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Foreword


Never in the history of ornithology has a technological revolution occurred with such lightning speed and profound impact as the arrival of the digital camera. Until recently it was professional photographers who produced most of the informative images found in books, journals, magazines, and on the Internet. The financial outlay, advanced technical skills, and patience required to capture outstanding bird pictures were prohibitive to most amateur photographers. Today, digital equipment and software allow even casual naturalists to produce both beautiful and useful pictures of birds, with only modest investments in resources, time, and practice. Moreover, the Internet now provides a readily available global forum for these images. This “democratization” of photography now produces a tremendous wealth of new information on identification, plumage variation, behavior, distribution, and ecology of birds.

While the move to digital allows the amateur access to the previously exclusive world of the professional photographer, regularly achieving award-winning shots requires a lifetime’s dedication. David Tipling comes from this position to share his hard-won expertise, so that this resulting book is an amazing treasure trove of hardware advice, field tricks, artistic nuances, and even editing techniques—all fantastically useful to the amateur and professional alike.

Tipling’s numerous awards are richly deserved, for his pictures are both technically superb and brilliantly composed. Often with elegant photographic structure, he captures birds absorbed in their daily rituals. Thus, each picture teaches us something about the bird while also evoking our deeper appreciation for the beauty of life. Thanks to the scores of practical hints presented in this book, the rest of us can now share in his skill.

Professionals and amateurs alike will want to consult this book, and I predict that the results will be visible all over the Internet before long. I, for one, cannot wait to get back outside and use some of Tipling’s advice to improve my own, humble photographic efforts in the scrubs of Florida and the swamps of Arkansas.
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Dr. John W. Fitzpatrick

Director, Cornell Lab of Ornithology
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Introduction


Twenty-five years ago I picked up a camera for the first time, and armed with this and a telephoto lens, I set out to photograph birds. I had little idea of how to take good pictures, other than realizing I needed to get close. My hunting grounds were the fields and lakes near my home in the southeast of England’s countryside. Here I honed my skills, studied the local birds, began to understand their behavior, and so slowly learned how to approach birds without causing alarm.

Like many who have caught the bird photography bug, I became hooked, and I can admit that my pastime took over my life. My shameless addiction lasts to this day, and my desire to take pictures burns as bright now as it has ever done.

Many technological advances have come along over the last quarter of a century. When I started, most bird photographers shot in black and white, autofocus (AF) lenses had not been invented, and the digital age was science fiction. However, while the tools of the trade may have changed, many of the techniques used in our wonderful pursuit have not.

What has changed is the ability to photograph birds successfully with the aid of modern digital equipment. Never before have we had so much control over the finished image—whether you are a photographer wanting to create artistic images or a birdwatcher with a desire to record what you see, the opportunities made available by ever-improving cameras and lenses continually push the boundaries of what is possible. The digital revolution has not only raised standards in bird photography but has also encouraged a whole new audience of birdwatchers to pick up a camera and try their hand at this thrilling pursuit.

The jargon-filled world of digital photography can seem daunting at first—bits and bytes, Levels and Curves, histograms and file formats, all help create a barrier that can seem a difficult hurdle to jump. But fear not; my aim in this book is to break down those barriers in easy steps.

This book will take you through the process of choosing the right gear so you can find exactly what you need, it will detail the actual business of photographing birds, and it will then teach how to deal with your pictures once you are home. To make life simple, the imaging software used for Section 3 is the latest version of Adobe Photoshop® (CS5 at the time of this writing). Although there are a number of options to choose from when processing digital images, Photoshop is the clear market leader and the most advanced application available. If you use Photoshop Elements, nearly all the processes described for the full version can be made in Elements using the same tools.
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After a long wait this great gray owl floated out of a dark Finnish forest straight toward my camera.

500mm lens; handheld; ISO 200; 1/500 sec at f/4
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Photographing waders in flight is demanding, so being able to check composition and sharpness as you shoot is a great improvement on the old film approach. This avocet was one of a number of successful flight shots taken in spring from one of the public blinds at Minsmere in Suffolk, U.K.

500mm lens; ISO 100; 1/1000 sec at f/5.6

Why digital photography?

If you shoot digitally already, you probably don’t need this question answered. However, if you are taking up photography and deciding between digital and film, or thinking of swapping from film to digital, then here are a few reasons to convince you that the digital format is the future of bird photography, simply because it provides so many more opportunities than a film-based approach.

Perhaps the greatest argument for using digital photography is the instant access to your image, allowing you to fine-tune as you photograph. Getting exposures right was a big bugbear with film photographers. Now, by using the controls on your camera, an exposure can be perfected as you shoot by viewing the images on the back of your camera to decide whether you like the composition or not. This ability to immediately view what you have taken gives instant gratification. No more long waits for films to come back from the lab.

Once you connect your camera to the computer, you can edit, delete, enhance, and make prints from your images—all within minutes of having taken the photograph.

Many digital SLRs have cropped sensors that, in effect, act as extra magnification, bringing wary birds closer to the camera. Added flexibility comes in the form of being able to change film speeds between shots, and because a digital sensor is far more sensitive to light than film, it is much easier to capture dramatic action using faster shutter speeds and plenty of depth of field.
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You can create arresting images of birds with the simplest of equipment—your imagination is the most important ingredient. This bald eagle on the beach at Homer in Alaska’s Kachemak Bay was photographed laying on the wet sand to gain this intimate view.

17–35mm zoom lens; ISO 100; 1/125 sec at f/8
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Puffin among thrift, photographed in Scotland.

600mm lens; ISO 100; 1/500 sec at f/5.6

Running costs are another big factor in digital photography’s increasing success. While a good system may not be cheap to set up, once you have all the equipment necessary, you can take as many pictures as you like without worrying about film and processing costs. Pictures in the digital format are easy to share with friends and post on the World Wide Web, and they can be printed with little fuss.



EQUIPMENT


While you will hear many declare it is not the equipment you use but the person behind the camera that produces great bird photographs, it is also true that you do need the right tools for this job. However artistic you might be, and however good your field craft, without the right camera and lens you will find yourself at an immediate disadvantage.
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A king penguin investigates my lens.

You do not need a vast arsenal of lenses to cover all eventualities. My camera bag contains three lenses that I use 95 percent of the time: a short focal-length zoom of 17–35mm, a medium telephoto zoom of 70–200mm, and a long telephoto 500mm lens. The lens dictates the style of the picture and how close you need to get to your subject, while the camera body you choose is simply the box that captures and stores your image.

Choosing equipment if you are new to photography can seem a confusing task. Like computers, digital SLRs are continually evolving and can become outdated quite quickly. The important consideration is to buy into a system that offers both flexibility for lens choice and the latest technology. The well-trodden path is to choose products from one of the major manufacturers, and I would recommend Canon, Nikon or Sony, since no other brand comes close to these for offering the same range of lenses desirable for bird photography and digital camera technology that is upgraded regularly.
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In adverse weather you should take care to protect your equipment.

The good news when buying equipment is that there are many retailers out there competing for your business. Shop around, particularly on the Internet, and don’t accept the published prices retailers advertise; if buying a complete outfit, good deals can be struck by haggling and playing retailers against each other. Don’t dismiss buying secondhand gear: there is a big market for used cameras and lenses, and most photographers do look after their equipment. Buying a secondhand digital camera from a private seller without the ability to fully test it might be risky, but lenses can easily be inspected before purchasing. Most dealers will provide insurance on secondhand equipment in the case of a fault being discovered.


What Digital Camera Do I Need?


There is an ever-increasing and almost bewildering range of digital cameras available. Take time to find out which is best for you, in terms of both your photography needs and your budget, and be prepared to shop around.

It used to be that digital cameras could be conveniently divided into two broad categories: the compact—historically used by the general population for taking pictures on vacation—and the digital single lens reflex (DSLR). The latter being used by more serious photographers, including professionals, and the camera of choice for bird photography.

[image: image]

[image: image]

The Canon 7D is a semiprofessional model favored by many bird photographers for its fast burst rate and quick and accurate focusing. The camera also has an APS-C sized sensor, which effectively increases the focal length of lenses by a factor of 1.6—making a 300mm lens a longer reaching 480mm, an ideal focal length for bird photography.

The reasons for this were clear cut. A DSLR allows you to change lenses and most importantly is backed up by a good choice of long telephoto lenses, a necessity for bird photography. When you look through the viewfinder of a DSLR, what you see in the frame is the actual view through the lens; further, you have the ability to check depth of field (how much of the scene is in focus), and you can easily adjust settings for creating effects, whether you want to freeze action, blur motion, or control the depth of field.

Digital compact cameras were once considered far more limited; you couldn’t change their lenses, and although many have zoom lenses, most were not “long” enough for photographing birds. Furthermore, and most importantly they did not deliver the image quality of DSLRs. Even though many can match a DSLR in terms of the number of pixels on the sensors, the sensors and pixels themselves are much smaller, resulting in poorer image quality. Although many of these drawbacks still hold true for the vast majority of “point-and-shoot” compact cameras, a new breed of “compact” camera is making itself known in the market.
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Nikon’s Coolpix S4000 is an excellent portable camera for taking vacation and holiday shots, and capable of producing great results in the right conditions; but compact cameras such as these are really only useful for photographing birds when connected to a digiscope.

[image: image]

The Panasonic Lumix G2 is an updated model of the G1, the first Micro Four Thirds camera to enter the market. Despite its small size, it has a large sensor, a full range of camera controls, and accepts compatible interchangeable lenses.

In 2008 Panasonic released the Lumix DMC-G1, the first Micro Four Thirds camera. It has no mirror and prism, and therefore no optical viewfinder. The user frames the shot using either an electronic viewfinder (EVF) or LCD screen, just like all compact cameras. But unlike other compacts Panasonic’s Micro Four Thirds cameras, and those now made by Olympus, can use interchangeable lenses, have sensors nine times larger than an average compact, and offer the same level of control as many entry-level DSLRs—all in a much smaller package.
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Digital SLRs allow the use of long lenses, so you can capture small, highly active birds such as this willow warbler on migration in the South of France.

500mm lens; ISO 200; 1/250 sec at f/4
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In their bid to attract a new breed of photographer, Sony have eschewed the traditional look of DSLRs with their new range of compact interchangeable lens cameras. Despite their small size, the NEX cameras feature an APS-C-sized sensor, the same size as those found in all entry-level and semi-professional DSLRs.

For a while Panasonic and Olympus were the only two manufacturers exploiting the Micro Four Thirds format. However, more recently Samsung and Sony—historically electronics companies rather than camera manufacturers—have entered the mirrorless interchangeable lens camera market with new camera models. Despite their small sizes—Sony’s NEX models in particular are extremely compact—these new models feature the larger APS-C-sized sensors found in DSLRs, with the potential to match such cameras in terms of image quality.

In terms of using such cameras for bird photography, at present dedicated lenses are limited to medium telephoto, which doesn’t always get you close enough to the subject, and they are not as responsive in the field as DSLRs. In the future, longer focal length lenses may well become available, and as processing speeds improve making them faster, such cameras could become a viable, lightweight alternative to entry-level DSLRs. There’s no doubting that the holy grail of compactness coupled with high image quality, although perhaps not fully realized, is certainly within reach.

One region in which compact digital cameras—both point and shoot and interchangeable lens compacts—do come into their own in bird photography is in digiscoping, where a compact camera is married with a telescope to take high-magnification images, very often with great success.
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The flexibility of DSLRs means more possibilities for creativity. I used a slow shutter speed to create motion blur when photographing this greater roadrunner in New Mexico.

500mm lens: ISO 100; 1/30 sec at f/16


Digital SLRs


Even when you’ve decided on a DSLR over another type of camera, there are a number of options to be explored before making your final choice. For successful bird photography, some of the available features need to meet high standards.

Sensors in DSLRs come in two formats: they are either the same size as a 35mm frame and are known as “full frame,” or they come in a smaller size (the most common) and are known as “cropped sensors.” Full-frame sensors will provide marginally better image quality, although this may only be apparent in large, professional prints.

A benefit of smaller sensors is the well-known cropping effect—they give the result of using a longer lens than in reality: for example, a 500mm lens when used with a camera that gives an effective 750mm zoom has a cropped frame to the factor of 1.5x. This is obviously a huge advantage to the bird photographer, particularly when working with small birds or those that are hard to approach.

[image: image]

Capturing action successfully, such as this greylag goose’s landing at Caerlaverock in Scotland, requires a digital SLR with a good burst rate and burst depth. This means you can capture as many images as possible as you follow the bird with your lens.

500mm lens; ISO 100; 1/1000 sec at f/4
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These pictures illustrate how the cropping effect works in order to give you a larger bird in the frame. The first image shows the effect of the robin photographed with a full-frame sensor; the second and third emulate the effect with cropped sensors—1.3 × and 1.6 × respectively. The robin shown here was photographed in spring in Kent, England.

500mm lens; ISO 100; 1/500 sec at f/6.3

Choosing a DSLR

When choosing a DSLR, there are a number of factors to take into account:

1 Does pixel count matter?

Pixels are the building blocks of an image—the more pixels a sensor has, the higher the resolution, and the more detail that will be recorded; this in turn dictates the size of the prints you can get. However, with even entry-level DSLRs now boasting sensors with 15 megapixels, large poster-sized prints are now easily achievable. However, the benefit of higher resolution—some DSLRs now feature 24 megapixels—is that you can crop a picture more without losing a lot of quality. The drawback to cameras with such large sensors, however, is the size of the files they produce. Large files use up more space on the memory card, as well as on your computer, and also take longer to process during post-production.

2 How many frames per second?

Birds are often in motion; feeding, fighting, bathing, flying. To capture action, it is a big advantage to be able to shoot pictures in quick succession, and achieving at least four or five frames per second is desirable. If there are fewer than that, you will miss potential shots.

3 What is the burst depth?

This is the number of frames your camera will shoot before the buffer fills up and the camera prevents you from taking any more pictures until the buffer starts to empty. Digital cameras process a lot of information, and the more pixels you have, the longer your camera may take to process this information. The burst depth varies between makes of camera, and as technology improves it is becoming less of an issue.

While the above points are important, so too is how the camera feels in your hand. When you use it with a long telephoto lens on a tripod, does it feel balanced? Are the controls readily accessible? Is it right for the size of your hands? Does it feature weather sealing? These are factors not to be ignored.


Digiscoping Equipment


Compact digital cameras, in particular the more recent compact interchangeable lens cameras, really come into their own in digiscoping, which enables extraordinary close-ups of birds to be captured. If you do decide to buy a compact for this reason, make sure that the zoom offered is optical, not digital.

Digiscoping has brought bird photography to the masses. Simply, it is the marriage of either a compact camera or DSLR to a telescope, of the type commonly used by birdwatchers, to take pictures. Bird magazines are now packed with images taken by this method. For many it is an affordable stepping stone to serious bird photography, while others find it allows them to grab pictures of particular birds when out in the field.
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Digiscoping is very popular with birdwatchers wanting to capture images of vagrant birds, such as this laughing gull sporting its winter plumage. This particular gull is an American species photographed in Greece.

Nikon Coolpix 9500 on Nikon Fieldscope ED 82 with 22x eyepiece; ISO 400; 1/250 sec at f/8
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Because of the high magnifications involved in digiscoping, you will find it takes time to get used to locating the bird in the camera’s viewfinder quickly. I make it a habit to keep the lens at its shortest focal length when searching, only zooming in when I have the bird in sight.

Digiscoping started when birdwatchers began to experiment with placing their compact cameras against the eyepiece of their telescope when focused on a perched bird. Remarkable results were achieved, and the craze has now led to custom adapter mounts being manufactured to fix compact cameras and DSLRs to the scope. Of course, holding a compact to the scope’s eyepiece still works, but by using a special adapter, more control can be gained over the focusing and composing of the image.

To go digiscoping you need a compact camera, as already discussed earlier. You also need a good-quality telescope with an eyepiece of 20–30x. The scope should ideally have a large objective lens of at least 77mm—high definition glass will help enormously—and this all needs to be mounted on a sturdy tripod. Finally, get yourself a remote release lead, which will help to avoid camera shake when using extremely high magnifications or slower shutter speeds.

You can just hold any old compact up to the eyepiece of your scope and get very acceptable results; however, for more control over your picture-taking, using an adapter is recommended. Adapters fit between the camera and telescope eyepiece, usually by being screwed into the camera’s lens filter thread. The image may not always be very bright, but using a low-magnification eyepiece—ideally nothing larger than 30x—on your scope helps. These also assist in both finding the bird and avoiding too much lens shake, and most low-magnification eyepieces give ample power. One point to remember when choosing a compact camera is to ensure that the front lens element is smaller than your telescope’s eyepiece, otherwise vignetting will be a big problem.

When choosing a compact camera, don’t get fooled by the difference between optical zoom and digital zoom—the latter just zooms in on the image, enlarging the picture by sacrificing quality. Go for a camera with an optical zoom; this is a true zoom in that pixels are not sacrificed, and it helps eliminate or reduce vignetting. Even on low zoom settings, the magnification is far beyond anything possible with conventional telephoto lenses—for example, a 4x zoom combined with a 30x eyepiece will give a magnification of 90x.

[image: image]

A less-expensive and more portable alternative to digiscoping is digibinning, in which a compact camera is temporarily attached to a pair of binoculars. Understandably results are a little more hit and miss than with a tripod-mounted scope, but digibinning is a viable option if you have to travel light.

There are adaptors for using DSLRs on telescopes, but limitations in image quality start to become apparent when using these, as the DSLR’s superior picture quality shows up lens imperfections more easily. That said, such a setup is easier to use than a compact, since there is no shutter lag (delay in shutter firing) as found on some compacts, and it is easier to frame the image and focus when looking through a DSLR viewfinder.
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