In the last edition of the Photographer’s Journal, we ran the
first part of our series on Mastering your Autofocus system. In
part 1, the focus was on simply understanding the various AF
settings in your camera. We discussed the difference between
cross type and vertical type AF sensors. Phase detection vs
Contrast Detection AF. In other words, it was all technical.
All the stuff most people would probably classify as absolutely
boring.
This installment of Mastering your Auto Focus System will be
different. This is the real world stuff; how it all applies in the
field. In part 2, we cover case studies and discuss exactly what
AF strategy I chose to use in order to accomplish my goals. Of
course, all of this is a lot like Photoshop in the sense that there
are multiple ways of accomplishing any one thing. But with
auto focus, it’s a bit more philosophical in approach.
As photographers, we make conscious decisions as to how
complex or how simple we want to make things in the field.
Some folks are ultra-techy in their approach to the craft. They
want the latest and greatest technological options at their
fingertips, and they are determined to use all of it. Custom
functions are dialed in and programed for various situations.
Rules are set. And everything is tweaked according the
situation. They love the technology. The mechanical wizardry
of the system. The cutting edge of the latest sensors. This isn’t
me.
I am an artist first and foremost. My interest is not technical
perfection. My interest is creating captivating images of the
natural world. Images that tell stories and capture people’s

imaginations. This doesn’t mean that every photograph I
create is a great work of art - the ones that I have chosen
to illustrate my auto focus strategies below, for instance,
were picked for their ability to communicate the technical
considerations that goes into this stuff as opposed to their
artistic merit. But art and vision and ultimately an attempt at
capturing the mystery and magic of the natural world is what
I am always searching for, always aiming towards, and largely
dictates how I approach the technical side of photography.
I prefer simplification. My personal focus is on light,
composition, mood, and gesture. I am not interested in
dialing in a different setting for my Blocked Shot Response
with every situation. For a lot of the Auto Focus system, I am
looking for a way to dial in basic settings that work in most
situations for me, and adjust what really needs to be adjusted
to accomplish my goals as necessary. This is my disclaimer to
you. My artistic declaration. And maybe, a fair warning.
Let’s begin. . .

Sandwich Terns (bow chicka wow wow)
Single Point and Single Shot
Photographing shorebirds, those little balls of kenetic energy,
that are just standing around on the beach can be a bit blasé if
you ask me. Sand, bird, water. Boring. It doesn’t do anything
for me. By its very nature, its all too documentary for my

tastes. But this doesn’t mean that I
turn my nose up at photographing
shorebirds. By no means. Instead,
it means that I am always hunting
for ways to make photographs of
shorebirds more captivating.
One way of doing this is to get own
and dirty. I don’t mean getting down
on my knees. I don’t mean setting
my tripod down as low as it will go
to the ground. I am talking lens on
ground with me sprawled out on
my stomach and getting sand on my
face. It’s not the most respectable of
positions to be in.
Certain bird photographers from
sunny Florida will rain on your
parade by saying you are doing it
all wrong by getting this low. Dont
listen to them. Expiriment for yourself. Test the waters if you
will. Just because their vision is one of sterility and defined
“rules” does not mean yours should be as well. Thumb your
nose at such attempts to breed conformity, and always be
suspicous of anyone touting a right or wrong way of doing
something.

wildlife photographer. This is ALWAYS my “go to” perspective
to start with when photographing animales. You can always
chose to adjust your perspective from there of course by
getting higher, or even lower, based upon compositional
considerations. But I start here: down low, eye to eye - no
matter how low or how uncomfortable or how inglorious of a
position this may be.

Finding myself face down in the sand does a number of things
for my photographs. Cheif among them is that it puts me
at eye level with my subject. This is the default position of a

The second thing this does for me is it helps divide up the
composition into three separate dimensions – foreground,
middle ground, and background. Landscape photographers

obsess over this stuff. Wildlife photography is really no
different. I am always searching for ways to breathe depth
and dimension into my photographs. I want to create the
illusion of three dimensions on the two dimensional plane of
a photograph, and composing in such a way as to bring these
three plains together is a simple way to do just that.
The third thing that getting so low does for me is that
it creates a situation in which I am literally shooting
THROUGH the sand - here is the subjective touch for me.
The sand is the foreground element of course. Shooting
through it, blurring it out in front of my lens, creates an
ethereal feel to the image. It softens things. It makes you pause
to consider the situation. It adds interest and a unique feel to
the photograph. It’s ethereal. Ethereal: adjective, of or relating
to the regions beyond the Earth, lacking material substance,
suggesting the heavens. Yes please.
The problem with this, however, is that by trying to literally
shoot through sand, through any object purposefully
composed right in front of the lens, I am going to have
focusing issues. Now, with a 600mm lens, which is what I
used to create this photograph, there is no way that my lens
will focus on the sand itself. The minimum focusing distance
of this lens is about 18 feet. Instead, what will happen is
my autofocus system will be tripped up by the presence of
something sitting directly in front of my lens if the area mode
is large enough to overlap it in the viewfinder. It will attempt
to focus, never actually achieving this, and will endlessly
search for something to lock on to. That is, unless I am either
manually focusing, or using a very small and limited AF-Area

Mode.
Personally, I don’t want to manually focus unless it is
absolutely necessary. Sometimes it is neccesary, as you will see
soon enough. But it’s not 1967 and so I refuse to shoot like it
is unless I must. I wasn’t born for another 15 years after that
anyways.
Thus, for this situation, I set my AF-Area Mode to Single
Point and effectively shoot with the equivalent of Single Shot
as well (different from Single Point). If you remember from
the first part of this series, Single Point gives us exactly what
the name implies: one single AF sensor point to focus with.
Nothing more. Nothing less. And yes, believe it or not, there is
a “less” if you shoot Canon.
By limiting everything to a single focusing sensor, I am able
to control EXACTLY where my camera is going to focus. This
is critically important for me, especially when I am so close to
my subject. Depth of field is a function of distance. The closer
I am to my subject, the more exact I must be when shooting
small f/stops.
Pop Quiz: 99% of the time, where should you try to focus?
If you said the butt, you are wrong. =) Obviously the answer
here is the eye.
Using Single Point to focus, I can move my focusing point in
the viewfinder and place it right on the eye of one of these
birds. As to which bird I chose to focus on matters greatly
here because the lower bird, the female, is right on the edge

of the out of focus sand. So if I were to focus on her, I could
potentially find myself battling with the sand. Luckily, both
of these birds were on the SAME PLANE OF FOCUS. This
means that they are equal in distance from my lens. Thus, I
can focus on the eye of the male on top and will get both birds
in focus.
Now, the second part of this AF setting equation was shooting
in Single Shot Mode. Single Shot (again, different from Single
Point), means that once my camera acquires focus, it will
not attempt to adjust or refocus until I actuate whatever
button I have programed to engage the auto focus. As I
shoot with the technique called “back-button focusing,” I have
no need to switch my camera into the Single Shot setting. I
have disconnected the auto focus from the shutter button.
This means I can shoot as many photos as my card or buffer
will let me and never will the camera actually engage or turn
on the auto focus of my camera. Only if I press the AF-On
button on the back of my camera will auto focus kick in. Once
I am convinced that I have acquired focus, I can then let go of
the button and my focus will sit right where it is until I tap the
AF-On button again.
Check out the first part of this series in the Spring
edition of the Photographer’s Journal for detailed
instructions on how to set up your Nikon, Canon, or
Sony camera for back-button-focusing.

The reason that I would want to do this here, is for two
reasons. First, the bodies of the birds are not really moving.
Sure, they are going up and down a bit here, but they are

staying the same distance from my lens. If I try to continually
focus on them (Continuous Servo / AI Servo) then the
camera will always try to make small micro-adjustments
to the focus. The results could be as much as 50% of my
images being slightly out of focus. Let me repeat that. If I am
trying to continuously auto focus on my subject, as much
as 50% of my photos may be out of focus. It is not always
as high as 50%. The closer you are to your subject, the less
variables your camera has to contend. The more defined
the lines of contrast are where you are attempting focus, the
easier it is for you camera to lock on focus. However, given
the design and purpose of Continuous / Servo focusing, the
micro-adjustments being made will always return a sizeable
percentage of OOF (out of focus) images. This is a known
fact. Nikon, Canon, Sony, Olympus, everyone knows this.
And, everyone details this in their descriptions of how their
different AF modes function.
These birds arent getting any closer. Nor are they moving
away. My sandwich terns are completely focused on getting
their groove on here. They are like flapping rocks. So why
sacrifice up to 50% of my photos? I want to lock focus once.
Let it remain there. And capture all of the images in focus.
The other reason I don’t want to continuously auto focus
in this situation is because of those flapping wings. Up and
down, up and down they go – pretty much constantly. If I am
using continuous focusing, and one of those wings moves
down in front of my AF sensor for more than a second, which
birds will hold strange wing positions intermittently when
copulating, then my camera may try to switch focus onto the

closer object. No gracias.
Single Point and Single Shot (via back button focusing) are
the way to go here for me. They simplify things. They allow
me to focus exactly where I want to focus, and leave that focus
locked on no matter what.

White Faced Capuchin – Going Manual
On a recent trip to Honduras, we found ourselves floating
down the Cuerro River (Leather River) in search of primates.
All around us we could hear black howler monkeys roaring
in the canopy of the rainforest. Individual tribes of these
monkeys were calling out in to the morning air declaring their
existence to the world, and defining territorial boundaries in
the process.
As we approached one of these groups that were down
relatively low, and right along the edge of the river, our
guide who was piloting the boat noticed a small white face
peering out from the foliage! This was pretty unusual. I have
seen plenty of white-faced capuchin monkeys, but they are
normally in large groups themselves. And they are NEVER
within feet of howler monkeys.
Looking deep into the dense vegetation that lined the river, I
was met with two coal black eyes set against a beautiful white
face. We locked gazes for a moment and I instantly realized

the potential for this photograph.
The problem with this situation was basically everything. I
had but a very narrow gap in the vegetation. This was 600mm
territory. I was on a boat and handholding. Locking focus
onto this little face, with the shallow depth of field associated
with f/4, handholding a 600mm and Nikon D5, in a small
boat, added a whole lot of potential problems.
Working through situations like this is all about first
identifying exactly what the obstacles are that you must
overcome. That is exactly what I spelled out in the paragraph
above. Identify the problems, then work through the solutions
to each one seperately in your mind.
This was, without a doubt, a job for Manual Focus and NOT
allowing my AF to engage at all. Or, well, I should say it was
a job for manual focus, a high ISO, fast shutter speeds, and
the VR II setting on my lens as a moving boat (pitch and yaw)
is the precise example that Nikon uses when describing the
function of this particular setting.
The reason that I chose to manually focus here instead of
using Single Point (or if I was shooting with Canon, Spot
Focusing), was due to the movement of the boat. This wasn’t
a situation I could fine tune the focusing on. As soon as I
started to position my focus sensor over the face, the boat
would move and I would slide off the monkey. This was a very
narrow window to shoot in. Subtle movements in the boat
would have me grabbing a hold of the surrounding vegetation.

On the other hand, because I was shooting with back-button
focusing I was able to switch over to focusing manually in
the blink of an eye. Instead of having to fumble with my lens
to find the AF / M switch on the side (and then remember to
turn back on when I was done with this particular subject),
I was able to simply reach out and rotate my focusing ring –
making sure I just didn’t hit the AF-On button while working
this monkey.
When I manually focus, I like to cheat. But, given that this
isn’t a competition, is it really cheating? What this means is
that I like to get my focus as close to my subject as possible
and as quickly as possible. So, instead of turning and turning
and turning the focusing ring until things come into view, I
acquired focus quickly on the massive wall of green around
the capuchin, and then tweaked things manually. Again,
this is a HUGE benefit of using the back button focusing
technique – instant access to continuous, single shot, and
manual focus in such a way that allows you to use all three as
needed.
The look that was happening here was only going to last a very
brief moment in time. So if this was going to happen at all,
it was going to have to happen quickly. Hitting focus on the
wall of vegetation and then making my focus tweaks manually
allowed me to obtain focus VERY fast. By shooting with back
button focusing, I was able to both AF and tweak my focus
manually without adjusting any settings or switches on my
camera or lens.
Once the focus was set, it didn’t really matter how the boat

pitched or yawed. The face of
the capuchin would always be
the only thing in focus - unless
the distance changed.

Long-tailed Weasel
– Contrast, Cross
Type Sensors, and
Continuous Servo
A couple years ago I was in
Yellowstone National Park
during the winter on a snow
coach. We were traveling back
from Hayden Valley where
we had photographed red
foxes and river otters in the
snow earlier that day. To say
that we were all exhausted
would be something of an
understatement. We were dog
tired. It had been a long day, brutaly cold, with deep snow,
and we had already filled memory cards. Naturally, everyone
would be on the verge of falling a sleep when suddenly a longtailed weasel appeared out of nowhere.
Long-tailed weasels are often confused with ermine. Both are
weasels. Both are small. Both live in the Northern Rockies.
Both turn white in the winter. But, one is bigger than the

other and this is the big one, the long-tailed weasel.
You typically find these big little weasels one of two ways.
Either you see a little black spot darting across the snow
(their black tipped tail), or you think you see a white napkin
or small plastic bag blowing across the snow. That’s it.
Chances are, you have driven right past one of these guys in
Yellowstone if you have been there in the winter – and you
had no idea they were there.

The snow coach slammed on breaks, or well, as much of a
slam on breaks as it could in the snow, and we all piled out
to prepare ourselves for what can only be described as the
wildlife photographer’s Special Olympics. Weasels are fast.
They are agile. They are small. They explode into any and
every direction in the blink of an eye and there is simply
no way that a human, especially one wearing snow boots
and carrying 20lbs of gear, can actually keep up with them.
Let’s just say that everyone lost about 10lbs of body fat this
afternoon, and probably cleared out all arterial plaque in the
process.
In the winter months, the long-tailed weasel is hunting
rodents that are in a state of torpor. Torpor is basically true
hibernation, not like the stuff that bears do. Body temps drop
to just a couple degrees above freezing and heart rates slow
down to 1 beat a minute as animals go into a near frozen
comatose like state until the warm up again in the Spring.
To find these rodents, weasels use their powerful sense of
smell. Once the scent is picked up on, they dive down into the
snow, entering into the hibernaculum of the sleeping ground
squirrel, and proceed to eat them while they sleep. If it’s a big
meal, they will curl up and sleep the day away inside of their
prey’s home after eating them. If it was small, they explode
back out of the snow and dart off at seemingly a thousand
miles an hour in search of another meal.
The frenetic energy of these little weasels makes them the
equivalent of a mammalian hummingbird. The boundless
energy is dumbfounding. Your four year old toddler has

nothing on these guys. Add to this the fact that they are
white against white snow, their movements are completely
erratic and unpredictable as they are prey species themselves,
and you have one serious problem on your hands trying to
photograph these guys while they are hunting.
It’s moments like this when we come to depend upon the
full power of modern auto focus systems. Birds in flight are
a piece of cake compared to something like this. We want
everything working in our favor to help improve the odds
that we actually come home with at least one or two in focus
images.
As I mentioned in the bit about identifying your challenges in
regards to the white-faced capuchin, here, one of the biggest
obstacles that I faced was the overall lack of contrast to work
with. The winter phase long-tailed weasel was white on white
against the snow. To add insult to injury, the sky had clouded
over and it was getting late. This means very little light, and
even less contrast for my auto focus system to lock onto.
When the going gets tough, in regards to contrast or erratic
movement, I set my focus using cross-type sensors. You
will recall from the last issue of the Photographer’s Journal
that each camera is completely different in terms of where
cross-type sensors are located, AND not all lenses have the
capability of working with all of those cross-type sensors
either. Remember, a cross-type sensor is one that can detect
contrast in both vertical and horizontal lines - not just
vertical. Because of this discrepancy, that is to say, because
different lenses give me access to a different arrangement of

cross-type sensors, I select
the focusing sensors that
I am 100% sure will be
cross-type: the center. No
matter the camera, and
no matter the lens nowa-days, you can be sure
that the center column
of focus points in your
viewfinder correspond
with cross-type focusing
sensors. Have you ever
heard that your camera
will focus faster when
you use the center focus
points? This is why. Those
are cross-type sensors,
meaning that it focuses a
bit faster because it can
do so on either vertical or
horizontal lines.
By selecting the center
focus points, I assure that I have the best settings dialed in for
finding and locking onto what little contrast may be there.
This is not a go to setting for all situations of course. You don’t
actually need those cross-type sensors in many, if not most,
situations. And by depending upon the center focus points,
you limit what is possible in terms of composition – especially
when shooting closeup. But when you need that extra help,
you always know those cross-type sensors in the middle got

your back.
Now that I know I am going to be using the center focus
points in my viewfinder, the next step is to determine which
AF-Area mode I am going to use. You will recall that the AFArea mode is the pattern of auto focus sensors you are using
to try and acquire focus. When it comes to something as fast
and erratic as this long-tailed weasel, I use Dynamic-25 points

on my Nikon D5.
The Dynamic-25 setting allows me to select one single AF
sensor that will be my priority focusing point. This is the
focus point I want to try and keep on the weasel to focus. In
addition to this single focus sensor though, are an additional
24 focusing sensors that are linked around it. These all have
secondary priority and only engage if the focus point in the
middle of the D-25 pattern loses focus.
So, let’s say that I acquire focus on the head of my long-tailed
weasel as he runs through the snow. Suddenly, the weasel
darts to the left. I try to keep up of course, but since I cannot
predict these kind of erratic twists and turns, I find myself
constantly trying to play catch up. Well, when he zigs and
zags like this, and I lose focus, the additional 24 surrounding
points now all kick into gear to try and grab focus on the
weasel. Brilliant!
I rarely use Dynamic-25, opting for Dynamic-9 in most
situations with my D5. Dynamic-25 creates a large area of
potentially active AF sensors with lots of room for error in
terms of grabbing onto contrasty backgrounds or foregrounds.
But when the subject is truly this fast and this unpredictable,
Dynamic-25 it is.
Now, for you Canon shooters out there, Dynamic-25 would
be the equivalent of Canon’s 8-point AF expansion. At first it
may seem like 8 points is a far cry from 25 points. However,
the devil here is in the details of how many auto focus points
each camera body has to begin with. On Nikon’s D5, I have

153 AF points. Not all of these are actually selectable, thank
God. But those that are not manually selectable are there
to still assist. Now, compare this to the 61 points of Canon’s
top-shelf 1DMii. Because Canon has fewer AF points in its
system, 8-point expansion (which equals 9 total AF points) is
about the same size as Nikon’s Dynamic-25. The same holds
true for other Nikon cameras as well actually. Going back one
generation to the D4 body, Dynamic-9 was the equivalent of
the new generations Dynamic-25 because there were less AF
points to work with and therefore it took fewer to cover the
same amount of landscape in the viewfinder.
Last but not least is the matter of Continuous Servo / AI
Servo. Remember, this is a weasel. This sucker is fast. Erratic.
Nearly impossible to keep up with. And I need all the help
I can get. In this situation, I want my camera’s auto focus
to be constantly running, trying to focus, making micro
adjustments, and helping anyway it can. Sure, 40% or more
of my photos might be out of focus because of those micro
adjustments. But I can assure you, I would have 100% out of
focus if it wasn’t trying to constantly adjust the focus in this
situation.
Again, I am back-button focusing. Thus, in order to engage
the Continuous Servo focusing, all I have to do is simply
hold down the AF-On button. As long as this button is being
pressed, my camera is doing everything it can to find focus on
my subject.
It should never be your strategy to approach every situation
like this one. Yes, you have the technology in your camera,

but all of these options come with drawbacks. Relying only
on the center focusing points means you limit yourself
creatively in terms of composition. Using Continuous Servo
/ AI Servo is guaranteed to create out of focus photos for you
in all situations because of the constant micro-adjustments
performed by the camera. And shooting with large AF-Area
Modes like Dynamic-25 or 8 Point Expansion increases the
possibility of you grabbing focus on other things than your
subject. But, in the right situation, such as this extremely fast
and erratically moving long-tailed weasel in the snow, these
tools can be brought together to help you come home with in
focus photos that would not have been possible otherwise.

Bull Elk – Keeping the AF-Area Mode Small
and Tight
This past fall, I chased the elk rut from Colorado north to
halfway across Alberta, Canada. Part of this epic journey was
born out of frustration with my library of elk photos. It had
been a couple years since I had created anything new and
compelling that caught my eye with this species and I wanted
to change that. A lot of my editorial clients buy elk photos. I
needed new elk photos. But, the other half of the equation was
climate change. Quite simply, it was too darn hot and I was
chasing temperatures that allowed for the rutting behavior to
take place durring daylight hours.

I started the trip in Rocky Mountain National Park – one of
my all time favorite locations to photograph big bull elk. This
was dead. Peak of the elk rut (theoretically) and temps were
in the 80s. Nothing stirred. I needed highs in the 50s. So, I
traveled north. I hit up super-secret elk locations in Wyoming.
Then Jackson Hole. And onto Yellowstone. I spent a couple
weeks traipsing around these parks, and only when we had an
early season snowstorm with 8 inches of fresh snow, did the
elk activity happen. When it warmed up a couple days later,
the activity shifted into the night when temps were cooler.
So, north I went. Missouri Breaks, nothing. On to Canada.
Banff. Ice Fields Parkway. And finally, Jasper National Park.
Here, nearly 1,500 miles north of where I started out in Rocky
Mountain National Park, I finally found the rut in full swing!

making a mental check list of the problems that needed to
be overcome. The two big challenges of photographing elk
in the forest are almost one in the same: cluttered branches
and those big antlers. The very things that work to make
compelling photographs here are the biggest obstacles that
must be dealt with. Both are compositionally challenging.
And both will grab your auto focus in a heart beat thanks to
their contrast.

Of all the GIANT bull elk I found drunk on their own
testosterone in Jasper, it was a bull deep in the forest that
proved to be the most impressive. He saw over a harem of
about 30 cows, and his antler spread was simply amazing.
Shooting inside of a forest can be challenging though. Bull elk
in an open meadow? No problem. Anything inside of a forest,
with trees, and shrubs, and vegetation, and stick, and twigs,
and chaos, and distraction EVERYWHERE, well, that is a
different story. Despite all of this, I prefer the forested images.
I like forests. They do so much for a photograph, creating
dimension, mood, and just setting the stage for everything.
Open meadows can be a bit boring. So, when I found this big
boy sticking to the trees, I knew this was the elk I wanted to
follow.

With this steady action, this was not going to be a situation
for Single Shot or Manual Focus. No. This was a job for
Continuous Servo / AI Servo focusing. I needed a setting to
keep up with the action. It wasn’t fast and erratic like a longtailed weasel, but it was movement. Back-button focusing
meant that I needed only to press the AF-On button to keep
the AF system engaged and focusing on my elk.

Like all of the other situations detailed here, I went about

Enter Dynamic-9 point (or AF 4-point expansion for Canon).

My elk was steadily on the move. Stopping for moments
to bugle. Pausing only to take stock of his harem. But then
moving on, either trying to keep up with the harem, or
chasing them around to taste the air for pheromones and thus
their receptiveness to his advances.

Back to the matter of the branches and antlers though, I
needed a small and tight AF-Area mode that would give me
some leeway if I lost focus for a moment with all the running
about in the woods, but was small enough for me to plant
squarely on the face of this beast without tripping up and
hitting the antlers or a branch.

Small enough to target small places. And yet, it gives you a
wide enough pattern of AF points to help you reacquire focus
quickly when lost. This is my go-to AF setting. Pick up my
camera right now and you will find this AF-Area dialed in and
ready to go. Different situations call for different settings, but
this is my starting point with the Nikon D5.
Dynamic-9 point allowed me to set my focus on the face
of this bull elk without running the risk of locking focus
on those expansive antlers. Anything larger, like D-25 (AF
8-point expansion) and I would run the risk of hitting the
antlers or branches if the additional AF points engaged.
As I stated at the begining of this article, my philosophy is one
of simplification. I want my focusing strategy to be one that is
as compact and as simple as possible. This gives me some level
of control over it. And in cluttered forested situations, control
is everything when it comes to focusing.

Incoming Widgeon – AF Bumping and
Frame Bursts
It was winter and cold and windy. The water was salt, but that
didn’t stop it from turning to slush and ice near the banks.
This particular morning I found myself sitting waist deep in
this wintery half frozen soup and as happy as could be. Oh
Cambridge, Maryland, how I love your ducks.

The sun and wind were both at my back – a perfect setup for
ducks in flight. You see, birds prefer to both land and take
off into the wind. With the wind at my back, the ducks were
coming straight at me, in gorgeous light, with wings flared. An
ideal situation for sure.
But as perfect of a setup as this could be for duck
photography, the problem I faced was the fact that I was
trying to lock focus on a football sized bird flying at me at
roughly 50mph, and capture in focus images of them before
they dumped into the water. Of all the challenges you will
face, a subject coming straight at you – especially with speed –
is by far the most difficult scenario for focusing (aside from a
white on white running weasel).
In terms of camera settings, I approached this situation much
like I did with the long-tailed weasel:
•
•
•

Continuous Servo / AI Servo
Cross-type sensors by using the center focusing points
Dynamic-25 (8-point expansion for Canon)

Some ducks were larger than others. And so I did find myself
jumping back and forth between Dynamic-25 and Dynamic-9
because of an issue with focusing on the wings of the duck
when stretched out in front. Dynamic-9 did, in theory, give
me more control in terms of where I placed my AF points, but
by and large Dynamic-25 always gives me the better results
overall.
But here is the thing about this situation: it wasn’t the camera

settings that brought it all together. Instead, it was a focusing
TECHNIQUE called bumping. Bumping is a standard
practice in bird in flight photography. But it works in all
situations where you have a subject that is coming in fast and
hot, OR straight at you.
Auto focusing bumping is exactly what the name implies.
Instead of holding down your AF-On button through the
action, you bump the AF-On button to acquire focus, track
your subject for a moment, and then bump it again. The idea
behind bumping is that you are engaging and disengaging the
AF in bursts so that you never lose focus by more than a few
feet. You dont want to wait to acquire focus on your flying
bird once it is in range to shoot. This is a recipie for failure. So,
as the bird comes into range, you bump.
Picture it this way:
A bird is flying in. You see it at a distance, its coming to you,
you even predict its going to make a great photograph, but it’s
too far out to shoot. You need to go ahead and get to tracking
your subject though so that way when the bird does come into
position, you have focus and are ready to shoot. If you were
to raise your lens up, hold down the AF-On button to lock
focus and continue holding it, you run the risk of completely
missing the shot. Why? Because all it takes is one momentary
lapse in perfect tracking of the bird for you to lose focus. And
if you are holding down the AF-On button continuously, then
your camera will begin to search for a subject to lock onto by
first reaching out to infinity, and then zooming all the way
back in to minimum focusing distance, AND THEN back

out to where your subject was. Put the emphasis on the word
“was” because by the time your AF system gets back to that
spot, your subject is LONG GONE.
Now, if you were to bump your auto focus, track, bump, track,
bump as you wait for them to get into place, if you lost focus
off the bird for a moment, your only doing so by a couple of
feet. All you do is then reposition your focus point on the
subject, and bump again. This allows you to continuously
track your subject and ensure that you safeguard against
focusing to infinity and back again.
Make sense?
If the bird is not coming directly at you, when it comes into
range you hold down the AF-On button and start shooting.
In the situation of this widgeon however, things are a bit
different.
To begin with, I was bumping my auto focus as I watched the
bird coming into view. Bump, wait, bump, wait, bump. This
allowed me to keep up with the bird. As the bird approached
shooting range however, instead of just banging down on the
AF-On button and shooting 14fps, I worked in short, quick,
bursts. As the bird approached, I would fire off 4 or 5 frames,
let go of the shutter button AND the AF-On button, and then
hit them again. By doing this, I was forcing my auto focus to
readjust its focus with the bird’s new position. Shooting in
continuous helps the AF to keep up with the bird of course.
But by releasing the auto focus and then hitting it again, it
ensures that I lock on at least once more for another burst of

frames before the duck hits the water.
Whereas I am bumping my AF-On button as I wait for the
bird to come into range, with the actual shooting I am holding
down the AF-On button, but only long enough to pull off 4-5
frames. Once I have fired my burst. I reacquire focus, and
fire off another burst while holding down the AF-On button.
Bumping and bursting.
Shooting in bursts like this works in all sorts of situations.
Of course, anything and everything coming straight at you I
highly recommend that you shoot in short bursts and then
reacquire focus. But anything moving fast and / or changing
directions and / or changing distances from you and your
lens, should be shot in bursts. Assuming your focus system
will lock on to your subject and keep perfect focus throughout
all of the action is a recipe for soft photos. Shoot, refocus,
shoot, refocus, shoot refocus. This is how you ramp up your
success rate in these situations.

Conclusion
There really isn’t a right or wrong way to utilize your auto
focus system. There are, however, ways to make your life
simple, or a whole lot more diffficult. The above case studies
were all chosen because I felt that when combined together
here, they covered the breadth of possibilities that you may
encounter in the field.

The idea behind using case studies like this was to reveal my
philosophy or strategies on focusing. Other photographers
may have other opinions. Maybe you have found that certain
modes work better for your style of photography than what I
have described above. That is wonderful! There are so many
different ways to achieve your goals in photography and what
is most important is that you find methods and strategies that
are intuitive to you. If you are nailing your focus in similiar
situations to those that I described, but with a different
approach than mine, I highly recommend you stick to that.
The less you have to actually think about what you are doing,
the more mental energy you have to put towards what really
matters in a photograph - which has nothing to do with
exposure and focusing.
The technical side of photography is just one side of the coin.
This whole bussiness of writing with light is very much a left
brain / right brain pursuit - which is why many photographers
are also musicians (myself included). Getting to the point
where the technical and technique become second nature to
you, only places you at the starting line in this game. What
comes next is your ability to communicate, to create, to bring
together all of the elments of chaos in the natural world to
make art. So, regardless of how you “master” the technical
parts of photography, the only thing that really matters is that
you do master it - somehow, someway.

