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Get ready for spring!  In February, it can be hard to think about spring now, 

but by our March meeting, spring will be close.  Early blooming plants include Winter Aconite, Colt's 

Foot, Skunk Cabbage and Sharp-lobed Hepaticas.   This is Winter Aconite. 

By April 1, the list swells.  Our March meeting is a good time to explore the options offered by the many 

off-campus natural  areas offered by the Cornell Botanic Gardens.   Our presenter, Todd Bittner, is 

responsible for these off-campus areas.   His team recently rolled out a new web-based resource for 

exploring what they offer.  Todd will take us into the web pages to discover places of interest to us.  It 

will be wise to come prepared to take notes for your spring outings. 

You will find in this newsletter a summary of our February presentation by Muhammad Arif about his 

workshop at Bosque del Apache.  In addition, you will find a discussion of a new paradigm for setting 

camera exposure using Auto-ISO. 

 

Thursday, March 5 at 7:30 PM 

Cornell Plant Science Building 

Whetzel Seminar Room (Rm.404) 

March meeting program ………….  1 

Bosque del Apache ………………….. 2  

Exposure: A  Paradigm Shift …….. 9 

Ball Head Care: A Short Note  …. 10 
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 CNP members and visitors were treated to an informative presentation by Muhammad Arif about 

wildlife photography with many great images. Muhammad started photography with a film camera 

many years ago, but was not 

especially active until 2016, when a 

friend loaned him a digital camera. 

He is mostly self-taught and has 

gained skills from some workshops. 

To birders and other nature lovers, 

the name Bosque del Apache speaks 

of huge flocks of geese blasting into 

the early morning sky with a roar of 

wings, or, as likely, to the haunting 

sound of sandhill cranes.  Every 

winter it attracts large numbers of 

people to arise long before dawn 

and line up on the "firing line" to witness the spectacle.   

Muhammad was there over 

Thanksgiving vacation in a 

workshop run by Arthur Morris 

with 6 participants. They shot 

from dawn to evening in 

weather that included snow. 

He took roughly 8400 images. 

In his presentation Muhammad 

shared tips on how to 

photograph birds under 

different conditions and for particular effects. Most of the images he shared required little editing. 

 Muhammad's main camera is an EOS R mirrorless with a Canon 5D Mark III for backup.  He does both 

wildlife and landscape photography. His main lens for wildlife is a Canon 500 mm f/4 with teleconverters 

that is often supported by a substantial tripod with gimbal head. He also uses a 100-400 mm lens and 

some shorter focal-length lenses. He usually accumulates and processes images through Adobe 

Lightroom and has put Topaz DeNoise AI to use running on his laptop. On rare occasions he uses Adobe 

Photoshop. 
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All the program's images came from a photography workshop at the Bosque del Apache, a National 

Wildlife Refuge known for large numbers of snow geese, sandhill cranes, 375 other species of birds, 

mule deer, coyote, javelina and other species. The Bosque is in a scenic area of New Mexico. It includes 

several large ponds to support water birds and mostly shrubby vegetation surrounded by scenic 

mountains. The Visitors Center had feeders that attracted a great diversity of smaller birds.  

 

He began with an 

overview of the Bosque 

and then showed a 

number of images of 

snow geese and sandhill 

cranes. The geese 

assemble on the ponds 

in large flocks and when 

disturbed will “blast off” 

with large numbers 

taking off. Images of 

birds in flight require 

fast shutter speed 

(/1600-1/2500) and 

panning with the birds. It 

helps to have the sun 

and wind behind you or over your shoulder. Birds take off and land into the wind. Bright cloudy days are 

best to reduce shadows. Snow can be a good reflector to limit shadows. He found that good exposure 

for birds in flight involved metering for the sky and adding about 2-3 stops. 
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He illustrated the elements of good composition for birds flying toward the camera and flying across the 

image plane. Wing position is important; all the way up or down are best.   Here is an example 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The image at left is clearly favored. 

Muhammad found 1, 2, 3 or 5 birds in a frame create pleasing compositions, but hundreds of birds 

blasting off can be impressive. He found that using the entire sensor for focusing worked best for his 

cameras. He used burst mode taking multiple images for most birds-in-flight shots.   

The image at left 

panned with the 

bodies of the 

geese so they 

were sharp,  and 

it was balanced 

with a slower 

shutter so that 

the wing tips and 

some distant 

birds were 

creamy.  It creates 

a nice sense of 

motion. 
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He showed images of the Bosque and surrounding areas to illustrate the varied landscape, sky colors at 

different times of day and weather conditions (fog, snow). 
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He then turned to images of birds in the brush (road runner), at the feeders, and some of the mammals 

(coyote, mule deer, javelina).  Here is a sampling. 
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Muhammad then 

showed a number 

of artistic, creative 

images beginning 

with creative blur. 

He used slow 

shutter speeds 

(1/4-1/60), with a 

stationary camera 

or panning. The 

longer shutter 

speeds were better. 

Use ND filters in 

bright light to slow 

the shutter.  

 

Birds closer to the camera are more blurred than those furthest away.   You can be sure that some 

experimentation was needed to get just the right combination of shutter, aperture and composition. 

 

Muhammad also  

showed silhouettes 

that the exposes for 

the sky.  Note the rich 

color he achieved.   If 

you have experienced 

cranes, their's  is a 

distinct vocalization. 

The left bird's open 

beak connects the 

viewer with their 

frequent voicing as 

they fly.  (A seat 

flier?) 
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This was a thoughtful and professional presentation. It was notable that Muhammad had examples of 

what didn’t work as well as what did.  He brought humor and special effects using built-in camera 

programs and post-processing.   

He also offered a photo that speaks to the dedication required on a cold, snowy winter morning in 

Bosque del  Apache.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Muhammad,  thank you for an entertaining and educational program. 
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Exposure: A Paradigm Shift  by Paul Schmitt 

 
Change is good, and unavoidable.  Change has been the one constant in my twenty plus years of 
pursuing serious nature photography.    In film days it began with hand held light meters, shifted to in- 
camera metering of a Kodak grey card and then added manually recording a series of exposure brackets 
to guarantee white whites for slide film.  The accuracy of each exposure was not known until the slides 
came back from Kodak a week or more later.  Over-riding all of this for film was the fact that ISO values 
were low, and once you loaded an expensive roll of film,  you were locked in unless you were willing to 
pull out a partially exposed roll and insert a new (costly) roll of higher speed film.    And film was slow, 
think ISO 25 and sometimes a raging ISO 400.  No ISO 1600 really.  And, at the high ISO the images had 
noise but no noise reduction. 
 
Digital closed the feedback loop somewhat when you could read the image moments later and soon 
offered  a histogram review .  Aperture and shutter priority seemed to be helpful tools, but soon it 
became apparent that manual exposure offered more consistent results as long as you kept track of 
changing light levels.   Higher ISO values plus RAW files opened many doors.  Noise reduction was, 
however, in its infancy.  Consider at some point you were still facing changing light levels, but you could 
dial in a new ISO without abandoning a roll of perfectly good film.   Now, it took only  a minute to find 
the new ISO that held your shutter requirement.  (No, aperture priority doesn't take care of that.)   But 
in the last few years, noise reduction software started to become effective.  First there was Nik Define 2.  
Worked pretty well.  Last year, I upgraded my video card and began to use Topaz Denoise AI.  The AI is 
for artificial intelligence.  Enter a new paradigm,  Auto ISO.   And shooting at ISO 1250 is no big deal. 
 
I was in a workshop this January in Yellowstone with John Gerlach.  He's photographed  through all of 
these paradigm shifts over a career spanning  the entire transition from film to modern DSLRs.   Auto ISO 
plus effective noise reduction software have led him to promote shooting manual with auto ISO as this 
simplest and fastest route to perfect exposures.  Here's how it works.  Shoot RAW.  Pick your shutter 
speed and aperture for the creative result you require. For Canon, dial your ISO down past the slowest 
ISO to the A symbol.  That's auto ISO.  Similar for other companies.  Set your metering to matrix which 
looks at the overall scene light level.  Take test shot and review the histogram.  As necessary, adjust the 
exposure compensation to just get "blinkies" in the histogram.    Why show blinkies?  The histogram is 
based on a jpg rendition of your RAW file, and misses how RAW can recover hot pixels.  Just a few 
"blinkies" is just right.   I tried this throughout the entire five days.  I had my DSLR with the 100-400 
zoom lens set up and in my lap, as we rode the snow coach through the park.  I was ready with a setting 
of 1/1000 second and f/3.5 on auto ISO.  Spot a bald eagle - I was quickly standing up in the roof hatch 
to shoot while others might be checking their exposure.  Bison appeared as we rounded a curve.  As 
soon as the coach stopped, I was ready to pile outside and get the shot.  My second camera was set up 
with a 24-70 zoom for landscapes and I could quickly use it for landscapes at a slower shutter speed and 
lower ISO.   If the scenery location was unrushed, I could switch, for instance, to spot metering.   But my 
fast response camera and long zoom was always ready for a surprise. 
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I depend on my ball head almost as much as my camera, and I have done so for over 20 years with my 
now bruised and battered Kirk BH-1.   But in Yellowstone this January, it was hard to move the ball, and 
the drag and lock were not reliable.  Someone suggested that I call Kirk and ask if they could refurbish it.  
Did so, and then  shipped it off to them.  For $60, they cleaned accumulated lubricant from the ball and 
installed both a new drag and lock mechanisms.  Shipping was included. So I have a like-new unit that 
still has the scars to remind me how I have depended on it. 
 
I also learned that the care advisement has changed over time.  The ball needs to be cleaned with cotton 
cloth lightly sprayed with WD-40.  Turn the ball 90° down into the slot and hold the damp cloth on the 
spherical surface while you rotate the ball.   
 
This reminds all me that my Gitzo tripod, this ball head and my LowePro photo pack have outlived at 
least 3 film and  5 digital camera bodies plus a few lenses that wore out. 
 

Paul Schmitt 
 

 

Please Note 
  

Membership is $20 for new and 
existing members. For existing 
members,, it is due in September. 
You may pay at our next meeting, 
or, if preferred, you can mail it to 
Nancy Ridenour at 346 Warren 
Road, Ithaca, NY 14850. Thank 
you. 
 

 
 
Membership is $20, due each 
currently. You may pay at our next 
meeting, or, if preferred, you mail 
it to Nancy Ridenour at 346 
Warren Road, Ithaca, NY 14850.  
 

  
Thank you! 
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