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A Note from the Author

This book isn't written from the mountaintop. It's written from halfway up, where the footing is loose, it's a little bit colder, you feel a bit more alone, and the view is only starting to make sense.

Let's be clear: I didn't write this because I've figured it all out.

I wrote it because I feel as though, sometimes I'm drowning in plain sight, surrounded by work, attention, sometimes even admiration, yet completely disconnected from anything that feels real.

This wasn't imposter syndrome. I was living as a stranger in my own career—the kind of hollow disconnection that shows up even when you're checking all the boxes.


I've been the guy with the $3,000 lens, shooting the model the same way as everyone else posting on social media. I've chased every trend, mimicked every style, and second-guessed my instincts into creative paralysis. I’ve sat in boardrooms with the world’s most powerful brands, clutching a $3,000 lens and feeling like an intern who just wandered in looking for the bathroom, despite being the one they hired to lead the shoot.


And the worst part? I got good at the performance. The confident nods. The technical jargon. The portfolio that impressed everyone but me.

This book isn't a masterclass or a roadmap to financial or creative success. It's more like a weathered field guide from someone who got lost in the woods and lived to tell about it. A collection of bruised lessons and creative detours from someone who spent too long performing perfection instead of pursuing truth.

If you're feeling stuck, burned out, or wondering if you're cut out for this—I get it. I'm not throwing you a rope from solid ground. I'm sitting with you in the mud, trying to figure it out too.

You won't find shortcuts here. No growth hacks. No promises to 10x your income by chapter twelve. Just stories, scars, and a stubborn belief that the best work comes from the part of you that's most afraid to be seen.


If you've ever stared at your camera and thought, "What the hell am I doing?"—you're not alone. In fact, you might be closer to something honest than you think. I'm still figuring it out. But here's what I know: "figuring it out" was never the goal. Making something honest is.



​– Patrick



Introduction 

Welcome to Terrible
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The journey of becoming great begins somewhere.

The moment you decide to act.

Pick up the camera.

Make a decision.

Press the shutter.

It won’t be good at first.

It takes time.

A lot of time. 

Many photos.

So many photos.

Failures.

Fuck ups.

Lessons learned.

There are guides who have gone before.

Learn from them.

Study them.

Copy them.

Go beyond them.

Look inward.

Ask yourself why.

Developing vision is hard and takes work.

Gear is necessary.

But it won’t make you great.

But it can make you money.

Sometimes.

Become obsessed with light.

Know your gear.

Embrace the technical—it will make you better.

Always look for stories to tell.

Slow down.

Compose the shot.

Practice.

Take creative risks.

Experiment.

Make mistakes.

Fail more.

Create with intention.

Create with intellect.

Create with intensity.

Make images that matter.

Be kind.

Be curious.

Be courageous.

Learn from others.

Never give unsolicited feedback.

Follow your gut, not trends.

Show up, do the hard work.

Show your work, the world must see it.

Keep going.





Most photography books are about what to shoot—or they just show you what's already been shot beautifully by someone else.



This one’s not about what to shoot. It’s about why you picked up a camera in the first place—and what happens when you forget.


This book is messier than most. More human. And probably more honest than feels comfortable. Because I'd rather talk about the questions everyone has but no one's brave enough to ask out loud.


I’m far more interested in the why than the how.



The how is everywhere. You can find the mechanics—the gear settings, the shortcuts, the steps—on YouTube faster than you can tie your shoes. The entire internet is drowning in the recipe.



The problem, then, isn’t a lack of information. It’s the sheer volume of noise that has drowned out the most vital question. All that chattering static about trends, A.I., and "optimization" is nothing but treble and no bass. It's loud, but it lacks any real weight. None of it will make your work feel truer, or your vision any less hazy.



We need to cut through that static and get to the core. We have to talk about the messy decisions that actually build a life. Why did you even lift the camera in the first place? Why commit to photographing those people, on that day? Why that specific light, that expensive lens? What gave you the backbone to charge what you did? And when the truly dark voice came—the one that told you to quit and get a safer job—what was the single, stubborn thing that made you keep going anyway?


Those are the hard questions. They are the human core of the whole creative mess. That's what this book is about.


Photography is more than a set of f-stops and focal lengths. The real work is showing up when your inspiration quits on you. It’s a physical wrestle with the gap between the masterpiece in your head and the raw file on your card. You’re just a kid again, hunting for that first electric spark—the one that existed before client notes, social media algorithms, and the actual business of being 'creative' made everything heavy.


This book is for photographers who feel like they're running on a hamster wheel—chasing likes, chasing trends, chasing some version of success that never quite feels real when you catch it.

It's for the ones scrolling Instagram at 2 AM, wondering if they'll ever find their own voice in the noise. For those tired of perfect feeds and curated lives, exhausted by the pressure to have it all figured out.

It's for anyone who's ever looked at their work and thought, "Maybe I'm just not cut out for this."


The hard truth is this: you probably aren't ready. And for the record, neither was anyone else when they started. It’s just that some people are better at forgetting that fact than others.


What You'll Actually Get From This Book


This isn’t a highlight reel. It’s not a compilation of pretty pictures with vague inspiration sprinkled on top.


This book will help you:


•   Shift from perfectionism to progress – Learn why “good enough” often gets you further than perfect ever will.



•   Develop an authentic voice – Not one that gets likes, but one that feels true to who you are.



•   Navigate creative resistance – With practical tools for pushing through blocks, doubt, and the urge to quit.



•   Build sustainable momentum – So you can keep going long after the initial inspiration fades.


No gear reviews. No get-rich-quick formulas. Just an honest conversation about making something that matters in a profession that constantly asks you to be someone else.

Who This Book is For

This book is for photographers at any level who are tired of pretending they have it all figured out.

Whether you're a weekend warrior wondering if you're wasting your time, a working professional questioning whether you've lost your creative spark, or someone who just picked up a camera and feels overwhelmed by all the conflicting advice—this is for you.


It's for anyone ready to stop chasing what everyone else is doing and start figuring out what you want to say.


How to Use This Book

Don't skip around. This isn't a reference manual you can dip into randomly. Each chapter builds on the last, taking you through the stages of creative development from embracing failure to finding your voice to building something sustainable.

Throughout this book, you'll encounter a lot of names—more photographers, artists, and innovators than you can count. Some are listed in the appendix, but many are simply woven into the text. This is intentional. Don't just read the names and move on. Look them up. Study their work. You are connected to a long, messy, powerful line of artists who wrestled with these same questions generations ago. Understand that you are part of their conversation.


Throughout, you'll also find Light Leaks and Creative Exercises. These aren't homework—they're opportunities to pause, dig deeper, and actually do the work instead of just reading about it. Skip them if you want. But don't expect transformation from passive consumption.


What’s Inside


This book is structured to take you from stuck to unstuck, from self-doubt to creative momentum. Here’s how:


Part 1: Embracing the Creative Journey

Breaking down the myths that keep photographers stuck—perfectionism, gear obsession, and the fear of not being good enough. This is about rewiring your relationship with failure and finding confidence in the mess.

Part 2: Developing Your Artistic Voice and Craft

Moving from randomly taking pictures to intentionally making images. Here's where we explore how to develop a distinct perspective, make meaningful creative decisions, and build skills with purpose.

Part 3: Making Photography a Career

The reality of building something sustainable. Pricing your work, dealing with clients, marketing without losing your soul, and creating a practice that can actually pay the bills.

Each section builds on the last. Skip ahead to the business stuff without doing the inner work, and you'll just be building a more expensive version of the same problem.

Why Now?

Because waiting for perfect conditions is just another way of never starting.

If you're ready to stop performing and start creating—if you're tired of the highlight reel and ready for something real—you're in the right place.

This book won't make you famous. It won't guarantee you'll make a living from photography. But it might help you remember why you picked up a camera in the first place.

And sometimes, that's exactly what you need to find your way forward.

Let's be terrible together and then let's figure out how to be better.

Light Leak #1

CUTTING THROUGH THE STATIC

Reflect honestly on the "why" behind your camera before the noise took over:


	When was the last time you felt that "electric feeling" of falling in love with a shot, completely unburdened by algorithms or client expectations? 

	What specific "static"—trends, A.I. anxiety, or “optimization" pressure—is making your creative vision feel hazy right now? 

	If you stopped "performing" for your social media feed today, what is the one thing you would still desperately want to photograph? 

	When the "dark voice" tells you you aren't cut out for this, what is the single, stubborn reason that makes you pick up the camera anyway? 

	Take detailed notes and revisit these questions regularly to cut through the volume of noise and stay connected to your human core. 





Remember: "Figuring it out" was never the goal. Making something honest is.
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Chapter 1

Embrace the Terrible

How Failing Loudly Beats Fading Quietly

"Excuse me, but your work is terrible."

The words hit like a broken beer bottle across a bar table—sudden, jagged, ugly.

One minute, a dozen of us were trading war stories like the seasoned pros we pretended to be. The next, a voice cut through the conversation and drew blood, my blood.

It was the height of the pandemic. We were all starved for human connection, gathered in a virtual meeting room which served as a conference, workshop, and group therapy wrapped in one glorious, dysfunctional mess. That night, the room was heavy with talent—people who'd collectively shot everyone from U.S. Presidents to international Nike campaigns.

Someone asked about the range of my portfolio. I mentioned Jeff Lipsky—a master of versatility, a photographer I consider a mentor. I wasn't comparing our talent. I was pointing out diverse work could still maintain a consistent visual DNA.

Then came the gut punch:

"The fact you would compare your terrible work to Jeff Lipsky is a joke."

The room went morgue-quiet.

I didn't get angry. Didn't defend myself. Instead, I started laughing—not a polite chuckle, but an unhinged cackle. The kind that comes when a scene is so outrageous it cycles back to ridiculous. Think Tarantino fight scene where the sheer volume of blood makes you snort instead of wince.

My critic, it turned out, was a twenty-two-year-old photography student from Los Angeles whose biggest credit was likely shooting his girlfriend's Etsy jewelry.

But here's the thing: the kid wasn't entirely wrong.

The Corporate Death Spiral

At that moment, I was suffocating.

Corporate photographer. Full-time. Benefits. 401k. The kind of job your parents understand when you tell them what you do.

I shot the same product every week. Same angles. Same lighting setups. Same soul-crushing brand guidelines that turned every image into committee-approved beige. The work looked impressive in presentations. Paid decently. But creatively? I was dying in plain sight.

Every shoot felt like painting by numbers. The creative director would hand me reference images—someone else's vision, someone else's aesthetic—and my job was to echo it. Match the vibe. Hit the marks. Deliver the echo.

I'd gotten good at it. Too good.

I could reverse-engineer about anything. Study a campaign, break down the lighting ratios, recreate it frame by frame. But none of it felt like mine. My fingerprints were on the work, but none of my DNA.

I was bored with my work. Burned out from my job. Unsure of my future in photography, looking for any kind of sign. An epiphany. Anything that would tell me where the hell to take my career next.

That brutal moment with those photographers online? It cracked a vulnerability open that had been sealed shut for months.

The Spark

On a whim, I created an exclusive, invite-only group and called it "Terrible Photographers."

What started as a sarcastic middle finger to the industry's elitism became quietly valuable: a sanctuary for creators who needed to experiment without ego. Who didn't need to impress anyone. Who could admit their failures without shame.

We shared fears, disasters, half-baked ideas. Laughed until our sides hurt. Developed ridiculous inside jokes. And yes, I was often on the receiving end of the most blistering, beautiful mockery—all delivered with genuine love and kindness you rarely find online.

In an image-obsessed industry, we discovered our only real currency: permission to fail spectacularly without pretending it was art. That group taught me what no workshop or YouTube tutorial ever had.

You can't become great without first embracing terrible.

And sometimes, the only way forward is to laugh at your own failures—because deep down, we're all trying to survive long enough to fight another day.

Rewind: The Midwest Kid


I didn’t start as a photographer.



Hell, I didn’t start as much of anything.


I grew up in Freeport, Illinois. A Midwest town slowly dying on its feet. The kind of place that never quite collapsed, shrank quietly as the younger people left and the older ones stayed put and waited it out. Factories closed. Storefronts emptied. The rest of the world felt a million miles away, like we were sealed inside a bubble that got smaller every year.


“Making it” there usually meant owning a riding lawnmower and having your last name on the side of a pickup truck. Anything beyond that sounded suspicious. Aspirational. Dangerous.


I was a shy kid. Bad grades. The kind teachers flag early and then quietly stop investing in. I ended up in fifth-grade remedial math, working from a 4th grade workbook, staring at long division under buzzing fluorescent lights while the clock mocked us all by refusing to move.

Inside my math workbook, I hid better ones.

Catcher in the Rye.

To Kill a Mockingbird.

The Handmaid's Tale.

Books teachers didn't love seeing in the hands of a kid who couldn't multiply fractions. They'd pull me aside. Ask questions. Make concerned phone calls home. "We're not sure these are appropriate," they'd say, like literature was a controlled substance.

My mother didn't care.

She was happy I was reading at all.

That detail alone probably explains more about my life than any personality test ever could.

School itself? I hated it.

Learning, I loved.

I loved learning what I wanted to learn. What interested me. School always felt silly, like an elaborate training exercise designed to teach kids how to sit still, raise their hands, and eventually fall in line. It felt less like education and more like rehearsal for obedience.

In retrospect, I thought I was better than it all.


Not smarter, necessarily. Just… above it. Like I’d figured out the scam early and opted out. While everyone else was memorizing formulas and waiting for permission, I was building entire worlds in my head. Imagining myself as the hero. The problem solver. The guy who saw what others couldn’t.


That attitude did not make me popular. Or employable.

What I failed to understand then, but learned later, is the world rewards sheep. It rewards falling in line. It rewards the people who get A's and B's, join the tennis team, go to a respectable state school, land a job in finance, and settle into a perfectly acceptable life in the suburbs. Two and a half kids. Football on Sundays. Work friends. Barbecues. Stability.

Sometimes, I wish I could have been that guy.


I wish I could have wanted that life and been satisfied by it. Sometimes I admire it. Sometimes I envy it. Sometimes, if I’m being honest, I really hate myself for not being capable of pulling it off.



I’ve never been able to be that kind of person. I don’t know why. I simply know that I’m not wired that way. And that choice, or refusal, or defect, depending on the day, has made everything more difficult.



I’ve learned almost everything the long way. Through mistakes. Through failure. Through stubborn, occasionally ruinous refusal to settle into careers that felt like costumes.



When I sat in those classroom desks daydreaming about being the hero, about solving impossible problems, it wasn’t ambition. It was survival. It came from living inside constraints, inside a system t hat wasn’t designed for kids like me. I had to figure out my own way of doing things because the approved way never worked.



I couldn’t sit still.



I couldn’t do what I was supposed to do.



I didn’t have a brain that cooperated.


But I could learn. I was curious. And I had the audacity to believe I could still make it, even in a system that kept telling me I shouldn't.

That refusal to quit when the approved path didn't work? I didn't have a word for that then.

Turns out it's called creativity.


And it saved my life.



Finding the Language

Design came first.

Graphic design.


The intersection of problem-solving and making things look good. That made sense to me immediately, in a way trigonometry never did. My brain didn’t want formulas. It wanted constraints. It wanted puzzles you could see.


For the first time, the daydreaming had a job.


The weird way my mind worked, seeing patterns, connections, visual solutions that no one had asked for yet, wasn’t a liability. It was an asset. I hadn’t been in the right room before.


So I taught myself.

Photoshop. Illustrator. Later, web design. Endless nights staring at tutorials that somehow moved too fast and too slow at the same time. Pause. Rewind. Curse. Try again. I built layouts. Designed posters. Made logos for brands that never went anywhere and would absolutely hate them now if they did.


In my early twenties, I was back home, staying up all night in my childhood bedroom, lit by the glow of a monitor, teaching myself how to make things that didn’t exist yet. My parents thought it was a phase. A waste of time. A phase I'd outgrow once I got serious about life.


At one point, my mom and my grandmother sat me down and offered to pay for truck driving school.

Truck driving school.


Nothing against truck drivers. Honest work. But the message was clear. The thing I was obsessively learning, the thing that lit my brain on fire, didn’t register as real to them. So they tried to translate my future: college degree, middle management, thirty years until the gold watch and the bass boat.


That hurt more than I admitted at the time.


Because the truth was, I wasn’t simply learning software. I was falling in love with the process. Solving problems visually. Taking a mess and shaping it into systems and logic that worked. That always made sense to me, even when the rest of the world didn’t.


I didn't know it then, but I was building the operating system for my entire life.

Photography crept in sideways.


At first, it was purely practical. I needed images for a design project. Didn’t have the budget for stock photos. So I borrowed a camera and figured it out. Shot what I needed. Moved on.



Except I didn’t move on.


Photography offered what design couldn't—direct human collision, no client brief as buffer. It was immediate. You pressed a button and something existed. A moment, frozen. A slice of time you could hold.

Photography had always been around. My dad was into it. There were cameras in the house. At one point, he even shot weddings, part-time, nothing glamorous. I grew up with that quiet presence of photography, without really thinking much about it.

The technical side nearly killed it for me.


Film cameras especially. Exposure felt like hard math. Apertures, shutter speeds, light meters, my brain refused to cooperate. But I loved getting the prints back. Opening that envelope. The smell of the paper. That strange mix of chemistry and anticipation. The mystery of seeing what actually happened when you weren’t looking.


Digital changed everything.


Suddenly I could test. Play. Fail fast. Adjust. Try again. That’s how I learn. I don’t absorb rules. I absorb consequences. Digital photography finally spoke my language.


I became obsessed.

I shot everything. Learned lighting by screwing it up in every possible way. Studied photographers whose work made my chest tighten, not because I understood what they were doing, but because I wanted to. Badly.

From there, it spiraled.

Design led to art direction.

Art direction led to building sets.

Sets led to shooting the things I built.

Bigger projects. Bigger budgets. Bigger risks.


I’ve done campaigns for global brands. Built installations that took weeks to construct. Worked with crews of thirty people and budgets that would have made my younger self panic-sweat.


But none of that is what actually taught me.

Failure did.

Not courses. Not workshops. Not YouTube rabbit holes at two in the morning.

The failures.

The shoots where everything went sideways.

The moments where I was in over my head and had to figure it out in real time with no backup plan.


I’ve learned more from fucking things up than from any formal education I’ve ever received.


Design and photography live in the same family for me. Design is the well-dressed uncle, martini in hand, everything intentional. Photography was his younger brother who was in a band. Still smells like sunscreen and the ocean. Probably unreliable, but more fun to be around.

I love both.

I live somewhere in between.

How I Actually Got Here

You want to know the secret?

I consistently stepped into situations where I had no choice but to trust myself.

Jobs I wasn't ready for. Projects I didn't know how to execute. Moments where the only option was to be resourceful or fail spectacularly.

I forced myself to take risks. Not because I'm brave—I'm not. Because staying safe felt like dying slowly, it was boring to me.

Every time I said yes to a challenge that scared me, I learned more in that single project than in six months of comfortable work.

And please, hear me, this is not a humble brag. It's a survival for me, it's the only way I know how to operate in this world.

Because the alternative—playing it safe, staying in my lane, only taking jobs I already knew how to do—felt like suffocation. Felt like that corporate gig where I was technically successful and creatively bored.

I'd rather fail trying a new kind of project or creative challenge than succeed at what I've already mastered.

That's the mindset. That's what "Terrible Photographer" actually means.

What This Actually Means

"Terrible Photographer" isn't an identity. It's not a brand. It's not some self-deprecating shtick designed to make me relatable.

It's two things:

First: It's reality.

I've made dumb-ass mistakes in my career, been close to getting fired. Messed up shoots in ways that still make me cringe. Forgotten batteries. Botched exposures. Delivered work that wasn't good enough and had to reshoot on my own dime.

I've learned the hard way. Consistently.

Every scar I have came from stepping into a role, a job, a project, a situation I wasn't ready for and barely making it out alive.

Second: It's a mindset.

Being terrible means you're learning.

If you're comfortable, you're not growing. If everything feels easy, you're not challenging yourself. If you never feel like an imposter, you're probably not reaching far enough.

The moment you stop being terrible at things is the moment you stop evolving.

The Bike vs. The Wedding


No one expects a five-year-old learning to ride a bike to win the Tour de France. We expect skinned knees. Wobbling. Training wheels. We expect them to fall. We celebrate the falling because it means they're trying.


But pick up a camera?

Suddenly we expect to shoot $15,000 weddings out of the gate. Book editorial campaigns. Have a portfolio that looks like we've been doing this for a decade.

We expect mastery before we've put in the hours.

That expectation—that gap between where we are and where we think we should be—kills more creative careers than lack of talent ever will.

Because when you can't meet that impossible standard, you assume you're not cut out for it. You assume everyone else started better, learned faster, had some innate gift you're missing.

They didn't.

They gave themselves permission to be terrible first.

The Terrible Photographer Twin Engines

Two things power this mindset. Two things that separate photographers who quit, from photographers who keep going long enough to get good.

Courage.

And please hear me, it's not the loud kind. Not the "charge into battle" and be the hero movie version.

It's more the quiet kind. The kind that lets you pick up the camera again after you've failed. The kind that says yes to projects you're not sure you can pull off. The kind that keeps showing up even when your work isn't where you want it to be yet.

Courage without craft is reckless. It gets you killed—metaphorically or literally, depending on how bad your decisions are.

Curiosity.


The obsessive kind. The kind that doesn’t just live in your head, but keeps you vibrating at 2 AM in the blue light of a monitor, your eyes stinging while you scrub through behind-the-scenes clips of a 1970s noir. You aren't just looking for the gear list; you’re trying to figure out where they hid the flag to get that specific, razor-thin shadow across the lead’s face. It’s the kind of curiosity that makes you a nuisance at dinner parties because you’re staring at the way the candlelight hits a wine glass instead of listening to the story.



It makes you ask "why" until you hit the bone. You don’t want to know how to set a key light—anybody with a YouTube connection and a credit card can do that. You want to understand why that specific angle of light makes a person look like a saint or a liar. You’re looking for the soul of the thing, even if you’re half-convinced you’re just chasing ghosts.


The Scholar Trap


But curiosity without courage? That’s just high-end procrastination. It makes you the person at the back of the room who knows the history of the Leica M-series but is paralyzed by the prospect of pointing one at a stranger. It’s a comfortable bunker of knowledge. You can’t fail if you never start.


Together


Together, though? Curiosity and courage form this weird, clunky, beautiful engine. They push you to try something—usually something slightly beyond your current pay grade or technical grasp—and fail spectacularly. And then, instead of packing it in and finding a more sensible hobby, you lean in. You ask why it looked like a Sears portrait gone wrong. You look at the "stupid" choices you made—the reckless ones Lao Tzu might’ve warned you about—and you find the lesson in the wreckage.



It’s about having the "stupid kind of courage" to look like an amateur for as long as it takes to stop being one. That’s what keeps you moving when every logical, self-preserving part of your brain is screaming at you to quit and go to sleep. It’s the willingness to be a Terrible Photographer today so you can be a slightly less terrible one tomorrow.



There’s a beautiful symmetry to this. A way to keep the gears turning without stripping them.



Stay Curious: Keep asking the annoying questions. Poke holes in your own "brilliant" ideas. Observe how the masters solved the same problems, not to copy them, but to understand the physics of their success. If you aren't questioning your own process, you’re just repeating your mistakes. Watch videos, read books, look at art by dead painters. Be weird and watch how light hits strangers faces or pours into your steamy bathroom after a hot shower.



Stay Courageous: This is the execution. The willingness to try the new lighting technique that might blow the circuit, to work with the subject who intimidates you, or to reach for the "wrong" lens just to see what the distortion does. It’s the reckless courage to be wrong in public. Learn to say yes to the crazy, dumb, weird ideas.



Stay Terrible: This is the container. It’s the humility to remember that you never actually "arrive." No matter how many awards you stack or how high your day rate climbs, there is always a long line of ghosts behind you who did it better, and a hungry generation behind them who will do it faster. Stay Terrible is the refusal to become a "pro" who has stopped learning. It’s the ego-check that keeps you honest. It means admitting that the craft is bigger than you are.


The Gap

This brings me to the gap. The gap between what you see in your head and what comes out of your camera.

Between your taste and your ability.

Between the vision and the execution.

That gap is brutal. Especially at the beginning. You see the image you want to make—clear, vivid, perfect—and then you look at what you actually captured and it's... not that.

Not even close.

This is where most people quit.

They assume the gap means they're not talented. That they don't have "the eye." That maybe they should try landscape photography, try portraits that don't require them to confront their own inadequacy every time they press the shutter.

But here's what they don't understand: The gap never closes completely.

Even the photographers you admire—the ones whose work makes you feel things you can't articulate—they feel it too.

The gap simply gets smaller. More manageable. Less devastating.

You learn to work with it. Accept it. Use it as fuel instead of letting it paralyze you.

Because the gap isn't the problem.

The gap is the curriculum.

It's showing you exactly what you need to learn next. Exactly where to focus your energy. Exactly what skills you're missing.

The photographers who make it aren't the ones who started without a gap.

They're the ones who looked at the gap and kept going anyway.

The Truth About Starting

You're probably not ready. For the project you want to shoot. The client you want to land. The work you want to make.

And that's exactly as it should be.

Because here's the secret nobody tells you: You don't get ready, then start.

You start, and that's how you get ready.

You take the gig you're not qualified for. You say yes to the project that scares you. You shoot the thing you don't know how to execute.

And then you figure it out.

Not because you're particularly talented or brave. But because you've given yourself no other choice.

That's what this entire book is about. That's what "Terrible Photographer" means.

It means you're willing to be bad at something new instead of staying comfortable with something you've already mastered.

It means you understand that growth lives in the uncomfortable space between competence and confidence.

It means you're done waiting for permission. Done waiting to feel ready. Done waiting for someone to tell you that you're good enough.

You start terrible.

And if you keep going—if you stay curious, stay courageous, stay willing to fail and learn and try again—you might become something else entirely.

Something that feels like yours.

Something worth remembering.

Welcome to the Valley

When I lived in Washington State—Bellingham, up near the Canadian border—one of my favorite things to do was drive our Subaru Outback up the winding switchbacks to Mount Baker.

You enter the park and it's dense. Lush. Green everywhere, so thick you can barely see ten feet into the forest. Moss hanging off trees like curtains. Ferns the size of dinner tables. The kind of growth that makes you feel small and alive at the same time.

You start climbing. The switchbacks get tighter, steeper. And slowly, the growth begins to thin out. Trees get smaller. Less dense. The underbrush disappears. The air changes—thinner, colder, sharper in your lungs.

By the time you reach the parking lot at the top, it's rocky. Cold. Windy enough to knock you sideways. Not much there except a few sparse trees clinging to life in the cracks. Beautiful, yes. But you can't stay. The summit will kill you if you linger too long.

Here's what that mountain taught me about creativity:

Growth doesn't happen at the top.

We're obsessed with summits. With peaks. With the Instagram-perfect moment where you're standing on top of the mountain, arms raised, bathed in golden light, proving to everyone that you made it.

We chase accolades. Awards. Features. Viral posts. The standing ovation.

And yeah, those moments feel incredible when they come. They're the views that make the climb worth it.

But you can't build a life there. There's no growth at the summit. No learning. No evolution. Just wind and rock and the constant pressure to maintain altitude.

Real growth—the kind that lasts, the kind that changes you—happens in the valley.

In the mud. In the failures. In the shoots where nothing works and you drive home in silence questioning everything. In the moments when you're in over your head with the wrong gear and no backup plan.

In the hours no one sees. The repetitions. The fundamentals drilled until they're muscle memory.

The valley is where the stories are. Where you're cold and wet and there's a thorn in your boot. Where the air smells like earth and decay and growth all mixed together. Where you can pluck wild huckleberries off bushes, sweet and tart, knowing some of them might kill you but the risk makes them taste sweeter.

That's where the work is. That's where you become someone capable of reaching the next summit.

The Journey, Not the Destination

That kid who called my work terrible?

He handed me a match.

The burn became a spark. And the fire hasn't gone out since.

Not because I proved him wrong. Not because I reached some mythical summit where I'm now "good enough" and beyond criticism.

But because he pushed me back into the valley. Back into the work. Back into the discomfort of being terrible at new projects and challenges that forced me to grow in new and interesting areas.

Your journey starts now. Messy. Imperfect. Uncomfortable.

Exactly as it should be.

You're not starting at the summit. You're starting at the trailhead, looking up at switchbacks you can't even see yet, wondering if you're cut out for this.

That's perfect.

Because the valley is where you need to be. The valley is where the work happens. Where you learn. Where you fail and try again and slowly, painfully, become someone different than who you are right now.

The valley is where the stories are. Where your boots are soaked and your hands are scraped and you're not sure if you're making progress or going in circles. Where the berries taste better because they might kill you. Where the discomfort is proof you're alive.

Welcome to the valley. Welcome to base camp. Welcome to being terrible.

The summit will be there when you're ready. But don't rush it. Don't try to skip the climb.

The view means nothing if you didn't earn it.

Let's see what you become on the other side.

LIGHT LEAK #2

THE ALTITUDE CHECK


Tools Needed: Journal, pen, and your favorite hot beverage.



The Altitude Test: Reflect on your work from the last 30 days.


Be brutally honest with yourself:


•   The Summit: Are you taking photos you know will work? Are you using "safe" lighting and predictable compositions because you’re afraid of looking like a "remedial" student in front of your peers ?



•   The Valley: Have you "botched" an exposure, forgotten a battery, or cringed at a raw file recently?
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