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Aspiring photographers often look at the greats as being amongst the lucky 

group of “talented” folks – those who were born with a gift. There is a magic 

inside them. When their fingers touch a camera a possessed spirit takes over 

and makes a perfect image.

It may be true that some people are born with a certain eye for art. Some 

people are even multi-talented. They can dance, sing, act, paint and play an 

instrument. But to think that a great artist is born rather than made discounts 

one huge factor: hard work. 

It takes no more effort for one of the greats to click the shutter than it does 

for anyone else. The difference is the hard work they put in before they got to 

that point. I am not referring necessarily to the years of experience, but the 

work that is put in to preparation before each photography shoot.

Sometimes when I am out in the field and things are not quite working out, I 

will think of one of my photography idols. “If Art Wolfe was here, the caribou 

would be in the middle of their migration, the sun would rise behind the 

mountain, the mist would rise off the ground and you would be able to see 

the steam from the breath of the animal,” I think while looking at a barren 

landscape.

But the fact is that someone like Art Wolfe wouldn’t be there unless he knew 

the Caribou were migrating, it was sunrise, the temperature was such that 

the mist would rise off the ground and he was close enough to the animal to 

be able to see its breath. 

Introduction



How does he know? Research and 

planning. It’s not dumb luck or being 

born with a gift. To attribute it to luck 

diminishes and trivializes the skill of the 

photographer. Creating a timeless image 

has as much to do with the work that 

went in to the photograph long before 

the shutter was pressed as it has to do 

with what happened on the scene.

Before I was a photographer I lived in 

the world of business; software 

development in particular. I frequently 

gave presentations about software 

applications to potential clients to show 

how the software could improve their 

business and, once it was developed, I 

would give training seminars to the 

clients.

One thing that has been a transferable to 

skill from the business world to the 

photography world is the old military 

adage “proper preparation prevents poor 

performance”.  I would envision in my 

mind who would come to the 

presentation, what I would say to them, 

and what questions they would ask. 

I would practice out loud and be 

astonished by how much I struggled to 

find the right words or tripped over the 

words as they came out of my mouth. I 

would practice making the sentence 

right. Then when the time came it 

appeared effortless. People would often 

approach me afterwards and comment 

about how natural and easy it was for 

me. It wasn't easy. It was all in the 

preparation. My clients never complained 

about the whole day of hours I billed 

them for "presentation preparation".

One of my blog readers recently asked 

me this: “How do you find all these 

beautiful places? How do you manage to 

be there at the right moment to capture 

them so greatly? Is it all planned, or do 

you just stop when you find a spot and 

then stay there and wait for the light to 

become so nice?”

In this eBook, I will explain the things 

you can do to prepare for a photography 

trip to get the most out of the time you 

spend on location. Don’t just hope for a 

great shot – leave less to chance by 

planning for an award-winning 

photograph. 

To make this image, I figured out when the full 

moon would rise during twilight at Mono Lake, 

California. Then I found a nearby campsite so I 

would be within driving distance of my location. 

I went a day ahead of time with my compass to 

determine where the moon would rise and then 

I found some tufas to put in the foreground of 

the image. On the morning of the shoot, I 

waited until the sun lit the mountaintops. With 

this soft lighting, I was able to maintain detail 

in the moon without blowing out the highlights.



Research The Location

What made you decide to go to the location you have 

chosen? Sometimes you see an image that impresses 

you, it has emotional impact, and you create a goal to 

make an image similar to it. You are inspired by other 

photographers. For example, I have seen some 

amazing photos of icebergs and now a trip to Iceland is 

on my list because I want to see what I can do with the 

icebergs.

Other times the location is simply on the menu. I am 

currently travelling around North America in an RV with 

the only criteria being clockwise. So I know what areas 

are coming up next. It's my job to find what is there 

and how to approach it.

Sometimes you decide on the type of image you want 

to make and that leads you to the destination, and 

other times the destination is selected first and then 

you choose what kind of image you want to make 

there.

Either way, once you've settled on a location, it is 

important to do your research to get a good overview 

of the place. In addition to a general search on the 

internet, here are some specific resources to assist you 

in your research:

I found this pretty lake right in my campsite in Everglades National Park, Florida.



National Geographic: National Geographic has overviews on 

almost every place in the world. You will discover the range of 

subjects you will find, how to get there, and when to go. 

Photography Blogs: Do a search for photography blogs with 

posts about the location. From Google, you can click the "more" 

button and select "blogs" to search blogs. Then put in search 

terms including the place name, a specific attraction, and the word 

photography and you will find other photographers who have been 

there. You will be able to see their photographs and read about 

their experiences. Take note of any interesting photographs you 

see and try to determine the time of year and even the time of day 

they were taken. Start taking notes about specific locations you 

want to visit and the type of image you want to make there. 

Tourism Websites: The tourist bureau is an often overlooked 

resource, but they are a great source of general information about 

an area such as weather, transportation and accommodation.

Photo Sharing Websites: Doing a keyword search on Flickr is 

bound to bring up thousands of snapshots of people's families in 

the place you want to go. I haven't had much luck there but it's 

worth a try. If you want to find quality images of a place, I 

recommend other photo sharing sites that are used by 

photographers more than the general public such as 500px, 

BetterPhoto, RedBubble, or Panoramio. I have also had luck 

searching Google Images by adding the word "photography" to my 

search terms. That seems to focus the search on photography 

websites and takes out all the snapshots from the image results.



This is another image made by finding out when the full moon would rise 

during twilight. This time it occurred after sunset. I used an iPad/iPhone 

application called "Light Tracker" to find out the exact location the moon 

would be in the sky. Then I got out my marine chart and ruler to figure out 

where on shore I would have to stand in order to see the full moon rise 

behind the pier. One extremely important thing to note if you use this 

technique is the difference between true north and compass north. On the 

west coast of Canada, this difference is 20 degrees and would mean 

missing the shot if you don't allow for this variation. The variation is 

different depending on your location on the planet. Do a web search for 

"magnetic declination" to find out more and determine what the variation is 

in your location. 

If you have an iPad, you can use my favourite new tool 

for finding image locations: an app called "Stuck on 

Earth" which is available for free from the app store. It 

uses a Google Earth interface with push pins for image 

location so you can see exactly where a photo was 

taken. Choosing "featured photos" will filter out the 

mediocre images and leave you with great images to sift 

through.

Finally, if you plan on doing anything with the stars, the 

moon or the sun, the Photographer's Ephemeris is an 

excellent tool. You can use it on your desktop or mobile 

device. It will tell you exactly what is happening with in 

the celestial sky at a particular time. So if you want to 

get a photo of the full moon rising behind a bridge, you 

find out when the full moon is, when it will rise, it's 

position in the sky and then calculate where you have to 

be to get the point of view you want.

As you do your research, make a library of images you 

like. Bookmark websites for future reference. If you use 

the "Stuck on Earth" iPad app, it has a handy feature 

that allows you to create a folder for your trip and save 

images you like in the folder. When you do this, the 

images become available to you when you are not 

connected to the internet.



Your Purpose And Creative Vision

At this point it is useful to start thinking about what your goals are 

for the trip. You have found some locations and seen samples of 

the types of subjects you might encounter. What kind of images do 

you want to make? What can you do that is unique? What 

approach will you take?

Some possibilities may include:

abstract images of patterns or textures

wide angle landscapes

images with a particular mood

images that tell a story

architectural images that show elements of design such as 

lines or curves



Once you have your goals, consider your creative options. For 

example, I recently went to Everglades National Park in Florida and 

I knew there would be lots of birds. I made a list of creative 

options for the birds including: bird standing in still water with 

reflection; sharp image of bird in flight; blurred image of bird in 

flight; silhouette; bird taking off from standing position with wings 

outstretched; multiple birds; close-up of bird with a fish. 

Of course all of the opportunities may not present themselves but I 

find it useful to think of them ahead of time. Otherwise, when that 

bird is  standing in the shade with bright light behind him I might 

think the bird is in bad light rather than recognizing my 

opportunity for a silhouette shot.

This exercise will also help you choose your gear. If I want a close-

up of a bird with a fish, I'm going to need my super telephoto lens. 

If I want an image of birds in flight, I will need my polarizing filter 

to deal with the sky.

Now that you have particular types of images in mind, do more 

image research and look at similar types of images made in 

different locations. For example, I might look for blurred images of 

birds in flight and research the technique that was used.

Finally if you want photographs that tell a story, you need to make 

sure you capture the whole story. Think the story through and 

make a list of the type of shots you will need.

As you go through these steps, write down your goals for the trip 

in the form of a shot list. This will come in handy when you are in 

the field to make sure you get all the shots you want.

By pre-visualizing this scenario, I saw 

my opportunity to make a silhouette of 

this Ibis right in my campground in 

Titusville, Florida.



My favourite time of day to shoot is twilight. To make this image 

at Hopewell Rocks in the Bay of Fundy, New Brunswick, Canada, 

I had to find out when low tide would happen during twilight. 

This location has the highest tidal range in the world. If it had 

not been low tide, this image would be impossible. The seaweed 

on the rocks shows the height of the water at high tide.



Planning The Trip

By now you should be pretty excited about the photographic potential and 

you are ready to book the trip!

Before you buy airfare and book the cheapest hotel, there are a few more 

things to consider. First, what is the best time of year to visit the location? Do 

you want to be there when there are wildflowers or when there is snow on 

the ground? Research images taken in the area at different times of the year. 

If you are limited to a particular time frame, that might impact your choice of 

destination.

Now is a good time to pull out some maps and get a good idea where you 

need to be. Is it on the top of a mountain? Is it anywhere close to the road? 

Plan out how you are going to get to a specific place at a specific time.  Do 

you need to rent a car or can you get there via public transportation? How 

long will it take to drive to the location? Can you stay at a nearby hotel and 

drive there in the morning? Can you hike on the trail in darkness so you can 

get the sunrise shot? If not, you may need to hike there a day ahead of time 

and plan on spending the night in a tent so you can be in the wilderness at 

sunrise. Do you need a backcountry permit to do that? If you are doing a 

sunset shoot, will you be able to get back to your car in darkness?

My latest travels have involved traveling in an RV and camping at 

campgrounds and RV resorts that have hook-ups for water, electricity and 

sewer. Often I will pay extra if necessary to stay at a campground that is 

closer to the location I have in mind since I save both time and money spent 

on fuel. 



For example, in National Parks it can be more expensive to stay in 

the park than it is outside the park. But if I stay outside the park I 

need to get up extra early to get to my location in time (unless I limit 

myself to sunset) and I spend money on fuel going to and fro.  On 

the other hand, sometimes I can “dry camp” with no hook-ups for 3 

or 4 days if doing that will make me closer to the location. 

Another good source to review now that you are looking at the 

details of where you are going and how you will get there is trip 

advisor. While you have to keep in mind that people are more likely 

to submit a review if something went wrong than if everything went 

according to plan, it is a good place to find out if the shuttle bus is 

unreliable or if your pretty lake is really a mud pit.

The needs of your traveling companions is also an important 

consideration. When my husband and I and our two dogs went to 

Yosemite National Park in California we were traveling in a camper 

van. We booked ourselves 4 nights camping on the valley floor. There 

were restrooms and showers in the campground so we were all set. 

However, there were two problems we didn’t anticipate: first, dogs 

were not allowed on the trails; second, you cannot leave animals 

alone inside a vehicle because of the bears. So we couldn’t take them 

and we couldn’t leave them. We had to drive to our location and then 

take turns sightseeing. Since I am the photographer, my poor 

husband got stuck baby-sitting the dogs during all the nice light and 

he would go sightseeing during the day. 



Consider Hiring A Guide

I had a couple of concerns prior to my recent trip to Everglades 

National Park in Florida. The Everglades is a huge area of sawgrass, 

mangroves and hardwood hammocks. There are no particular iconic 

locations one would go for landscape shots. 

There is no Half Dome like Yosemite or Otter Point like in Acadia. 

This is both good and bad. Good because your images will not be 

just like everyone else’s but bad because it can be hard to figure 

out where to point your camera. 

The second concern was alligators. I don’t know much about 

alligators. I saw a program on television showing a photographer in 

the Everglades and he was up to his knees in the water! I couldn’t 

help but wonder what was biting his toes and whether if an alligator 

would come along and take his leg off. I wasn’t confident about 

going exploring alone and I was a little afraid I might come home 

without the images I hoped for.

I decided to hire a guide. I hired a young photographer who grew 

up in that area. I wasn’t sure how much experience he had in being 

a photo guide, but it didn’t really matter. His images spoke for 

themselves. He obviously knew where the good locations were and, 

since he grew up there, he knew exactly what to look out for. 

He led me slough-slogging (that where you go walking in the 

swamp with the water up to your knees) and knew where I should 

step and where not to step, he pointed out things I never would 

have seen. He told me about the alligators, how they behave and 

where they are and also informed me that there are crocodiles too! 

It was well worth the money I spent to have the experience slough-

slogging, which I never would have done on my own, and I came 

home with tons of great images.

This photo of me slough slogging was taken by my knowledgable 

guide and talented photographer, Paul Marcellini, who I would 

recommend if you ever go to Everglades National Park. I also made 

the image on the cover of this book while slough slogging with him.

http://www.paulmarcellini.com
http://www.paulmarcellini.com


Hiring a guide that is local to the area can be even more important if you are traveling 

somewhere where there is a different language and culture. A guide can translate for you, 

introduce you to people who might be willing to take you places and pose for images. A 

guide can also tell you how you should behave in another culture which can be critical to 

getting the images you want.

Your guide does not necessarily have to be a photographer. It is more important that they 

are familiar with the area and the local culture and perhaps know about the flora and fauna. 

Someone who grew up in a place and leads eco-tours can be ideal.



Packing

The first rule is take everything. You might not want to carry all your gear on each 

outing, but it is critical to have everything back at your home base. You just never 

know when an opportunity will arise and you might not have the lens for the job.

Speaking of not having the right lens for the job, this is a good time to look at all 

your gear and review your shot list to make sure you have what you need. Are 

there going to be lots of opportunities for macro shots but you don’t have a macro 

lens? You can rent the lens you need and it is surprisingly inexpensive. When I 

was shooting the birds in Florida, I did not have a super high quality telephoto 

lens. My telephoto lens was just okay and I didn’t think it was good enough given 

the opportunities I would have. I was able to rent a super sharp 400mm lens for 

$75 a week and got hundreds of images I would never have been able to get 

without it. I liked it so much I rented it again a month later.  

Given what high quality lenses cost these days, I am now planning on regularly 

renting lenses for my big photo shoots. I can have a different lens every time if I 

want. It’s just like having the whole arsenal at your disposal without spending 

tens of thousands of dollars. Sure in a couple of years I might spend what one 

lens costs, but I would have had the opportunity to use all the lenses, always the 

latest and greatest, and always the perfect lens for the job.

Lay out all the gear you are taking with you and clean every piece and test that it is working. Don’t forget to pack your cleaning gear as you 

will need it on the road. I also make sure I have UV filters for all my lenses even though I don’t usually use them. I think that when you 

have an expensive piece of precision glass, putting an unnecessary filter in front of it negatively affects image quality. However, if there is 

blowing sand on the beach, you don’t want to take the chance that it will scratch your lens.



You need to have a back-up body. Just imagine if something goes 

wrong with your camera body and there you are at sunrise in the 

middle of some National Park after having hiked for miles and spent 

the night in a cold tent and your camera wont turn on. That would 

totally suck! So be prepared. I shoot with a Canon 7D but I always 

bring my old Canon XSI as my backup. All my lenses fit it and it is a 

good little camera. Certainly better than no camera. Even if you do 

not have an extra DSLR, at least bring a point and shoot. Point and 

shoots are pretty high quality these days and it is better than 

missing the shot all together.

Now, especially because you are bringing camera bodies that you 

might not use on a regular basis, make sure you pack your camera 

manuals for each of the camera bodies. It can be frustrating when 

you have to resort to your backup camera and then you cannot 

remember how to set the exposure compensation or the focus 

points or some little thing that makes all the difference in the world 

in the field. 

Also bring any tools you might need like your alan key to tighten 

your tripod clamp or your screwdriver to tighten your lens plate or 

whatever things you need to fix on a regular basis.

I made this image using a Canon 400mm f/5.6L lens which I rented 

for the occasion. It was made at Ding Darling National Wildlife 

Refuge in Florida. I had to go back to the location at sunrise on 

three separate days before the water was calm enough to capture 

the perfect reflection of an Egret.



Scouting The Location

While scouting this location at Hopewell Rocks at the Bay of 

Fundy (the same location as the image at the end of Chapter 

3), I noticed that the sun would be rising opposite the rocks. I 

found an opening in the rocks that would make an interesting 

frame for the sunrise. On the scene, I positioned myself so 

that the sun was just peeking out from behind the rocks and 

used a small aperture to get the sunburst effect. 

Once you have arrived and gotten settled in your hotel or campsite, the 

first order of business is scouting. You already have a pretty good idea 

what kind of photographs you want to make, where you need to be to 

get them, and how to get there. Now is when you go and look first 

hand.

When I go scouting, sometimes I don't take my camera at all for two 

reasons. First, I have a bad back and I don't want to carry a bunch of 

stuff unnecessarily and wear myself out. Second, it helps me focus my 

attention on seeing the possibilities. If I do take a camera I only take 

one body and one lens to keep the weight down and I only make images 

for the purpose of recording a specific spot so I can find it again later.

You have already done a lot of research and invested time and money to 

get the specific shots on your shot list, but don't be surprised or 

disappointed if what you thought was there isn't there. It happens. 

Nothing beats going there and seeing it with your own eyes. 

I remember planning a "beautiful lake at sunrise" shot that required an 

easy hike for about an hour to get there. I considered not doing the 

scouting because it would take two hours, but in the end I went because 

it was an easy flat hike. Boy was I glad I did because when I got there 

the lake was totally dried up! Nothing I read had prepared me for this - 

I had no idea that might happen. It was still an interesting place to see, 

an enjoyable hike, and I was really glad I didn't do it at 4am in order to 

capture the sunrise.



The other reason for scouting is to find a composition that works. Make sure you take a compass, use the Photographer's Ephemeris to figure 

out the exact place the sun will rise or set, and figure out what you want to be in the frame. Will the sun rise behind an object with an 

interesting shape that would make a good silhouette? Or will the soft morning light reflect off the mountain tops? Where exactly do you need 

to stand to get a good foreground? These are all things you can determine ahead of time which will make it much easier to get the shot on 

the day, especially if you are setting up in the dark.

It's easy to get wrapped up in iconic land features. When you go to Yosemite you just have to make that image of Half Dome and Tunnel 

View. They are overly photographed, but there is a reason for that, they are absolutely stunning to behold. Get it out of your system. Make 

your images of the icons from the same place Ansel Adams stood so you have them for your own private collection. You cannot go home 

without those shots. But you don't want these to be your only shots or your images will look just like everyone else's. They are good to have 

for yourself and your mother will be impressed, but you will know those images are not born of your own unique vision and they wont be 

sellable either. They've been done. Once those shots are in the bag you will be more open to seeing new things and you can move on to find 

more unique compositions.

Take your shot list with you on your scouting trip to help you find potential locations for each shot type you want.



Google Earth is an excellent source for finding locations that are not 

already over photographed. From the bird’s eye view you can see 

different angles and places you didn’t already know about. Recently I 

was camping and looked at Google Earth for my current location and 

discovered a pretty beach at the end of the road that I didn’t know was 

there and when I searched on the internet I could not find any 

photographs from that location. 

When you get back from your scouting trip, take another look at the 

library of images you created earlier to make sure you haven't left 

something out.

The scouting and shooting is usually done over a number of days. On the 

first day I usually drive around and get a general overview of the area so 

I know my way around and a find locations for the next day's sunrise and 

sunset shots. The next day, in the harsh mid-day light I will do my 

scouting for the following day and take some time to look back at the 

images I made the previous day to make sure I am happy with the 

result. It is also a good time to catch up on emails, run errands and take 

a nap. 

Even after all this time, it still feels odd to me to be in some fantastic 

location like a National Park and at 1pm I am inside looking at my 

computer. It just seems wrong. But remember when you are out there at 

5am making spectacular images everyone else is still asleep. Or when 

you are out at sunset, everyone else is inside eating dinner or writing 

their emails. You have to take some time mid-day to rest and do your 

errands or you will quickly burn out and soon you wont be able to get out 

of bed for the sunrise shoot.

Keeping the photographer's schedule is much easier if you 

are naturally a morning person, which I am not. Even 

though I am happy on the days when I do get out for the 

sunrise shoot, it doesn't make it any easier to get up early 

the next time. I have to force it! I keep hoping one day I 

will turn into a morning person.



Getting Ready For The Shoot

I made this image before sunrise in Newfoundland, Canada. It was September and 

it was already very cold in Newfoundland. I wanted the foreground rocks to be wet 

and shiny, which meant that the incoming waves came right up to my feet and I 

frequently had to grab my tripod and run back away from the water. Not that I 

mind getting a bit wet, but in Newfoundland you never know when a powerful 

wave might take you out to sea with it. I had to wear almost all the clothes I had 

with me as well as gloves, toque and waterproof boots. I also carried a walking 

stick to help me maintain my balance on the wet football sized rocks.

When you are out in the field you need to be able 

to focus on making images. Environmental factors 

and the needs of your own body can get in the 

way of that.

Before you go out, make sure you are dressed 

properly. Because I am both a boater and suffer 

from sunstroke, I have my own little checklist I go 

through in my head to make sure I am ready for 

hot, cold and wet weather.

If it is going to be hot you need to be able to cover 

your skin with long pants and a long-sleeved white 

shirt, have a hat, wear sunscreen and have a 

supply of water. If it is going to be cold you need 

to wear layers, have warm shoes, gloves, toque, 

scarf and hand warmers.

If it is going to be wet you don’t want to be 

wearing cotton or you will be wet and cold for a 

long time. Wear a wool shirt, wool socks, fleece 

sweater, down vest, gortex jacket, and waterproof 

shoes. 



Nothing distracts my attention away from 

making images more than a blood sugar 

drop. When that happens I suddenly 

have less patience, get irritated more 

easily, and I leave the scene too early. 

Make sure you bring an adequate supply 

of water and snacks.

You can control these conditions to 

ensure you are comfortable and have 

fuel for your creativity.

In addition to bringing a shot list for a 

particular shoot, I like to keep a 

reminder list in my camera bag that I 

check before I leave the scene to make 

sure I have covered all the bases: wide 

angle, close-up, foreground, HDR, 

vertical, horizontal, vertical with lots of 

head room just in case some magazine 

editor wants my image for the cover 

(wishful thinking can't hurt). Don't worry 

too much about white balance or the 

exact crop or anything that can be 

changed in post production.

Finally I like to turn the "blinkies" on to 

ensure I don’t overlook any blown out 

highlights when I am in the field. That is 

one thing that is not possible to fix after 

the fact. What are "blinkies"? They are 

spots will blink when you review your 

image on the LCD after you take your 

shot showing areas of your image where 

the highlights are blown out. Those areas 

are totally white and contain no data. 

Check your camera manual to find out 

how to turn them on.



On The Scene
Be early. It’s better to be early and have lots 

of time to get into your creative mode than to 

arrive too late and feel rushed during the 

whole shoot. It gives you a chance to consider 

your creative options and get excited about 

the day.

Remember the day doesn’t start at sunrise. 

Twilight starts about half an hour or so before 

sunrise and while it still looks dark the camera 

will pick up lots of light. If you get there really 

early you will have the opportunity to make 

some night shots too! 

Consider your creative options. What are you 

going to tackle first? Perhaps it is sunrise and 

you are going to make an image of an 

interesting shaped object in silhouette. 

Perfect. Even though you have already 

scouted the location and have a pretty good 

idea of where you want to stand, don’t plant 

your tripod too soon.  Crank up your ISO as 

high as it will go and make some test shots 

handheld. Move around a bit and find the best 

angle for your composition before the magic 

moment arrives. 

Often photographers will arrive at their location, go to the spot they found during the 

scouting, set up their tripod at eye level and leave it there. If you want to be as 

creative as possible you need to try different angles before you setup your tripod. You 

might even find a few different angles to try so when you are done with one 

composition you already know the next one you will move on to. Those moments when 

the sun is just on the horizon pass quickly.



Take a moment to consider the type of image you want to make. 

What has attracted you to the scene? What do you want to say 

with your image? Are you trying to convey drama or peace? 

Inspiration or destruction? Whatever it is, name it and think of 

some adjectives to go with it. Is it peace, still, quiet, or 

destruction, decay, dirty? Having these words in your head while 

you make the image will help you fulfill your creative vision and 

inform your technique. If the words are peace, still, quiet, you 

might go for a long exposure. If it is dramatic, destruction, decay, 

HDR might be the technique to go with.

You should have already thought of these things when you 

explored your creative vision before the trip and during your 

scouting. However, sometimes even when you scouted the 

location the day before, things have changed when you get there. 

Instead of sticking to your guns with what you had in mind 

before, you need to be flexible and see what is in front of you at 

the time and be ready to change your technique to match.

Finally, before you decide on your composition and feel of the 

image, make sure you have a good foreground. A good 

foreground can make or break and image and it is something 

easy to overlook in the field. Checking the foreground is always 

the last thing I do before I set up my tripod and get ready to 

shoot.

Now you have to wait. And wait. Be patient and wait for the 

perfect light. If things are happening in your scene, you need to 

wait for the right moment to occur.



I made this image and the ones on the previous 

two pages at Folly Beach Pier in South Carolina. I 

started with compositions that contained the 

entire pier and the beach in the foreground. When 

I was done with that I got closer and closer to pier 

itself until I was left with a more abstract pattern 

of lines that made a silhouette.

When you start shooting make sure you check your histogram as you go. Make small 

changes in the exposure until you think the exposure is perfect. Then make the same 

image with different f stops. Sometimes it is difficult in the field to determine whether 

the depth of field is perfect. You can always use your depth of field preview, but it 

darkens the LCD so much it is really hard to see. I find it easier to just make a few 

frames with different f stops and then you can pick the perfect one later when you 

have the whole image on your computer.

Then start making small changes in the composition simplifying the scene each time. I 

like to start with the grand view and slowly get closer and closer. I usually start with 

my wide angle to take in the whole scene. Then I either change lenses or physically 

move closer depending on the scene. If I am photographing a distant landscape then I 

will change lenses until I am working with my telephoto. If it is something closer, then 

I physically move closer and closer to the object until it entirely fills the frame and 

then I will move closer again. Think of keeping it simple. Get closer until you are 

working with lines, shapes, curves and textures.

It is better to go home with tons of frames, each a little bit different, that get home 

and wonder why you don’t have one at f/18 instead of f/8.

When you cannot think of any further adjustment to make to your composition, pick a 

new composition and start working on that - find a different object to put in the 

foreground, change lenses. Do you have a lens in your bag you haven't used yet? 

What could you do with it? What filters could you try?

Sometimes, despite all preparation, things just go wrong. Stuff breaks. All we can do 

is try not to get frustrated (something I am not particularly good at, I'm still working 

at it) and think of solutions or other options. Focus on making the image despite 

being mad at your gear.

Most of all - be flexible.



After The Shoot

As soon as you get back to your home base after your photo shoot, backup all 

of your files. How you go about doing this will depend on what equipment you 

have with you. At minimum I always take a laptop and an external hard drive.

Copy all of your files to your laptop and then make another copy to an 

external hard drive. Hard drives fail all the time, so you want to have at least 

two hard drives with your files on them. Store you hard drives in different 

places. Put one in your luggage and one in your carry-on, or one in your car 

and one in your RV depending on how you are travelling. Just don't keep 

them together in case they get stolen or destroyed in a fire or something like 

that.

As an extra backup, just in case something really bad happens to both your 

drives while you are travelling home, put a copy of your files somewhere in 

the cloud. There are lots of different services available for online storage. 

If you have your own website like I do, you can use an FTP program to 

transfer a copy of your files to your website. The problem with this, and with 

the online services, is the time it takes to upload or transfer huge amounts of 

data to the internet. And often when you are travelling your internet access 

will not be ideal. 

I find I am lucky if I can manage to upload just the jpg's to the cloud. While 

this is certainly not ideal, and I would hate to have to resort to using them, it 

is still better than loosing your files all together.



Whatever your process is, laptops, external hard drives, 

DVD's, the cloud, or other devices, make sure you have 3 

copies on different media before you erase your cards.

Now that your images are saved, saved, and saved again, 

take some time to review them.

Some people like to review their images right away while the 

shoot is fresh in their minds and then they can decide what 

worked and what didn't. I am not one of those people. I 

have learned that, for me, this can ruin my day 

unnecessarily! 

Usually when I come home from a morning of photography I 

feel great having spent time doing what I love and hopefully 

I made some memorable unique images. I will feel like I 

have accomplished something for the rest of the day. But, if 

I look at my images right away sometimes I am 

disappointed and that feeling is usually not warranted. 

I get disappointed and then it ruins the happiness I made for 

myself when in fact there is probably nothing wrong with the 

images. If I look at them the next day I will love them. I'm 

not sure why that happens to me but I have learned to not 

look at my images the same day. It's just my quirk. 

Learn your quirks and work with them. Everyone is different. 

Some people carry their camera everywhere they go and 

look at their images the same day. That's what works for 

them. It doesn't work for me. You have to learn what works 

for you.

When I got home from this photo shoot at Lake McDonald in Glacier 

National Park, Montana, rather than feeling good after the shoot like I 

usually do, I was already disappointed. I got up at 4am, the sunrise was 

not as dramatic as I had hoped, and by the time I got back I was wet, 

cold and hungry. I was certain that all of my images were crap. I know if I 

had looked at the images right away it would have reinforced that feeling. 

Instead I waited until the next day when I was in a better frame of mind 

and I discovered that the images were not nearly as bad as I thought. In 

fact, I quite like this one. 



Conclusion

Proper preparation prevents poor performance. I would like to change 

that to "proper preparation probably prevents poor performance" or at 

least it lessens your chances of poor performance. Some things just 

cannot be prevented like bad weather (or good weather depending on 

how you look at it), sickness and injury. All we can do is do all our 

homework and be as prepared as possible. 

This is the process of photography. The camera is just a tool we use. 

And while there is no doubt that luck exists, the truly accomplished 

photographers are not relying on it. If they have the “gift”, then the gift 

is a strong work ethic. It is only from continually walking the path that 

the path is worn smooth.

By planning and being as prepared as you can, when the time comes 

you can focus on making your trip an act of creativity. 

Rather than letting life happen to you, create it.

I made this image at Pine Glades Lake in Everglades National Park, Florida. 

It was my third visit to the location before the sky had any drama. On a 

previous visit I discovered the rocks you see in the foreground. Including 

them made a more interesting composition than without them.
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