to photograph wildlife. Each autumn, tens of thousands of
snow geese, ducks and sandhill cranes make the refuge thei
winter home. Bosque straddles the Rio Grande river whose

by Steve Traudt waters have been diverted to create wetlands and faisalan

Grand Junction, Colorado Bosque is situated just off Interstate 25, midway betwee
Albuquerque and Las Cruces, New Mexico. Socorro is the

Introduction... 1 was standing at my tripod, drinking nearest city. From Socorro, drive eight miles south-2% to

coffee, stamping my cold feet and trying not to fog mg-ey ~ EXit 139. Continue east %/ mile on US 380 to the flashing
glasses. The eastern sky was slowly awakening with reds ~ Signal in San Antonio and turn right onto Old Highway 1,
and oranges. Primeval sounds emanated from the wetlands continuing south nine miles to the Visitor Center. Onifne

in front of me. ing from Las Cruces, drive north on 1-25 to exit 124 (San
Marcial) then north on Old Highway 1 to the Visitor Center

| was wait- You may also fly into Albuquerque and rent a cars i
ing for an easy 85 mile drive down |-25 to Socorro, taking just over an
“explo- hour from Albuquerque.
sion”. |
heard it S0corro... Socorro will be your “base camp” as it is the
before | nearest city to Bosque with full services. There d@iaa
saw it. The dozen motels including Motel 6, Super 8, Holiday Inn Ex-
sound is press and Econo Lodge. Socorro features the usual suspect:
difficult to in the restaurant category. My favorite is the Socorringgr
describe; Brewing Company; their wood fired pizza and home brewed
maybe like root beer are wonderful! Socorro parallels 1-25 and has two
a jet air- exits: 150 at the north end and 147 on the south side. The

plane taking off? | grabbed my camera and pointed toward main commercial route thru town is California Streaere
the pink sunrise as thousands of snow geese exploded off most lodging and food is found. There are also grocery
the water in a cacophony of sound and a blur of motion. stores and a Wal-Mart on California. Allow about 30-40
Triggered perhaps by a passing eagle or coyote, they minutes to drive from Socorro and arrive at the Refuge,
clawed skyward in the frigid morning air. ready to shoot.

| was on auto-pilot. Composition was instinctive; nogtim

for thinking about camera settings. | pointed the camera
and let it rip! Slow shutter speeds produced soft blurs of
the beating v-shaped wings. The whole spectacle was over
in half a minute. | realized | had stopped breathing. The
adrenaline rush was intoxicating. As the geese dissipated i
that December sky, | realized why | had come to Bosque
del Apache. Those 30 seconds of sheer avian chaos attract
photographers and birders from around the world. | had
just witnessed the “fly-out” at Bosque. | looked around at
my fellow photographers; all were grinning wildly! From
this point onward, the magic of Bosque was in my blood!

When To Go... Peak winter visitation for the cranes and
snow geese occurs from about the middle of November thru
the middle of February. If you go in late November, there
will still be autumn leaves on the trees, which can make f
good backgrounds. The Annual Crane Festival, hosted by the
Friends of the Bosque, is always held the week before
Thanksgiving. This is a great celebration of Bosqueufea

ing tours, exhibits and lectures, and lots of visitorisit

just before the Festival is very nice, with warm tempees

and good color in the landscape. | have also visited devera
times in early December with very good results. | @it

once in late January. Early December probably attrhets t
most photographers although this is not really a negative
factor. My January visit found relatively few other toss

and was quite nice. Obviously weekdays are less crowded
than weekends. A visit in December and January does re-
quire winter clothing. Daytime highs average in the 50s with

The Refuge...Bosque del Apache (Woods of the
Apache) is an unassuming National Wildlife Refuge lo-
cated 18 miles south of Socorro, New Mexico. This 57,000
acre sanctuary was established in 1939 to provide “a refuge
and breeding grounds for migratory birds and other wild-
life” and to develop wintering grounds for greater Sandhill
Cranes, which were then endangered. Only seventeen
cranes visited the refuge those first years; now 15,000
cranes winter there.

Today, Bosque is known as one of the top destinations in
the country for bird photographers. Outdoor Photographer
magazine named it one of the top 10 places in the WORLD



nighttime lows typically in the
20s. Pre-dawn photography
requires warm gloves, hats
and boots. Since you are often
standing in one place for a
period of time, | find chemical
warmer packets for hands and
feet very useful. Wear your
clothes in layers so you can
. peel as the day warms up. You
it} \ | may end up photographing in
A bl L\ shirtsleeves if it is a sunny

Lo TR B Y 85| day. Be prepared for wind and
. : rain; even snow! You are
[ never far from your vehicle if
you need a quick warm-up.

#
iy

Equipment... One of the reasons Bosque is so wonder-
ful for photography is how acclimated the birds are to hu-
mans. It is not uncommon to be within 20 or 30 feet of
cranes or geese. | grew up in Nebraska and visited the
crane migration on the Platte River but we never got any-
where near as close as you can at Bosque. Therelare re
tively modest lenses can make great images at Bosque.
Something in the range of 300mm or 400mm works very
well here.

On many
popular

digital cam-
eras, with a
150r16

chip factor,

a 300mm
becomes
about a
450mm
effective

lens, while

a 400mm
becomes a
600mm! | have a 100-400mm zoom which is just about
perfect. Lenses with anti-vibration technology, such as
Canon IS and Nikon VR are very helpful. Shorter focal
lengths are needed too for the snow geese “blast-offs” and
such. | first visited Bosque in 2002 and as | walked down
the row of photographers one morning, | noticed that 90%
of the cameras were film. However, that has completely
reversed, with nearly all photographers shooting digital
now. The advantages of digital are many. | love being able
to shoot hundreds of shots on one memory card. | can fire
off bursts of 5 frames a second and not worry about my
bank balance! You can vary the ISO as the light distdte
likely would not even be a “bird photographer” except for
digital. Shooting birds in flight requires practice and you'l
make lots of mistakes. My first experience at Bosque in
2002 is indicative of how useful digital is. We arrived in
time for the evening “fly-in” where | shot several hundred

exposures with my D60. Back at the motel room, | viewed
the images on my laptop screen. In that hour, | learned a |
about composition and technique. | quickly discovered how
much shutter speed | needed for a sharp image. It gave me
confidence and over the next 3 days | made some incredible
images. The D60 was not even a very good camera in terms
of speed and auto-focus but | learned how to make it work
for me. Digital “accelerated” my learning curve manyesm
over.

Although an SLR camera is the most useful, a good “point &
shoot” camera can work well too. Do keep the ISO low
though as the compact cameras have higher noise levels.
Some of the newer models have 12x, even 20x lenses. And
their movie mode is great too for capturing the sounds and
motion of the birds.

A good tripod is a must. It should extend high enough with-
out using the center column. Gitzo and Bogen are two brand:
to consider. A quick-release ball head is also very useful
such as those made by Arca-Swiss, Really Right Stur, K
and Acra-Tech. With the longer focal length lensesgli
recommend a Wimberley type support. | use their “Sidekick”
system for my 100-400 zoom. The Sidekick attaches to your
existing ball head. The Sidekick only weighs 1.3 pounds and
easily packs in your camera bag. The larger Wimberley I
Head is perfect with the larger 500 and 600 lenses. These
“gimbal”’ type mounts balance your camera/lens and make
both panning and stationary shots pure joy! Another option
is the King Cobra mount from Kirk Photo.

Technique...
Bosque is the
perfect
“laboratory” to
learn bird
photography,
both on the
ground and in
flight. | don’t
pretend to be an =
expert by any =
means; you'll
certainly want to
study books by
Art Morris and
others. Flight
photography is
some of the most
demanding work you’ll ever do and before the advent of
auto-focus was seldom even attempted. Now photographers
get upset if every shot is not tack sharp! If you think about a
bird in flight, you start to see the problems. Considaaae
flying along at 25mph. That equals about 37 feet (440
inches) in a second. So if your shutter is 1/250, the bird
moves nearly 2 inches while the shutter is open! At 1/1000,
the bird moves about ¥z inch and even 1/2000 allows ¥4 inch




of movement. And snow geese fly even faster than cranes!
In addition to this movement, the bird is not moving in a
straight line nor is the speed constant. To make it even
worse, you are waving your lens around trying to track the
bird which adds further variables to the equation. But wait,
we are not done yet! A 400mm lens is multiplying every-
thing 8 times (or 12 times on a typical digital SLR). This
includes subject motion and photographer motion. So in
fact, if you average 10 to 20% sharp flight images, you are
doing pretty well!

Therefore, from a technique point of view, shutter speed i
king. When panning on birds in flight, | have found that
1/500 is about the minimum and 1/750 or 1/1000 is much
safer. If the light allows it, 1/2000 is really nice. Ydens

is probably going to be “wide open” to give you maximum
shutter speed. Generally, depth of field is not your pyiorit
The difference in depth of field from say, 4 to f5.6,a0n
flying bird is hardly noticeable, but the “cost” in staut
speed is gigantic. It may sound backwards, but to grab the
highest possible shutter speed, set your camera to the “A”
mode, Aperture Priority. You then set your Aperture to the
largest opening and the camera will supply the highest
shutter speed possible. You can crank up the ISO to get
higher shutter speeds. Each new camera design seems to
feature ever lower noise characteristics. If needed| | wi

the sharpest images. | do have to work harder to plate th
central sensor on the bird and it tends to bulls-eye time co
position, but | get more sharp images that way. You should
try both ways your first day then evaluate the resultsoom y
laptop. By the way, a laptop computer is probably the single
best piece of photo equipment a digital photographer can
have.

Lighting on the birds is critical. Generally, you want the

light on the front of the bird. Since birds usually fly ithe
wind, your best photos will likely be on a clear day when t
wind and light are both from the same direction, preferable
from behind you. When you start a sequence, press and
HOLD the shutter button down. The camera starts comput-
ing the variables, and although the first shot may nofpshar
the subsequent ones will be. If you release the shuttenbutto
and then press it again
the camera has to start]
over. So just hold the
shutter down for a
burst. With film this
gets costly; with

digital, it is free. (well
sort of free; my friend
Walt Anderson says
with digital you “pre-

use ISO 800 and even higher. If your camera gets too noisy pay”).

at higher 1SO settings, consider a software solution like
Noise Ninja.

For birds in flight, you generally want to set your auto-
focus to “continuous” or “Al Servo” mode, rather than sin-
gle shot. This puts the camera into the “predictive” mode
where it analyzes the motion of the bird and predicts where
it will be when the shutter opens. You can also choose
which AF sensors are active. For example, my 40D fea-
tures 9 AF sensors, in a diamond pattern. In the Automatic
AF point mode, the camera locks focus using the sensor of
its choice. This makes it easier to maintain focus bot-is

ten NOT the most accurate focus. On most cameras, the
central AF sensor is the most sensitive and accurate. F

myself, | have found using only the central sensor gives me

Ideally the bird will be flying toward you or parallel. T

the time to mash the shutter. Once the bird is flyingyawa
from you, the image quality goes down. Butt shots are usu-
ally boring. Knowing that birds take off into the wind allow
you to position yourself better. Cranes signal their impend-
ing take-off by sticking their necks forward so pre-focus on
that bird and get ready for a sequence as they rurthiaru
water for take-off. All of this may sound hard to ember

but after your first day, it starts to make more sense.

It is really important to consider backgrounds, both odsbir
at rest and in flight. Backgrounds can make or breadtlan
erwise great image. Even a panning shot, where the back-
ground is blurred, requires care in background choice.

Visitor Center... If possible, you should visit the Visitor
Center first thing. They can give you good information, es-
pecially as regards where the birds are currently harmgihg
They post weekly bird counts and can tell you if any eagle
are present. They have lots of good books and guides plus
hot coffee and restrooms! Their hours are 7:30 to 4, Mon-Fri
and 8 to 4:30 on Sat and Sun.

Entering The Refuge...The actual Refuge entrance is
just across the highway from the Visitor Center. Entryigee
$3 per day per vehicle or $12 for an annual pass. You can
also use your Interagency Annual, Senior or Disability Ac-
cess Pass. If the toll booth is unattended, put your féein
brown envelope and drop it in the slot. The Refuge is open



from one hour before sunrise until one hour after sunset
including weekends and holidays.

Photo Strategy...The main access to Bosque is via 2
tour loops which resemble a figure-8 in shape. These loops
are the North Farm Loop and the South Marsh Loop. The
Loop roads are primarily one-way roads with a couple of
exceptions. Just after the Fee Booth, you come to a stop
sign. To the right is the Marsh Loop which is a two-way

works well here. Crank up your ISO. Often the explosion
happens before the actual sunrise so your shutter speed can
be pretty slow. This slow shutter can yield some beautiful
abstract shots against the red eastern sky. Sometfters,

an explosion, the geese come back and the process repeats.
Other times the geese head out to the farm fields to Téwd
best shots of the explosion happen in the first 5 seconds or s
when they are still a tightly packed group. There wilbdie
cranes at this location but they take off later andnalk

road along the west side and then becomes one-way. To théJloups.

left is the Farm Loop which is two-way up to the Flight
Deck area. Straight ahead is a two-way center rdachw
bisects the two loops.

Keep in mind that Bosque is an actively managed, exglvin
refuge. Farm fields, wetlands and other areas areedota
regularly. In addition, the birds move around! So what
worked during one visit may be completely different next
time. When you first arrive at Bosque, talk to the \disit
Center staff and other photographers. You'll soon figure
out where the best places are that particular week.

In general, for a morning sunrise session, your best bet is
usually one of 2 or 3 places. One choice is the famous
Flight Deck. | suggest you arrive at least 30 minutes before
sunrise. The Flight Deck is a wooden deck extending out
over the water. It does elevate you a bit and provides a
good vantage point. However it soon becomes packed with
photographers and other visitors and does not offer the
most stable of platforms. | used to photograph from the
Flight Deck but | now prefer to stop about 100 yards short
of the Deck, parking my car on the left-hand side of the
road and setting up along the right side of the road. This
gives you much more flexibility to move around. There are
some old dead trees which can be used for compositional
elements and may contain herons or eagles. With lboek, t
marsh in front of you will be packed with snow geese and
cranes. More geese may arrive as you wait. Normally the
first big photo event will be the snow geese “explosion”
which can feature up to 20,000 geese! There is no warning
so you have to be ready. A lens like a 28-135 or a 100-400

As soon as the geese are gone, | like to jump in the car and
head back up Highway 1 to the “crane pools”. These two
pools are about 5 miles north of the Visitor Center, on
Highway 1, on the west side of the road. The two pools are
about % mile apart. The southern pool is larger and may
have more cranes but at the northern pool the cranes tend tc
be closer to the photographers. | love these pools and have
made some spectacular shots here. Depending on the wind,
as they take off, they may cross very close to you, agah r
over you. A zoom lens works well here. The morning sun
shines on them as they turn to the east back toward ltie fie
in the Refuge. The background will be some western hills,
even some snow-covered peaks. Be careful shooting west a:
I-25 is visible in the background. You can spend an hour or
more here as the cranes depart in small groups. It may be
better to not stand with the main group of photographers but
to move away slightly. Hunting sandhill cranes is legal ev
rywhere but Nebraska so the cranes may confuse the “long-
lens forest” with guns and detour slightly as they ke

As a second choice, | may go straight to the crane parols
sunrise instead of starting out at the Flight Deck.

A third choice is about %2 mile south of the southernmost
crane pool, which we call “railroad”. It is on the esiste of

the highway and you have to cross the railroad tracks to get
to the pool; you may be trespassing. Use caution as these ar
active tracks. It would also be easy to stumble anddspe-
cially in the pre-dawn darkness, carrying tripods. | hadte g
ten some amazing snow goose sunrise explosions at Rail-
road. You are facing east, toward the sunrise and the gees
will be silhouetted against the sunrise.

By now, it is about
8:30 or 9:00 in the
morning so | may
head toward to the
Visitor Center for
coffee and bath-
rooms. Or | might
head back to San
Antonio to the fa-
mous Owl Bar for
some breakfast.
They also have in-
credible green chile hamburgers (yes, you can eat those for
breakfast too!).




After this break, | go back into the Refuge. This tiate,

the Stop sign, continue straight thru until the road turns
north (left) onto the Farm Loop section. As you travel
north on the east side of the Farm Loop, watch for photo
ops including raptors in the trees. Use your car as & blind
be sure to turn off the engine. Watch out for the other driv-
ers as everyone is looking for birds, not cars! A bean bag
on your window is useful; Art Morris sells a good one.

Eventually, at the northeast corner, the Farm Loop turns
west and you start seeing the farm fields. These have been
planted with corn and other crops specifically for threldi

At this point, you may be very close to the cranes and

ris and several
volunteers
worked with
the Refuge
staff to cut
more openings
in the brush
along the loop
roads for more
photo “windows”. We owe them a big “thank you” since
chopping tamarisk in the summer is a horrible job! Be sur
to subscribe to Art’s bulletin for lots of good information
and amazing photos.

geese and some great photos, both on the ground and in the

air, can be made here. Snow geese explosions from the
corn and wheat fields are common so be ready. The 100-
400 is a perfect blast-off lens. Try a variety of shutter
speeds during the blast off. An hour or two spent here can

be very productive and brings us up to noon. | head back to

my room in Socorro for lunch and downloading my im-
ages. | may take a nap but | am usually too excited a&s | se
my images on the laptop.

For the
afternoon

“fly-in”

session, you
have two

basic pos-
sibilities. You
can head back
to the Farm
Deck area or

to the Crane
Pools along Highway 1. Generally if you work the Farm
Deck area you will need a pretty long lens. My firstich

are the Crane Pools. The cranes will be flying in from the
eastern cornfields and as they cross over the highway, the
are silhouetted against the sunset. You can make some
lovely images as they turn “final approach” with theirsleg
hanging down. As they land in the pools you can get some
great shots as the sunset colors reflect in the waser.

can use your Flash X-tender here too to throw some extra
light. | have always had great luck at the Crane Pdols a
sunset except for my one January visit when an extended
cold snap froze the pools which forced the cranes bazk int
the Refuge. Also, in 2007, the crane pools were not in use
for resource management reasons.

You can also go to Railroad for afternoon shots but you
generally need a long lens here. The advantage here is the
sun is shinning on the birds, rather than silhouetting them.

In summary, my basic approach isThe Flight Deck;

Crane Pools or Railroad for sunrise. Then Farm Fields
mid to late morning. Crane Pools at sunset. There is cer
tainly much more in the Refuge to explore but this gets yo
started. Much will depend on the wind and light. Art Mor-

Part of the fun of Bosque is just driving around and being
ready. | have shot eagles, hawks, deer, roadrunners, pheas-
ant, herons and much more. Try to give yourself 2 or 3 days
for your first visit. | promise you it won't be your last itis

Visit www.synvis.comto see many Bosque photos plus a
ProShow program of my favorite Bosque images.

In Closing... Charles Kuralt loved Bosque and his
words sum it up well. "I saw them first many Novem-
bers ago and heard their triumphant trumpet calls, a
hundred or more sandhill cranes riding south on a ther-
mal above the Rio Grande Valley, and that day their
effortless flight and their brassy music got into my
soul."They will get into your soul too.

Resources:

www.friendsofthebosque.org~ Friends of the Bosque. Good
info and other links. Consider making a contributiothiese folks.

www.synvis.com ~ Synergistic Visions. Bosque photos and info.
Flash X-tenders.

WwWWw.socorro-nm.com ~ Socorro Chamber of Commerce. Lodg-
ing, restaurants, maps, etc.

www.birdsasart.con~ Art Morris’ website. Be sure to subscribe
to his bulletin. Many products for bird photographers.

www.tripodhead.com~ Wimberley products.

www.reallyrightstuff.com ~ Quick-release products; ball heads.

www.kirkphoto.com ~ Lots of photo accessories, including a
window mount, ball heads; gimbal mounts.

www.photodex.com ~ ProShow presentation software.

www.picturecode.com~ Noise Ninja software.

www.acratech.net~ QR Ball heads




Recommended Reading...

The Art of Bird Photographyby Arthur Morris. Recently re-
printed. Available direct frommvww.birdsasart.com

On Ancient Wingsby Nebraska photographer, Michael Fors-
berg, who specializes in cranes. This is a gorgeousectzisge
book. www.michaelforsberg.com

Crane Music. A Natural History of American Crane®y Paul
Johnsgard (a renowned ornithologist) ISBN: 0-8032-7593-5

The Cry of the Sandhill CraneBy Steve Grooms.
ISBN: 1-55971-142-6

Cranes: The Noblest FlyerBy Alice Lindsay Price.
ISBN: 1-888809-24-8
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