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And off I would go making pictures around the garden, of nothing in particular.
—


Content warning: This introduction includes descriptions of self-harm, suicide and attempted suicide that some readers may find distressing.








introduction: my story



When I was 14, my dad bought a Practika MTL3 single-lens reflex film camera with a 50mm lens. I was warned that under no circumstances was I to touch it, play with it or even look at it – it was expensive and needed careful handling!


Of course, I was curious, so while my parents were out doing the weekly food shop one day, I made my way upstairs, found the shiny silver box at the back of my dad’s wardrobe, unpacked the camera and flicked through the instructions. I learned how to carefully rewind my dad’s film and insert my 24-exposure black-and-white film from school, and off I would go making pictures around the garden, of nothing in particular – just enjoying the process of looking through the lens, bringing the subjects into focus and clicking away. When I heard the car turning into our driveway I would rush upstairs, rewind my film and put my dad’s roll of film back into the camera, hastily winding the film forwards to the frame number that I had memorized.


My dad never knew I borrowed his camera. He was always slightly baffled by the multiple exposures that showed my mum superimposed onto a tree or landscape, but he always put this down to a fault with the camera rather than to his son’s inability to count properly. Meanwhile, from the very first moment I picked up that camera, I knew I wanted to be a photographer.


My teachers had other ideas, sadly. I was not very academic, was never top of the class and had to have extra maths lessons on a Saturday to make sense of quadratic equations and fractions. I was told in no uncertain terms that I didn’t have what it took to be a photographer; my careers advisors all told me that my poor performance in key subjects pointed to someone who’d be better off working in a factory or shop than in the highly competitive and technical field of photography.


Their negativity probably spurred me on; I have always had a need to prove myself. I found a Saturday job in a camera shop, largely so I could get a discount on film and cameras. At the same time, I did a college course in art and photography, though I struggled – I gained a D in my O-level photography examination and failed my A level! I hated being in education; I wanted to learn on the job and be surrounded by real photographers.


My lucky break came when I met a photographer who was working at our local athletics club photographing a race meeting. I started chatting and asking so many questions that he ended up taking me under his wing. I dropped out of art college and worked with him for free, just to get the experience. In time, I made myself pretty indispensable, and when his paid assistant left, I jumped at the chance to fill the gap. And so, at the age of 18, I found myself photographing glamour and fashion calendars in Spain as well as working on all manner of commercial jobs. Finally, I was living my dream.


Of course, things aren’t always rosy – I ended up spending more money than I earned and was soon faced with a visit to the bank manager accompanied by Dad. I needed to get a more regular income, so when a job opened up at the Daventry Express in Northamptonshire in the English East Midlands, I decided to go for it.


To say that decision changed my life would be an understatement. I was presented with a very battered Nikon FM2, a couple of lenses, a pea-green Vauxhall Astra car and a diary filled with 15 to 20 jobs per day all over the county. I loved seeing my work printed in the newspaper at the end of each week, and I knew that this was what I really wanted to do: I wanted to be at the forefront of news photography.


With luck and connections, I joined a press agency in Birmingham supplying pictures to the national press and magazines, making my way up the ladder to become the deputy picture editor at the Manchester Evening News, then the UK assignments editor for Reuters, and eventually I was approached by The Times. It was a dream come true. When I had started at the Daventry Express, I had made a list of the things I wanted to achieve in my career, and working for The Times was at the top.


In April 2004 I was made picture editor of The Times. I had achieved my ambition and reached the top of my personal mountain. Naturally, I threw myself into this role, working all the hours I could. Blessed with an incredible team of picture researchers and photographers, I wanted The Times to be known as the best photographic newspaper in the UK, not just as its paper of record.


The job of picture editing a national newspaper is huge. Every day there would be a tsunami of photographs – roughly twenty thousand – to look through, of which we would eventually use only around 250. On a busy day, such as a royal wedding or the Oscars, or when the Olympics or the FIFA World Cup was on, that number would be more like forty to fifty thousand photos. At the same time, budgets needed to be met, photographers assigned and future projects planned. I had the very best team around me but gradually I began to feel the pinch.


In the world of newspapers you are judged in hindsight. Pictures that were rejected by senior editorial staff are paraded in front of you in rival publications, with questions about why we didn’t have it, see it or couldn’t afford it. Unfortunately, the newspaper world is rife with toxicity – with fierce battles of one-upmanship, and internal power struggles in which too many are willing to trample on everyone and anyone to climb the greasy pole and get what they want. Long hours and cancelled holidays took their toll on my personal and family life, and gradually I lost sight of who I was and became just the picture editor of The Times.
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Gradually I lost sight of who I was.
—
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In July 2008 one of my photographers, Richard Mills, took his own life while on assignment for me in Zimbabwe. While I know I wasn’t responsible for his death, one of the senior editors at the time directly told me, ‘You’ve killed him.’ That stuck with me then, and it still does. Could I have done things differently? I honestly don’t know. Richard lived and worked from his home in Scotland, occasionally popping into the office when needed in London or on his way through to Heathrow. When I saw him in person, he was larger than life, always joking and the centre of conversation. I didn’t know that, underneath all the bravado, Richard was struggling.


From that point on, I became overprotective of my team while caring less about how much I was taking on myself. I was trying to please everyone. A round or two of redundancies and cuts didn’t help, as the remainder of my team took on more and more of the work. With everyone feeling the strain, I ended up working late into the night, worrying about the morning front page, about budgets, projects, my marriage.


My wheels came off in 2011. What had started with a few sleepless nights had become insomnia. I also started to self-harm, cutting myself to try to express the internal pain I was feeling. I spiralled into depression but was still trying to hide everything from everyone. Like many men of my age and background, I just tried to carry on regardless. But then, one morning, walking to the office, I got as far as a coffee shop in St Katherine’s Docks and couldn’t take another step. I was in tears, breathless; my vision blurred. I didn’t know what was going on.


I was signed off work for a period of time, and when I came back to the office nothing had changed except that I was now damaged goods, and treated as such. I took the decision to leave The Times and finally walked out of the office after serving my notice on 30 December 2011. If I thought things would get better from that point, I was totally mistaken. The Times had defined and anchored me; now I was lost and adrift from everything I had been and achieved. My marriage had also ended just before Christmas that same year, and my wife left with our young son.


I felt as though I was in a storm. The world around me seemed to be turning too fast, as though out of control, and I constantly felt as if I was being suffocated. Self-harm was now a feature of my daily life; my fingernails were often dark with blood from the damage I was inflicting on myself. I was lost, with no idea who I was or what I wanted, and I was cut off from anyone who had cared for me. I felt I had failed. The teachers at school who had said I couldn’t make it as a photographer had been right; I had been given my dream job and left it, my marriage was over and I couldn’t bear to be with my son in case he viewed me as a failure.


And so, I made a plan to take my own life. My first attempt was planned to look like a cycling accident. I drove to the French Alps and in pouring rain cycled up the Col de la Croix-de-Fer. When you do a lot of cycling, you learn little tricks like releasing the tension on your brakes while climbing hills to avoid them dragging on the wheel rims. My plan was to get to the top, then turn around and ride back down, but without retensioning my brakes. I knew that, as soon as I reached a tricky corner on the descent, I would fly off my bike and the result would be called a tragic cycling ‘accident’. People would be sad for a bit, but at least my life insurance would pay up.


On reaching the top I stopped and had a coffee at the little café there. Just as I was finishing my coffee, my mum called my phone and I picked up. ‘Don’t do anything stupid!’ she said. I headed back down that mountain at the slowest speed I have ever cycled, in tears, broken.


The second time I tried to end my life was in 2013, this time at Beachy Head in East Sussex. I had a clear plan: I would go to the cliff edge, pretend to be making photographs, and when no one was walking along the nearby footpath, I would jump. This time, my mum didn’t call. I have been a Christian for many years and my faith in God is strong, but at that moment I felt even He couldn’t save me.


I was standing there crying, asking for forgiveness, and was about to step forward when a man appeared and asked whether I was okay, if he could help or if I wanted to talk. All my energy disappeared, and I crumpled on to the ground and cried like I never have before. I have no idea where he came from or even what his name was, but his intervention stopped me taking action that would have devastated my family and friends.
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I used photography to help my recovery, photographing flowers, which essentially helped me to open discussions about the state of my emotions, and how I felt about who I was.
—
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After that, I had a visit from the police and social services. A care plan, an emergency action plan and a recovery plan were put in place, and the NHS doctors, therapists and nurses proved amazing and non-judgemental. From that point on, I started receiving the most incredible care and support. My therapist helped me start to unpack all of the things that had led to that moment on the cliff top. Because I found it hard to talk about my feelings, she asked me to discuss one of my images, and this led to the vital realization that I could express my feelings best through my photography.


There were two main ways I used photography to help my recovery. One was by using long-exposure photography – this technique involves leaving the shutter open for a long time, which has the effect of smoothing out water, blurring clouds and giving a soft calm, almost meditative effect to images. The second was by photographing flowers, which essentially helped me to open discussions about the state of my emotions, and how I felt about who I was.


My therapist encouraged me to create lists of things I noticed, things that made me smile. She explained how important it is not to compare yourself with others but to move from moment to moment with the intention of being fully present. This was a huge light-bulb moment for me; I needed to photograph things that I noticed, things that gave me little bits of joy; I needed to pay attention to the world around me, not looking backwards at what had happened but appreciating the present moment with gratitude and love.


Since that time, I have adopted a more mindful approach to my photography. This approach is about slowing down, removing the pressure to obtain a certain result, and enjoying the pleasure of the whole process as something catches my eye and I pause to make a photograph.


The key phrase in all this is ‘my photography’. I have no desire to please others with my images – I photograph just what I enjoy. If I don’t get lots of likes on social media, that’s fine – these days I use Instagram as a personal journal, writing what was going through my head at the time of making the photograph.


The power of photography to help us slow down, pay attention and notice more, so that we suddenly see something that only we could ever have noticed, at that particular time and place, has not only changed my life – it has saved my life.
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‘A photograph is neither taken nor seized by force. It offers itself up. It is the photo that takes you. One must not take photos.’
—
Henri Cartier-Bresson









a mindful practice for photographers



Mindfulness is about being present in the moment. The practice is currently in vogue, but it isn’t new.


The roots of mindfulness reach back into Hinduism and Buddhism, its tenets gradually transferring across to the West via teachers, such as Jon Kabat-Zinn, who have applied the key principles to Western culture and lifestyles as a way of reducing people’s stress and helping them to find an inner peace. Although mindfulness is rooted in Eastern religious culture, it is largely taught in a secular way in the West – you don’t need to have a faith or an interest in religion to practise its principles.


Kabat-Zinn defines mindfulness as ‘paying attention in a particular way, on purpose, in the present moment without judgement’. Can you think of anything else that fits so perfectly with photography? My definition of mindful photography is even simpler: it means paying attention to what and where you are without judgement or ambition.


When photographers such as Henri Cartier-Bresson talk about the experience of the photographic moment, this is a mindful approach to photography. In this view, photographs are neither made nor taken. They are received by the photographer who is paying attention, who is able to notice the unique beauty in a fleeting moment because they are not attached to a preconceived outcome. Mindful photography is about being curious – asking questions, the most important of which is why. Why am I intrigued by this? Why is this fascinating? Why did I stop at this spot?


For many, photography is about the search for perfection, and everything is judged against this impossible benchmark as they try to please an ever-wider public through social media. But life, people, nature aren’t perfect; they are perfectly imperfect and, because of their consequent uniqueness, are beautiful, intriguing and inspiring.


Mindful photography is based on acceptance, gratitude and non-attachment. When we are attached to a specific outcome or set of criteria – such as lighting or weather conditions, the appearance of a subject, our desire for riches, fame or awards, and so on – we risk missing what is right in front of our eyes. Letting go of the things we think we want allows us to approach the world more openly, and this, in turn, expands our creativity.
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With my background as a news photographer, my approach to photography is about producing an accurate account of a particular moment. I’m not saying that manipulating a scene or image before or after capture is wrong, but, for me, the goal is to celebrate what is present rather than wishing for less of this, more of that, better light, one more tree, and so on.


Contemplative photography brings contentment not only with your photography but also in a broader sense. This is because the better you become at observing the world around you, the more you will appreciate how rich life is. The joy of starting to accept what you are given in nature is that it helps you to accept the imperfections in yourself. Gradually, over a period of paying attention and making pictures, you may even come to doubt the relevance of words like ‘flaw’ and ‘imperfection’, when everything in nature has its place. We’ve likely all seen an image that we consider truly superb, or have an idea in our mind of what our perfect shot would look like, but comparing our work to an ideal standard often leads to disappointment and loss of enjoyment in our craft. Mindfulness in photography is not about attaining any real or imaginary standard; it is about learning to enjoy the process in its own right.


You will, of course, like some images more than others – that’s OK. When I go out making pictures, I always come back and choose my favourite. Lighting, atmosphere, composition – all manner of tiny things might make you choose one as your best of the day, and it’s worth taking the time to consider what makes you like one image more than another. What isn’t helpful is labelling your images as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, because this reduces the whole process to a simplistic judgement.


If you take the judgement out of photography, you start to make pictures that you enjoy, and you become more aware of the things that intrigue and inspire you – that you simply want to sit and spend time with. The picture almost becomes irrelevant to the greater process.


Imagine you go to a well-known photographic location to make a certain image. You’ve planned it, worked out the sun, checked the weather forecast, studied maps…the whole works, but when you get there, it’s cloudy. Instantly, you embark on a downward spiral of discontent, feeling that you’re wasting time and energy.




[image: illustration]


The better you become at observing the world around you, the more you will appreciate how rich life is.
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All sorts of very random, seemingly ordinary things will become the most extraordinary subjects of your photography.
—
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Now imagine you’ve arrived at the location and the sky has clouded over, but instead of the flood of disappointment, you look at the scene, open your mind and enjoy the fact that you are there. You sit with your flask of coffee listening to the birds, and as you notice the wind blowing through the grasses, you become fascinated by the movement and the sound of their whispers. Eventually, you wander over to take a closer look, and finally you take out your camera to photograph this phenomenon, this moment, which called uniquely to you.


Whether it wins an award or gets lots of social media likes is not important. Feeling fulfilled in the moment, enjoying the experience and making an image that resembles what captured your attention are the most uplifting reasons for being a photographer.
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