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  Introduction

  THE SMALL puddle of water splashing from side to side in the bottom of the canoe did not seem threatening, and I paid little attention to it, even though it grew by a few drops each time David and I switched paddling sides to keep our arm muscles from getting fatigued. It was our first morning of a two-day trip down the Yadkin River in North Carolina, and for both of us, the excitement of the adventure commanded all our attention. I was fourteen years old and exploring a brand new world.

  Too late, I realized the little puddle of water had been sliding further down the canoe as it grew, and had reached the small Brownie box camera I had placed under my seat for quick access. When I grabbed it in a panic, water ran off the camera in a solid stream, and when I made a quick test to check the shutter and then advance the film, the knob would barely turn because inside the roll of film was already a soggy mess.

  I remember my disappointment clearly, not only because now I could not record any portion of our canoe trip but also because it was the only camera our family owned. I had been entrusted with its safekeeping, and failed, barely three hours into our trip. Letting a camera get wet was a mistake I vowed not to make again.

  But I did make that mistake again, as well as plenty of others, while carving out a career as an outdoor photojournalist. Several years ago, while presenting an outdoor photography seminar for the well-known Recreational Equipment, Inc. (REI) store in Dallas, I made the comment to my class that I thought at one time I had made “every mistake in the book” during my career, but I quickly realized that wasn’t true, since I was still making mistakes as a photographer.

  That was probably when the idea for this book was born, with the premise of telling readers how to avoid making many of the mistakes I had made. While it is true that the only requirement for a photograph to be successful is that the photographer who took the picture likes it, it is also true that virtually all photographers want others to also like their pictures. To that end, avoiding simple, careless mistakes becomes very important, and forms a vital part of this book.

  Photography has changed a great deal during the half century since my ill-fated canoe trip, but at the same time, it has not changed at all. The key factors of composition, understanding light, and using color remain exactly the same. Learning how to consistently blend these, and other factors, into successful photographs, is also a major part of this book. I have included 101 tips, but it could easily have been more; hopefully, following some of these I have presented will give you a good starting point.

  Digital photography makes learning photography easier than ever before, if you take the time to learn what it is telling you. In an instant, you can see if you captured the image you wanted by looking at the camera’s LCD viewing screen. A histogram shows your exposure, and enlarging the image tells you if your focus was sharp. During my early trips to Africa and other places, it sometimes took months to get my processed film back to learn if I’d gotten it right, all the while knowing that if I hadn’t done it right, there would be no second chances to try it again.

  With digital equipment, you have all the second chances you want, but hopefully, you won’t need them, even if there is water in the bottom of the canoe.

  Steve Price

  Tijeras, New Mexico
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  First, a Little History

  THE FATHER of wildlife and nature photography is considered to be George Shiras III (1859–1942), who, in 1906 had seventy-four of his photographs published in National Geographic magazine. Indeed, the article, titled “Hunting Wild Game With Flashlight and Camera” filled the entire magazine, and was so well received by readers it was reprinted two years later. Shiras was later named to the board of managers for the National Geographic Society, and in 1935 National Geographic published his book of the same title.

  The word “flashlight” is a little misleading in today’s photographic world, however. Shiras did not use the type of flashlights we commonly keep in a toolbox or beside the bed in a nightstand drawer. Rather, he used trays filled with magnesium powder that literally exploded in a loud flash. Later, Shiras began using three separate alcohol lamps and a rubber bulb that, when he squeezed it, sprayed flash powder into the burning lamps. Always experimenting for something better, Shiras also used baited trip wires the animals themselves would set off to trigger his flash units.

  As primitive as these techniques sound today, with them Shiras produced some of the very first nighttime images of wildlife the world had ever seen. A lawyer by education (Yale, 1883), Shiras also served one term in Congress as a representative from Pennsylvania. It was in 1889, after years of hunting wildlife with a rifle, that he put the weapon aside and turned instead to photography.

  He was also an ardent conservationist, and while in Congress Shiras introduced what is now known as the Federal Migratory Bird Law. He also helped write the legislation that led to the creation of Olympic National Park. During one of his subsequent trips to Yellowstone National Park, he discovered a separate subspecies of moose, now known as the Shiras Moose, Alces americanus shirasi.

  Shiras used a type of camera probably completely unknown to many of today’s digital photographers, a 4x5 sheet film model. The first digital camera was not invented until 1975, more than three decades after his death. That camera, invented by Steve Sasson, a twenty-year-old engineer at Eastman Kodak, wasn’t really a consumer-type camera, but it did change the world of photography forever. Sasson and his team spent a year creating the eight-pound camera, and took their first digital image, in black and white, in December 1975.

  From there, the technology curve rose sharply, but it was not until 1988 that the first true digital camera designed for consumer use was introduced. It was the DS-1P by Fuji. Kodak regained the lead in the digital race in 1991 with the introduction of the Kodak DCS, the first truly commercial digital SLR camera. It featured a Nikon F3 body in which all the digital electronics were fitted into the camera’s film chamber.

  Three years later, Kodak, working with the Associated Press to create a digital camera more suitable to photojournalists, modified a newer Nikon N90 body to produce the Kodak/AP NC200 camera. It was still a low resolution 1.3 megapixel model, arcane by today’s standards, but it did use removable memory cards, which are still standard today, and it offered enough ISO sensitivity (1600, also arcane by today’s standards) for journalists to shoot suitable available light images. The camera cost $17,950, but that year the Vancouver Sun began using them and became the first newspaper in the world to convert exclusively to digital photography.

  The handwriting, as they say, was on the wall, even though digital cameras at this time were still much too expensive for general consumers. Nikon helped change that in 1999 with its introduction of the D1, which featured 2.7 megapixel quality, but more importantly, sold for around $5,000. Suddenly, digital photography was put into the price range of serious professionals, since all their previous Nikkor lenses could be used on the D1 body. The following year, Fujifilm introduced its Finepix S1 Pro, which sold for approximately $3,500 and also used Nikkor lenses. With those two cameras, along with Canon’s EOS D30, general consumers finally had a choice of digital cameras they could afford.

  Even though in 2001 more than 840 million rolls of 35mm film were sold and about 90% of all US households used film cameras, the tidal change to digital cameras began in earnest, and today the number of photographers who still use film cameras is very small compared to those who use digital equipment. The growth of digital popularity has spurred manufacturers to push the technology curve faster and higher, as well, so that the advantages of using digital photography continue to increase.

  Digital cameras allow you to see your photo instantly to determine if you captured the shot; there is no more nervous waiting for hours, days, or even weeks to have film processed and then studied to see the results. Just as importantly, digital images can be “processed” in a computer where they can be enhanced and corrected, in case you didn’t get exactly what you wanted. As an outdoor photographer, you can literally do this correcting in the field, too.

  As you’ll quickly discover, today’s digital equipment is far more versatile than film photography, as much of the technology curve in recent years has centered around sensor sensitivity. It is now possible to take excellent images in low-light conditions that were never possible with film, and to crop and enlarge smaller portions of an image without losing any appreciable quality.

  Another advantage of shooting in digital that every photographer comes to appreciate is that it’s cheaper image-per-image than film shooting. That’s because you don’t have to pay for your discards the way you do with 35mm transparencies. You simply hit the “trash” button on your camera and they’re gone, leaving you with space to re-shoot as you wish.

  And, of course, digital images can be sent worldwide to friends and businesses through your computer in seconds. If you’re just traveling on vacation, you can show family and friends what you’re doing practically as you’re actually doing it, and if you’re a pro on assignment, you can keep your editors informed of your progress on a daily basis. You don’t have to haul bags of exposed film around until you complete your assignment, then struggle to get that film through airport security checkpoints without going through an X-ray machine.

  Digital photography offers all these advantages, and more. There are dozens of different makes and models of digital cameras available today, so getting started is not that difficult. It has been just over a century since George Shiras excited the world with his nighttime shots of wildlife, with equipment that few can scarcely imagine today, but now with our modern digital cameras, it’s actually possible for practically any photographer to duplicate the types of shots he made, and it’s certainly much easier.
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  Choosing Your Equipment

  TODAY THERE are dozens of digital single lens reflex (DSLR) cameras, an almost overwhelming choice of lenses, and an uncountable number of accessory items available to photographers, so the choice of what to purchase is seldom an easy one to make, especially if it’s your first digital camera. The digital revolution, in full speed for more than a decade now, shows no sign of slowing, so your equipment choices may become even more difficult in the years ahead.

  Your basic considerations should be to purchase a camera from a well-known manufacturer, such as Nikon, Canon, Sony, or one of the other established companies. Also, choose a camera that allows you to expand with additional interchangeable lenses and accessories. Even if you don’t plan to use telephoto or extreme wide-angle lenses now, you may in the future. Prices of camera bodies vary greatly, depending on the features offered, so consider carefully what you plan to photograph and how you’ll be using your new purchase.

  Leading photography magazines and internet sites publish technical reviews of new cameras and lenses each month that can provide a good starting point for you. Photography stores and local photographers themselves can also offer sound advice to help you make your choice.

  Personal Interlude

  When my longtime friend and frequent fishing companion Bruce Williams suggested a redfishing trip in Aransas Bay around the southern tip of Matagorda Island along the Texas Gulf Coast, I immediately accepted, but with an ulterior motive in mind. The fishing there is legendary, but so is the birding. I had purchased my first digital camera only a few months earlier and was still learning the new system, so in addition to catching redfish, I’d have a great opportunity to practice digital techniques on one of my favorite subjects, wading birds like egrets and herons.

  We piled our fishing tackle, camping gear, and my cameras into Bruce’s boat and motored down the bay to the very tip of the island where we pitched our tents at the edge of the sand dunes a few steps from the water. Across the dunes we could see and hear Gulf waves breaking on the beach. It was an idyllic area, and the birds were already there—a large contingent of gulls, along with white, snowy, and reddish egrets—that showed no concern at our presence.

  As it turned out, the fishing the next morning was not very productive, so as Bruce continued wading and casting the shallow bay, I returned to our camp to work on my photography. The tide was falling, and about a hundred feet away across that part of the bay, several white egrets were feeding on small baitfish still remaining in the shallow water. I grabbed the new digital camera and attached a 2X teleconverter with my 300mm telephoto lens, a combination that gave me an effective focal length of 900mm.

  I simply sat down on our food cooler with the tripod in front of me. The sun was bright and the light could not have been more harsh for filming, especially white subjects like egrets, but I started shooting anyway because one particular bird was putting on quite a show. Spreading its wings as if shading the water, the egret would run through the shallows, actually herding the baitfish together where it could easily grab them with its long bill.

  When those baitfish scattered, the bird changed directions and ran to another spot, herding another group of fish practically up on the dry sand. I filmed nonstop for at least half an hour as the egret ran back and forth in front of me. Eventually, the bird flew to a different area, and surprisingly, even though other egrets were present, none followed suit with similar running tactics. It was not until that evening when I downloaded the images into my computer that I realized I had captured a photo of fleeing baitfish actually jumping out of the water in their panic to escape.

  [image: image]

  Some scenes, such as this egret chasing baitfish for a meal, are so compelling or unusual that you should photograph them, regardless of the light conditions. This shot was taken under bright sunlight with a 300mm telephoto lens and a 2X teleconverter.

  Tip #1: How to Choose a Digital Camera

  DSLRs range from entry-level models to full professional cameras, and thus are suitable for hobbyists as well as experienced photographers. They produce the highest image quality, low-light sensitivity, and most accurate exposure technology available.

  These cameras are usually categorized into three separate but distinct classes: entry level, intermediate, and professional. The differences between these cameras are largely performance options and cost, with entry level models the least expensive and professional models the most advanced.

  Choosing a DSLR should depend on your photographic experience and skill, the level of your desire to advance in photography, the type of images you want to take, and of course, personal cost limitations. All levels of DSLR cameras offer interchangeable lenses and a large selection of accessories.

  Entry-level DSLR cameras are designed to be the first step up from the more basic compact, point-and-shoot cameras. They are very user friendly and do not offer as many image control choices. You can still adjust shutter speeds and exposure settings, but these cameras typically also offer a number of automatic shooting modes in which the camera picks the exposure for you. These choices might be “landscape,” “sports,” “portraits,” and others; you choose which fits your type of image, and adjust the dial to that mode. The camera does the rest. If you are a newcomer to photography, or not really serious about pursuing photography further than casual shooting, an entry-level camera would likely be a good choice for you.
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  Many companies produce DSLR cameras today, designed for professional, intermediate, and entry-level photographers. All have different features, so choose one that suits the type of photography you want to do.

  If you have some photographic experience, or are serious about expanding your skills, an intermediate DSLR would be a better choice. This is the largest category of DSLR cameras, and while they are slightly more expensive than entry-level models, they are more technically advanced and offer more exposure options you can control manually. Auto focus performance will be faster than on an entry-level camera, and you’ll generally have a faster continuous shooting rate, too. These can often be purchased as a kit with one or sometimes two lenses, as well (thus the term “kit lenses”).

  Many beginning photographers with little experience jump straight into this category, skipping the entry-level stage, without any problems, and if you have thoughts of continuing further in photography, this is the category of cameras to study. Many pros use one of these models as a backup camera, too.

  The professional level of DSLR cameras offer the most advanced technology available, and produce the highest quality images because of those advancements. All of the standard features found on intermediate cameras are improved at this level, along with other image control options, and the cameras are usually a little larger and heavier because of the increased electronics they include.

  If you’re a beginner, don’t jump straight into one of these professional models. It takes some experience to fully understand and utilize all the features they offer; start with an intermediate camera, then move up to a professional model and let your intermediate become your backup. You can easily do this without changing camera brands so the lenses you have will fit both models.

  Tip #2: Choosing an Image Sensor

  The image sensor inside your camera collects and stores the information, in the form of pixels, of each picture you shoot. Sensors are produced in two primary sizes, a slightly smaller one known as APS-C, and a larger one known as Full Frame. You can’t choose a camera body and then pick the sensor you want; rather, you may want to choose your camera body because of the size of its sensor.

  The smaller APS-C sensors are the most common, and are found on the majority of intermediate-level cameras, as well as on some professional models. Virtually all entry-level cameras also have APS-C sensors.

  The greatest noticeable difference between these two sensors is known as the magnification factor. The APS-C sensor results in a 1.5 or 1.6 (depending on the camera) increase in the focal length of any lens used on that camera. A standard 50mm lens becomes the equivalent of a 75mm lens, and a 300mm telephoto becomes a 450mm lens. If wildlife photography is a field you want to concentrate in, choosing a camera with an APS-C sensor is certainly worth considering.
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  The majority of DSLR cameras today have smaller APS-C image sensors that provide a magnification factor of 1.5 or 1.6 for every lens. A 200mm lens becomes a 300mm, which is how this tiger swallowtail butterfly was photographed.

  A Full Frame sensor is slightly larger and thus able to collect more information about your image. This results in greater detail and overall improved image quality, as well as improved low-light photography capabilities. You can crop your photo tighter or enlarge your final prints to a greater size without loss of quality, too. Landscape photographers like these sensors, but they’re certainly suitable for wildlife, as well. The majority of professional cameras today offer Full Frame sensors, although some are available with APS-C sensors.

  Tip #3: Count the Pixels

  In digital cameras, light through your lens is collected on the sensor each time you shoot a picture. The collectors of this light are known as pixels, and each one usually collects only one color. They look like tiny squares; you can see this on your computer if you keep enlarging a photograph, as eventually the entire image shows up as a collection of these little squares.
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  Today’s digital cameras feature different megapixel counts; the higher this number, the larger the size of the print that can be made. High megapixel counts in a camera usually indicate advanced technology overall.

  One consideration when purchasing a digital camera, although certainly not the only one, is the number of pixels on the sensor, a number described as “megapixels.” One megapixel equals one million pixels, so a camera may have 12 megapixels, 15 megapixels, etc. The more megapixels a camera has, the larger the print size you can produce. In today’s photography, a higher megapixel count generally indicates increased overall technology in the camera, as well.
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