long a month before and after.

The sky is overcast through much of winter. This makes capturing contrasting scenes easier than when the sky is clear. The temperatures regularly fall below 0ºF (-18ºC) in Jackson Hole. Managing cold and being safe in these conditions can be a real challenge.

Snow comes early to Jackson Hole. The mountains often receive their first dusting of snow in early September. Be prepared for this. Snowfall often catches unwary visitors by surprise. The latitude and elevation of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem cause the area to be much colder than the surrounding region.

Colder temperatures bring fall colors. Most of the time the deciduous trees like aspens and cottonwood will change color starting in late August. Once the night air temperature drops below freezing with a reduced amount of daylight, tree leaves will begin changing. This transition from strong greens to vibrant yellow, orange, and red leaves happens quickly here.

Often, the first fall storm with winds will knock leaves off the trees. The optimal window for leaf photography is often only a week long. Locations like Oxbow Bend, Schwabacher, and the Chapel of Transfiguration will have large crowds. Show up an hour or more before sunrise to secure the best position. Scout out your location a day in advance to be prepared for setting up in the dark.

Sun and moon path

The sun and moon travel in a diagonal line across the Tetons during sunset. This is due to the northerly latitude of northwest Wyoming. When deciding where to plan for the sun or moon to contact the mountains, expect that either will not transit the sky vertically. Instead, these celestial bodies will sweep across the range from the south. This effect is more pronounced in winter, as the sun sets much further south.

Weather

The temperature over the year is wildly variable. Even from day to day the park can be hot one day and below freezing the next. Respect lightning conditions - many people have been killed over the years climbing and in trails in storms.

The toughest danger from the weather in Grand Teton is the weather and clouds usually arrive from the west. The storms and fast-moving storm cells are impossible to see until they crest over the Teton Range. The sky can be clear all morning and then, in mid-afternoon, lightning can appear seemingly out of nowhere.

During July and August, be aware of the monsoonal action in the mountains. Although the weather is technically not monsoon-driven, the result is the same. Clear morning, clouds by noon, and then random thundershowers and roaring lightning in the afternoon. Do not underestimate the danger weather poses in the region. Your life and the lives of your companions depend on your ability to check the weather beforehand.

SUBJECTS

Animals

Animals in Jackson Hole are powerful and wild. They are a prime reason why many come to visit. However, be aware that even the most docile-looking moose can be aggressive if they feel threatened. This 1,000-pound (453-kg) animal can destroy a car or flip someone high into the air without straining themselves. Many visitors underestimate the power wild animals have. This is especially true of grizzly bears, bison, and moose.

Follow the current Park Service regulations of staying well away from these majestic creatures. Their life is difficult, especially in the winter. If they spend energy trying to escape an overaggressive photographer, they may be injured or even die. Negative visitor and animal incidents have become all too common.

Always maintain a safe distance from wolves and bears of at least 100 yards (100 meters). Maintain 25 yards (25 meters) of distance from all other animals. This is as much for their safety as yours.

Cathedral Group

The group of summits known as the Cathedral Group is a collection of the tallest mountains in Grand Teton. The summits are: Grand Teton (13,776 feet / 4,198m), Mount Owen (12,928 feet / 3940m), Middle Teton (12,804 feet / 3,902m), South Teton (12,514 feet / 3,814m), Teewinot Mountain (12,325 feet / 3756m), Teepe Pillar (12,266 feet / 3,738 m), Cloudveil Dome (12,026 feet / 3,665 m), and Buck Mountain (11,938 feet / 3,638 m). Buck Mountain is at the southern end and Teewinot is at the northern end of the group.
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The Cathedral Group in perpetual winter.



Water Falls

The best shutter speed is determined by the flow of the water and the amount of softening you prefer. Generally, ¼ to 1 second is a good place to start. Always avoid the “lethal” waterfall shutter speed between 1/30 and about 1/100 that will neither “freeze” the water movement nor smooth and soften it.

This shot is a different Hidden Falls outside the park but is included to capture the “softening” of the water flow using a tripod, neutral density filter, and a long 1/6 second shutter speed.
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CAMERAS & LENSES

Camera Settings

Modern digital cameras are complex devices. However, they only have three fundamental settings that need to be managed for good photography. These settings are ISO, shutter speed, and aperture. For the clearest images, use the lowest ISO possible. To achieve the largest depth of field, use a higher aperture number such as f/11 or higher. When using a stable tripod, most any shutter speed above 1/60 second will suffice for wide-angle up to short telephoto lenses as a general rule.

There are countless details involved in choosing these three settings. The above rules are guidelines to guide the beginning photographer into landscape photography. Many factors affect the selection of ISO, shutter speed, and aperture. These factors include wind, sensor size, lens focal length, desire to freeze or blur motion, and many others. An introductory text or course on photography is well worth the time to take the best photographs possible.

Circular Polarizing Filters

Circular polarizing filters create the unique effect of cutting off glare and also darkening skies when used correctly. These filters selectively filter random vector light and allow only a specific vector direction light to pass. Since light reflected from wet surfaces is polarized, it is possible to reduce or even eliminate glare off wet rocks and water. Circular polarizers are most popular for darkening the sky. Polarizers are also used as a low-power neutral density filter.

The optimal angle for sky darkening is 90º off the sun’s axis relative to the camera’s viewpoint. For wide angles, the polarization of the sky will not be consistent across the entire field of view. This can create sky nonuniformity that is difficult to see on a screen or in a viewfinder in the field. They can also shift the color balance of an image. Make sure to test the filter before traveling into the field.

Variable polarizers can create odd-looking cross shapes at their maximum polarization setting. Shoot and view images at large magnification to ensure no odd polarization effects have affected your image.

There is no true digital equivalent to a circular polarizer. Though some software attempts to simulate this effect, a real optical polarizer has no substitute. If you are to bring one filter, the circular polarizer is the one to own.

Dynamic Range

Each digital camera (and piece of film) has a maximum number of shades of gray that it can record. If the difference between the darkest and brightest parts of an image exceeds a camera’s dynamic range, parts of the image will turn completely black or white. The bigger a camera’s dynamic range, the more shadow detail it can retain. Considering this is important when photographing in bright daylight with dark shadows in the trees.

Lens angles

Depending on the size of the camera sensor or film, lens width is a relative measure. All lens angles in this book are relative to a full-frame sensor. A full-frame sensor is equivalent to the traditional 35mm film size (24x36mm, known as FX on the Nikon platform). Smaller sensors such as APS-C, Super-35, 1 inch, etc., crop a full-frame lens image. This produces a narrower angle of view.

Below is a list of 35mm full-frame focal lengths and their descriptions used in this book. As there are multiple sensor sizes used in digital photography, camera companies use the classic 35mm film format as the basis for these categories.

Lens angle: Focal Length

Macro: Usually 40-200mm, designed for 1:2 or 1:1 reproduction of small objects

Fisheye: Determined by the lens, usually 6-10mm

Wide-angle: 12mm-35mm

Normal: 45mm-60mm

Telephoto: 80mm-200mm

Extra-long telephoto: 200mm+

Macro

Macro lenses are specifically designed to magnify small objects to a 1-to-1 subject to image size ratio. For instance, standard lenses cannot focus close enough to allow for a large capture of a single bee on a flower. However, macro lenses excel at this exact job. They are sharp and can be used as general landscape lenses in their focal range, too. Macro lenses are highly versatile because of this.

Neutral Density Filters

Neutral density filters, known as ND filters, reduce the light entering a camera lens. These allow the photographer to take long exposures, over 30 seconds, in the middle of the day. The goal of using these filters is to allow objects in motion to blur out, creating an image that would not be possible with a low ISO and a completely closed down lens aperture. The most common use for ND filters is to blur water motion, especially in waterfalls. They are also useful for smoothing flowing water in creeks or waves on a lake. Variable ND filters are also handy to reduce the number of filters necessary. However, at strong darkening levels, these filters can create non-uniformity in the image. Test and learn about them before setting out in the field.

Raw and JPG formats

There are two common file formats available on most cameras. The first and most common is the JPG format. This compressed file structure is excellent at capturing images while keeping file sizes manageable. Make sure to set your camera to the best JPG setting possible, commonly called: extremely fine, optimal file quality, best, and the like. Most cameras default to a mid-level quality to increase the number of photos the camera holds.

Cameras often have an option for consistent file size or optimal quality. Unless you have a particular need for consistent file sizes in JPG format, choose optimal quality. Often the consistent file size is selected by default by camera companies. This provides a better market description for sales but does little to improve the quality of the images the camera produces.

For the absolute best quality out of your camera, photograph in raw format. If there is an option, such as with Nikon professional cameras, select 14-bit rather than 12-bit raw capture. The dynamic range of raw is many times better than JPG. JPG can capture 256 shades of each color of red, green, and blue; 12-bit raw format can capture 2,048 shades of color; 14-bit raw format holds 16,384 shades of color.

Raw file formats usually require more post-processing in a photo editing program than JPG images. The trade-off for the extra work is the ability to extract the most from your camera. These files allow for the adjustment of the white balance after capture. Adjusting white balance in JPG format is much more difficult.

Split Gradient Filters

These specialized filters allow the photographer to darken a sky while allowing the shadow detail in the foreground to become more visible. One of the biggest challenges with using a gradient filter is the steep jagged edges of the Teton range. These peaks tend to fall into the darkening zone of even the softest 3-stop gradient filter. Other parts of the valley work well with this style of filters, though.

Thoroughly test and review your images before moving on from a location. Fixing overly darkened summits and trees in post-processing is a time-consuming and difficult process. Many local photographers shoot with 12- or 14-bit raw and apply local gradients in their post-processing software.

TECHNIQUES & TIMING

Alpenglow

Alpenglow is the red and pink hue that sometimes colors snow and glaciers on mountain peaks. This coloration is from the penumbra of the Earth’s shadow. Once full sunlight strikes the snow surface, the light turns yellow. Alpenglow does not always happen. It is highly atmospheric-dependent. This effect usually lasts at most ten minutes, then the light turns yellow. Usually, the best color of the alpenglow lasts three to five minutes. To capture this effect, be prepared well in advance. Also, photograph in raw format to color correct later.

Astronomical Sunrise Challenges

When the sunset happens, Tetons from the Jackson Hole side will be in silhouette. The same thing happens from Teton Valley during sunrise. To capture the rock, glacial snow, and trees during sunset, use your camera’s raw image mode to capture the entire dynamic range. Utilizing 14-bit images will provide the best chance of post-production recovery of color and texture during these unexpectedly challenging photographic times.

Astrophotography

Depending on the time of year and weather, Jackson Hole can provide the opportunity for stunning landscape astrophotography. The biggest challenge is the weather and cloud cover during the winter months.

Since the sky is cloudy in Jackson Hole much of the winter, astrophotography can be a real challenge. This makes for excellent skiing but these conditions are not ideal for capturing the Milky Way over the Tetons.  However, when the sky clears out after a storm, this region has some of the best skies in the country. The high altitude and lack of large-city pollution translate to a perfect location for viewing stars.

One of the big challenges is viewing the skies inside the town limits of Jackson. The increase in light pollution from large home landscape lighting and scattered street lighting from in town has seriously impacted night sky clarity in the town limits. Driving a few miles out of town makes a stunning difference in how many stars are visible.

Wyoming Stargazing (www.wyomingstargazing.org) is working with the town of Jackson and the International Dark Sky Association to improve the area’s sky clarity. Their observatory on Snow King takes advantage of the high altitude and clear skies to make astronomy available to the public. To learn more about quality night photography, Wyoming Stargazing is an excellent resource to connect with for astrophotography in Jackson Hole.

Cold Camera Management

Sub-freezing temperatures are common in Jackson Hole for half the year. This presents a challenge to photographers, as camera gear does not work as well in the cold.

Batteries will die much quicker in the cold. Expect a battery to last half as long or less compared with summer temperatures. Carry all spare batteries in a pocket inside of a jacket. An outside jacket pocket will not keep batteries warm enough to prevent them from running out of power.

Condensation is a serious issue here. When entering a warm building after being in the cold, water condensation can soak a lens, sensor, LCD screen, and viewfinder. Place your camera and lenses in a sealed plastic bag before entering a building or warm car. Allow the camera to warm up before removing it from the bag. Following this process will protect the camera from moisture damage.

Color Correction

Capturing the correct and true color of a landscape is more difficult than it might seem. Each camera manufacturer has different color biases in their camera sensor array. This is true of color films, too. Nikon, Canon, Sony, and their kin each have different colors they emphasize.

To capture the true color of a landscape, a color chip calibration card must be used. A white balance card is also handy for quickly correcting out color casts in post-production editing. If one takes the time to photograph a calibrated white card in each particular scene, countless avoidable fiddling hours can be saved with two or three mouse clicks with a calibrated white balance card.
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Rule of thirds intersection points.



The experienced landscape photographer will know when to deviate from “calibrated color” for something more artistic and pleasing. For beginners, try capturing the most accurate image possible. This makes later artistic interpretation easier. If an image is captured with “baked in” color in a JPG or other non-adjustable format, color correction becomes exponentially more time-consuming.

Composition

The artistic rendition of a photograph is at least as important as the technical aspect. Ansel Adams, the famous black and white photographer, is quoted as saying, “There is nothing worse than a sharp image of a fuzzy concept.” Beginning photographers often center the subject in the middle of the frame. Sometimes this works but often is not an attractive composition.

The two most useful artistic rendition rules are known as the Golden Ratio and the Rule of Thirds. The golden ratio is based on the Greek mathematical concept of design. Some cameras have viewfinders that show the golden ratio on a grid. A simplified version of the golden ratio is the Rule of Thirds. This easier-to-understand composition suggests placing the most important object into one of four intersection points created by this grid.

These rules are not to be used as absolute rules. Rather, they are suggested as a good starting point to make more compelling images. Study artistic design and photo composition and apply them to get the most out of your efforts in Jackson Hole.

Drone Photography

Drones are a wonderful tool for capturing images otherwise unavailable to the ground-based photographer. They are also useful for scouting out locations, video work, and can provide an aerial perspective that can make your images stand out from the rest.

The use of drones is currently banned in national parks as of the writing of this guidebook. Many sites, such as Flat Creek, where the trumpeter swans reside, have signs restricting drone use as well. Be mindful of the noise impact on animals and people.

Focus stacking

Focus stacking is a very useful technique in macro and close-up photography. It can artificially increase the depth of focus in an image beyond what is possible with most lenses. Multiple images are exposed with focus set to different distances in the frame. The set of images is then blended in post-production software that selects the sharpest exposure from each frame. The technique can work very well in a landscape image. The technique allows the image to have sharp focus on a close foreground element and far away backgrounds simultaneously.

HDR (High Dynamic Range)

High dynamic range photography is a technique where multiple images of different exposures are combined together to create a single image that shows more dynamic range in the highlights and shadows. Originally, the technique had a bad reputation in the early days of digital photography because it was excessively processed. Modern use of HDR allows details in shadows and highlights to become clear and details exaggerated. It can be fun and often creates compelling saturated colors that are enjoyed by many photograph buyers.

Light Painting

Light painting is the method of using a light source to illuminate an object at night. Instead of using a camera strobe, the photographer locks the shutter open. Then, a flashlight or big spotlight is used to illuminate the object in interesting ways. This technique is highly effective at capturing ground objects while still retaining the overhead stars.
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