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In a way, it all comes down to experiences. Each 

one of us is uniquely unordinary. Some of us go to 

work, live our lives, eat chocolate, and do what we 

must in order to perpetuate the coming of the next 

day, and the day after… and the day after that. Days 

turning into weeks. Weeks morphing effortlessly into 

prolonged months of sameness and monotonous 

routine. Years stack upon themselves leaving some 

of us wishing we had lived a few more days in 

the sun. We miss the life we never got around to 

experiencing; unintentionally shrinking from a wide 

world of adventure because it was simply too big.

But there are others. There are some who 

become self-aware. They see themselves slipping 

into a gradient of ordinary and resist. Instead of 

evaporating into the days and months and years 

with quiet dignity, they opt for a life less ordinary 

and welcome the unexpected. They choose to live.

These are the people who can’t get enough and 

who stay hungry. The kind of people who thunder 

past gas stations on empty tanks with their middle 

fingers flying high. The kind of people who would 

rather sleep under the stars instead of sit in front of 
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a television; men and women who simply choose 

lives of pure unadulterated adventure.

The world needs this type of human just as much 

as they need the world. And I’ll tell you a secret about 

this sort of person; they want you to experience 

it all too. From the time when our earliest cousins 

decided to paint the walls of their caves with images 

depicting their night of tree sloth tipping, we as a 

species have sought better and brighter ways to share 

our experiences with those who, for one reason or 

another, couldn’t be there. Photographs have now 

replaced fire-lit cave walls and cameras have taken 

the place of blackened hands smearing ash into 

the shapes of wooly mammoths. The freewheeling 

lover of life who swells with a desire for sharing 

their exploits with their fellow Earth-walkers almost 

always carries a camera so they might capture in 

photographs what others would never be able to 

see. This book will be a guide for those who want 

to not only live out their days epically but also share 

photographically the awe-inspiring beauty that can 

beam from even the most ordinary of happenings. 

There are no rules and certainly no boundaries. 

This writing is simply a mild suggestion from an 

unexpectedly unordinary bipedal (mostly) adventurer 

who managed to stumble into the glorious madness 

that is adventure photography.

Advice will be offered and commonly used gear 
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will be mentioned. We will look at not only how 

to capture a strong photograph but also how to 

develop that image so that it becomes a polished 

manifestation of your unique vision. Ramblings will 

be brought forth covering some of the inherent perils 

and challenges you will face when photographing 

in the wilder places of the planet. You will learn how 

to become your own shooter instead of just another 

photographer. You will understand how a photograph 

can describe a moment too precious to be cheated 

by any words of ours. No doubt there will be more 

than one excerpt from my own personal encounters 

unapologetically thrown into the mix for the sake of 

solidarity. These are some words from my mind to 

yours.

Enjoy the ride.

—Adam Welch
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More so than anything else, “adventure” is an all-

encompassing notion that describes the act of doing 

something out of the ordinary with adversity, or even 

personal danger, being an accompanying hazard.

This is the sticking point for many who desire to 

push themselves just outside the fluffy perimeter of 

their comfort zone. Adventuring into actions where 

the outcome is relatively unknown is thrilling.

This exhilaration only exists because the very 

nature of the action in itself carries with it a particle 

of risk. This risk can manifest itself in many forms with 

only one of them being personal injury even though 

that is most often the common assertion.

Of course, that is not to say that during the 

course of making photographs in inhospitable 

environments you will emerge cleanly unscathed 

on the other side. This is the almost indescribable 

draw that hooks us into the world of adventure 

photography.

Physical hardship, discomfort, or even pain is at 

times the price paid for making a great photograph. 

One must be bold in the face of circumstances 

which ignite a sense of apprehension. I say bold, 

not reckless. Recklessness is the hallmark of the 
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uninformed and the careless. Seldom do reckless 

photomakers make a name for themselves nor do 

they consistently produce a quality product for others 

to enjoy. Strive to achieve a child-like optimism when 

you encounter a potentially dangerous situation 

instead of a childish disregard. Know your present 

limitations; know when to push them and know 

when to back away. Oddly enough, we sometimes 

only learn where this boundary lies after we have 

already crossed over.

This requires a measure of necessary grit and 

a willingness to take that next unsure step into the 

land where fortune favors only the bold. But is this 

agreeable nature of perseverance the product of 

instruction or is it something born into the genes 

of only a few? Is the mindset of the adventure 

photographer one that is learned or was that spark 

there all along? Can we teach ourselves to tap into 

our own spirit of adventure, therefore, evolving our 

very natures?

Can I squeeze in just one more question mark?

Well, like most gloriously simple questions, the 

answer is a bit of both. Adventurous souls with a 

knack for the explorative find themselves inevitably 

seeking out some type of excitement more often 

than not. While this might not always be some 

monumental undertaking each and every time, the 

embers to search for opportunities to photograph 

enchanted moments of time are always there. Those 

embers, though, aren’t enough to make a fire. They 

must be tended, kept, and left open. In order to 

become more adept at making photographs of your 

adventures you must immerse yourself in the act 

itself. Have the determination and the courage to 

submit yourself to the processes of learning.

The more you learn about the craft of adventure 

photography the more you will feel like an 

adventure photographer. If you feel like an adventure 

photographer for long enough, you might even 

become one by accident. If you understand nothing 

else, know that the key is to always have a camera 

and always be looking for a place for it to be used.

Speaking of cameras...

For the adventure photographer and much like 

the tools of any craftsman, cameras are extensions 

of ourselves. To understand the role the camera, 
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and thusly photography, plays in cultivating the 

adventurous spirit is fairly simple. When we seek 

out the incredible, we want to share it with others. 

The compulsion to pass on well executed accounts 

of our shenanigans is woven into the very fabric of 

the very being of the very soul of the adventuring 

photographer. We want to share ourselves and our 

adventures for a multitude of different reasons: 

money, social gain, notoriety, ego, educational, 

promotional, weirdness, strangeness, and every other 

“ness” and “tional” in between. What it comes down 

to is us requiring a means of transmittance. We need 

to transmit what we see, feel, and do using some 

type of receptacle. We need to document that we, in 

fact, did what we said and saw what we saw.

Up until this point in time, the best tool we have 

constructed to facilitate our tradecraft has been 

the photographic device… the camera. Since we’re 

into the whole brevity thing, for the purposes of this 

book the word “camera” will be used in reference to 

any one of the thousands of modern (if such a label 

exists) digital cameras. It is the camera which has 

become the inseparable link between ourselves and 

how we share our experiences with those around us.

They are the bridges that join the personal creative 
perceptions of our own minds with the physical 

perceptions of those who view our work. Yes, really. 
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The great painters of the Renaissance all had their 

brushes. Beautiful forms of man and nature released 

from cold stone by the chisels of sculptures endure 

through the ages. I hear that some chefs are doing 

incredible things with goat cheese… The point is 

that the tools wielded by any artisan are both utterly 

meaningless while at the same time completely 

indispensable. This conflicting duality involving the 

relationship between a creator and his or her tool 

is beautifully simple yet often misunderstood. The 

common conception is that better (read as expensive) 

equipment will inevitably result in a better outcome. 

In some extreme circumstances, photographs can 

and do reach their qualitative apex based on the gear 

being used to produce them. Most times, however, 

our own skillsets fall short of the capabilities of the 

very tools for which we blame our failures. You likely 

owe your camera or lens an apology.

Go ahead. Say you’re sorry. We’ll wait…

I hope that went well and that all those past 

wounds between you and your gear are now 

comfortably buried. Now we can proceed onto some 

of the most importantly unimportant joyful aspects 

of being an adventuring photographer: gear!

Just like Jimmy Page never blamed his guitar 

for a missed chord nor should you place any large 

measure of responsibility on your photographic 

equipment for your missed shots, blurred frames, 

and grainy prints. We live in a time when even the 

cheapest/lowest quality camera equipment affronts 

us incredible opportunities to express our vision 

as photomakers. When it comes to adventure 

photography or shooting in the outdoors, in general, 

the type of camera and lenses that can be used are 

as varied as the situations in which you will likely find 

yourself shooting. That being said, there are a few in’s 

and out’s that you will need to understand to begin 

seeing what you need, and more importantly, do not 

need in order to stack the deck in your favor.

In this chapter, we will break down some types of 

cameras which will do you service during all of your 

questionable exploits in the wild. The discussion will 

involve the key points of each and their respective 

benefits or drawbacks. Keep in mind though that 

your gear is an extension of yourself. The information 

offered here will serve to educate your eager mind so 
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you can decide what tools you may need to get the 

shots you know you can make.

And here. We. Go.

In their most simple form, cameras are nothing 

more than a light-proof box with an opening to allow 

in a selective amount of light. That light interacts with 

some type of medium that records the light into a 

potential photograph. That’s the extent of camera 

technology and every camera in existence today is 

based on that simple idea. Every photographer needs 

a camera, but not every person with a camera is a 

photographer.

It goes without saying that there are as many 

types and forms of cameras today as there has ever 

been. The digital camera age has given rise to a slew 

of extraordinarily unique camera bodies that can 

quite literally boggle the mind with their complexity. 

Luckily, documenting the experiences you encounter 

in the great outdoors can be accomplished with 

virtually any type of camera but there are those 

which lend themselves to different uses more than 

others. The following is a breakdown of common 

digital camera types and their uses.
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POINT &  SHOOT

These are the cameras that most of us thirty-

somethings started out fondling when we began 

shooting. Yes, there was a time when non-SLR 

cameras that fit in your pocket were the going thing 

for amateurs.

These cameras have come a long way in their 

own right and can produce some outstanding 

photographs. Generally speaking, point and shoots 

are cameras with fixed optical zooming capabilities 

(can’t switch lenses) and relatively limited controls. 

This is not to say all point and shoot cameras lack 

functionality on par with higher-end strokes. Some 

even have full manual modes and shoot RAW. The 

uses of today’s point and shoot cameras are of 

particular interest to adventure shooters due to their 

stashability and ease of operation. What’s more is the 

increasing availability of “rugged” versions of popular 

point and shoot cameras.

These all-condition cameras are often resistant 

to shock, temperature, and water. They are a great 

accompaniment to your primary shooting camera 

body. I personally use a 16 megapixel Nikon AW110 

as the primary producer of my blog images as well 

as some photographs I’ve sold. It’s still going strong 

after three years of hard service ranging from diving 

waterfalls to sub-zero treks along the Appalachian 

Trail1 and everything in between. Having this small 

camera lets me document while on the move 

without breaking out my main camera body.

[2]  Appalachian Trail Website 

http://www.appalachiantrail.org/
http://ultimately ends with the birth of a cr
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DIGITAL SINGLE-LENS REFLEX

The dSLR, or digital single-lens reflex camera, is 

what usually springs to mind when people talk about 

“professional” cameras. That role is being challenged 

as of late, and we will discuss more about all that in 

the next section. Regardless, dSLRs still represent the 

backbone of the professional photographic world.

They are available in as many variations as 

there are locations to shoot and range from a few 

hundred to thousands of dollars. Single-lens reflex is 

an elegant description that refers to the mirror and 

prism system that operates inside the camera. The 

viewfinder of the camera “sees” through the same 

opening where the light enters the camera to make 

the exposure. That is where the mirror and prism 

come into play.

The light enters the front of the lens and is 

reflected by the mirror up into the prism where it is 

directed to our eyes via a viewfinder. This is why the 

viewfinder goes black when making an exposure 

with a dSLR (or film SLR for that matter). Being able 

to frame your shots with the same perspective the 

image sensor will perceive the scene gives enormous 

creative control of your shooting. You can quite 

literally keep your eye on your subjects at all times. 

The other benefit of dSLR cameras for outdoors and 

adventure photogs is the ability to use multiple lenses 

on the same camera body.

With some exceptions, there are two main flavors 

of modern dSLRs. It comes down to the size of 

the image sensor present inside the camera. There 

are cropped image sensors and full-frame image 

sensors. In Canon camera bodies (as well as many 

more camera brands) cropped sensors are referred 

to as APS-C and Nikon calls their cropped sensors 

DX format1. Canon’s cropped sensors are around 

23mm x 15mm while Nikon checks in at around 

24mm x 16mm. Other manufacturers fall anywhere in 

between, just below, or just above those numbers.

Full-frame (Nikon calls them FX, FE for Sony, 

etc…) sensors are based on 35mm film so they hover 

around that dimension. That seems a little confusing 

so don’t get caught up on fractions of millimeters 

when it comes to sensor size. Still, while not a make 

or break point for image quality, when it comes to 

[1]  Sensor Size And Crop Factor Explained, ePhotoZine 

https://www.ephotozine.com/article/sensor-size-and-crop-factor-explained-with-sample-photos-17813
https://www.ephotozine.com/article/sensor-size-and-crop-factor-explained-with-sample-photos-17813
https://www.ephotozine.com/article/sensor-size-and-crop-factor-explained-with-sample-photos-17813
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image sensors… ahem… size really can matter. 

There are even a couple other size variations, most 

notably the micro 4/3rd system which was created 

in 2008 by Panasonic and Olympus2.

It’s not so much that full-frame sensors offer 

more megapixels but rather the physical size of the 

sensor that matters. Especially in our line of work, 

understanding the role image sensor size plays 

in image production is crucial. It has far reaching 

effects from everything to camera size, lens 

compatibility, low light performance, even focal 

length magnification (zoom).

For your viewing displeasure, on the next page 

are a couple more of those dastardly “list” things 

that I loathe so terribly. They will come in handy in 

choosing the right camera for your next excursion. 

Keep in mind that these points are presented in 

somewhat of a vacuum with all else being equal 

except sensor size.

[1]  Micro Four Thirds System, Wikipedia 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Micro_Four_Thirds_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Micro_Four_Thirds_system
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CROPPED SENSORS

PROS

• Smaller physical sensor size means that the reflex 

mirror is also smaller. This results in a relatively smaller 

and lighter camera body as compared to a full-frame 

dSLR.

• Cropped sensor cameras are generally less expensive.

• Lens selections are for the most part cheaper.

• Inherent “crop factor” (which varies based on exact 

sensor size) translates into increased telephoto 

capabilities of zoom lenses.

CONS

• Smaller physical sensor size means more image 

degradation when images are enlarged.

• Long exposures generate more heat due to the 

smaller size which results in more “hot pixels” (small 

bright spots) within the picture.

• Low light capability varies but generally produces 

more noise when shooting at higher ISO settings 

when compared to full-frame sensors. This is 

becoming less of an issue due to remarkable advances 

in sensor technology.

 
 
FULL-FRAME SENSORS

PROS

• Larger sensor size results in better cropping and 

enlargements.

• Usually better high ISO performance.

• Less heat produced during prolonged exposure means 

less “hot pixels.”

• Virtually no crop factor so focal lengths are more 

accurate.

• Bokeh is generally more creamy at wide apertures.
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CONS

• Often more expensive than cropped sensor camera 

bodies.

• Only compatible with lenses made for full frame dSLR 

or 35mm film (adapted) cameras.

• Using lenses specified for cropped sensor cameras 

can potentially damage the reflex mirror and produces 

images with extreme vignetting.

 

The modern dSLR is the workhorse of the 

adventuring photographer. They are available 

in countless variations from the simply cheap 

to “how do I work this thing” expensive. These 

cameras offer virtually limitless combinations of 

lens configurations to fit whatever situation you 

might encounter. If you acquire a quality dSLR 

as your first camera body, the chances are that 

you will grow into the camera as you evolve as a 

photographer.

Speaking of evolution…

MIRRORLESS

Ah, now we come to the proverbial new kid 

on the camera playground. Mirrorless cameras 

have been around for some years. They have 

been quite popular with adventure shooters 

due to the remarkable image producing power 

that is squeezed into a relatively small package. 

Up until a few years ago, mirrorless cameras 

filled a niche in the photo market which 

hovered in between the point and shoot and 

dSLR schism.

These mirrorless cameras are just as the 

name suggests, mirrorless. Instead of sporting 

a mirror and prism system the photographer 

composed the frame by means of an electronic 

viewfinder (EVF) which fed on light information 

directly from the camera’s image sensor. This 
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meant the camera bodies, since they lacked a mirror, 

could become shockingly small and lighter in weight. 

Many photographers rejoiced in a collective verse of 

Kumbaya. 

For quite a while, mirrorless cameras contained 

image sensors smaller than the cropped (APS-C, 

DX) but still offered the benefit of advanced 

technical options found on dSLR cameras such as 

full manual exposure mode, remote shutters, bulb 

mode (photographer dictated start/stop shutter) lens 

change-outs, and bracketing. Then, in 2013, the 

world of adventure and outdoors photography got 

slapped in the face with something mind boggling. 

Sony introduced the A7 full-frame mirrorless 

camera1. It featured the small, compact size of 

traditional mirrorless cameras yet it bore the larger 

full-frame image sensor available until that time 

only in conventional dSLR cameras. For adventure 

photographers and anyone else who has to pack 

in their gear, it was a game changer. Full-frame 

performance was now squeezed into a small package  

 

[1]  Sony A7 Press Release, 2013 

that is relatively more wieldable in situations when 

weight really can make a difference.

 

What’s more was that all of us coming from 

an SLR/dSLR backgrounds could find adapters 

for our current lenses and just keep on shooting 

without necessarily needing to re-invest in native 

Sony glass. Mirrorless technology is seemingly only 

getting better. The wizards of the camera world are 

finding new and innovative way to redefine what we 

http://contrast.ly/Sony-A7-PR
http://contrast.ly/Sony-A7-PR
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consider to be “pro” camera gear. The benefits for 

us who must shoot in extreme conditions can only 

be compounded by the compactness of mirrorless 

cameras. Given the introduction of full-frame 

mirrorless, we can now achieve significant results 

from a very small package. Has full-frame mirrorless 

spelled the doom for traditional dSLR? Has the 

bicycle become obsolete because of the automobile? 

The two questions have similar answers. No, dSLR 

camera systems are very much a mainstay for 

adventurous shooting, but mirrorless is most certainly 

carving out its own corner in the photography cave.

With any luck, the advances made in one area of 

the industry will spur new ideas in another.

Has full-frame mirrorless spelled the doom for 
traditional dSLR? Has the bicycle become obsolete 
because of the automobile? The two questions have 

similar answers. No.
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Lenses are the eyes through which your camera 

sees the world. But they are so much more than just 

pieces of glass strapped to the front of your camera. 

Likely there has been far more lenses manufactured 

than there have been cameras. I base that claim 

on absolutely nothing, but nevertheless, there is an 

enormous range of lenses for you to experience. It 

is not entirely inaccurate to say that the quality of 

your lens is one of the most important factors which 

will determine the quality of your finished image. 

The glass you use is based on the photograph you 

are intended on making but that’s not to say that a 

certain photograph can only be made with one lens 

and one lens only. The opposite is quite actually 

true. It’s this brazen polygamy between cameras and 

lenses that makes me adore a fine piece of glass.

Like most other things in the adventure 

photography world, your choice of lens can make or 

break your performance. You must tailor your lens 

selection to what fits your mode of work best. This is 

a fragile coexistence which can, unfortunately, hinge 

on how much gear you are willing to drag along with 

you during your outings. There are certain lenses 

best fit for certain situations. With encounterable 

situations being virtually limitless it stands to reason 

that one would, in turn, require an infinite number of 

different lenses in order to be prepared for everything 

and anything. Right? Well, yes… and no. By their very 

nature, camera and lens optics are somewhat of a 

confusing subject if you let them be.

From this confusion can stem fear of not having 

the right lens on your camera when that career-

making photograph presents itself. Please relax. Take 

a breath. It’s going to be fine. You’re about to enjoy 

a healthy dose of workable lens knowledge. Soon 

you can go forth into the world with smoldering 

confidence in whatever lenses you throw in your bag.

This chapter will give you the information you 

need to make informed choices on what glass you 

might or might not need. We will look at some 

common lens types, lenses anatomy, and some basic 

concepts that you will need to understand.

If you’re already lovingly surrounded by all the 

lenses you will ever need then this section will make 

you feel all warm and fuzzy. In the end, you will be 

armed with the know-how to outfit yourself so you 
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can make the best images possible under a variety of 

conditions.

Consider this chapter as a way for you to 

understand yourself better in terms of what lenses 

you will likely get the most use. 

 

LENS ANATOMY 101

Lenses truly aren’t that difficult to understand 

once you wrangle a little basic camera-speak. Most 

of the time you will be able to discern exactly what 

type of lens you are looking at within a matter 

of seconds just from its markings. Here are the 

common terms that will help you navigate the world 

of lensery.
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APERTURE

The physical opening in front of the lens which controls the 

amount of light entering the lens. This opening is controlled by a 

number of aperture blades which open and close.

FOCAL LENGTH

Measured in millimeters, the focal length is the functional 

magnification of the lens.

WIDE ANGLE

A term used to describe lenses with a relatively wide field of view. 

Most consider lenses with focal lengths less than 35mm to be 

wide angle lenses.

FISH EYE

Super wide angle lens with a focal length usually less than 10mm.

PRIME

A lens of fixed focal length.

TELEPHOTO

A lens with a variable focal length range. Lenses are referred 

to as telephoto when their physical length is shorter than their 

maximum focal length.

LENS MOUNT (BAYONET)

This is the part of the lens which connects it to the camera. 

The lens mount is specific to the camera model that the lens is 

manufactured to fit.

COMA

The bending of small points of light such as stars. These 

dysmorphic bendings distort the circular shapes of light due to 

the shape of the glass elements within the lens.

CHROMATIC ABERRATION

This is a color halo effect generally observed when using wide 

apertures. Most often seen as green or purple fringing around 

contrasted objects within the frame.

BARREL DISTORTION

This is an optical phenomena that cause the edges of an image 

to bend. The image will appear as if it is bulging. Usually, this is 

common when using wide angle lenses.

BOKEH

Say it with me… “bow-kee” or “bow-kay,” is a Japanese term for 

the varying aesthetic quality of the blurred background within a 

photograph.
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Now, here are some specific parts of a lens 

which you are likely to run across at some point. 

Your lens may likely differ, but these are common 

features which can be found on most camera 

lenses, new and old.

This is the common print that can be found 

on the front aspect of most lenses. This tells you 

virtually all the practical information that you will 

need to know about the lens such as maximum 

aperture, focal length, filter size, and manufacturer.

 

And here is the basic external geography of a 

fully manual lens. Modern autofocusing lenses will 

be missing the manual aperture adjustment ring.

Focus Ring

Focus Distance
Indicators

Aperture Indicators

Aperture Ring

Aperture Range & Focal Length Indication

Filter Size Indication
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T YPES OF LENSES

Speaking enormously in general, lenses can be 

separated into two main groups. There are lenses 

which have fixed focal lengths with no “zoom.” Then 

there are so-called zoom lenses which have variable 

focal lengths. Technically, a zoom lens is telephoto 

although telephoto lenses are generally considered to 

be high zooms. Let’s talk a little about both of these 

types of lenses and what both types can offer you.

PRIME LENSES

The prime lens has experienced somewhat of a 

Renaissance in recent years. The reason for this has 

been the growing realization that fast, small, sharper 

glass is what makes fine photographs possible. 

For the adventure shooting, primes offer all the 

good stuff we need. The idea of a super sharp and 

relatively compact lens means that we can carry less 

bulk in our packs and shoot in low light conditions 

with lower ISO’s and faster shutter speeds. Plus, those 

super shallow depth of fields when shooting at wide 

apertures make for incredible images. Throw in the 

fact that primes have fewer moving parts means less 

to go wrong with your gear when you find yourself 

alone in the middle of nowhere.

But you may ask, “Adam, we can’t zoom with a 

prime lens!” Yes, that is true. Prime lenses operate at 

a fixed focal length, and you cannot close or widen 

your field of view using only the lens itself. The funny 

thing is, once you begin shooting with prime lenses, 

the lack of zoom capability becomes less important 

than you might think. Primes force you to become 

more deliberate with composition and with framing. 
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The overall benefits of shooting with prime lenses, 

for the most part, grossly outweigh any lack of 

convenience. Wilderness and adventure photography 

simply beg for you to have at least one fast prime in 

your bag. You’ll be surprised just how often it will end 

up being on the front of your camera.

ZOOM LENSES

Just as every adventure photographer will get a 

lot of mileage out of a solid prime lens, so too will 

you need to have at least one mid-range zoom lens 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

in your bag. Regardless of what epicness you find 

in your bag. Regardless of what epicness you find 

yourself shooting there will be a time when you 

simply need to be able to zoom into or out from a 

scene. Sometimes you cannot physically or safely 

position yourself for the best frame. This is when a 

quality zoom lens can make all the difference.

Unfortunately, zoom capability generally comes 

at a price. Non-prime lenses, for the most part, have 

more glass elements inside the lens. This means 

that the light entering the lens passes through 

more barriers before entering the camera resulting 

in potential image degradation. Granted, today’s 

zoom lenses are getting better and better in terms 

of sharpness and maximum aperture capabilities. 

Still, given the inherent nature of the optics required 

to make a zoom lens… well… zoom, it is difficult to 

find zoom lenses that are both fast and affordable. 

That is not to say that it is altogether impossible. 

When it comes to finding the zoom lens that will be 

the most versatile for your purposes you must first 

narrow down what situations you will be shooting 

most. Do you want to be able to get in close to your 

subject from a distance or do you need to include 
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the majority of the landscape in your photo? This 

will determine if a wide, mid-range, or telephoto lens 

will be the best choice. Personally, I actually do very 

little photography where I need to zoom in tight on 

a subject. More often than not I require focal lengths 

50mm or less.

Regardless of what focal range you need or 

whether you’re shooting with a prime or a zoom 

lens it is highly advisable to go for the fastest lens 

you can afford. Fast zooms and crisp primes are not 

always cheap but assuredly the extra flexibility for 

shooting in poor light will pay off big time at the end 

of the day… literally. There is no perfect lens for all 

circumstances, but there is most certainly a good 

chance you will have the right lens at the right time 

if you understand the capabilities of your lens before 

you ever click the shutter.

Like most things in life, all lenses fall onto a 

sliding scale of gray in terms of how they render their 

services; reaching peaks and valleys of performance. 

CONSIDERATIONS FOR LENS T YPES AND 

THE HAPPY COMPROMISE

With any type of lens, there are some things to 

bear in mind so that you decrease your chances 

of disappointment in the performance of whatever 

piece of glass you happen to be using. While there 

are no rules when it comes to how you shoot, there 

are in fact a few things you should keep in mind 

about shooting with different types of lenses. Any 

lens: prime, zoom, wide, tele… has trade-offs. Here 

is the nitty gritty, pros and cons if you will, on the 

common flavors of lenses you are likely to be using 

while out in the wild.
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PRIMES

These lenses usually offer the best optical quality/

speed to cost ratio. Prime lenses are generally sharper 

through all apertures than zoom lenses. Available in wide 

apertures, so low-light and night sky shooters often 

choose primes. The compromise: Prime lenses allow 

you to shoot at only one focal length. Meaning you 

can only shoot at 50mm with a 50mm prime or only 

at 85mm with an 85mm prime. This can be limiting if 

you find yourself needing immediate changes in focal 

lengths.

 

ZOOMS

The zoom lens family offers great versatility for 

encounters that are faced in the world of adventure 

photography. The flexibility of focal lengths allows one 

lens to take the place of two or more lenses. Being able 

to zoom in or out of the frame will keep you removed 

from or up close to whatever action you might find. The 

compromise: Zoom lenses rely on complicated arrays 

of lens elements and mechanisms to change the focal 

length. This means zoom lenses can be slower and less 

sharp than some prime lenses. Zooms are also heavier in 

comparison.

WIDE ANGLES (SHORT FOCAL LENGTH)

Wide angle lenses allow you to display scenes with 

sweeping views. Often these lenses come into play 

when a photographer needs to include a good bit of the 

scene in front of the camera. These lenses are great for 

imparting a sense of vastness. The compromise: Short 

focal lengths tend to distort the scene especially towards 

the edges of the frame due to barrel distortion. This 

distortion varies greatly and can sometimes be desirable. 

For the most part, wide angle lenses with less barrel 

distortion are the most sought after by photographers.

 

TELEPHOTOS

These long focal length lenses let you get up close and 

personal on your subjects. They are essential gear if 

your adventures involve wildlife or outdoor sports. The 

high magnification allows you to keep your distance if 

needed. The compromise: With high zoom capability 

come added weight and size. The internal lens elements 

needed to produce long focal lengths also mean that 

the light must travel through an increased number of 

barriers resulting in slower lens speeds when compared 

to some shorter focal length lenses. Also, the increased 

zoom of these lenses can exaggerate camera shake.
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Whether you find a prime, zoom, fast prime, 

wide angle, fast zoom, telephoto, or whatever else 

attached to the front of your camera, always 

remember that the lens will perform at its 

absolute peak only when it is directed by 

you. No high-dollar lens will ever take 

the place of skills, and no amount 

of photographic knowledge will 

ever make an F5.6 shoot at F1.8. 

Know everything you can about the 

lens you’re using and I personally 

guarantee that you will become a 

more effective shooter.

With this knowledge comes 

the ability to discern when your 

ability as a photographer surpasses 

the capability of your glass.



4
B O T T L I N G  T H E  M O M E N T
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The most challenging aspect for any 

photographer is the soggy struggle to achieve what is 

perhaps the principle reasoning behind the making of 

a photograph. That is, how to share the feeling he or 

she had with the viewer; thusly making tangible what 

was at one time intangible. This function is painfully 

mercurial and is at times comically frustrating.

I cry every morning.

Ansel Adams, one of the most prolific 

photomakers of the 20th century, put forth an idea 

that there is always, in fact, two individuals present 

in every photograph. Those two people are the 

photographer and the viewer.

I find this to be inescapably true no matter what 

accessory content might make its way into the frame. 

When you strip away everything else, the bare bones 

of any image will always be something personal that 

is exclusive only to you and to one other person. 

No matter how many people see the photo, it will 

remain a link, albeit unknown, between their lives and 

your own. Our task as photographers is to perform 

the seemingly impossible duty of condensing all the 

emotion and beauty we feel about a particular scene 

or moment in time. We have to put into a bottle 

all the things that the viewer might want to see or 

not see. After that, we become helpless. This is not 

something that is easy to do nor should be. In a way, 

it is an astronomical goal that is never truly attained. 

That would be too definite, too limiting. Instead, 

the futile elegance of the attempt is where the true 

meaning of any photograph lies and that is where 

you, the freewheeling adventure photographer, 

should place yourself and your mindset. Attempting 

to make another person feel exactly the way you do 

is tip-toeing around a filamentary border between 

vanity and self-expression.
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A photograph can be labeled “successful” when 

it moves other people to any description of action 

or emotion. Construct your photographs to be hints 

instead of barations. Search for what you can do 

to make the images something that will trigger a 

cascade effect within the mind… and dare I say, soul, 

of whoever might be on the receiving end. When 

Ansel reminded us that we are never truly alone 

when we manifest our work, he was nudging us into 

an understanding of what it means to connect two 

otherwise eternally separated realities.

Why is all of this important? While it may very 

well be true that even the strongest of photographic 

efforts can fall mournfully short of achieving what we 

mean for them to achieve, that is just part of the deal.

This is not to say they will achieve nothing at all. 

There will always be that one person who sees your 

photo and feels like it was made just for them. They 

are that unnamed and unknown other half who is 

present in every image you have made or ever will 

make. This is an individual who, for whatever reason, 

will appreciate the moment you captured immensely.

For someone, you will always capture the perfect photo.



5
S H O O T I N G  F O R  E F F E C T



There is no secret formula for producing a high 

impact photograph each and every time. In truth, 

perfection, if that is possible, oddly enough isn’t 

exactly desirable or even beneficial in the majority 

of cases. The majority of great photographs are not 

technically “great photographs” so far as perfection 

in focus and exposure are concerned. Some are but 

not all. The impact of a photograph is not measured 

in f-stops or in ev’s. The impact of a photo is its ability 

to produce a feeling or emotion. Much as it is in 

nature, beauty is found more often than not in the 

imperfections of the world rather than its displays of 

perfectitude. Didn’t know “perfectitude” was a word? 

Well, you do now.

Photography, at its core, is unpredictable. Luck 

is and will always be an enormously girthy slice of 

the imaging production pie. This is also somewhat 

of a paradox. If luck plays so much of a role in the 

capturing of strong photographs, then why do we 

have legendary photographers who are able to 

produce incredible work time and time again? How 

do they keep getting so lucky?
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This will be the ultimate quest for us as we go 

off on camera-wielding adventures. Finding that 

reproducibility at the confluence of luck and skill is 

what makes not only great photographs but also 

great image makers. There are lessons to be learned 

from some of the great photographers who came 

before us as well as a few other tips and tricks that 

will help you conjure your own brand of reproducible 

luck. While you cannot and will not be able to 

control the circumstances that come together to 

make that once in a lifetime photo, there are ways 

to make yourself ready so you can shoot for greater 

effect. We will be looking at ways to make more 

impactful photographs… not perfect 

ones. In our world of adventure 

photography perfect 

is a four letter word 

which can only 

be whispered. 

Optimizing your 

chances of success is 

the best we can hope to 

achieve.
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GET TING CLOSE WITH “THE SHARK ”

That was the mantra of André Friedman. If that 

name doesn’t ring any bells, then his chosen name 

might… Robert Capa1. The name he gave himself, 

Capa, stemmed from his childhood nickname in 

Hungary. He was called “The Shark” and throughout 

his relatively short life he became of the most prolific 

of war photographers. He lived the life of the ultimate 

adventurer by documenting the scenes of war from 

D-Day, all the way through to endo-China. Fearless, 

controversial, timeless. That was Robert Capa.

Capa was famous for putting himself in the 

action. Shooting up close and personal gave his 

images an incredible impact which made him a 

legend. The majority of his frames were shot under 

extreme circumstances where the things he was 

shooting with a camera were shooting back at him 

[1]  Robert Capa, Wikipedia 

with bullets. The photos are rawly genuine, gritty 

and chaotic for the most part. This grit perpetually 

conveyed the feelings of those in the images Capa 

captured. He got close… really close. 

The benefits of moving in close are something 

for us to remember when shooting in the slightly 

tamer but no less unpredictable realm of adventure 

“If your pictures aren’t good enough, 
you’re not close enough”

Robert Capa, by Gerda Taro, May 1937

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Capa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Capa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Capa
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photography. Essentially, the closer you can position 

the camera to the subject the more effectual your 

images will be. The strength of a photograph is 

often measured in how much information you can 

judiciously pack into the frame so getting in close to 

the action brings all the happenings of whatever it is 

you might be shooting into sharp relief. This “in your 

face” approach can bring you into a new world of 

photographic portrayal.

Our goal in adventure shooting is to bring 

the viewer into a different world, and that means 

putting ourselves hip deep into that world. As 

always, remember that boldness is not the same as 

recklessness. Get close and get personal… but get 

out alive. 

 

F8 &  BE THERE

Continuing in the spirit of understanding that a 

photograph can exist in both a space of perfection 

and imperfection comes an expression that is simple 

yet incredibly Zen in its implications. Some have 

attributed it to hold deeper meaning which stretches 

far past its literal connections to photography. From 

a technical standpoint, it is something that can help 

you quickly and flexibly shoot with focusing latitude 

that gives quite a bit of range in terms of field depth 

and shutter speeds. Allegorically, it also is a maxim for 

a photographic outlook which leans towards the idea 

of presence of mind standing with more importance 

over presence of technique.

The “F8 and be there” mentality is a very 

important thing for those in the adventure 

photography racket. It’s an idea that is useful on 

all levels of technicality and conceptuality. Mainly 

attributed as a saying coined by Arthur “WeeGee” 

Fellig2, another paramount street photographer, 

meant to be a guide for making sure the depth of 

field was adequate for the majority of situations 

which might be encountered. Using the relatively 

mid-range aperture of F8 means that there is quite a 

large depth of field so that shooting spontaneously 

and focusing quickly would still result in well-focused 

images even under stress. This also meant that faster 

shutter speeds could still be used (depending on 

[1]  Andree “Weegee” Fellig 

https://www.icp.org/browse/archive/constituents/weegee
https://www.icp.org/browse/archive/constituents/weegee
https://www.icp.org/browse/archive/constituents/weegee
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ISO of course) so that image blur due to motion 

or camera shake could also be kept at a minimum. 

Technically speaking, “F8 and be there” is a blanket 

methodology for ensuring a “passable” exposure for 

plenty of situations. Which is nice…

The other perspective of the “F8” coin is its 

implications of being available both physically and 

mentally when a great opportunity presents itself. 

This is perhaps its most important function for 

adventure shooters.

Going beyond the need for spot-on 

photographic technique and delving into the need 

for understanding the true necessity for putting 

yourself in position for the best image possible. The 

best position consists of more than knowing where 

to stand. It means that you are in the right place and 

using the best tools you have with the skills you’ve 

learned. Then having the understanding to simply 

let go of any second guessing which will allow you 

to be ready whenever the image presents itself. A 

photographer being present, physically and creatively, 

is an essential aspect of making a strong 

image.

LESSONS FROM BRESSON: CARTIER-

BRESSON & SHOOTING WITH STEALTH

It’s no secret that one of the most difficult 

subjects of all time for photographers is capturing 

the natural state of beings. The knowledge of being 

watched instantly changes the behavior of living 

things. Or so it seems to be the case. More and 

more, the human element is being introduced within 

the images of wilderness and adventure. People 

love seeing other people in wild places. Maybe it’s 

the feeling of smallness that comes from being 

immersed in environments so much larger than 

ourselves.
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It could be that we long for a connection with 

the natural world that was somehow lost along 

our journey to uprightness. Whichever the case, 

the less impact you have on your subject and 

their environment the more poignant the overall 

expression of the scene will be. Shooting with stealth 

is key, young grasshopper.

Henri Cartier-Bresson3 pioneered the art of 

shooting with invisibility.

Well, perhaps not invisible, but his work laid the 

cornerstones for modern street photography as we 

know it today. The idea of capturing people in their 

comings and goings without intrusion lead Cartier-

Bresson to produce some of the best candid images 

of humans the world hadn’t known it was missing. 

He shot with 35mm film cameras, usually small Leica 

rangefinders using unobtrusive lenses; usually 50mm 

and sometimes stretching up to 85mm or 100mm. 

He even painted the shiny parts of his cameras black 

in order to be less noticeable on the street.

Photography performed in the urban jungle isn’t 

that much different from adventure photography 

[1]  Henri Cartier-Bresson Foundation Website 

when you get down to the core of the work. Aside 

from the obvious local differences, the nature of the 

photography is strikingly similar. Street photography 

deals with the happenings which occur in cities and 

around people. These happenings are captured 

in a spontaneous culmination of butterfly effects 

that brings the photographer and the subject 

matter together. The same is true in the adventure 

photography setting. Take away the cities, the man-

made structures, and you have the exact same 

process carrying itself out in virtually the same way.

 

THE RECIPROCAL RULE

You’ve likely noticed so far in this book that the 

word “rule” is rarely used. Rules, as far as photography 

is concerned, are few and far between. Absolutes 

generally have no place in the creative realms. So, 

this next little tip comes to you not so much as a rule 

but as a softly mentioned suggestion.

The Reciprocal Rule, as it relates to photo 

making, is something that can be used to calculate 

the approximate minimum exposure time that will 

http://www.henricartierbresson.org/en/hcb/
http://www.henricartierbresson.org/en/hcb/
http://www.henricartierbresson.org/en/hcb/
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reduce camera shake when shooting without 

a tripod or other mount. It might sound a little 

complex but in practice, it is quite simple. Its 

usefulness is profound because it works no 

matter what your focal length happens to be at 

the time.

The Rule states that the slowest shutter 

speed which can be achieved handheld is 

“one” over your employed focal length. This 

means that with a 50mm focal length the 

maximum shutter speed should not go longer 

than approximately 1/50th of a second. When 

shooting at 85mm, the shutter speed shouldn’t 

run longer than 1/85th of a second. At 14mm, 

a shutter speed of no more than 1/14th of a 

second should be used. Make sense? Have a 

look at this…

Here are two photos shot hand-held at F8 

with an 85mm lens. The first image used an 

exposure of 1/40th of a second and the second 

used an exposure of 1/100th of a second.
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At first glance, the images look very similar. The 

exposures look nearly identical, and both images 

don’t seem to have many discernable differences in 

details. This is not the case… take a closer look. When 

it comes to absolute sharpness, there are no real 

shortcuts. On the left is the image shot at 1/40th of a 

second zoomed in to show more detail.

Now it becomes clear, well, unclear to be more 

accurate. The camera shake becomes quite obvious 

when we look at the image more closely. If we 

employ the Reciprocal Rule, we realize that our 

exposure at the 85mm focal length can’t go longer 

than 1/85th of a second. In the photo on the right, 

the exposure was decreased to the speed closest to 

1/85th of a second which was 1/100th of a second 

with a proportionate increase in ISO.

Have a look at the differences below.
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Like most other photographic principles 

this is one that also comes with its exceptions. 

The most obvious is the unique steadiness (or 

unsteadiness) of your hands, followed closely 

by lens sharpness and camera type. Still, this 

is one of the handiest practices that I have 

ever learned, and I am thoroughly confident 

that you will be just as well served. Knowing a 

ballpark maximum exposure allows you to have 

a constant to which your aperture and ISO can 

then be adjusted. Such a beautiful ru… err… I 

mean suggestion. 

SHOOTING FOR THE STARS WITH 

THE “600 RULE“

There’s that “R” word again… The “600 

Rule” is an upgrade from the Reciprocal Rule 

but the concept is very similar as it gives you 

a baseline for exposure times which can be 

used to achieve certain effects. It’s based on 

motion as it relates to time and becomes 

unnervingly useful for long exposure night 
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photography when the stars become part of 

your composition.

The 600 Rule allows you to quickly 

calculate the maximum exposure time that you 

can employ without producing noticeable star 

trails at any given focal length1. The formula 

goes like this:

600/focal length in mm = shutter time in seconds

 

Are you shooting at a 100mm focal length? 

Then your maximum shutter time would be:

600/100mm = 6 seconds until star trails

For a 12mm focal length, it becomes 

600/12mm = 50 seconds until star trails. At 

50mm, the formula states 600/50mm = 12 

seconds until star trails.

[1]  The 600 Rule is based on 35mm image sensor size. If you’re shooting 
a cropped sensor (APS-C) try substituting 400 for the 600 part of the 
equation.

The 600 Rule becomes extremely 
useful for images where you want to 
include the Milky Way or other fixed astral 
subjects as part of your image.

It allows you to quickly derive an ISO 
and aperture based on an acceptably 
precise shutter speed just as you can 
with the Reciprocal Rule. This gives you 
the ability to use your lowest ISO setting 
which reduces image noise and also gives 
you relative control of the effects of astral 
motion. It’s not a big deal, really. You’re 
just compensating for the movement of 
an entire planet.
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Today, virtually anyone can make a photograph. 

The separation between those photographs is 

measured by the magnitude each image impacts our 

senses. Shooting for the greatest effect involves a 

wonderful mix of skill and control while at the same 

time bringing about the correct internal conditions 

to document external situations. That sounds a little 

complicated, but it’s not untrue. The way exceptional 

photographers are able to repeatedly produce great 

work is due to the fact that they have learned to 

apply small pieces of themselves in order to work 

creatively and skillfully in a wide range of conditions. 

They cannot fully control their surroundings any 

more than you or I, but what they can do is mold 

themselves to be fully aware of the happenings going 

on around them. They can quickly adapt, react, and 

adapt again to meet challenges in order to produce a 

wonderful outcome time and time again.

Great photographers are able to seemingly “get lucky” 
so much due to the knowledge and practices they are 

capable of injecting into the work.



6
E N C O U N T E R S  I N  T H E  G R E AT  O U T D O O R S
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The expression “a picture is worth a thousand 

words” has been beaten bloody and left to die in the 

gray mud of photographic profoundery. Nevertheless, 

it is a true statement, but it is not a perfect one in 

my opinion. Yes, photographs may contain mercurial 

magic that speaks to each one of us on levels which 

words cannot.

It could be said that a photograph is a version 

of the truth as we see it as photographers. That 

does not mean that a photo is an ultimate truth of a 

scene even if we do everything we can to insure its 

unaugmented validity. Eddie Adams1 captured the 

feeling of this struggle best:

[1]  Eulogy by Eddie Adams, Time, 1998 

What Eddie means here is that any photo we 

make exists inside a constricted world that has been 

stuffed into a frame. We can’t see what is going on 

behind the camera or to the side of the shot just 

out of view. The viewer can’t hear about the epic 

rainstorm that came through the night before you 

went shooting in the valley at dawn. This is where 

words become as precious as the images we make. 

Our photographs should speak for themselves, but 

we should give testament to their making. Every 

remarkable image has a story to match its power 

even if it is a story of mundane luck.

So, in the spirit of solidarity, I will share a few of 

my images along with their stories. I’ll tell you all you 

possibly never wanted to know about what went 

into their making. Get ready for the nitty gritty of 

true life adventure photography. These stories are 

rendered forth from the admittedly foggy mind of a 

photomaker who wouldn’t change a thing.

“Still photographs are the most 
powerful weapons in the world. People 

believe them; but photographs do lie, 
even without manipulation. They are 

only half-truths.”

http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,139659,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,139659,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,139659,00.html
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THE LAUREL-SNOW EXPERIENCE

It’s not that I don’t like the cold, it’s just that I 

prefer not to let it kill me. These were the thoughts 

I had as I threw an extra hoodie into my pack as I 

gathered my things from the truck. It was March, 

but the winter in Middle Tennessee had apparently 

decided to stick around. The forecast had called 

for lows in the upper twenties but as I hiked in on 

that blustery afternoon, temperatures were already 

dipping close to 23 degrees Fahrenheit. I had come 

to a place called Laurel-Snow Pocket Wilderness to 

photograph the two waterfalls that are its namesake 

in a way never seen before.

The land in this area is a honeycomb of 

waterfalls, boulders, and abandoned coal mines. I 

had been in contact with the rangers for the area 

(thanks, Dan!) to inform them of my intentions seeing 

as the weather would likely turn grim. As I hiked in, 

my water was already beginning to freeze in the 

bottle, and I knew conditions would be somewhat 

challenging, to say the least. No matter. I carry the 

following photo gear: 

• Canon 7D Mk1  

• Tamron 10-24mm f3.5-5.6  

• Canon 50mm f1.4  

• Canon 28-135mm f3.5-5.6  

• Nikon AW 110  

• Manfrotto 190x Pro 3 Tripod with Vanguard ball head  

I rate the images from this trip from passable to 

decent. The real prize from this adventure was the 

experience, and that is why I hold it in such high 

regard. I learned the hard way how to keep my gear 

functional while attempting to stave off hypothermia 

sleeping in a hammock. The ice storm that rolled in 

that first night didn’t help.

http://amzn.to/2ctBByH
http://amzn.to/2ctAZci
http://amzn.to/2bRtoZi
http://amzn.to/2cBGry5
http://amzn.to/2bRt24T
http://amzn.to/2bOvOqp


I woke up the next morning virtually encased in 

ice. My tarp shelter had become a rigid shell with me 

swaying beneath. Four days I spent there in Laurel-

Snow dodging Volkswagen-sized ice chunks and 

swallowing frozen protein bars all the while making 

exposures. Still, it was something I will never forget 

and certainly don’t regret. I found out that cheap 

Zip-Lock dish covers worked beautifully to keep my 

camera and lenses dry and that my batteries lasted 

much longer if I kept them in my sleeping bag as I 

slept. In my opinion, this particular adventure didn’t 

produce any of what I would consider being fine 

photographs. Nevertheless, I consider my time in 

Laurel-Snow to be the first of many potentially life-

extinguishing situations encountered while about the 

business of making photographs. It wouldn’t be the 

last.
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Later on the second day, I would construct 

a rock wall to prevent the wind from blowing 

snow and ice underneath the tarp.

On the right, we see Laurel Falls1 in in its 

frozen wonderment. The ice flow in front of the 

basin was unsteady at best. After I had set up 

my tripod and camera, I decided to make a few 

photos for my blog.

If I had been more focused on the task 

at hand, I would have been able to capture 

the enormous block of ice as it plummeted 

eighty feet from the top of the frozen waterfall. 

It crashed into the ice below with a boom 

that I will never forget. It wasn’t so much the 

impact but rather the sound it made as it fell; 

an echoing crack followed by a mortar-like 

droning with an eerie calmness as it passed 

through the air.

A lesson I learned here was that no matter 

what… work first… selfie later.

[1]  Laurel Falls 

https://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/laurel-falls.htm
https://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/laurel-falls.htm
https://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/laurel-falls.htm
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THE STORM, THE VALLEY, AND THE 

MOUNTAIN LION

The place they call Cades Cove is an old friend 

of mine. I’ve been coming here since I was in single 

digits. The Cove is a valley in eastern Tennessee 

situated in hazy Great Smoky Mountains National 

Park. It’s a soul wrenchingly beautiful eleven miles, 

being home to virtually every manner of animal 

one could attempt to find in this part of the world. I 

had just switched my camera system from dSLR to 

mirrorless, and I was itching to see what I could do.

On the rainy mountain morning, the image 

on the following page was shot as I was leisurely 

shooting and by happenchance turned around to see 

this scene. It’s an example of a photo that simply “ just 

happened.” I set up my tripod, made a few exposures, 

and then was on my way without really expecting too 

much from the frame. The photo itself would go on 

to win a string of landscape photography awards, but 

the events leading up to that morning were slightly 

more intense yet all too common within the wild 

places. I packed in the following camera gear for the 

outing:

• Sony A7r  

• Sony FE 24-70mm F4  

• Nikkor 50mm F1.8 Ai-s  

• Commlite adapter  

• Breakthrough Photography X3 ND filters (for testing)  

• Nikon AW 110  

• Manfrotto 190x Pro 3 Tripod with Vanguard ball head  

This story begins the night before the image was 

made as I walked into Cades Cove Valley1 around 

10pm. My intention was to reach the halfway point 

of the eleven-mile loop road so that I might get a 

sweeping nightscape looking back across the valley. 

The weather, of course, decided to be less than 

cooperative. I could already hear the distant rumble 

of thunder coming across the mountains by the first 

mile and streaks of lightning were flashing over the 

tops of the trees to west. I realized that even if I were 

strapped to a rocket, there would be no way to make 

it to my destination at the far end of the Cove before 

the storm moved through the valley.

[1]  Cades Cove, Great Smoky Mountains 

http://amzn.to/2c6cd33
http://amzn.to/2c01Zii
http://amzn.to/2c01N2B
http://amzn.to/2cBIWQU
http://breakthrough.photography/
http://amzn.to/2bRt24T
http://amzn.to/2bOvOqp
https://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/cadescove.htm
https://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/cadescove.htm
https://www.nps.gov/grsm/planyourvisit/cadescove.htm


The Brooding  /  25mm F/8, 1/8th of a second at ISO 50
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Regrettably, I turned back seeing as I was in no 

mood to be hunkered beneath some tree at midnight 

in a thunderstorm.

I set a quick pace being somewhat uptight at 

the thought of being caught out in the weather. At 

around 200 yards from the entrance, I found myself 

with a small field to my left bordered by an abrupt 

break at the treeline at the far end. By now the 

lightning was beginning to really catch up to me with 

thunder rolling immediately after every flash. This 

gave me a fine idea: I would set up my camera at the 

edge of the trees and compose a shot of the lighting 

as it made it’s way over the mountain at the opposite 

end of the field. Looking back, this would have been 

an incredible image… but it never happened. Just as I 

reached the trees at the end of the field, a twig snaps.

Call it intuition, sixth sense, paranoia, or what 

have you… but when I heard that noise something 

inside me immediately knew something was wrong. 

I stop in my tracks and turn my head towards the 

sound. My headlamp was on flood which gives a lot 

of light in front of me but not for very far especially 

in the misty night air. I could only see around eight 

or ten yards into the darkness. The storm is really 

on me now, and the air is cooling down ahead 

of the rain. As I stood there, a barely discernable 

shape stepped out from the trees into the edge of 

the field. It’s about fifteen or so yards away. It’s big, 

four-legged, and light colored although it’s hard to 

really see much at all. I know it’s not a deer… and it’s 

the wrong color for a bear. I reach up to switch my 

headlamp into spotlight mode, and the light pours 

out onto the animal. A big cat turns to face me. 

Shock. Near panic. Calm. All those things seemed to 

come instantaneously crashing down into my head 

as the realization struck that this was a mountain lion 

(cougar) staring right into me. She put her head down 

beneath the beam of the headlamp and with one 

silken movement flicked out a massive right paw to 

take a step forward in my direction. And then…

Barking. I hear barking. In an instantaneous reflex, 

I throw both arms into the air along with my tripod 

and lunge forward making the most unexpectedly 

guttural barking sounds that I never knew I could 

make. No doubt a primordial response ingrained in 

me by some far off ancestor who encountered a 

Saber Tooth Tiger. The last sight I recall of the cougar 

was it flinching in recoil as I hurriedly turned and 
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proceeded on up the path. I’ll admit it was difficult 

not to run. Very difficult. I resorted to a fast-paced 

walk while frantically extending my tripod to its full 

length should I be forced to use it to defend myself. I 

pull out my pocket knife to further guard against the 

mountain lion attack that I’m sure is seconds away 

from taking place. It’s just now that I notice my heart 

is about to beat out of my chest as I scan the trees 

to my left and the road behind me. Nothing. I can 

see the gate and a cool wave of relief slowly washes 

over me as I make my way past it into the parking 

area. I land back in camp just as the rain began to 

pour down. I am slightly shaken but 

altogether unharmed.

The next morning will bring 

me walking back into the Cove in 

daylight to make that award-winning 

image now titled “The Brooding.” 

The chance meeting with the big 

cat the night before, however, is 

one I will never forget.

I can still see the whiskers on 

that mountain lion’s face.
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WINTER IN ROAN

The ability to endure extreme elements while still 

coming away with good photographs is something 

that every adventurer hopes to be able to do. You 

will have to deal with the elements… the elements 

don’t have to deal with you. Cold, rain, snow, heat, 

wind, asteroids; there are countless adversities to 

be faced when shooting out in the wild. Combating 

the harshness of the elements is something that 

hardcore adventures, admittedly or not, absolutely 

revel in doing. There’s just something physically 

satisfying that comes from knowing that you couldn’t 

be broken by elemental forces. We often abide within 

an uneasy truce between ourselves, our gear, and 

mother nature. Overcoming adversity while doing the 

work is the test of an adventurer. It was a time such 

as this that I found myself being tested while on the 

Appalachian Trail in the Roan Highlands1 of North 

Carolina.

I had been holding a keen eye on the weather 

for the three-day excursion into the mountains and 

[1]  Roan Highlands, North Carolina, Wikipedia 

considered calling the whole trip off more than once. 

It was going to be cold. I mean really cold. Forecasts 

hovered the temperature at zero F to five degrees 

below. Four inches of snow was also scheduled to 

move through the night I arrived. But it was the wind 

which concerned me the most. Sustained northerns 

around thirty miles per hour with gusts reaching fifty.

Windchills were depressingly miserable. “Well, 

why not” was my mantra so by the time my tires 

crossed onto the ice in Pisgah Forest2 I was anxious, 

to say the least. I hit the trail with the following soon-

to-be-frosty camera gear:

• Sony A7r  

• Sony FE 24-70mm F4  

• Nikkor 50mm F1.8 Ai-s  

• Commlite adapter  

• Rokinon 14mm F2.8  

• Nikon AW 110  

• Manfrotto 190x Pro 3 Tripod with Vanguard ball head  

[2]  Pisgah National Forest 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roan_Mountain_(Roan_Highlands)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roan_Mountain_(Roan_Highlands)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roan_Mountain_(Roan_Highlands)
http://amzn.to/2c6cd33
http://amzn.to/2c01Zii
http://amzn.to/2c01N2B
http://amzn.to/2cBIWQU
http://amzn.to/2ctL3lJ
http://amzn.to/2bRt24T
http://amzn.to/2bOvOqp
http://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/nfsnc/recarea/?recid=48114
http://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/nfsnc/recarea/?recid=48114
http://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/nfsnc/recarea/?recid=48114


The next three days could be 
characterized a number of ways 
depending on your perspective. True, 
conditions were somewhat extreme, 
but the experience itself was incredible. 
I would later learn that temperatures 
plummeted to around -9F and winds 
topped out just above 50mph. There I 
was in the middle of it all up on a ridge 
just off the Appalachian Trail. Huddled 
in my tent as the wind and the snow 
hammered away. During the day I would 
venture out to photograph the quite literal 
winter wonderland. My gear performed 
beautifully whenever I could keep my 
batteries alive. The incredible winter 
transformation along the Appalachian Trail 
was hypnotically dream-like.

Night number two was the worst.
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The wind buckled the tent down almost to my 

face. Then there was the sound of the gusts coming 

up the draw along the side of the mountain. It made 

a thunderous moaning noise as if a freight train was 

coming up the very side of the mountain towards 

me. It was unlike anything I have heard before or 

since.

The reason I went into the Roan Highlands 

during such a harsh time was to make portraits of 

those snowy hills so that others might be moved by 

the unlikely beauty of such things. And of course, I 

went to see just how much I could handle while still 

getting things done. I went. I saw. I photographed. 

With frozen gear and near-frozen fingers, the 

exhilaration of the experience stays with me even 

now. Test yourself. Take calculated risks. Photograph 

in ways that you never thought you would be 

capable. These things enhance not only our skill sets 

as photographers but also harden and enrich our 

lives as human beings. The purpose of these stories, 

if they achieve nothing else, will hopefully humanize 

the gap between photographer and photograph. 

It’s not that your images won’t be enough on their 

own but why should you stop at the hand off? With 

so much passion behind our work and so much 

hardship endured why not reveal the hidden nature 

of your photographs in a way that only you can tell? 

You don’t have to remember every little detail or 

wax poetically about your feelings, but there’s always 

something that can be said or written that will do 

your work a service.

Contentment is more than just pulling off a 
great photograph.
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Forgetting exactly where your place is… and is 

not… sometimes becomes extraordinarily easy to do 

when photographing while exploring, adventuring, or 

indeed any other situation.

Photographers are chroniclers of events and 

places in time. The role of the person with the 

camera is to be an observer and a scribe dictating the 

scenes and happenings around them to an absent 

population. You should be no more than a recorder 

and no less than mindful of the impact you have on 

the surrounding environment.

The world of photography is constantly 

becoming more and more saturated with people 

who have cameras and want to make photographs of 

everything around them. This is, for the most part, an 

incredibly good thing. When a population is eager to 

learn something new with a hunger for exploration, 

there is inevitably a considerable advancement in 

whatever art or science is of interest. Unfortunately, 

there can be a painfully detrimental downside 

to having a large amount of individuals suddenly 

running amuck with cameras in hand. As with any 

activity which involves interaction with outdoors or 

nature, there comes an incredible responsibility for 

stewardship. This is a crucial charge which we as 

photographers should not take lightly nor should 

it be overlooked when we are practicing our craft. 

Harmonious coexistence with the land, animals, 

plants and even people we come into contact with 

during our time in the field should be embued with 

every bit as much importance as nailing the shots 

we set out to obtain. Throughout its relatively short 

history, the photograph has been instrumental in 

the protection of our natural world. The inherent 

visual nature of pictures brings forth realism which 

can shake a person out of apathy and into action. 

This realism gained through the work of past and 

present photomakers was and still is instrumental in 

the formation of our National Parks, environmental 

protection lobby, conservation, and even the 

preservation of entire species. Upon their camera-

strapped shoulders, photographers carry the power 

to move people to action at times when words often 

enough fall miserably short. With such potential 

power literally at our fingertips it becomes essential 

for each and every one of us to set examples for 

others to follow each time we venture out into the 

wild with our cameras.
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Lists are boring and generally too organized for 

my blatantly unorganized personality to swallow… 

but below is a list nonetheless. It offers some 

commandments… sorry, “suggestions” which we 

all can follow while we’re out clicking away during 

adventures large and small. 

PACK IT IN,  PACK IT OUT

This is a maxim which is as simple as it is 

neglected. The impact humans can have on the 

environment, unfortunately, goes without saying. 

Leaving no trace of your presence is a paramount 

rule that avid hikers and adventurers live by daily 

when in the wild. It is also a practice that all those 

who venture out into the great outdoors, including 

photographers, should adhere to with an almost 

neurotic vigor. Anything that you bring in with you: 

food packaging, containers, your underwear, paper 

scraps… anything that wasn’t there before you arrived 

should leave with you when you go.

DON’T PICK THAT

Seriously, don’t pick that. In the majority of State 

and National Parks (or any other protected land 

for that matter), the harvest of any natural fauna is 

strictly prohibited. I know, I know, the flowers are 

really pretty, and it’s only one flower. And that is true; 

it is only one flower, and it probably won’t bring the 

entire ecosystem crashing down around us. The 

monumental problem arises when that one flower is 

picked thousands of times over the course of many 

seasons. This can carry enormous consequences 

which ripple to the very edges of the proverbial 

ecosystem pond.
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DISTURB NOT

Of course, “picking” is a blanket designation for 

“do not disturb.” This means don’t break off branches, 

don’t poke at the wildlife with said branches, and do 

nothing that will permanently alter the area you are 

photographing. It’s tempting to snap out branches or 

to move rocks to get a better shot. It’s not that one 

person causes an issue, it’s the multitude of visitors 

that do tiny things a few thousand times that add up 

to significant changes which can cause irreparable 

harm.

BE NICE TO EVERYONE AND EVERY THING.

Listen, this is something that you would hopefully 

have learned by now, but if not, we will go over it 

again… Be nice. As photographers, we have to deal 

with people on a very personal level. Even if our 

interaction with others is from a distance or indirect, 

it will happen. If it doesn’t happen and you’ve never 

found yourself talking with other people when you’re 

adventuring… you’re doing it wrong. The key thing 

to remember is that you will be received and even 

welcomed into places that you might not otherwise 

have been allowed if you are polite. Talk to people 

and build relationships. It sounds a little selfish 

because it mostly is but believe me, it will make you a 

happier photographer in the process. Simply be nice. 

Coexisting with the environment means that you 

conduct yourself with kindness towards those you 

encounter in all situations.

There. I said it. Just be nice to everything.

COEXISTING

Coexisting while shooting as an adventure 

photographer means being somewhat of a phantom 

with a camera. At the same time, you must still 

be able to get the job done. It means that you 

photograph with intent and with integrity leaving no 

lasting impact on the locations you 

visit. Most of all, photographing 

while on adventure means that 

you respect the places and 

people you encounter. Be smart. 

Be respectful. Be nice.

Here ends the lesson.
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There exists an illusion that there is a thing which 

can be truly called “great” photography. In reality, 

there is no great photography. There is only better 

photography. You might think this is somewhat of 

a simplistic outlook but stay with me here. What 

separates a good photograph from a bad one? You 

might look at a photo and think “I’ll never be that 

good.” That may or may not be true, but to condemn 

your own work as a lesser product with no actual 

understanding behind it is completely ridiculous.

A photograph may have a particularly appealing 

look based on the selections made during post 

processing and may not, in fact, be the result of 

any particular type of gear or methodology. That 

being said, the processing of an image is as much 

of an art as the initial capture. How a photograph 

is processed is the product of the taste and style 

of the photographer. That word, “style” is one that 

is continually misunderstood and often completely 

misused as it relates to photography.

The style of a photographer is not a characteristic 

present from the first instant they clicked a camera. In 

a way, a person’s particular style changes constantly 

as the result of countless creative interactions. 

The development of a signature shooting style 

comes from doing the work and should resolve 

itself naturally. Standing alone creatively while 

producing your own style of images is a monumental 

achievement for a photographer which borders on 

true self-realization. This process can only come 

about organically, but there seems to be a pattern 

that flows for the majority of image makers. I have 

observed these graduations in not only myself but 

also generally in others who I have been fortunate 

enough to help educate along the way.

These are the three stages I have identified 

which ultimately ends with the birth of a creatively 

independent photographer.
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EMUL ATION

The perfect place to start has always been the 

beginning. The genesis for most of us consisted of 

staring wide-eyed at a photograph while wondering 

how someone could make something look so 

incredible. How could someone capture an image 

that conveyed so much feeling and wonder just 

with the click of a shutter? This is not wrong. We all 

began, even perhaps inadvertently, attempting to do 

something someone else had already done. Seldom 

do ideas erupt on their own without something 

igniting the spark.

Isaac Newton (yes, that Isaac Newton) 

made an old latin expression famous when he 

addressed questions about how he had made such 

monumental leaps in his work. “By standing on 

the shoulders of giants” was his response. Now, ol’ 

Newt wasn’t advocating hopping onto a tall person’s 

shoulders nor should you, unless you’re into that 

kind of thing. What we’re talking about here is that 

your own creative new work is often influenced by 

the creative new work of those who came before 

you. Allow yourself to be immersed beneath wave 

after wave of inspiration. And, yes, if you find a 

photographer’s work you love, learn how it was 

done and try it until you reach a level of satisfaction. 

Through emulation of other wonderful work, you 

will learn which direction you are being pulled in 

creatively. Which brings us to…

SELF-ACTUALIZATION

It would seem that even I project a blanket 

of unexpected confusion when it comes to 

differentiating between the meaning of self-

actualization and self-realization. Both terms 

are similar but ironically come with a significant 

difference. Realization means you understand 

something you did not previously. Actualization is the 

putting of that newfound understanding into action.

In adventure and outdoor photography, knowing 

what you do and don’t like (self-realization) shooting 

is only a small slice of the photographic pie. Through 

emulation, you have begun to lay the foundations 

of your own uniqueness. That understanding is a 

crucial first step but in itself is wholly useless without 

actualization. You must put yourself in a position to 

convert your realization into a tangible expression of 
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yourself. This leads us to the big one. And that is…

…I hope you heard the drum roll.

SELF-PROJECTION

This is the Grail of understanding. It is the 

ultimate goal which we all labor to achieve. Being 

able to imprint yourself into your work can be 

frustrating. I call this “self-projection.”

Self-projection is what I consider to be the actual 

style of a photographer although the word “style” has 

no real meaning when it is put in the context of your 

own imagination as a shooter.

By its very definition, the word style means 

that something bears the characteristics of 

something else. While this is not a wholly inaccurate 

way to describe the way your work might be 

influenced it doesn’t completely do a service to 

the process required to reach your personal way of 

photographing. You were influenced by other work, 

but the ultimate product is something that should 

be all your own. So why say that you shoot in the 

style of someone else? Learning to project your own 

brand of epicness with your images is well, epic.

Standing alone is more than just an intense title 

for a book chapter. Being able to understand what 

moves you and why is the only way to begin to learn 

how to move others. The three phases: emulation, 

self-actualization, and self-projection are milestones 

on the road to truly becoming a free-thinking 

photographer.

Allow yourself to be influenced, 
but be welcoming of the 

understanding that you will 
and should eventually follow 

your own path. If you do 
nothing else, stay true to that 

path.
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Life is nothing more than a constant forward 

motion of experiences, reactions, adaptations, and 

perceptions. At its most bare meaning, “life” is simply 

a distinguishing identifier between those things in 

our world which we view as animate and inanimate. 

The word itself describes not an action, but a state of 

existence. The true wonderment begins to emerge 

when we, as humans, choose to be alive; to be fully 

awake; to take action. It is this propulsive need which 

drives us to go out into our extraordinary world in 

search of adventure. The life of an adventurer, and 

by association the adventuring photographer, is the 

product of an insatiable thirst for the next fully-lived 

experience whether it is the next sunrise, the next 

pitch on the wall, or the next river crossed. It’s a 

sickness… an infection of wanderlust that can only be 

contained but never cured.

Adventure photography allows us to share all of 

those experiences so that we can become conduits 

to enrich the lives of others. Sharing the joys and the 

excitement of the wild and extraordinary places is 

something we do because we can, and in so doing 

makes us better company to our fellow humans. 

Our work lives on long after we make our last 

photograph. As documentarians of fleeting moments, 

we become the perpetrators of places and people 

that are uniquely beautiful and wholly extraordinary. 

We make photographs in memoriam to those who 

have come before us and to those who come after. 

The purpose of our work isn’t about the photographs, 

but rather it is the measure of happiness they bring to 

each person who sees them.

The spirit of adventure is enduring. Once it enters 

our lives, the hunger never leaves. It perpetuates itself 

through the brave souls who are bold enough to be 

led by it and abide in the unknown.

Keep moving forward and keep making the 

photographs.

Don’t stop for anything. 
Live the adventure.
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Want more? Good!

I hoped you would say that. In that case allow me 

to direct your keen mind to some of the links below. 

These are some further writings on topics related 

to those found in the book. They’ll be useful to you 

as you venture out on your next adventure. These 

articles cover everything from using legacy lenses 

with modern digital cameras to understanding the 

sometimes Zen nature of photography itself. 

• The Tao of Photography 

• Overcoming Fear in Photography 

• Astrophotography Made Simple 

• Lessons from the Masters: Robert Capa and Jerry 

Uelsmann 

• Old Glass: How to Use Old Film Lenses with New DSLR 

Cameras 

• Cartier -Bresson and Stieglitz – Study the Masters of 

Photography to Become a Better Photographer 

• A Year After Mirrorless 

There are also a few books which I consider 

required reading for the adventurer with a camera.

The first is LIDLIPS: Lessons I Didn’t Learn In 

Photography School by Syl Arena. If you want a solid 

dose of “You can do anything you set your mind to”, 

this is the book you should read. It is an especially 

important bit of honest encouragement from one of 

the best shooters in the photo business. Definitely 

one that I would keep handy for those periods when 

you find yourself in a slump.

The second was written by one of the original 

Master’s of photography, Ansel Adams. The book 

Ansel Adams: An Autobiography is an introspective 

self -study of the man who helped to pave the way 

for modern American landscape photography.

Ansel covers literally his entire personal and 

professional career. The writing is both fascinatingly 

educational and beautifully worded.

In my opinion, it is an indispensable resource for 

any photographer.

https://contrastly.com/tao-of-photography/
https://contrastly.com/tao-of-photography/
https://contrastly.com/tao-of-photography/
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More often than not there exist those who have 

no idea how much they have impacted our lives. As 

with most things, our accomplishments are simply 

coincidental byproducts of the endless support and 

encouragement we receive from those around us. 

So, there are people who I would like to thank for 

the invaluable influence and positivity which they 

always so freely gave.

For my parents, Jimmy and Shirley, thank you 

for teaching me that there were no mountains too 

tall. Thank you for always telling me that there was 

nothing I couldn’t do. I love you both beyond any 

words that can be written.

To my friend and loved ones which are one 

and the same, thank you for enduring my constant 

absences, stressed moods, missed movie nights, 

and the beers we didn’t get to share. I’ve taken a 

long and overtly weird road to be here now. Your 

patience and support mean so much to me.

For Jim Veneman, who might not remember me 

but will hopefully read this. We met in your office 

at Union University five years ago. Your enthusiasm 

for my work gave me the confidence to keep going. 

You were kind enough to give me a book before I 

left (LIDLIPS), which showed me that photo work 

wasn’t something exclusive to degree holders. Thank 

you for helping me understand that this madness 

of photography could very well be, even against all 

odds, my life’s work.

Lastly but certainly not leastly, for my editor, 

Jon. This might not even make it into the book... but 

thanks again for answering that email.
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